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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION: PURPOSE AND METHOD

The subject of William Makepeace Thacker a y an d his

work has been but barely explored in cons ider ati on of the

possibilities for study in a figure so s ignificant of his

age. The most complete and valuable cri t ical wor k avai l ­

able to date is John W. Dodd's Tha ckeray, ! Cr i t i ca l

Portrait, published in 1941 by t he Oxfo rd Universi t y

Press.

Work on Thackeray's l ife was del ayed and hampered by

his expres s wi. sh to his family that no bi ography be

wr itten . Student s of literatur e a r e indebt ed to Ant hony

Tro l l ope and to Herman Mer i va le and Frank T. Ma r zi a l s f or

i nter pre t i ng Thackeray' s command as an antipathy to a

prevalent type of sent i mental eu logy . They thought it

no t contrary to the f eel ings of their f r i end to publish

accounts of his life which would no t be marred by aff e ct a ­

tion or hyperbo le. The mo st valuable works which have be en

added to the efforts of these f i r s t biogr aphers are a

t wo-volume life by Lewis Saul Benjamin and collections of

l e t t e r s , some of which are sti ll be i ng r e l eased, from time

to time, by his family.

Much of Thackeray's personal experience was poured

1
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into his novels. Consequently, almost every discussion of

his works includes comparison of the author with the

characters among whom he divided his life, Arthur Pen­

dennis, Clive Newcome, and Philip Firmin. So many events

in the careers of these young men coincide with the facts

of Thackeray's life that critics are tempted to attribute

to the author the remaining experiences of his creatures,

but these have no verifi cation in the biographical data

available. For example, y~. Merivale suggests, because

of Pen's affair with the Fotheringay, "that in the narrow

precincts of the Exeter Theatre, Thackeray wooed, loved

and lost,"l though he is careful to admit that there is no

legend to substantiate the hypothesis.

This hunt for autobiography in Thackeray's works

leads to the complementary search for originals of the

other characters. Prototypes are plainly visible, and,

again, nearly all discussions of this author devote some

space to the possibilities among Thaokeray's friends. The

possibilities are mUltiple and some debate has ensued from

differences in olaims, especially regarding the Colonel of

The Newcomes. P.~. KrishnaBwami collected some of these

theories and added his own oonclusions in articles for

The Comhi1l Magazine during 1927 and '28.

1. Herman Merivale and Frank T. Marzials, Life Qt
!. M. Thaokeray, p. 56.
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Careful checking of chronology in the Thackeray novels

by W. A. Hirst has revealed mis t akes imperceptible to the

casual reader but not frequent or serious eno ugh t o di s­

credit the remarkable dove t ailing of event s whi ch makes a

chain of all the novels from Vani~ Fair t o The Virginians,

as Mr. Hirst describes in his exact and practica l study .

An almost totally neglected fi e l d of cri t i ci sm i n

Thackeray's drawings is suggested by Dodds . I nfer i or in

technical skill to his cont emporar ies , Lee ch , Cruikshank ,

Doyle and D~~urier, he is not thought of as an a rtist .

But he was the only novelist to i llus t rate his own works ,

and his drawings, i mperfect as they a re , most ap t ly

interpret and reinforce his cri tic i sm of l i f e . Becky,

re duced to cari cature, i s a vixeni sh Mona Lisa; Amel i a , a

pr et ty imbeci le; and Thackeray himself , a fla t-nosed,

bespectacled jes t er i n f ool's uniform, wi th a humorous

mask in his lap and an expression of wist ful melancholy

on his face. 2

His ballads might also be looked to as illustrat i ve

of the purpose and concepts of his novels. His love of

bur~esque and hatred of sham find expression in terse ,

felicitous rhymes that should delight the criti cs who

complain of his more expansive side-essay treatment s in

the novels.

Thackeray's literary ancestors and his relation to

2. ~ohn W. Dodds, Thackeray: ! Critical Portrait,
pp. 13-15.
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the other novelists of his age furnish another approach

to the complete appreciation of his work. His roots are

in the Eighteenth Century, but, though he passed over the

romantics to join with Fielding, he did not entirely

escape their atmosphere. He writes with the critical,

wistful grace of Goldsmith, Steele, and Addison. He has

an affinity with Richardson, Austen and Scott in the

matter of family life and relationship. Comparison with

Scott and Dickens, carried out on a purely objective

basis, clarifies the art of each of these three literary

giants. This approach is directly and positively presented

by Ernest Albert Baker in his History Of~ English Novel

and by Chauncey W. We l l s in an essay, Thackeray And The

' Vi ct or i an Compromise.

These questions are mentioned here with the realiza­

tion that a separate, thorough investigation of each would

add desirable depth to the point under consideration in

this paper. This study is concentrated upon Thackeray's

use of character for social satire. Its purpose i s to

present from the novels a plain, composite picture of the

objects of satire in early Victorian society and a

collection of social generalizations deduced therefrom.

Its method is to organize the matter of the three great

novels of Victorian manners under frequently recurring

types of character.

In doing this, no attempt is made to frame the whole

of Thackeray; for copiousness, variety, and the absence of
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any deliberate plan are his peculiar characteristics as

a novelist. Nor is it implied that Thackeray consciously

devised these types of character and fitted his material

to them. But it is clear, from the whole of Thackeray's

work, from his ballads, from his sketches, from the

numerous papers for Fraser's and Punch and from his

lectures, as well as from the novels, that his mind was

naturally bent upon seeing circumstances in social life

which shaped the motives and conduct of indi vi. duals, and

often reduced them to 'o ommon denominators even while they

retained their individualizing features.

This organization should assist the claims of great­

ness for Thackeray as the social historian of his age, and

should relieve some of the misunderstandings regarding his

technique of characterization and deficiency of plot.

Baker defines the novel as "the interpretation of human

life by means of fictitious narrative in prose."3 We l l s

expands the definition to insist on "a full blend of

society's ideals and customs," explaining that

•••• the novelist may omit to record public
events, •••• but must not 'omi t the stir
of events and the effect of institutions
upon the lives of men and women, upon social
groups, upon society as a whole •••• and
he must not miss the cast of thought, the
tone and temper of his age. 4

According to these concepts, Thackeray's excellence as a

3. Ernest Albert Baker , History Of The English
Novel, I, 15.
4. Chauncey W. Wells, "Thackeray And the Victorian
Compromise," Essays Ig Criticisms, I, 180-82.
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novelist is beyond dispute.

The appreciation of Thackeray attempted in this paper

su ffe rs by the omission of his greatest work, The History .

Q! Henry Esmond . This novel deviates from his general

pattern in several re spects, most obviously by i ts pre­

sentation of t he life and manners of an earli er ce ntury.

It is worthy of a n exclusive study, a long simila r l ines

of organization, together wi th i t s seque l ~ Virginian s

in which is completed the life-span of Bea t rix , Tha ckeray 's

fullest portrait of a woman. The Adven tures of Philip

has been given no space i n t hi s discussi on because i t a dds

so little to the ooncept s f u lly developed by the complet ion

of The Newcomes .



CHAPI'ER II

THACKERAY' S SOCIAL MIUEU

Biographers trace Thackeray's ance stry back through

an interesting progression of odd spel l i ngs and a collection

of civil servants, clerics, school-men, phys i c i a ns, yeomen,

and land-holders, to one John de Thakwra i n the r ourt e ent h

century, "who held of the Abbot of St . Ma ry of Fountains

a dwelling-house and thirty acres at Hartwi ch. ,,1 The

line, as a ccounted for, from t hence to Thackeray' s

father, was healthy, vigorous, and fertile. The f irst

Wi l l i am Makepeace , a sixteenth child, wa s grandfather to

the novelist. He married Ame lia Richmond Webb of Ca lcutta

and founded the famous Anglo-Indian branch of the Thackeray

family. Although he returned to l ive in England , of his

twelve children, nine went to India to make their fortunes,

among them, Richmond, the father of the novelist .

After his education at Eton, Richmond obtained a

writership in the Bengal Civil Ser vice , achieved profi ci ency

in Arabic and Persian at Fort Wi l liam College in Ca lcutta,

and was subsequently appointed a collector of r evenue and a

judge, in which positions he was well liked and r apidl y

' J

1. Merivale and Ma r zi a l s , sa- cit., p . 33 .

7
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advanced. In 1810, he married Anne Becher, a Calcutta

girl of great beauty, from a family long established in

the Bengal Civil Service. Richmond and Anne took up

ofticial residence at Alipur, and to them was born, on

July 18, 1811, an only son, William Makepeace Thackeray.

William was but five years old when his father died of

an illness suffered for many years. The following year,

he was sent to England to begin his education at Chiswick,

entrusted to the care of an aunt. En route from the East,

his ship stopped at St. Helena, and the sensitive six­

year-old was taken to see the great Napoleon in exile.

There is little doubt that this first impression survived

to furnish some part of the inspiration for the Second

Funeral Q! Napoleon and The Chronicle Of The Drum, which

appeared in 1841.

In 1822, Thackeray was sent to Charterhouse School.

Being rather timid and gentle and with little skill at

games, his popularity among the pupils was small and his

fear of the stern unsympathetic Headmaster, great. The

"Slaughterhouse" oaricature in his early works explains

the follo~ing excerpt from a note to his mother:

I really think I am becoming terribly
industrious, though I can't get Dr. Russell
to think so. It is so hard when you
endeavour to work hard, to find your
attempts nipped in the bud • • • • There
are but 370 in the school. I wish there
were only 369. 2

2. Ibid., p. 43.
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During his last years at Charterhouse, Thackeray enjoyed

the consolation ot holidays with his mother and step-tather

at Larkbeare near Ottery-St. Mary; tor, by 1821, a wedding

had been ettected which he had expressly desired in a

letter to his mother on February 12, 1818:

I hope Captain Smyth is well; give
my love to him and tell him he must
bri~ you home to your affectionate little
son.

In 1828, Thaokeray left Charterhouse, where he had exhibited

some preoocity in devouring novels and writing verse

parodies, developed a firm loyalty to addison and Steele,

and SUffered, in a friendly souffle with George St ovin

Venables, a broken nose which he wore and caricaturized

to the grave.

After a year at home with his mother and 1~jor Car-

michael smyth, Thackeray entered Trinity College at Cam­

bridge for the Lent term (Which put him at a regretful

disadvantage with the Mlchaelmas freshmen at examination

time). He had, for a tutor, Dr. Whewell, who was later

to be Master of Trinity, and for associates in college,

such highly-destined men as Alfred Tennyson and his

brothers; Arthur Hallam, Edward Fitzgerald, Mitchell

Kemble, John Allen, William Brookfield, Monckton Mi l ne s ,

James Spedding, John Sterling, William Kinglake, and the

aforementioned George Venables from Charterhouse. Letters

3. ~., p. 41.
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home pictured his delight in boat races, the induction

dinner, tea-parties, wine-parties, hikes, sketching,

debates, essay contests, his self-designed and self­

decorated rooms, and the achievement of an elaborate hand-

writing which he turned to practical use later in drawing

initial letters for his sketches and novels.

His first taste of fame at Trinity came with the praise

bestowed upon his anonymous burlesque of Tennyson's

Timbuctoo, the year's prize poem at the university. He

extended his spirit of satire in articles for two student

journals, The Snob, and its successor, ~ Gownsman. Thus,

early, he struok the theme, Vanitas Vanitatum, which rings

through all of his works. So, as Dr. Thompson described,

"he led a somewhat lazy but pleasant and 'gentlemanlike'

life •••• oareless of University distinction;~ and

though the letters home embodied, "strong resolutions"

to "think in Greek" and "to begin a more regular course

of reading,,,5 he left Cambridge at 19 without a degree,

but with a vivid appreciation of English poetry and of

the old English novelists, a good general basis of

classical soholarship, and a set of enduring friends.

Thus equipped, he set sail for Paris, Rome, Dresden

and Weimar. From his delight with the French capital came

his touch of true Parisian in many of his best ballads,

especially in the Ballad Q!~ Bouillabaisse, and in the

4. Ibid., p. 61.
5. Ibid., pp. 67-68.
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characters of Madame de Florac and her son, of la Duchesse

d'Ivry, and of Antoinette, who flavor his novels. After

some study of drawing at Paris, he travelled on to Rome,

where he learned a real reverence for Catholicism in its

art (which did not, however, unless some passages and one

ballad be discounted, inolude Catholicism's Pope). Circling

back, Thackeray practiced his German at Godesberg before

going on to Weimar. At Weimar, all else was forgotten in

the thrill of meeting the Goethes and of visiting the

birth place of Schiller, for whom Thackeray confirmed his

intense preference.

Ironically, we 'next find Thackeray, in spite of such

powerful influences toward art and literature, in chambers

at Hare Court, Middle Temple, at the age of 20, stUdying

civil law, with the hopes of making a livelihood at the

bar. He was serious enough in this pursuit to canvass for

Charles Buller in the Reform Year of 1832. But as he came

of age, and into an inheritance of five-hundred pounds a

year, more alluring schemes proposed themselves; and

Thaokeray dropped his tedious, cold-blooded law books.

They had not furnished him a profession, but they were to

yield good fruit in the chapters and characters descriptive

of a similar phase in the life of Pendennis.

The new schemes began with an investment in~

National Standard -- a Journal of Literature, Sci ence ,

Music, Theatricals, and the Fine Arts. Thackeray's

editorship brought no success, for his name was unknown
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to the public. After barely more than a year, the magazi ne

died. To make matters more serious, Thackeray ha d been

fle eoed a t cards. Then came t he fai lure of an Indian bank

to which he and Major Smyth ha d entrus te d the r emainder of

h i s funds! Bi tter losses! From them , we gain the charac­

terization of the gambling De~ceace who wa nde r s through

the sketches and novels, looking for vict i ms, the i ncident

of the Colonel's misfortune with Clive's money in The

Newcomes, and the journalistic struggle s of Pendennis ,

Clive, Phillip, Honeyman and Sherrick.

Undaunted by the first failure, t he Major and his

step-son plunged into another journalisti c venture wi th The

Constitutional. On its promise, Thaokeray mar ried I sabel l a

Shawe, August 20, 1836. Six months after the marri age.,

the last number of The Constitutional went t o press,

leaving the young bridegroom without a job and wi thout an

inoome.

But if these ventures in journal i sm had not p rovided

a secure livelihood, they had, at least, admitted Thackeray

to the society of the Fraserians, an assembly of l iter a t i

which inoluded Dr. Maginn, Barry Cornwall, Edwa rd I r vi ng ,

James Hogg, Theodore Hook, Count D' Or say , Lockha r t , Southey ,

Coleridge, and Carlyle. Of his f irst efforts f or Fr aser 's ,

the most significant were a burlesque of Bulwer' s Eugene

~; a crime story, Catherine, unalleviated by any good­

ness; and an infinitely more delightful gem, The Grea t

Hoggarty Diamond. Whi l e he lived on t he sum sent to him
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as foreign correspondent for Fraser's, the versatile

Thackeray was casting about for work as an illustrator;

for he had gone to Paris, after his losses, to study art,

with the serious intent of making caricature in illustra­

tion his career. Flore et Zephyr, published in 1836,

offered plain prqof of his promise in both fields.

Between the years 1837 and 1842, a steady stream of

novelettes, stories, adaptations, reviews, art criticism,

ballads and miscellaneous articles made deepest that bent

in Thackeray's soul in which lay the seed of six great

novels. These did little to bring him public acclaim,

however, because they were written under numerous pseudo-

nyms. How could readers know that Launcelot Wagst a f f ,

Michael Angelo Titmarsh, Samuel Titmarsh, Charles Yellow-

plush, and George Fitzgerald, appearing in Fraser's, The

~ Monthly, Ainsworth's, ~ Times, and We s t mins t er Review,

were all one man, William Makepea ce Thackeray?

This fury of effort may be attributed to the addition,

between the years 1837 and 1840, of three daughters to

Thackeray's responsibilities. The first, christened Anne

Isabella, inherited her father's talent for literary

creation, wrote several charming novels, and is best known

(as Mrs. Ritchie) for -the reminiscences of her famous

father graciously offered to biographers and compiled,

later, by Hester T. Ritchie, in Thackeray and His Daughter9

6. Ritchie, Anna Isabella, Thackeray and His Daughter.
Ed. by Hester T. Ritchie. New York: Harpera:'nd
Brot hers, 1924.
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A second daughter, Jane, died in infanoy. The third

daughter, Harriet Ma r i on , became the wif e of Si r Les l i e

Stephen.

Af t e r Harri et's birth, Thackeray's wi fe became mentally

ill. The distracted husband sought all mea ns t o e ffect a

cure, but nothi ng would avail. The very mention of bis

name so affeoted the pitiful woman t ha t she ha d t o be taken

away from her family. Crit ics who cry "cyni c " to the man

who suttered the agony ot suoh a bereavement a t t e r only a

few short years of tender happines s, must pass over his

congratulation to the newly-wed Follett Synge:

Though my 'own marriage was a wreck
•••• I would do it over again, for be hold
Love is the crown and complet ion of a l l
earthly good. A man who is afraid of hi s
tortune never deserved one •••• Th e ve r y
best and pleasantest house I knew i n my
lite had but £ 300 to keep i t.?

Wi th that house emptied of the wi te , for whom a new

residenoe and a kind caretaker were fo und, and of t he

babies, Who were sent to their grandmother i n Pari s,

Thackeray, for the next six or seven years, lived a Bohemian

existence in the society and clubs of London, i nters per sed

with a good deal of travelling. But his activity deni ed

the characteristic of idleness generally attri but ed to that

mode ot living. On May 24, 1844, Edward Fi t zgerald wrote

of him:

7. Mer i va l e and Ma r z i a l s , ~ oi t. , p , 108 .
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Thaokeray is in full vigour, play and
pay, in London, writing in a dozen reviews
and a soore of newsp~ers: and while health
lasts he sails before the wind. 8

The dozen reviews inoluded those mentioned .above plus The

Morning Chroniole and Punch.

A trip to Dublin in 1843 yielded a lasting friendship

with Charles Lever, and The Irish Sketch Book, of value

both entertaining and historical. A Mediterranean voyage

in 1844, with a visit to the Holy Land and Rome, was

recorded with due reverence in the sketoh book, From

Cornhill to Cairo. This same year, Fraser's published a

story hinted at by ~he unrelieved actuality of the crime

career of Catherine, but graoed with an historical setting

and witchery of style prophetio of Henry Esmond. This was

~ History Of Barry Lyndon in whioh a oruel, arrogant

rogue points out his own damnation, even while he is so

magnifioently unconscious of iniquity as to mouth a defense

of gambling masterful enough to be, in itself, sufficient

reason for publication of the whole. Smollett, Fielding

and Defoe are literary antecedents to Thackeray in this

piece of work in which the sentimental crime novel reoeived

another killing blow.

By 1847, Thackeray had restored his home (taking up

residence with his t\~ daughters at No. 13, Young Street,

Kensington), and had transferred his services, almost

8. Ibid., pp. 122-123.
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entirely, from Fraser's to Punch, a l though Fraser's had

just bought Vanity Fair after its rejecti on by Colburn' s

~ Monthl y .

Vanity Fair ran serially from Ja nuary, 1847, t o Jul y,

1848. Popularized by a revi ew from Abr aham Hayward and by

Currer Bell's lavish praise i n her dedicati on of the second

edition of Jane Eyre, i t brought Tha ckeray hi s firs t

sucoess with his readers, and, by May, he had been taken

up by society to be whirled about to dinners a nd parti e s.

Some of his old friends thought Thaokeray spoi l ed by his

new position, blase toward the wo r ld , and fiokle i n his

political alliances~ In society he would be pleasant one

moment and curt the next. Those who t ook of f ense at this

did not realize that Thackeray's health was f ai ling, that

he was weary , overstrung, and subjeot t o at ta cks of de ­

pression. In political and philospphi cal convictions he

had never been deeply rooted. A Liberal in hi s opini ons ,

he was, by nature and personal taste, an aristocrat. His

versatility, sensitiveness, and s corn for conceali ng his

feelings led him into a complexity of persona l ity diffioult

to tolerate at times; but they never affected his f unda­

mental tenderness, loyalty and generosity. His studies in

Political Economy did not prevent him fro m buying out the

looking-glasses from an old maker wh ose ohi ldren wer e crying

for bread, or from filling a pi llbox wi th sover ei gns f or

a needy widow and writing on the label, "One to be taken
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when needed." 9 These and other tales are told of how he

helped anyone in need for whom his sympathy was evoked,

often when he could ill afford it, always for the sheer

delight of giving and in a manner so humorous and graceful

tba t the term "charity" could not be imposed between the

gift and the giver.

Vanity Fair was "pre-viewed" in the Snob Papers in

Punch. Here the subjects of satire had been laid out while

their pretense, meanness, and vulgarity were attacked and

pursued to a point which antagonized readers, particularly

because Thackeray had broadened his definition of snob

until he had hit every species. Any reader was almost

sure to find himself related to the snob-daughters-of­

wealth or the sons of birth whom they married, the snob

peerage-worshippers, the snobs-royal, the military snobs,

the travelling snobs, the country snobs, the literary

snobs, or the club snobs; f or their critic had not spared I

even himself the hard label, "one who meanly admires mean

things."

Other famous Punch contributions from Thackeray,

between the years 1845 and 1851, were Jeames's Diary, A

Legend Of The Rhine, Cox's Diary, The Fatal Boots, Rebecca

~ Rowena, and Punch's Prize Novelists. Rebecca and

Rowena mocked Scott's romanticism, planned a different end

for the beautiful Jewess, and has been rated the best

9. Ibid., pp. 76-77.
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burlesque ever written. l O It was a harmless piece of

jest; but there were hurt feelings to be a s suaged after

the less finely wr ought mock er y of Pun ch ' s Prize Nove l ists

had gone to press. The 'IWen t ieth Omtury ca n laugh at the

sanity of Thackeray's c r iti ci sm an d overlook its excesses ;

but fancy how contemporar i es r eceived his blunt sa tire of

Bulwer's "drivelling" crime nove l s, of Disraeli 's exoticism

and elaborateness, of Mrs . Gore' s use of "s i l ve r fork"

titles and French terms. Charle s Leve r accepted his

guest's parody of hi s exuber ant Iri sh adventure stories

in rare good humor. Less c er ta in is the reaction of the

French authors who We r e farcicall y portrayed wri ting

stories of Engli sh l ife after r eadi ng one novel i n the

original and visit i ng in a shabby hotel . In Thackeray's

cri t i cism of Fenimore Cooper , even t he Ameri cans , with

t he ir self - compl a cency and super iorit y complex , wer e made

butts of the f un-poking.

Al t oge t her , in his ten years with Punch, Thackeray

contributed well over 400 bits of writing and somethi ng

under 400 drawings. l l I n 1850, his conne ction with that

famous comic magazine died ou t · and he finally resigned

formally be ca use of its assaults upon the Emper or of Fr ance ,

whi ch he deemed i n j udici ous. There was, however , no bad

10. W. H. Pollock , "Thac ker ay , " Encyc l opedi a Bri t ­
tannica, 11t h ed., XXVI , 717.
11 . See Dodds 's discussion of these in Thackeray:
! Critical Portr a i t, Ch. V.
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feeling in this separation, for Thack er ay was wel l aware

of the debt he owed to t he se spons or s.

I n November 1848 , the first number of Pendennis

appea r ed. Most aubobi ographi ca l of all the novels,it is,

also, the most wanderi ng in its plot. It was interrupted

ha lf way through by an i l lness whi ch nearly killed its

author. Edward Fitzgera l d sugge s t ed giving it up at this

point, but Thackeray was t oo int er ested in i ts characters

to do this. Though it ha s p rovoked much unfavorable

critioism, the book take s it place , today , alongisde

Vanity Fair and The Newcomes , without apologies . I ts

richness of experi ence, veri ety in th e f ields of li f e

represented, and, particularl y , i t s incoDwarable old Ma j or

save it from its dullness and fa ti gue.

During the composi ti on of Pendennis , Thackeray enjoyed

anoth er tri p to Paris and the excitement of candidacy for

membership i n the Athenaeum Club . I n spite of the spon­

sorship of Mi lman and Ha l l am, and vote s from Macaulay ,

Mahon and Croker, t he author of Vanity Fa ir was r efus ed at

this time an honor wh ich would have a f f orded hi m immense

satisfaction. The satiri cal vein to whi ch Punch had g i ven

full play had made seri ou s enemies.

Though Thackeray's versatil i t y was we l l a ppre ci a t ed

by this time, it led him, in 1851, to s t ep f orward in a

capacity which fairly astonished hi s f riends. With hi s

nervousness and fear of failure -bare ly un der control,

Thackeray took the lectern at Wi l l i s ' s Rooms to de l i ve r



20

a series of discourses on the English Humorists of the

Ei ghteenth Cent ur y . He wa s frank ab out his reasons for

turning lecturer. His whole conc ern i n life was to leave

his daughters in financi a l s ecur i t y. For their sake, he

would make whateve r sa cr ifi ce showed promise of rebuilding

t he fortune lost i n yout h. Contr ary t o the forebodings of

some acquaintances, the l ect ur e s were well a t tended and well

recei ved. Harri e t Martineau wrote of t hem:

There i s qui t e a f uror e f or his lectures.
They a r e s or t of e s say s , characterized by
his own peculiar origina l ity and power,
and delivered wi th a f i ni sh ed taste and
ease •••• 12

To her de scri ption, Ca roline Fox adds : "He reads in a

definite, rather dry manner , bu t makes you understand

thorough l y what he i s a bout . ,,13 Rese rve , quiet humour , and

c l ear t~inking are attributes sufficient t o merit attention.

Manchester, Oxford, Cambridge and Edinburgh lent their

ears.

Thackeray's ne xt offering was to show more magnificent

frui t of hi s fondne s s f or the eighteenth century . In 1852,

for the small sum of a t h ousand pounds , he publ i sh ed The

History Q! Henry Esmond . At the time, Esmond received

scant recognition. George Eliot cal l ed it "the most

uncomfortable book you can ima gine, " 14 and even the

enthusiastic Charlot te Bronte condemned it as "too much

12. Mer i val e and Ma r zia1s , ~ cit., p .166 .
13. Ibid.
14. IbId., p. 176.
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.
to it as his masterpie ce; for it has since been ac cl a i med ,

wi thout di sproof, as the greatest historical novel ever

wr i t t en in the English language . Its scholarly exactitude

in reproducing the l anguage , thoughts, conduct and events

of the pa s t is hidden i n such an ease of style and fre sh­

ne s s of characteriza tion tha t the artistic illusion is

per f ect : t he past is made present .

St i ll anxious to make a fortune for hi s little gi r l s ,

Thackeray se t sail , on Octobe r 30 , 1852 , for America, to

deliver the Lectures Q£ ~ Humorists at Boston, New York,

Phi la delphia , Ba l t i mor e , Wa s hi ng t on , Richmond , and Char l es ­

ton. He was kipd1y received , made friends wi t h the country

and its people , and r etur ned to London i n 1853 considerably

enriched wi t h American dol lars .

Though he had grown terribly l onesome for home, after

only three weeks in London , he was of f again to Paris for

a month, a nd in July of the same year , had settled at Baden

for awhile to beg i n The Newcomes . The Newcomes was another

meandering story like Pendenni s, but be tter l i ked for its

characters and greater livel i ness. The first number was

15. Ibid.
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published in October 1853; the last, in August 1855. In

the meantime, Thackeray bad been gathering and organizing

material for a series of lectures on The~ Georges,

with his eye turned again toward the United s t a t e s . On

October 11, 1855, he was tendered a farewell dinner at

the London tavern, with Dickens as chairman; and on the

thirteenth, he was headed once more toward the hospitality

of the Reeds, of Bayard Taylor and of Longfellow in America.

~~ Georges, satirical sketches of the monarchs

of mighty England, were even more popular with the Yankees

than 1h! Humorists. An Englishman, willing to hold up to

the ridicule of rebels, four fine specimens of the king­

ship of the British Empire, must have been a rare treat:

If Thackeray suffered criticism for so doing, perhaps his

love of truth will atone for any suggestion of treason to

the past. At any rate, he did not lack the courage to

repeat the lectures after his return to Engl and , at

Exeter, Plymouth, Clifton, Birnlingham, Oxford, Lea mington ,

and Norwich, averaging fifty guineas a night, and at

Edinburgh, where three per cent of the population came out

to hear them.

Succes s served as a sharp stimulus to Thackeray.

Instead of resting on his popularity and position, he next

aspired, in 1857, to enter Parliament, replacing Mr . Neate,

professor of Political Economy, in the constituency of

the City of Oxford. As a Liberal, he advocated the

ballot, the allotment of power to men of ability rather
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than to men of rank, extension of sUffrage, and tri nn i al

meetings of parliament . His campaign agar s his r iva l,

Card ell, as a courteous one . The vote, variously
16 17recorded 1017 - 1070 and 101S - 10S5, sho ed a cl os

raoe, ito Thaokeray on the losing end. He took his

defeat with good sense, announci ng mo s t graoe fu lly , after

the declar~tion from the polls:

I will retire and take my place wi th my
pen and ink at my desk, and le ave to
Cardwell a business which I apSsure he
unde rstands better than I do .

Resulting from this resolution, came The Vi r ginians,

a sequel to Esmond, linking that novel to Pendenni s by

giving the history of the twin gr andsons of Henry Esmond ,

rh o were the ancestors of the George 'a r r i ngto n of Pen ­

dennis. Thackeray's fondness for such connection s gre

with him and prompted such pleasantly surpri s i ng r e i ntro­

ductions as that of "de Barry" from Bar r y Lyndon (1844 ) i n

the society of Wi l l Esmond at the clo se of The Virgi ni ans

(lS59). Little touches like this help us rea lize how

real Thackeray 's characters were to him, -- ho , havi ng

given them life , he could not ignore them.

It was during publication of The Virginia ns tha t

Edmund Yates , in an article for~ Talk, belabor ed

Thackeray with personal references to his app ea rance ,

16 . Anthony Trollope, Thackeray, p. 48 .
17 . ~e rival e and rZials,~. cit ., p. 191.
lS . Ibid ., p , 192 . -
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bearing, want of heart, and sarcasm. Though Thackeray

had, himself, in younger ye a r s , been sharp ly critical ot

those about him, and even, in an instance o r two , guilty

ot this same sort ot attack, he was extremely mortif ied

by Yates's tone. He appeal ed to t he Garrick c l ub on the

ground that the tacts used could have been known only t o

a member. Yates enlisted the mediati on of Dickens , but

he was ejected in spite of such strong s upport . As a

result, a sad estrangement ensued between Di ckens and

Thackeray, who, up to this time, had been frank fri ends

and mutual admirers. At the accusation of j ealousy , Sir

Theodore Martin came' f orth in detense of Tha ckeray,

quoting him as having once said , "Get Davi d Copperfi e l d;

by Jingo, it's beautiful; it beats t he yel l ow chap of

this month hollow.,,19 (The "yell ow chap" was Pendennis .)

Sir :Marti n was wi th Thackeray on the s teps of t he Athenaeum,

just a few days before his death, when he extended apology

to Dickens by offering his hand.

To heal the humiliation of this i nc i dent came the

honor of an invitation from smith and Eld er to t he editorial

chair of a new magazine, The Cornhi ll. Thack eray accepted

with delight and enthusiasm. From thi s position he could

command and offer to the public t he literary servi c e s of

the best writers of the day. He was wi ned and dined at

the Balais Royal in Paris to his immense gratifi ca tion.

19. Ibid., p. 234.
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But he was to disoover painful thorns in the cushioned

editorial chair. The regular duties were somewhat irksome

to him, though he managed always to produce an excellent

periodical. What he could not endure was the necessity of

rejecting unsuitable contributions sent with pitiful pleas

for publication and recompense. From his first number of

November, 1859, it was but two-and-a-third years to his

valedictory issue of March, 1862.

The first number of Cornhill introduced Trollope's

Framley Parsonage, a novel which this friend had hurried to

prepare at the urgent request of the editor; for Thackeray,

intending to begin a novel of his own, had ready only

Lovel, The Widower, a story reworked from an old play.

The editor did publish, later, The Adventures Of Philip

On His Wa y Through The Wor l d ; a novel again autobiographical

in many aspects, satirical in its presentation of society,

and rich in character, not among the principals of the

tale, this time, but in the "supporting cast."

The Cornhill embodied, also, the charm and mellow

wisdom of Thackeray's Roundabout Papers. If these are not

strong enough to shout down accusations of "s t a l enes s " ,

"decline", and senility", let critics look to Dennis Duval,

the fragment left in the sumptuous Queen Anne residence at

Palace Green, which bears promise of a parallel to Esmond

in its freshness and power. Smugglers, Hugenot refugees,

Roman Catholic squires, and gentlemen of the King's navy

predict action on a scale never conceived for Pendennis
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But fri ends o saw backeray a t The Gar r i ck Cl b on

December 16, 1863, were s t ruck by the cha nge Buf fe ring had

wrought in his face an d frame; and , though he s in good

spirits at dinner with Dr. ~rriman on the seventeenth,

it seems significant to us now t ha t his conversati on was

reminiscing and summary, t hat he should t hen have named

The Cane-bottomed Chair as his favorite ba llad and Vanity

Fair as his best work. On ~dne sday, De cemb er 23 , he suffered

intensely painful and frequent spa sms; on Chr istmas eve,

he was found dead.

He was but 52 years old . His mo the r died on the

following Christmas eve; his wi fe survived him by thirty

years. He was buri ed in Kensa l Gr een , and a bust by

rochetti was put up to hi s memor y in estminster Abbey .

To hi s children, he left an income of £ 750 a year , a

handsome recompense -for t he inheritance which slipped

through his youthful fingers.

The story of his life, it may be noti oed , is almos t

entirely the story of his work . Lit t le else i s known of

Thaokeray exoept for some other everyday i ncidents oher­

ished in the memories of hi s friends. Among these wa s

Badger, at Cambridge, for whom Tha ckeray gave up a ho l e

morning of classical study he n he was feeling i ll.

Another was Charles Buller, a t whos e de ath, he ro te t he

thoughtful quatra in:
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Who knows the inscrutable design?
Blessed be he who took and gave :
Why should your mother, Charles, not mine,
Be weeping a t her darling 's grave?20

Most intimate were the Brookfields, Wi l l i am and Jane, to

whom Thackeray turned for solace a f te r his home had been

broken up and while his girls we r e too young to f urnish

the tenderness he could not live wi thout . The Br i gh t on

salon of Horace Smith and his daughters was another

favorite rendezvous for the lonely man. It fu r ni shed t he

opening chapters of Pendennis . Wi t h the Cr oke r s , Thackeray

built a friendship out of a natural and vented a ve rsion by

going to Mr s . Croker with an apology for his unkind

t h ought s when he learned that her husband had offered

to quarte r homeless boys!

These were the people who knew Wi l l i am ~~kepea ce

Thackeray, who knew hi s "Cervantea n nature •• •• the da rk

thread of disil l usion ••• • the bright one of faith , "

blending into a ba l an ced vision , t he mock i ng obl ique

glance .a t men as they are , and the r e ver en t view of men

as they might be. 2l Disappointment was t he keyno t e of his

novels; religion , the keynote of his life. 22 Though he

never chose a definite creed, and gave no evidence of the

Victorian struggle between belief and disbe lief, hi s

20 . ~. , p . 226 .
21 . Chauncey W. We l l s , 2£. cit., I, 187 .
22. See di scussions of this in Me r i vale and Ma r z i a l s ,
££. cit ., pp. 13 ff ., 31 ff ., 210 , pa s s i m; and i n
Nathaniel Wr i ght St eph ens on , The Spi ri t ua l Drama In
The~ Of Thackeray, pp . l2-rt., 46 ff., 99, passim .
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oonduct was detennined by a steady reverence for the

A1lIllghty and the cheerful hope that "the tangle will some ­
23where be lovingly unwound ." Shi fting from bitternes s to

sentimentalism, Thaokeray settled a t a

•••• gentle, retrospeotive wistfu lnes s , a
sort of perva sive wor l d sorrow f or man ' s
pathetic lot , for his puny egoti sms, se lf­
deceptions , frustrate ambitions and his
abortive achievements . 24

No one of hi s fri ends understood hi m bet t e r than did

Anthony Trollope who explains his inconsist enoi es thus :

Thackeray wa s a l ways trifling, and yet
always serious . I n att empt ing to understam
his character it is necessary for you t o bea r
within your own mind the idea t h at he was
always , wi thin 'hi s own bosom, encount ering
melancholy with buffoonery, and neanne s s with
satire . The very spirit of b urles que dwelt
within him -- a spirit whi c h doe s no t see
the grand the less because of the t ra ve sties
which it is always engenderi ng . 25

Because he scattered his intere s t s and e fforts among

journalism, art, an d law, because he wrote f or years under

pseudonyms, because he refused to compromise his i nt e l­

lectual standards to reach his publ ic , and becaus e, as

Dodds points out , a man

•••• who goes a bout puncturing t he bubbles
of pretension , with however humorous a
melancholy, will never enjoy the following
of a man who guffaws loudly and weeps
riotously,26

Thackeray's succes s wa s delayed . But he wa s recogni zed,

23 . erivale, and Ma r z i a ls , £E. ci t . , p . 32 .
24 . Dodds, ~. oi t . , p . 57 .
25 . Trollope, ~ . cit ., p . 32 .
26 . Dodds, 2£ . cit ., p. 19 .
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finally, in his own time, as a reviewer, essayist, literary

critic, lecturer, and novelist; and he is remembered, today,

as the social historian of his age.



CHAPTER III

THACKERAY'S PRESENTATION OF CHARACTERS

AS SOCIAL TYPES

Long before Vanity Fair established its author's

posi tion as a novelist, his peculiar presentati on of life

was determined. Departing from the traditional method of

following the fortune and fate of a single hero or heroine,

Thackeray introduces great crowds of people, skillfully

inter-related by the action of his story which is minimized

to keep the atmosphere that of daily exi stence. Among

these crowds, whole families stand out and individuals

representative of various social positions or professions

appear, persons and groups whose plans and progress are

objectively unfolded to the reader in plots of parallel

development and interest. Here is no profound, pointed

analysis of the soul, but a panorama of life as it is,

where motives are mixed, where masses of people are

self-deceived, and where the range of setting and experi­

ence is so broad that we are bound to catch reflections

of ourselves as we walk the land, reflections calculated

to reduoe the sense of self-importance and to adjust

perspective through the lens of common sense and by the

hand of gentle satire.

30
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For though he did not always esoape the sentimentality

of his age, Thackeray aimed at the ideal of reason and

clearsightedness of his eighteenth-century masters. His

particUlar scorn for the crime novels of contemporaries

who sought sympathy for the weakness of their heroes and

heroines was vented in the over-powering evil of Catherine

and in the gay irony of Barry Lyndon. He disdained

extremes in the opposite direotion as well, and oould no

more picture a dashing, invincible prince for a hero ~lan

he could romanticize a murderer or libertine.

Thackeray, like all great humor i st s fro m
Cervantes to Fielding saw that most men are
an inscrutable 'mixture of the heroic and the
ridiculous, the noble and the ignoble; human
nature is an infinitely complex thing, and
its complexity needs to be underlined and
accented rather tha~ simplified for the
sentimental reader.

As Thackeray himself points out, this complexity of

charaoter is superimposed upon a fundamental intricacy of

fate:

The prize be sometimes with the fool
The race not always to the swift.
The strong may yield, the good may fall,
The great man be a vulgar clown,
The knave be lifted over all,
The kind cast pitilessly down. 2

The gap between man's aspiration and his achievement, the

oontrast between the real and the apparent, the expenditure

of love upon unworthy objects, the success of rascality,

1. John W. Dodds, Q£. cit., pp. 115-116.
2. Lewis S. Benjamin, WIIliam Y~kepea ce Thackeray,

I, 246.
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the sUffering of innocence, the du l l nes s of virtue and

the liveliness of sel f - indulgen ce wer e , to the sharp sigh t

of Thackeray's s atir e , the result, partly of chance a nd

circumstance for whi ch man may be pa r doned and pitied .

But t hey are much more the result of the af fecta t i ons and

hypocrisies of the wor l d , of the petty shame , petty

arrogance and petty subterfuge of weak , vai n , and se lf­

absorbed people which must be pursued wi th detective power

and exposed for the reader's profit. 3

For Thackeray, a man of wide culture,
was from his youth up sa t ur a t ed. wi th t he
urbane, reflective spirit of t he e ighteenth
century c l a s s i cs , and had learned t o scan
the human spectacle from the same serene
standpoint. He h ad little pat i ence wi th
the elaborate euphemisms and thrilling
idealizations of t h e ro mant i c school; he
found his proper range and orbit in reverting
decisively t o older standa rds of veracity ,
of seeing t hing s as they are and represent ing
them wi t h candor and honesty.4

To accomplish t h i s purp ose , Thackeray employed spe cific

methods. Borrowing th e devi ce of a rm-chair soliloquizing

from hts beloved Addison and Steele , he adapted it admir­

ably to story-telling, a l l owi ng an i nt er locutor to r epor t .

objectively wha t he sees and hears t he people on the scene

doing, and to comment ironically from t i me to t ime on

their mot i ves . Sometimes the s t ory-tel ler i s an old acquaint -

ance from a previous novel. Pendenn i s, f or example , r ecor ds

3. Dodds, Q£. cit., pp . 116-119, and David Cecil ,
Early Victorian Nov el is t s , - pp . 79-80 .
4. Ernes t Alb er t Baker, Q£. cit., VII , 333-334.
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the history of ~ Newcomes and becomes, thereby, more

actually and permanently alive than i n his own tale.

The reader enjoys the doubl e value of the reactions of the

characters to circumstance and of the response of the

reporter to their reactions. Critics ha ve branded the se

interpolations "diffus e digr es si ons" which impede the

progress of the story. But since Tha ckeray rega rded t he

novel "not merely a s a representati on bu t a l so a s an

interpretati on of life," 5 a nd since he pr-oposed t o present

a panoramic expose of so ciety , the "digr essions" must be

granted as intrusions indispensabl e t o h i s f or m and

purpose. Thes e offend only when rei tera t ion makes them

trite. They a r e , on the whole, so gracefully s et f or t h

and 9J effeotive in drawing the reader i nt o his jUdgment

of the men and women repre sen ting humani t y , that to dispense

wi t h them woul d be to divest t he nove l s of thei r greatest

em rm, An early example from Vanity Fair wi 11 sh ow how

these comment s contribute to t h e perfectly accomplished

conviction that t be characters are livi ng and acting

members of society. Af t er Thacker ay has had Becky Sharp

meet Joseph Sedl ey , the co lle ct or of Boggley Wol l ah , he

turns to the reader wi th natural ea se to discuss the

situation:

If Wa ss Rebe cca Sha rp had determi ned in
her heart upon making the conque st of this
big beau, I don't think, l adi es, we have any
right to blame her; for though the ta sk of
husband-hunting is general-ly, and wi t h becoming

5. Ibid., p. 382 .
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modesty , en trusted by young per s ons to
thei r mammas, recollect that l~ss Sha rp
had no kind parent to arrange these
del i ca t e matters for he r , a nd that i f
she did not ge t a husband f or herself,
there wa s no one else in the wi de wor l d
who would tak e the trouble off lEr hands . ' J I

Wha t causes young people to "c ome ou t "
but the noble ambition of matri mony? What
sends them trooping to wat e r i ng -places ?
What keeps them dancing till five o ' c lock
in the morning through a whole mortal
seas on? Wha t cau ses them to l abor at
pianofor t e sona t a s , and to learn four
songs from a f ash i ona bl e master at a
guinea a lesson , and to play the harp
if they ha ve hand some arms and neat
elbows and to wear Linooln Green
toxophilite hats a nd fea t hers, but t ha t
they may bring down so rne "des i r able "
young man wi t h those ki lling bows a nd
arrows of t h eirs? ~bat oaus es r e speotabl e
parents to take up t heir oarpets, s et
their house s topsy-turvy, and spend a
f ifth of t heir year 's ino ome in ba l l
suppers a nd iced champagne?~Is it she er
love of their s pecie s and an unadulterated
wi sh to see young peop l e happy and
dancing? Psha ! they want t o ma r ry t heir
daughters; and , as honest W~s . Sedley
has , i n the depths of her kind heart ,
already arra nge d a who le s core of l ittle
schemes f or t he settlement of he r Amelia ,
so also had our beloved bu t unp rotect ed
Rebe cca determined t o do her ver y best
to se cur e the husband , who wa s even mor e
necessary for her t han for her f ri end . 6

Thackeray did not conceive a p lot and then bu ild

char a ct er s to sui t i ts action; but, as was more natur a l

to his week by week wr i t i ng , he crea t e d t wo or th ree

principal characters and let them live . I n a l etter to

Cordy Jeaffreson , be acknowledged th i s t echnique: "I

don 't control my characters . I am in t heir ha nds and t hey

6 . Vani ty Fair , pp . 20- 21 .
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take me where they please. ,,7 And to Mr-s , Brookfi e l d

he mused, "I wonder what wi l l happen to Pendennis and

Fanny Bolton . Wr i t ing and send i ng it to you, it seems as

. if it were true ."S So t rue , i nde ed, d id it seem "t o t he

aut hor ' s contemporarie s that folks chi ded him for u si ng

them as models and t hat critics, s ince , have spent time

and talent tracing his origina l s . But it was ne ver

Thackeray 's intention to reproduce an acqua intance . He

was interested, not in any individual, but in a law of

conduc t of which some individual ha ppene d to be a handy

example . He drew, i n words , as he drew i n his i1lustra -

t ions , not physical feature s b ut a mora l judgment , a

criticism of a class of people . As ~~ . Dodds suggests ,

tt was not from l ack of t echn i cal skill that his maidens

were ne arly all vacuous brunettes, his butlers sp lay­

footed, and hi s elderl y men de bonai rly concei t e d bucks . 9

Wi t h his love of absurdity and nonsense cutting t he edge

of his satire, he wa s drawing wi t h accura cy types of people

who generally pas s for s omethi ng much fi ner than they are .

This world of Thackeray 's novel s i s peopled a lmost

wholly from the upper middle class . Tha ck eray had l ittle

concern for t he poor . The "great folks" enter hi s s cenes

only i ncidentally, even in Esmond. His dramati s personnae

7 . Benjamin, 2£. cit . , I, 254 .
S. I bi d.
9. Dodds,~. ci t. , p. 14-.
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are the "second-oest:" l O e du ca t e d gentlemen; a r istocrats

in title, bourgeoisi e in manners and ha bits; pr oducts of

the treaty betwee n t he new r i ch and t he old bl ue-bloods.

The weal thy are d i rec ted by th eir ambition t o add title to

wealth by manipula t i on of the marriages of their children .

The no bi lity a re moved by t heir eagernes s to make a

fortune in the s ame market. Thi s great compromise of

Victorian Eng land furni shed the mos t finely drawn and th e

most frequently recurring f igures in Tha cker ay' s works :

the campaigner , t he socia l c l imbe r, t he young dandy , t he

man-about-town, the vap i d wife, and , most famously , the

woman of daring wi t and beauty whose whole de light is in

conquest. To r ede em his world from utter se l fishnes s , he

has drawn some innocents: a f ew faithful women and

high-minded, noble-hearted men who , though al lowed to

approach t he ridiculous i n some di rections , remain not

t he less di stingui shed f or thei r f undament a l humility and

kindness.

We single out s uch cha r a cters from a va st and moving

spectacle of Ki ngs a nd s tatesmen at Wa t er l oo or Brussels ,

of fashionabl es in a provincial drawing-room or in thei r

cabriolets and barouches, of s ilk-stockinged footmen

gossiping over po ts of be er , of f ox-hunting c lergy and

10. Frank Swinnerton , "Wi l l iam Makepeace Tha ckeray , "
The Grea t Vi ct or i a ns , ed . by H. J . and Hugh Massingham,
p:-475.
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rooted county fami lies, of city mer chan t s a t their vast ,

solid mea l s wi th their talk of 'cha nge, and , eventuallY ,

of the cheap gli t ter of a cont inental casino wh er e card

sharper s and adventuresses pl y their trade . l l

And in t hi s g rea t ga l lery of people , as Al i ce Meyne l l

ruefu lly points out, Thackeray has no saints . Helen

Pendennis and Lady Castlewood are capable of cruelty .

Ame l i a Sedl ey is an egoist . Lady Jane is jealous; Colonel

Newcome , haughty . Esmond squanders his best years in vain

love for a material beauty. Even poor Dobbin falls from

the pedestal when he t urns upon his plain sister wi t h a

taunt. 12 But, as Lewis S . Benjamin reasons , seeing the

same defect ,

If Thackeray has not joined pur e good­
ne ss t o pure i ntell ect, if he has not combined
in one per son the strength of intellect of a
Becky and the goodness of an Ame l i a or the
nobility of a Henry Esmond or a Thomas
Newcome wi t h the bri l liance of an Ar t hur
Pendennis , i t was certain l y not because he

could not do so, or because he was incapable
of appreciating a perf ect man or woman , but
because su ch fo l k are r arely , if ever, met
with in the wor ld . l 3

Addi ng to the convicti on of veracity in his picture

of life is the sense of ti me sustained in Thackeray 's

novels . Eve ry s t ory i s connected t o the o t h er s by the

relation of fic ti tious t o hi stori ca l events and by the

11 . David Cecil, Ea r l y Victor i an Novelists , pp .
21 and 85 .
12. Al i ce Meyne ll, Di cke ns As ! ~ of Letters ,
p. 39 .
13 . Ben jamin, ~. cit., I, 250-251 .
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re-introduction of characters. Not only the more con­

spicuous like Becky, Beatrix a nd the Pendennises, bu t a lso

less centralized figure s like the Ma j or , War r i ng t on and

Rawdon Crawl ey, and even those of brief i mportan ce l ike

Costigan , Mr . Honeyman and the comical Lady Bar eac res,

live from novel to nove l, their casual reappearances showi ng

"the inevitable influence of years on character , wear i ng

down love, slackening ambition, making faint memory

itself •••• ,,14

Considering the limitati ons imposed upon him by hi s

age and his ideal of keeping his books s uch that they cou l d

be read aloud in the family, we conclude that it i s only

by reason of the clear, fluent, easy sty l e which Thack eray

developed to be the instrument of his great creat ive

imagination, that he succeeds i n showi ng us his society

without offering an entirely dull and vap i d pi ct ure . I t

wa s his felicitous aptitude to s e l ect the r ight, sig­

nificant detail and so to do, wi t h t he t wi st of an ironic

phrase, what would require a page of sermonizing from a

less artistic author. Who has s ur passed thi s c lear

statement of the deni ed but undeniable di stinctions of

class at the English universities whe re "Figs " of Swish­

tail Semina r y writes to his mother "who was f ond of him ,

although she wa s a grocer's wife;" and t he playfu l but

still more serious criticism of higher education i n the

14. Cecil, £2. cit., p. 87.
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dilemma of Pitt Crawley at college , who "failed, somehow,

in sp ite of a mediocrity whi ch ought to have insured any

man a success?,,15

Though he hated enthusiastic writing , Thackeray could

pr esent great scenes in a manner beyond criticism. His

concept i on of incident becomes another mea ns of set t i ng his

chara ct ers l ucidly before us . The bri lliant return of

Henry Esmond to t he cathedral at evensong after ten years '

absence eternizes the abiding love of Rachel and the

brittl e beau t y of Beatrix . l 6 The much quoted death sce ne

from~ Newcomes "in wh i ch the Colonel says ' Ads urn' when

his name is called," stamps in our memory his brave and

chi l dlike heart . l 7 The quite as skillful sentence from

Vanity Fair i n which George Osborne is reported "lying

on his f a ce, dead, with a bu llet thro ugh hi s heart"l8

i s an ample assignment of an insignificant and f ick l e

soul . The matchless repudiation of the Pr e t ender i n Esmondl9

r evea l s the redeeming humility and lack of mal i ce i n t hi s

r oyal scapegoa t . But most worthy of insertion here,

becaus e it so deftly draws four characters in a ver y sh or t

space, is t hi s parlor scene f r om Vanity Fair :

15. J . W. Dodds quotes these t wo examples from
"Van i t y Fair" i n Thackeraz : A Critical Portrait,
p . 118 .
16. Henry Esmond, p . 280 ff .
17. The New comes , p . 42 1 .
18. Vanity Fair, p . 361 .
19 . Henr y Esmond, pp. 605-609 .
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' Rawdon ,' said Becky, very late one
night , as a party of gentlemen wer e seated
r ound her crackling drawing-room fire (for
the men came to her house to finish the
night , and she had ice and coffee for them,
the best in London ), ' I must have a sheep ­
dog . '

' A wha t ? ' said Rawdon , looking up from
an ecarte table .

' A sheep-dog ! ' said young Lord Sout hdown .
' My dear Mr s . Crawley, what a f ancy: Why not
ha ve a Dani sh dog? I know of one a s bi g as a
camel-leopard, by Jove. It would almost pull
your brougham. Or a Persian greyhound, eh
(I propose, if you please) ; or a little pug
that would go int o one of Lord Steyne's
snuff-boxe s? There' s a man at Bayswat er got
one with s uc h a nose t hat you might hang
your ha t on it . '

' I mark the tri ck,' Rawdon gr ave l y sai d .
He a t tended t o hi s game commonly, and didn't
much medd le with t he conversation except when
it was about horses and be t t i ng.

' Wha t can you want with a shepherd 's
dog, ' t he l ively little Sou t hdown continued .

'I mean a moral shepherd 's dog , ' said
Becky, l aughi ng and looking up at Lord St eyne .

' Wha t the devil ' s that?' said hi s Lor d­
ship .

' A dog to keep the wol ve s off me,'
Rebecca con t i nued -- ' a companion . '

'Dear lit tle innocent l amb , you want one ,'
sa id the Ma r qui s ; and his jaw thrust out, and
he began to grin hideous~O' his little eyes
leeri ng towards Rebecca •.

So., i n a new st ructure sensible for the scope of his

s oc i a l s cene, in l uci d language , and with purposeful pl ay ­

fu lness , Thackeray drew his men and women , pitting opposite

charact ers, not a gainst each other, but against t he wo r l d

and t he moral law . The strong Becky and weak Amelia,

conscientious Dobbin and un scrupulous Lord St eyne , sweet

Laura and spitfire Blanche struggle alongside each other

20 . Vani t y Fair, pp . 421-422.
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for the success of their designs wi t h a longing f or

ultimate security. The t heme i n eve ry novel, though set

in varying co stume, s et t i ng and vocabulary, i s the s ame.

Thackeray would have agr eed to th i s c lear summa ry of his

work:

Always we see a man, a -not unamiable
creature -- for Thackeray co uld smile kind l y
at human nature in all but its worst del in­
quencies -- endowed for the most pa rt with
friendly instincts, natural affecti on s; with
a touching childishness in his un conquer able
hopes a nd simpliciti e s and na ive y ea rnings
for splendor and happiness and love ; bu t
irretrievably weak and ignorant and gu l lible
and egoti stic; knowing nothing of hi mse l f
and little of other people, wor ki ng h imse lf
to the bone for futile ambitions, sacri f icing
the precious for the unworthy object, t ak i ng
his highest pride in distinctions worthless
or non-existent; if he achieve s his dea re st
ambition only to be disappointed, i f he does
manage to snatch a- scrap of happiness, i t is
only by ohance and through no merit of his
own - -Vanity Fair, Vani ty Fair. 2l

21 . Cecil,~. £il., pp . 85- 86 .



CRAPI'ER IV

VANITY FAIR: A NOVEL WI'lliOUT A HERO

Thackeray's most brilliant pa norama of the ninet eenth

century world of compromise wa s pr esent ed i n t he pages of

Vanity Fair. The social order of England, with all i t s

iniquities, was unveiled in the careers of Rebecca Sharp

and Amelia Sedley and in the hi stori es of the f ami l i e s

with which they wer e involved, the Osborne s and Sedl ey s

of the city's new mi~d l e class, the Crawleys of smudged

and faded country nobility, and the House of Gaunt,

representing the wi cke d splendor of London aristocracy .

I n the ordinary sense of secret s a nd disclosur es , adventures,

or other conventional pa rapher na lia , this book has no plot .

And , as the sub-title indicates, it ha s no hero . Ame l i a

Sedl ey has been hailed by some as its heroine , but she i s

too weak a character for that position, whi le the strong

and heroic Becky is too misdirected and un s crupulous. From

the humdrum course of daily monotony, Tha ckeray, with the

sheer power of hi s mind, contrived thi s "chr oni c le of

commonplaces •••• pr of ound l y and uni formly i nteresti ng. l

The major reason for his success must be looke d f or in

1. Baker, Q2. cit., VII, 361 .

42
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the personality of Becky Sharp, first of t he strong -mi nded,

worldly, and charming women who dominate the s cene s of

Thackeray's novels. Born to a Bohemian artist a nd a French

opera gi r l , Becky should have been wel l sat i sf i ed with the

position of governess in a s t r atum of soc iety where weal th

and birth were rewarded rather t han talent and effor t.

But Becky elected a career of de f iance .of this princip le

on the day of her departure from Mi s s Pink erton' s Academy ,

when she hurled back from t he carriage the gi ft dictionary

smuggled to he~ by Mi s s J emima.

Her first conquest ne arl y e stabli sh ed her in the

middle class family of John Sed l ey , a merchant of the St ock

Exchange . Becky artfully gained Mr . Sedley 's admiration by

appearing to enjoy hi s coar se j okes, won the sympat hy of

Mrs . Sed l ey and Amelia by touching r eferen ce s to her humble

s t a t i on, and manipulat ed the abnormally shy bachelor,

Joseph, to the very point of proposal . The proposal was

averted by t he sly interference of George Osborne, Amelia 's

lover. George was t he s on of a wealthy tallow-chandler .

Typical of the sons of t he "new-r i ch" who wer e so quick to

forget the hunlble origin of their parents , George adopted

the snobbery of aristocracy to complement the dandyism of

his dress, and so vowed that a gove r ne ss of no weal t h and

of low extraction should not be admit t ed t o the family into

which he wa s pledged to marry.

Ironically, the Sedley f amily suffered sad r everses

of fortune, and Geo~ge was dispossessed by his father for



44

keeping his promise to Ame l i a . Then , because his vanity

was not diminished by his misfortune, he fell vict i m to

an infatuation for Becky while he was being fleeced a t

cards by her husband, Captain Cr awley . These Sedl ey­

Osborne-Cr awl ey relationships score s oci ety for the value

set upon extrinsic circumstances and its i nabi lity t o

estimate intrinsic personal wor t h . They s how , t oo , how

Becky found, in flattery, a weapon t o subst i tute f or wealth

and breeding.

Rebecca's game goes on with i ncrea s i ng stakes and

success after success. The deba uched but wealthy Baronet,

Si r Pitt, on his kn ee s pr opos i ng t o his governe ss , may

have been a picture of horror to t he fashionable wor l d he

deserted behind t he gates of Quee n ' s Crawley , but he was

not wi t hout reason in his madnes s. His fi rst wi f e was the

high-born Gri selda Binkie . She had made his l i fe miserable

with her tireless ambiti on t o be worthy of her exalted

station in life. Af t er her dea t h , he relaxed a ll pre­

tensions of position and married a lit tle pink-cheeked

country girl, Rosa Dawson. But her monot onous mind and

dreary dress soon tired him. Becky Sha rp was diffe r ent

from both of these. She never cri ticize d hi s l a xi t y of

manner, but she straightened out h i s accounts and r e s t ored

his household to a respectable order. She was c l ever,

capable, entertaining, and smart in appea rance . Why

would she not make a better Lady Crawley t han e i the r of the

others? That a servant, Mis s Betsy Horrocks , listening



45

at the keyhole, should fly wi t h dread to report t he s cene ,

and that old Miss Crawl ey, t he Barone t ' s sis t e r , should be

so enormously relieved t o hear of Becky 's r ef u sa l, points

to t he t hinnes s of the veil of Liberalism hastily thrown

over t he shoulders of England a fter the French Revolution .

The flimsines s of t he social system is more thoroughly

exposed in the f asci nating chapters that show Becky and

Rawdon Crawley living handsomely on nothing per annum .

Becky had refused the Baronet only because she had already

secured his son i n whom she saw the possibility of

ultimately adding Aunt Ma t i l da ' s £70 ,000 and the title

of Lady Crawl ey t o the immediate pleasures of a gay social

life .

When Miss Craw ley , at news of the elopement of her two

favorite s, showed a wrath worthy of the sanctimonious Con­

servative older nephew she had heretofore despised, Becky

ha d t o make t he bes t of her miscalculation. Nd s s Crawley

and t he right of English primogeniture had given every­

thing to Sir Pi t t an d had l eft Rawdon with neither income

nor any preparation f or earning an honest l ivelihood .

Taking advantage of t he f ac t that London society still

looked upon Rawdon as the heir t o Mi s s Crawley 's fortune ,

Becky made f ul l use of the c redit system which encouraged

people wi th the r i ght connections to indulge thei r luxuri ­

ous standards of living without the c rude ne cessity of

immedi ate payment . The bil l s that piled up fell int o the

hands of profe s sional creditors who were content t o let
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them mount , accepting sma ll sums as fractional payme nt, so

long as some source of final settlement wa s secure. At

first sign, however, t hat a man had l ost hi s fortune or

backing and could no t repair it, his creditors swooped down

upon him and the Fleet s t reet prison became his home unless

his desperation stirred the pr ide or pity of a re lative or

friend.

A simple expediency was t o dodge c redi tar s by moving

out from under them. Af t er the ba tt l e of Wa t er l oo , it

appeared only natural for Becky, (who had built a f ami l y

tree from her dubious Fr ench ancestry ), a nd 1li ss Crawley 's

nephew, (who had sold out of t he Army f or a Colonelcy ) , to

introduce themselves t o t he Pari s i an society in which t heir

aun t had been so popu l ar.

Si nce gambling wa s the accepted sport of gentlemen

and gentlewomen both i n public hall s and in private sa lons,

Be cky wa s to l erant of Rawdon 's propensity for this diversion .

He was lucky wi t h the ca r ds and they kept hi s mind happily

occupied whi l e his wi f e exerted her talent and charms to

entertain his friends.

Becky carried her end of t he partnership so we l l that

General Tufto i nvi t ed t he Crawl ey s to share hi s home, (only

to suffer, a little later, fits of jea lous rage at t he

rivals who flocke d about t his fas ci nating woman) . In thi s

society of early nineteenth century Paris, the fact that

Becky wa s married and obviously devoted to her husba nd gave

her a freedom she could never have exer ci s ed unattached. Of
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oourse it did not stop the tongues of other men's wives,

but the invitation lists were still subjeot to the approval

of their husbands. Becky was wise enough never to actually

overstep the boundaries of deoency and oonvention, so that

no definite aoousation could ever be laid to her shame.

She succeeded, because soci ety wa s willing to compromise

its moral code with its love of luxury and its envy of

position, because it oonfused the acoidents of birth and

money with the essence of "good blood ," and beca use it

endeavored to assume externally the new spirit of e qual i ty ,

' l i ber t y , and fraternity while wi t hin its heart the o ld

distinctions remained firmly rooted. '

The art of dodging oreditors developed i nto t he fine

skill of swindling, with the Crawleys' r eturn to England .

The traditional loyalty of Crawl ey ser vants to t he f ami ly

name was presumed upon to their ruin a nd to t he co~ortab le

establishment of Becky in a cozy home on Curzon Street .

Bribery, of a subtle sort, provided another t ool when Becky ,

with her enchanting understanding and the lure pf a place

i n Parliament, added her psalm-singing , phari sai oal

brother-in-law to her list of contributors.

Becky 's advancement in society was oorrelative wi t h

the progress of the unscrupulousnes s of her mea ns . But

even as Becky's daring mounts to the awe some poi nt of

insis t i ng on an invita tion to the dinner table of t he g r ea t

Ma r quis of Steyne, disaster impends f or her , not by reason

of the j udgment of s ociety but by a personal accident .
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Rawdon's creditors catch him and clap him i nto a Flee t

Street Pr i s on . Becky, being engaged at the time wi t h Lord

Steyne, pleads helplessness in response to a de sperate

message f r om her husba nd, Rawdon , r elea sed by his siste r ­

in-law, discovers his wi f e wi t h St eyne . A £. 1000 note laid

away in Becky's desk a nd bearing t hi s nobleman ' s signat ure,

is proof enough to Rawdon of his wi f e ' s fai t h l e ssnes s.

Lord Steyne is as furious wi th Becky 's deceitfulness as the

outraged husband. Between t he s e t wo, Becky 's ruin is final,

and every chance of becoming "Lady" Crawl ey is lost . The

Marquis, symbol of the supr ema cy of wea lth and position ,

averts a duel wi t hout f orf eiting his honor by securing for

Colonel Cr awl ey t h e g overnorsh i p of Coventry Island . Lady

Jane takes the young Rawdon to Queen 's Crawley . Becky,

wi t h a· small annuity, wander s through t he rest o f t he tale,

sinking lower and lower i n the compa ny in which she is seen ,

adopting externals of pr opr ie t y a nd piety , and becoming

involved, at t he end, r a t her cr edi t a bl y i n uniting Dobbin

with Amelia and not so creditably i n the death of Jos eph

Sedley, first and last victim o f her b l ack-ange l brilliance .

The roles o f mat r imoni a l compai gner and uns crupulous

intriguer in s oci e t y do not reveal t he whole of Becky' s

character, for they sugges t only meanness and wickedness

where Thackeray intended a realist ic mixture of t he se wi t h

finer qualities. From cover to cover she i s t he only

character who remains undisturbed i n her appraisal of life

and of the world about her.
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Having coaly caloulated her ohances for succes s in

life at the outset, she wrest les dauntle s s ly wi th every

situation. No defea t can break her down . She is ne ver

utterly despicab le because, t hough s he i s inoapable of l ove

for those a bout her, she is a l s o f ree f ro m ma l ice . Her

mind is at a 11 times oc cupi ed wi th t he s ingle am bi tion to

enjoy life in a p osi, ti on wor thy of her ta lents . Appr e oi a ­

tive of the i ndispensability of "fami l y " and wealth in t he

society of her times, she casts about f or the means of

supplying them, since she wa s denied both from birth . Not

one opportunity slips by wi thout a oti on . No small good

fortune is accept ed when a larger gain can be foreseen by

its saorifice. Good sense , tact, s elf-posse s si on against

enormous odds, ar e t he a ttr i but es by whioh she oompels

admiration. A consi s t en t oonsideration of se lf , hers is

the logical life without God. When it oosts her nothing,

she is generous. Sh e shows her appreciat ion of innocence

by subtly rescuing Ame lia from t he evil designs of Loder

and Rook. Wh er e her servi ce s a re best recompensed , she

serves wi t h mat chless skil l and ass iduity , no t con s idering

it below her station to labor over Sir Pitt 's accounts and

his son's pamph l et on Ma l t , to put up Mls s Crawley 's hair

in ourl papers and make. her chocolate, or to cook a dish

of salmi for Lord St eyn e . The r eader i s not called upon to

pity her when she meets the end t o whi ch he r deeds a ss ign

her, for even then, she allows ·he r s e l f not an ins tant of

self-pity, but finds a ne w place in life and pr oceeds t o
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content herself therewith . Her hardness toward her son is

a natural adjunct of her 0 ther "virtues" and a necessary

one, lest, through some such avenue, the grace of love

should infiltrate; a contradiction which would change the

whole course of this character .

"I think I could be a good woman if I had but five

thousand a year, ,,2 Becky said, comparing herse 11' wi th Lady

Jane in one of the rare and revealing introspections which

Thackeray allows her to express . And then, considering how

far above her original humble station she has risen, she

continues :

I ha ve passed beyond it because I ha ve
brains • • •• and almost all the rest of the
world are fools. I could not go back, and
consort with those people now whom I used to
meet in my father's studio. Lords come up to
my door with stars and garters, instead of
poor artists wi. th screws of tobacco in their
pockets. I have a gentleman for my husband,
and an Earl's daughter for my sister, in the
very house where I was little better than a
servant a few years ago. But am I much
better to do now in the world than I was when
I was the poor painter's daughter, and
wheedled the grocer round the corner for
sugar and tea? Suppose I had married
Francis, who was so fond of me -- I wouldn't
have been much poorer than I am now. Heigho!
I wish I could exchange ~ £osition in
society, and all my relations, for a-Snug
sum in the Three Per Cent. Consols •••. ~

Though she considered no other way of life practical

for herself, Becky had delicacy enough to recognize and

admire genuine goodness in others. Of her frank enemy,

2. Vanity Fair, p . 474 .
3 . Ibid .
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Dobbin, she insisted to Amelia that he was "one of the best

gentlemen I ever saw,,,4 and that, to him, dandified George

Osborne was "no more to be compared •••• than you are to

Q.ueen El i zabeth ." 5 When Rawdon, after a wa r ni ng from Si r

Pitt and Lady Jane of his wife 's inde corum, ordered Becky

to r ef us e any f ut ur e invitations whi ch did not include

him, she was pleased wi th her husband 's gal lantry, complied,

and remarked sagaciously to Rawdon at her s i de in the

carriage: "How nice it wou ld be , a nd how happy we shoul d

always be, if we ha d but t he money .,,6 And Thackeray records

tha t when Rawdon struck t he great Ma r quis of St eyne and

f l ung him to the ground, Rebecca , trembl ing before him

"a dmir ed her husband, · strong, brave, and victorious . ,,7

Wi t h he r "detached power to see life judici ally,,,8

Becky served as a "catalytic agent" on the other chara ct ers .

Her wit is a refreshing contrast to Ameli a ' s dullness .

Amiable , modest and unselfish a s Amel i a is, her weakness i n

f os t ering an all-absorbing self-deceived, desperate de votion

to the memory of a false husband compels a whol esome

impat i ence when viewed in the light of Becky's coo l

apprai sa l of t he merits and shortcomings of Rawdon Cr awl ey

a nd subsequent plans to employ these to the best advantage

of both. Amelia, prevented by her all-consuming love from

4 . I bid . , p . 776 .
5. Ibi d.
6. Ibi d. J p . 594 .
7. Ib i d. J .9. 603 •
8. Dodds, £Q . cit . , p . 133 .



52

correotly estimating her man, failed to hold his affeotions .

Becky, with hardly more than a oasual regard , inspired in

Rawdon a deep, pure , a nd lasting love, devising a hundred

ways to please him, to temper his passi on s , and to prevent

his rashness so that he found himself continually grateful

t o his wife .

Amelia 's over-indulgence is as dangerous to he r child

as Becky 's neglect . Amel i a , stunned into helple s sne s s and

tearful in he r forgiving farewell at t he crisis of Wat e r l oo

is pathetic . Becky, wavi ng a gay goodbye a nd fearlessly

taking stock of her me ans to meet t he wor s t , is g rea t .

"I know of no trait i n Ame l i a whi ch a man wou ld be ashamed

to find in his own daughter, "9 said Tro llope , s till , her

vi r t ues are not of gr eat propor tion s. Her dismissa l of

Dobbin wa s not an exercise of duty but an indulgence of

van i t y. Only the clearsi gh te d Be cky was capable of shaking

her loose from her slavery to sent i ment . In Ame lia ,

Thackeray satirizes ooc i et y' s accep t ance of Mi s s Pinkerton 's

idea l for young ladies. In spite of he r sweetness of t emper

and accomplishments in mus i c , danci ng, orthography and

needl ewor k , Ame l i a was not we l l e quipped f or t he li fe s he

.I:B d t o face .

A third type of feminine character was per f e cte d by

Thackeray in Vanity Fair in his por t r a i t ure of Mi s s Cr awley ,

"epit ome of worldliness and selfishne ss, sharp insight and

9. Trollope , QQ . cit ., p . 104 .
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cynical wi t ." l O This fat, apoplectic , old maiden aunt is

t he first of Thackeray 's female tyrants . Aware of the false

respect her wealth commanded from her brothers and nephews,

she del i ght ed in provoking their hypocritical attentions .

How her t errible presence changes the course of their daily

l ive s i s best exposed by Becky's report to Amelia :

My dea r Miss Crawley has arrived with
her f at horses , fat servants, fat spaniel -­
the gr ea t r i ch Miss Crawley, with seventy
t hou sa nd pounds in the five per cents ., whom,
or I had better say which, her two brothers
adore . She looks ver y apop lectic, the dear
soul; no wonder her brot he r s are anxious
a bout her . You should see them struggling
to settle her cushions , or to hand her
coffee ! 'When I come into the country,' she
says, (for she has a great deal of humour ),
' I leave my toady, Mi s s Briggs, at home .
My brothers are my toadies , here, my dea r ,
and a pretty pair they are!'

When she comes into the country our Hall
is thrown open, and for a month, at least,
you wo uld fancy old Sir Wa lpol e was come to
li fe again . We have dinner-parties, and
drive out in the coach-and-four - - the
footmen put on their newest canary-colored
liveries , we drink claret and champagne as
i f we were accustomed to it every day. We
have wax candles in the schoolroom, and fire s
to warm ourselves wi th o Lady Crawley is made
to put on the brightest pea-green in her
wardrobe, and my pupils leave off their thick
shoes and tight old tartan pelisses, and
wear s ilk stockings and muslin frocks, a s
f a shi ona bl e baronets ' daughters should •• • •
What a charming r econci l er and peacemaker
money is !

Another admirable effect of Miss Crawley
and her seventy thousand pounds is to be seen
in the conduct of the two brothers Crawley.
I mean the ba ronet and the rector ••• • who
hate each other all the year round, become
qui te loving at Christmas •••• When Mis s

10. Baker , QQ. cit . , p . 360 .
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Cr awley arrives there is no such thi ng a s
quarrell i ng heard of -- the Hal l vis i t s the
Re ct ory , and vice versa ••••

Our s ermon books are shut up wh en Miss
Crawl ey a rri ves, and Mr . Pitt , whom she
abominate s , finds i t convenient t o go to
t own . On t he other hand, the young dandy -­
' b l ood' , I believe, is the t erm -- , Captain
Crawley makes his a ppearance ••••

•••• He bri ngs hi s hunter s home wi t h
hi m, live s with t he Squires of the county,
asks whom he pleases to dinner , and Si r Pitt
dares not s ay no , f or fear 0 f offending Mi s s
Crawley , a nd missi ng his le ga cy when she
di es of her a pop lexy .ll

Thi s , again , is as much a p icture of s ociety as an

ana l ysi s of Mi s s Crawley . Thackeray stri kes repeatedly a t

the hypocri sy of l i vi ng on a mean scale and changi ng t he

f a ce of things to i mpress company . The Barone t supped

or di nar i l y on t ripe a nd green on i ons wi th por ter . His

borough was "rotten" in mo r e re spect s than the decrea se of

popu la t i on c oul d account for . But t o his own si s t er , he

pr e t ends an adherence to the s tanda r ds of a mor e sp l endid

er a which he has no intention of s ustaini ng .

This vain Aunt Ma t i l da is th e one woman in the world

of Vanity Fair stro ng-minded enough to def ea t Becky Shar p 's \

wit and aUdacity . She flattered her t rouva i lle wi th ul t ra -

l ibe r al eulogies , declaiming,

What is birt h, my dear? ; •••• i s any one
of them equal t o you in intelligence or
br ee di ng? •••• you have more brains t ha n ha l f
the shire -- i f merit had it s reward , you
ought to be a duchess -- no , t here ought t o
be no duchesses a t all - - but you ought to have
no super i or , and I consider you , my love, as

11. Vanity Fair , pp . 103- 105 .
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But at t he same t ime she a l s o ma de her TIln errands ,

alter dres s es , an d read her pa t roness t o s leep a t night

wi t h Fr ench nove I s . And t h ough she had r hapso di z e d , "I

adore a ll i mprudent matche s , ,,13 and had confid3d , "I have

set my heart on Rawdon running a way wi th someone , ,,14. she

had a dde d the wa rning , "Rawdon ill s no t a shilling but what

"I g i ve him. He is crib l e de de t tes -- he mus t repa i r his

fortun e s and suc ceed i n t h e world . "l5 The Campa i gne r 's

pleased a dm i r a ti on o f Be cky 's r efu sa l of the Baronet 's

proposal wa s a f an to h er fu~r a t the e lopement of the

governe s s wi th h er favorite neph ew.

"The self i shne s s an d se l f -will of the possessor of

great wea l th and f awn i ng re 1a tions "l6 is active in two

o ther Campaigners o f wi dely d i ffering position in Vanity

Fa i r . Ungr ammatical , countrif i e d l i ttle Mrs . Bute Cr awley

i s mea n-minded and cunn i ng i n her never-tiring ca mpaign

against Becky f or t he legacy . La dy Bareacres , envious ly

dete rmined to defea t Be cky ' s s ocial aspiratiors, is a comi cal

caricature of aristocratic snobbe~r. Thi s power t o i ndi -

vidualize and huma nize s evera l species of a clas s s a ves 'v

Tha ckeray I s chara c t e r s f r om bei ng mer e ly the so cial types

12 . Ibid . , pp . J.1 0-ll.
13 . Ibid . , p . 11 1 .
14 . Ibi d .
15 . I bid .
16 . E . Ri gby , "Vani t y Fair : a Nove l wi t h ou t a
Hero," Qua r t e r l y Re view, LXXXIV , 156 .
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he designed to display .

The ranks of this procession of egoists in Van itl

~ are not closed to the masculine sex . Mos t colossal

figure in the vanguard is t he great Lord Steyne whose

pa l a ce better reflects the character of i ts maste r than his

own short, broad-chested , bowlegged f i gure or leering face

wi t h a thousand wrinkles around its twinkling bloodshot

eyes , its thick bushy eyebrows , savage buck teeth and

underhung jaw . In the Hous e of Ga unt are

•••• the famous petite appart ements -- one ,
sir, fitted up all in ivory and white satin ,
another in ebony and black ve lvet; t here is a
little banqueting-room t aken from Sal lust 's
house a t Pompeii , and pa int-ed by Cosway -- a
little p riva te kitchen in wh i ch every sauce­
pan was s i lver and all the spits wer e gold .
I t was there t hat Egalite Or l eans roasted
partridges on the night when he and the
Ma r qui s of St eyne wo n a hundre d thousa nd
f r om a great personage at ombre. Half of
the money went to the French Revolution ,
half to purchase Lord Gaunt 's Ma r gui sa te
and Garter , and the remainder I7

If the historical original of Lord Steyne had a good

and an att ractive side, it was deliberately l eft out of

Thackeray 's portrait , so that in t hi s s hr ewd and da ring

gambler, corrupt _ and unscrupulous egoi st, might be seen

"a va s t symbol of successful selfishnes s whi ch might we l l

be called Bee1zebub ."18 For it was to th is ru t hl ess ,

cyni ca l tyrant that crowned heads bent t heir ne ck s and t he

s t i ffest backs of society bowed .

17 . Vanity Fair, pp . 525-26 .
18 . St ephen so n , .Ql2. . cit . , p . 83 .
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' Lor d Steyne is really too bad, ' Lady
Slingstone said; ' but everybody goes , and of
course I sha ll see that my girls come to no
harm'
•• •• ' Where you see such persons as the
Bi s hop of Ea ling and Countes s of Sl i ng s t one ,
you may be pret ty sure , Jane, ' the Baronet
would say, 'that ~ cannot be wrong . ' 19

As i de to the reader, Thackeray confides :

.•• • i n Vanity Fair the sins of very gr eat
personages are l ooked at indulgently ..•.
Some notor i ous carpers and squeamish
moralists might be sulky wi th Lor d St eyne ,
but t hey were glad enough to come when he
asked t hem. 20

No wonder the great nobleman was contempt uou s i n his

sublimi ty .

Almost all the other men in Van i t y Fa i r a r e spe ci mens

of world l i ness on a smaller scale . Dandifi ed George

Osborne , de ciding to buy an ornament for his wa ist coa t whe n

he had set out t o get a gift for Ame l i a , is a p i ctur e of

the vanity of t he Mi ddle Class , se eking to give its ch ildren

the airs and manners of aristocr a cy . His weakne ss i s

redeemed by his sufferance of Dobbin's prodding , his for~

fei ture of f ami l y and fortune to k eep a promise f or which

he had but lit t l e heart , bis repentance of disloyalty, and

his honorab l e death on the battlefield whi ch , told i n t wo

sentences, de mons tra t e s Thackeray 's mas t ery of an objective

style and comprises one of the most effective death scenes

in literature:

19. Va ni ty Fair, p . 533.
20 . Ibid.
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No more f iri ng was heard at Brussels -­
the pur sui t rolled mil es away . Darkness
came dOVID on the fie ld a nd ci ty ; and Amelia
was praying for George, who was lying on his
face, dead, with a bull et through hi s heart . 21

A more pr ominen t military dandy of Vani t y Fair is the

wr e t chedl y educated, se l f - indulgent , good-natured Rawdon

Crawley. Ent eri ng t he scene wi th the reputati on o f a rake

and one duel victim t o hi s credit, Rawdon develops a man-

liness in his pathet i c devotion t o his wi fe and son vn Lch

proves him to be true-heart ed, if s low-witted . His

idealization of Becky cos ts him his f or t une and his happi -

ness, but i n his di sil l us i onmen t he is left a new and wiser

set of values to take to Covent ry I s l and.

To relieve these tragi c fi gures, a t hi r d dandy of

comically immense proportions a nd propensities is drawn .

Pur se- pr oud J oseph Sed l ey , up t o the l a s t scene , never

dims hi s splashy sp l endor , even a fter his father 's sa d

f inancial ruin. The Collector of Boggley- Wollah is as fat

and bombasti c as his title suggests . Awkward and ridicu-

lously girl-shy, he ne ve rthele s s bel ieves himself perfectly

ki l l i ng ; and so i s ea sy pr ey f or Becky , both at the beginning

and end of the nove l. Hi s b oa sting, l azi ness, and gluttony

culminate in un controllab le cowar dice at Brussels where he

goes wild wi th t he fear of no t escaping revengef u l Fr ench

troops, deserts his s iste r , and shave s off his pr ized

mustachios, le s t he be mistaken for a mi l i t a ry man . In him ,

21. Vanity Fair, p . 361.
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vanity and self-absor pt i on have no success , for they are

unmixed wi. th a s ingle othe r quality mo re vi ri le.

The i ncr edib l e Si r Pitt , his sanctimonious e l der son

falling i nto an infa tuation wi t h his s ister-in-law be fore

the pur e eyes of his wife, and relentlessly hard Mr .

Osborne, tal low-chandl er , refus ing forgiveness t o broken

and bitter J ohn Sedley who had helped him make his fortune ,

are further s ampl e s of the vuJgari ty of mankind . They were

not intended to be otherwise, as Thackera y explained t o

his mother:

Don't you see how odious a ll the people
are i n the b oo~ with the exception of Dobbi n?
•••• Wha t I want is to make a set of people
wi thout God in the wor ld (only t hat is a cant
phr ase) .22

"With the exception of Dobbin ," ("Figs" he was called

at college ) , t he grocer 's son, who a chieved gent i li t y

through a commission in t he army! This shy , ugl y , honest,

epitome of modesty and loyalty , having spent his life

mak ing Geor ge do right by Amelia whom he l oved , wins her

finally, "afte r 18 yea rs •••• on the l ast page of t he third

volume, ,,23 on l y t o be i n c l Uded, t here, in t he curta i n l ament:

"Ah Vanitas Vani ta t um! which of us is happy in this wor l d?

Whi ch of' us has his d esire? or, having it , is satisfi ed?,,24

The charact ers sing led out here for study appear in

the novel amid a gall ery of minor f igures , so tha t a

22. George Salnt sbury , ! 'Con si der a t i on of Thacker az,
p. 168.
23. Tro llope, £E. cit., p . 105.
24. Vanity Fair, p , 784.
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"sense of crowded, bustling life" is sus t a ined . 25 Their

virtues and vices are brought to light a s much by their

dealings with servants, housekeepers, trade smen, clergymen ,

adventurers , and social cl imbers who· may l i ve for only half

a page, as t hrough the maj or r elati onships of the Sedley ,

Osborne, Crawley and Gaunt fami ly g roups . Since l i t t l e

time is to be devo ted to these people , Thackeray suggests

a personality for each very brief l y by assigning tricky

titles as they appear . Lady Sl ingstone , Captain Swankey ,

Baron Schapsuger, Duche s s Dowager of Stilton, Marchese

Al es sandr o St r a chino, Cheva l i er Tosti, Due de la Gruyere,

Baron Pitchly, W~ . Deuceace , and the O'Dowds all become

r epr esent a t i ve of a cla s s a t fi rst mention of their burlesque

names .

The Battle of Wa t er l oo and the Reform Bill are fit

into the scene, without t h e l ea s t artificiality , to show

the effect of po litica l victories on the lives of the

pr incipals . Ther e are only two historical personages , Sir

Pitt and Lord St eyne , yet no chara cter in the novel seems

any l es s real than these . Casual mention of W~ . Fox by

various characters he i gh t ens thei r verisimilitude and

pe r fe cts t he photograph of t he manners and habits of

s ocial-climbing, stock - gambl i ng , middle-c lass England just

be f or e Victoria . Always "by the seeming chanc e s and

25 . Dodds , ££ . cit ., p . 123 .



61

coincidences of common life, ,,26 the r eader is led fr om one

set 0 t circumstance s to another , in whi ch "i n j us t i ce is

as l i ke l y to be vi ct ori ous as j ust ice . "2?

It remain s t o Abraham Hayward 's glory as a critic

tha t he ' promoted t hi s no ve l in The Edi nburgh Review wi t h

t he unequivocal estima t e:

Vani ty Fair i s a ssured of immorta li ty
as ni nety-nine hund r edths of modern nove l s
are sure of annihi l ation . 28

26 . Rigby , ~ . ci t . , LXXXIV , 161-62 .
Z7 . Dodds , Q.I2.. c i t . , p , 116.
28 . Benjamin , ~ . cit ., I, 236 .



CHAPI'ER V

THE HISTORY OF PENDENNIS,

His Fortunes and Mi s f or t unes , Hi s

Friends and His Greatest Enemy

Close on t he he e ls of Vanity Fair, f ollowed Pendennis .

Thackeray had on ly the most general conception and little

more t han a begi nn i ng actually i n wr i t i ng when he sent it

forth in its yellow jacket wi th i ts l engthy tit le a nd a

drawing on the cover

•••• showing t he opposing power s of good and
evil personi fied struggling for poss ession
of a young man- on the one side the home ,
a young woman and children, on the ot h er, the
wor l d , a siren and a couple of imps, one of
whom is 0 f fe r ing the toys 0 f wea l th . l

Though the t i t l e seems to pr omise a novel of cha ra cter,

the r esult was another novel of manners. Thackeray was

not good a t showing character i n the pro cess of deve l op­

ment. Very r are l y does he get below the s ur f a ce to show

the struggle of t he indi vidual will, deliberating and

making a choice.

His sci ence wa s of man the social ani mal . He
saw men in c rowds , reacting together and found
it di ffi cult to insulate the individual for

1. Wa l t er J er r ol d, Introduction to Pendennis,
ed. by Er nest Rhys , I , vi i.
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an intensive study.2

So Pendenni s t urned out t o be ano ther "vivid pi cture of

mundane experi ence,,,3 further evidence t hat Thackeray 's

dominant criti cal trait as a novelist was :

••• • the abi li ty t o stand outside the social
scene an d view i t with a calm objectivity,
quite wi thout ran cour , maintaining a
delicate po i s e which permitted an
infiltration of pity and an analgesic humo r . 4

Begun at his Kensington home , Pendennis was worked on

at the Garrick Cl ub, a t Hr i ght on, Paris , Dieppe and

Southampton . Duri ng its composi t i on Thackeray suffered

not only from a severe sickness but also from a loneliness

for home, wife and children . This loneliness was more

poignant for al l the social lionization whi ch the success

of Vanity Fair had brought . It was lightened for a while

by his love for Jane Brookfield , the wi f e of his best

friend, until his r ega r d was rebuffed by Wi l l i am who took

offense one day at Thackeray 's jesting frankness . From

the pain of t his period of the author 's life came the

philosophic irony of Pendennis, showing ambition yielding

to calm wearines s a s youth passes into maturity , picturing

the change and decay of beaut i f ul things, suggesting to

the r ea der to value not too highly wha t must pass away .5

In Pendennis "a l l manner of things go wrong, and only a

2 . Baker,.Q.£. cit. , VII , 363-4 .
3. Ibid ., p . 365.
4 . Dodds,.Q.£. ill., p . 13-7 .
5 . Ibid ., pp . 147-48.
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few go right, ,,6 but Tha ckera y' s "huge relish for t he

drolleries of human nature "7 pervade s and .makes us l augh

at injustice, fal seness and heartbreak as products of the

absurdities of t h e manners and morals of socie ty .

Pendenni s is t he most autobiographi cal of Thackeray 's

novels, but it was not fashi oned on a conscious p lan for

self-revelat i on. During i ts compositi on, Thackeray wrote

to Mr s . Bro okfi e l d, of Pendenni s ,

He i s a very good-natured , gene rous
young fe l l ow and I beg i n to like h i m con­
siderably. I wonder whether he i s interest ­
ing to m~ for selfish r ea~ons , and because I
fancy we r e sembl e each other i n many

. t 8pOln s . . . . .

The a uthor and chara ct er did f o l l ow parallel careers . They

lived in t he same part of De vonshi re , went to the same

school, s t udied at t he Uni versity , and left wi thout

obtaining a degree. Both lo s t money through care lessness ,

prepared for the Bar , gave up law for journalism, and

became successful novelists . But Pendennis, conceited,

noisy, and d issipated a t c oll ege , l ove l e s s and ungrateful

at home , is no more an exact r eproduction of modest, manly

and tender-hearted Thackeray t han a re the ot h er characters

of their prototypes. Thackera y borrowed from pe rsons

and places the details he needed for his social sat i re .

He wa s fal sely accused of misrepresenting an individual

6. Stephenson, ££. ci t ., p . 112 .
7. Dodds, ££. cit. , p . 148 .
8. Mer i va l e and Na r zi a l s, 2£ . cit . , pp . 152- 53 .
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(as in t he case of Ma gi nn and Ar ce de ckne 9 ) when his purpose

wa s to typify a class or institution of society .

Ar t hur Pendennis, like George Osborne and Rawdon

Crawley of Vanit~ Fair, was a young dandy of the upper

middle class. He had aspi red t o military snobdom, but his

mother's gentlenes s and a pretty literary talent determined

an entirely diff erent char a ct e r f or Pen .

His youngest appearance i s as a good-natured school-

boy of average abi l i t y at Grey Friars . The gap between

man's aspirati on and his a ch ievement is nowhere mor e plainly

suggested than in thi s p icture of the publ i c s chool. At

one extreme i s t he Doctor , assaulting his blundering pupi l

in awful terms:

Miser a bl e tri fle r % A boy wh o construes "E. and ,
instead of Ai. but , at sixteen years of age ,
is guilty, not merely of f o l l y, and i gnorance ,
and dullne s s inconceivable, but of crime,
of deadly cr i me •••• the ve r y next mi stake
that you make sha 11 subject you to t he
punishment of t he rod •••• What ill-con­
ditioned boy i s there that dares t o laugh?lO

It must be suppo s ed, from his wrath at Ar t hur ' s incompe­

tence, that t he maste r was qui te unawa re that prompting and

ponies were the usual means of a voiding his harangues and

floggings, th at many of th e young boys who dared to titter,

dared also to smoke cigars , to pract i ce inebriation , to

fall in love, to f i ght a du el , and to talk among one

another of matters and in t er ms which they muld have

9. Benjamin,~. cit., I , 317-20 .
10. Pendennis, I, I?7
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blushed to hear ment ioned before t eir mothers and s is t ers .

t Thackera y has no scowl to f i x upon such a system , only

the gr i n a nd l aught e r of Pen ' s uncle ho

.••• remembere d havi ng stood under tha t
ver pillar where Pen the young er now s t ood ,
and ha ving been as saulted by the Doctor 's
predeces s or years a nd years ago . ll

At his Fairoaks estat e , Pen ' s education was continued

un der t he opposite extreme of indulgence , for . Smi rke ,

his tutor, was a dep endent , was enamored of hi s pupi l ' s

widowed mother, and was wise enough t o see t hat the only

avenue to that fo nd heart was through_flattery of her

son . St i l l , when Pen wen t up to Bon i f a ce College ,

OXbr i dge , he could cons t r ue the class ics we l l enough to

find his fellow- stude nt s so dull a s t o make t he lectures

unprofitable for him . In ma thematics, he suffered the

oppos i t e annoyance . So he r e s or t e d t o reading in private

and be came le s s and less interested in his studies and

more and more occupi ed wi th his mounting re putation as a

leader of f a s hion and a "treme ndous f ellow. n His bri l -

liance a s a n orator and poet wer e wildly acclaimed i n his

set, but his name did not appear on t he Universi t y 's

Honour Li s t . From the expen s e of g ene rous wi ne pa r ti es ,

he was easily l ed i nto th e risks of gambling . en t he

degree examinati on s came , a t last, "Pen t he superb , Pen

the wi t a nd dandy •. •• Pen the widow's dar ling n12wa s

11. I bi d . , I , 18 .
12. Ibid . , I , 191 - 92 .
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plucked, and had nothing to take back to Fairoaks but

debts and an egoi st i c r emor se .

The respon s i bi l i t y fo r such ca ree rs of idl en ess and

extravagance fa lls only in smal l part upon the fa culty of

t he universi t y and much mor e l argel y upon that c l a s s of

socie t y typif i ed i n Pen ' s un cl e who sent h im t o Oxbridge

to "form acquaintance s who wi ll be of gr ea t e s t a dvantage

t hro ugh life t o him, ,,13_ - who mea sured hi s success a t

college by the f ollowi ng he enjoyed and by t he splendor

and di scrimi nat i on of t he pa rties he gave .

But He len , h i s mot he r , an d Laura, hi s s ister by

adoption, exerti ng a f a r mor e ennob l i ng inf luence , pe rsuade

. Pen to make a second a titenp t a t t he examina tion . Thi s time

he pass e s easi l y. But in the coun t r y, Pen ' s br ight wi t

and laughte r were seldom exerci sed except dur i ng t he short

di s t r a ct i on o f a fl i r t a t i on wi th Bl an che Amor y . His fo nd

mot he r de c l ar ed him a geni us , "but then, " Thackera y

explains, "your geni us es a re somewhat fl at and moody at

home". ,,14 So , at Laur a 's sens ib l e suggesti on and wi th

Laura' s small tunds , Pen i s sent ba ck to London to try hi s

f ortune a t the I nns of Cour t .

The I nns of Cour t pr ovi de a new scene of satire for

Thackeray. Clean l i ne s s and sanitation have been f orgotten

in the gloomy a rchways , na r row ha llways , black s tairways

13. Ibid., I , 145 .
14. IbId., I , 218 .
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and feebly l it r ooms. Among t he denizens of the Temple are

some s er i ous s tudents wh o pour over thei r books and briefs

wi t hout re spite, making at once a success and a fa i l ure of

life, and a lso ma ny young bucks who se dai ly schedule is

no more str e nuous than Pen's . His day b egan wi t h a l ong

reading i n the morning (not all of it relevant to law)

followed by a walk i n the pa rk , a pu l l on the river , a

stretch up the hill , and a modest dinner at a tavern . When

the evening was not spent quietly at home, it wa s enjoyed

wi th col l eagues of The Back Ki t chen a t the Fi e l ding ' s

Hea d . Though his dwelling- place wa s humble , hi s companion

an hone st man of no pretensi ons , and his habit s jolted

down to a f a i r level of economy, Pen ' s pu rse wa s soon

reduced on ce more to its l ast s over eign. The Bar ha d not

yet supplied him with means of r eplenishi ng the sma ll store

Laura had un s tint i ng l y f urni shed . So , at Wa r r i ng t on ' s

suggesti on, Pen turns to lit era t ur e, wri tes the verses f or

a plate by Lady Violet in Bacon's Spr i ga Annua l , and ge t s

his firs t che ck (a fter Wa r r i ng t on ' s t hreat to ta ke him

over t o Bacon' s rival , Bungay) .

The literary world t o Which the reader i s forthwith

introduced is another wor l d of sham. Fr om a de btor ' s prison

i n Fleet St r eet , Captain Shandon wr i t e s an eloquent pro­

spectus for a new magazine for gentlemen with the pre-

sumptuous c l aim,

'The St atesman an d the Capitalist , the Country
Gentleman a nd the Divine , will be amongst our
readers, be cau se our writers are amongst them .
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We addr ess ourselves t o t he hi gher circles
of society; we care not to di s own i t - the
Pa l l Ma l l Gazette is wr i t ten by gent l emen
for gentlemen; i t s conductor s speak to the
classes in whi ch t hey live and were born .
Th e f i eld-preacher has hi s j ournal, the r adi ca l
free-thi nker has his jour na l : why should the
Ge nt l emen of Eng land be unrepresented in t he
Pr ess? 'l5

High-bor n , dul l -witted Percy Popjoy cannot even success­

f ully pr et end to a knowledge of the contents of nove ls

pub l i sh ed wi th hi s name as author . Hoolan , of the Ultr a ­

Conservative Day , and Doolan , of t he Liberal Dawn , lash

ea ch other f i erce l y i n print , but peacefully share a

carriage to the doors of t heir rival employers . Those

publisher s, Bungay and Bacon , married to sisters who have

fa llen into envy of each other , are motivated in their

journals, not by any i n t ellig ent stand on a ffairs of church

and sta te , but by t he purely personal ambition ludicrously

de scribed by Thacker ay :

•••• the ge nt l eman present entered into some
det ails r egardi ng the political and literary
management of t he paper , and Mr . Bungay sate
by lis t ening a nd nodding his head, as if he
unde r s t ood wha t was the subject of thei r
conversati on, and approved of thei r opinions .
Bungay's opi ni ons, in t r uth , were pretty
simple. He thought the Captai n could write
t he best smas hi ng ar ticle in England . He
wanted t h e opposition house of Bacon
sma shed, a nd it was hi s opini on that the
Captain coul d do that bus i ne s s . If the
Capta i n ha d wr i t t en a let t er of Junius on a
sheet of pa per , or copied a part of the
Church Catechism, Mr . Btingay would ha ve been
per f ect ly c ontented , and ha ve cons i der ed

15. Ibid., I , 330 .
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that t he article was a smashing
artic le . 16

Ar thur Pendenni s has been gui l t y of some a r tifici ­

ality, but in t h i s company he i s the most genuine gentle­

ma n present. So candid was his cri ticism t hat i t led him

to prai se a book by the r ival Ba con . To Pen 's noble

defense, "I would rather starve •••• than strike an

opponent an unfa i r bl ow •••• , " t he veteran Shandon

philosophized,

' Ga d • • •• you ' ve a tender cons ci ence, Mr .
Pendennis . It' s the luxury of a l l novices ,
and I may have had on~ once myself ; but that
sort of bloom wea r s off wi th the r ubbi ng of
the world , 17

So it did with Pendenni s , who was drawn to represent

the average young man of his day and of his cl a s s . Af t e r

t he success of his novel , Wa l t er Lorraine , his presenta -

tion at Court through the patronage of Lord Steyne , his

recovery an d escape from an i nf atua t i on f or a porter 's

daughter, a nd hi s intima te a cquaintance wi th the most

fashionable famil i e s of society , Pen comes to ut t er t o his

honest friend Wa r r i ng ton sentiments of wh ich he would

have been ashamed before he had suc cumbed t o the exper t

coaching of his worldly uncle , and entered into his cool

deliberation to make a bargain at t he ma r riage count er,

sentiments t ha t echo Shandon ' s :

16. Ibid., I, 33 1 .
17 . Ibid., I , 360 .
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why not acknowl edge t he wor l d I
stand upon and submit to t he co ndi t i ons
of the society whi ch we live i n a nd live
by? I am older t han you, Ge orge , in spi t e
of your grizzle d whi skers , and ha ve seen
much more of the world •... ' 18
, •.• . and if you hea r of any good pla ce
under Government, I have no par ticu la r
s cr uples that I know of , which wo ul d
pr event me from accepting your of f er. ,19

But Pen , perhaps by vi r t ue of hi s c l ears i ght ed apprai sa l

of hi s uncle' s princip l es and a n undeviating r everence for

his mother ' s idea lism, but more like l y by pure coi nci dence,

is save d fr om scepticism a nd left to Laura wi t h a heart

humbl ed by the prospect of his ha ppine s s.

Wi t h Arthur Pendennis the reader may unde r standably

lose patienc e and interest , but wi t h his br isk, spot less ,

digni f ied un cl e, sheer intellectual del ight i s a lways

a ffo rded . 20 Ma j or Pendenn is is the Campai gner of The

Hi story of Pendennis . Mi s s Cr awley , of Vanity Fa i r ,

dwi ndle s a longside of his infinitel y more subtle sty le of

management . Lady Rockmins ter , l ooki ng out fo r a worthy

husband f or Laura , is only a very mi ld spe cimen of the

cla s s. A superb old clubman, a hanger- on of the W~rqui s

of St eyne , f ull of t waddling t ales ab out gr ea t f ol ks, as

scrupulous l y fa ithful to his uti litari an code of "honor"

a s any mar tyr to ,t he Ten Comman dments, W~ j or Pendennis

is

18. Ibi d ., II, 245 .
19 . Ibid., II , 252.
20 . Do dds , Q£ . cit . , pp . 153-55 .
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•••• 8 type which , allowing for di ffe rences
of peri ods and manners , will exist as long
as s ociety exists and which has been seized
an d depicted by Thackeray as by no other
noveli st. ,,21

A relic of t he Regency , the Ma j or is nowhere more

amusing than i n his adjustments to changing Victorian

standards, to the exaltation of the l iterary man, to the

introduction of scr uples into a gentleman 's sowing of wild

oa t s, to the new possibi lity of servants rising above

their masters. He is more than a match for his own valet

when that scoundrel r eb e l s without warning and threatens

to ruin by blaclcmail the Ma j or' s bright prospects for the

name of Pendennis . °Hi s stout-heartedness , ingenuity , and

pol i t e manne r in reducing his attacker to a cringing victim

draw a distincti on of class which, in this instance , is

entirely to the credi t of the higher circles. It recalls

to the rea der an earlier example of the Ma j or ' S delightful

adroitness when he prevented the marriage of his nephew

to an actres s twelve years his superior i n age and vastly

his inferior in intell ect and breeding•.

Egotistical though he was , in his bachelor existence,

and industrious i n t he preser vation of his appearance and

pos i t i on , he was a lways beneficent to Helen and her son and

made many a "sacrifi ce " for their sake . To Pen at Oxbr i dge

he set down plainly and ki ndly , the worldly commandments

by which a young man might make his way in society . Though

21 . Pollock, £2. ci t. , XXVI, 718 .
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they wer e fal s e in principle , they wer e offered in s i n -

cerity o f spirit, for the Ma j or was speaking from hi s own

experience o f success, when he said t o Arthur a s t hey we re

lighting their candles to go to bed ,

' God ble s s you , my dear boy •• •• You
ma de that little a llusion to Agi ncour t ,
wher e one of the Roshe rvilles distinguished
himse l f, very neatly and we l l , a l t hough Lady
Agnes did no t qui te understand it : but it
wa s exceedingly wel l for a beginner- though
you oughtn ' t to blush so , by the way -- and
I be seech you , my dear Arthur , to remember
through life , t ha t wi th an entree-- with a
good ent ree, mi nd , -- i t i s just as easy for
you t o ha ve good s ociet y as bad, a nd t hat it
cos t s a man , when properly introduced , no
mo r e troubl e or soi ns to keep a good fo oting
in the be st houses i n L9ndon than to dine
wi t h a l awye r in Bedford Square . ~lind this,
when you ar e at OXbridge pursuing your
studies , a nd for Heaven 's sake be very
particular i n the acquaintances you make .
The premi er~ in l i f e i s the mo st
i mport ant of a l l - did you wr i t e to your
mot her to - day? -- No? -- We l l , do, be f ore
you go, and call and a sk Mr . Foker for a
frank - t hey like it . -- Good night . God
bless you . ' 22

Her e wa s certain l y the "supreme height of poll te snob­

dom . ,,23 But t he Ma j or ' s snobbery wa s of t hat refined,

fl exible sort t o which the society of his time had traine d

i t self , so that , s eeing Pen 's chum in the lodgings at Lamb

Cour t dr i nking be er and cooking his own chops , he was ,

nevert heless, quite satisfied when he heard that Mr . Wa r ­

rington was a younger son of Si r Mi l e s \ffi r r i ngt on of

22 . Pendenni s , I , 165 .
23 . St ephenson , £E. ci t . , 'p . 118 .



74

Suf f Ol k . 24 Hi s concer n f or Pen had ca r ri ed him up three

flights of abomina bl e bla ck stai r s to deliver an advanced

lesson to hi s ne phew and to expo se t o t he r ea der the mean ­

ness of a society whi ch sought bargains in marriage and

looked up to os tenta t ion and i d l enes s as the end of

existence :

' Remembe r , it' s as easy to marry a ri ch
woman as a poo r woman : and a devi l ish dea l
pleasanter t o sit down t o a good dinner than
to a s cr a g of mutton in l odgings . Make up
your mind to tha t . A woman with a good
jointure i s a doosid deal ea sier a profession
t han t he l aw, l e t me te l l you . Lookout ; I
shall be on t he wat ch fo r you : and I shall
die cont ent , my boy, i f I can see you wi t h
a good l a dyli ke wi f e and a good carriage,
and a goo d pair of horses, l iving in societ~o

and se eing your f r iends, like a gentleman.'

Lest anyone shou ld envy the simple pleasures of that

society and seek t o emulate the Ma j or , Thackeray shows him

a f t er a hard evening ' s work, leaving a great party at

Gaunt House:

. . . • ah , how ghastly they l ooked : That
a dmirable and devot e d r~jor above all, - ­
who had been f or hours by Lady Clave ring's
side, mini s ter ing to her and feeding her
body wi t h ever yt hi ng tha t was swee t and
flatteri ng, -- Oh ! what an ob j ect he wa s :
The ri ngs r ound his eye s were of the colour
of bistre; t hose orbs t hems e l ves we r e like
the plovers' egg s wher eof Lady Clavering and
Blanche ha d ea ch t asted; t he wrinkles in his
old fac e we r e furr owe d in de ep gashes; and a
silver s t ubble , like an elder ly morning dew ,
wa s gl i t t e ring on his chin, and a longside
t he dyed whi skers , now limp and out of cu r l .

24. Pendennis, I, 290 .
25 . Ibid ., I , 292.
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Ther e he s tood , wi th admi r a ble
pa t ience , enduring , uncompla ini ng , a s i l en t
a gony; knowi ng t hat people could see the
s t a t e of his f a ce (for could he not hi ms e l f
perceive t he conditi on s o f ot hers , males
and fema l es, of hi s own age ?) -- l onging to
go to rest f or hour s pa s t ; aware tha t
suppers di sa gr ee d wi th him , a nd ye t haYi ng
eaten a l i t t le s o a s to keep his fri en d ,
Lady Cl aver i ng, in good humour; wi th
t winge s of r heuma t i sm in t he ba ck and
knees; wi th wea ry f ee t burning in his
varni she d bo ots , - - so t ired , oh, so t i red
and longi ng f or bed ! I f a man, struggling
wi th hardship and bravely overcoming i t,
is an obj ec t of admiration f or t he gods ,
t hat Power i n whose chap e ls the old Ma j or
wa s a f aithful worshipper must have l ooked
upwards approvi ngly upon t he constancy of
Pe ndenn is 's ma rtyrdom . 26

The Becky Sharp of Pendennis is a l es ser paragon of

evi l s , Blanche Amory . She has Becky 's ambi t i on wi thout

Becky 's true ta lent and firmne s s . She employs Be cky ' s art ­

fu lne s s wi thout Becky ' s subt le ty and wi thout Becky 's ex cuse

of neces sity , f or Bl anche 's admittance to society is

a s s ure d by he r mother ' s money and her s tep- fa ther 's na me .

At home , Blanche is surly and cruel to he r f a mi l y, "a

bun dle of nerve s and a f f ectations . ,,27 Abroad she a f f ect s

a tendernes s too ext reme to be c onv i nci ng . I n t o vo Lumes

of ve r s e titled Mes Lar me s and ~ Soupir s she pours her

s e lf- i ndulgence and sentimentali sm . Yet with "a sham

enthusi asm, a sham ha tred , a sham l ove , a sham taste , a

sham gri ef, ,,28 she char me d f ool i sh Ar t hur av!ay from his

26 . Ibid . , II , 72 .
27 . Baker , QQ. cit . , VIl j 366 .
28 . Pendennis , II , 364 .



7 6

modest ly beauti f u l Laur a , end practice I -mi nded Harry Foker

from his be t r ot hed Lady Ann, and t he se t wo we r e among a

score of incident a l victims of less prominence i n the story .

Sha des of Becky Shar p may be seen , also , in Fanny

Bolton and Emily Costigan . Fanny , a congenital coquette ,

is introduced only t o supply the temptation i n t he life of

Thackeray' s aver age youn g man . "The Fothe r ingay, " simple -

minded daught er of t he drunken Captain Costigan , has

Becky' s Bohemi an ba ckground and her determination to seek

wea l t h and positi on i n ma r riage . Wi t h only a placid

phys i ca l be aut y and an automatic faithfulnes s to a few

stage gestures l earned from Bowes, she desolates that

unfort unate lit t l e man, captivates young Ar t hur Pendennis ,

and f i na l l y, wi th the same calm , marries

•..• Si r Charles Mi r a be l , G.C .B . formerly
envoy to t he Court of Pumpernicke l , who
had take n so active a part in the nego ­
tiation s be fore the Congre s s of Swammer da n ,
and s i gned , on behalf of H.B .M. , the Peace
of Pultusk . 29

Emily' s reappearances as gracious Lady Mi r a be l represent

another compromise of s ociety admitting Bohemia to its

"higher circles " under the f lag of title and wea l t h . They

show, too, t he succe s s of sto lid , patient climbing on the

social l adder and a s teady i gnor ance of slippery f oot i ng.

The good women of Pendennis distinctly outdo Amelia

Sedl ey of Va ni t y Fai r , though th ey bea r the same stamp of

29. Ibid., I , 286 .
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sentimentality, of l ong- suffer i ng and of rela t i ve obscurity

in the social s ce ne . Mr s . Pendenni s , (Helen) , i s the

intensely pious, all-ab s or bi ng mother whose love , i nnocence

and beauty should have been sufficient protection to her

son against his uncle 's wor l dl y co de . But Helen 's maternal

affection is shot t hrough wi t h a streak of self-indulgence .

In worshipping Pen, she loses her influence over hi m. Her

faith in Pen and her preva ili ng kindness desert her in t he

Fanny Bolton affair, but he r suspicion of the wor s t and

inconsiderate cruelty to Fanny are perfectly consistent

with the predominanc e of heart over head in her cha ra ct e r .

Pen's other good angel is Laura Bell . Though she

waits through t wo vol umes for her lover , Laura is no t just

another Amelia. 30 She ha s sense of humor enough to se e

Pen ' s vanity and self ishness and, though she loves him in

spite of his f aults, s he ha s t he spunk to refuse his firs t

pr e t t y but i nsincere proposal . Laura is not an exciting

personality, but she is invested wi th a natura l l ove l iness

and wholesome livelines s which shine mu ch longer than

Blanche Amor y ' s fl a s hy brilliance . Even in the brittle

society which Thackeray dep icts , her modest charm wins

better recognition than Blanche 's cheap a ppea l . Lady Rock­

minster takes her up ; Pynsent and Wa r r i ng t on fall in l ove

with her; but Laura r ema i ns unspoiled and patient , -- one

answer to those critics who a ccused Tha ckeray of cynicism

30. Dodds,~. cit., p. 156.
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and despair i n t he portraiture of Pendennis .

George Wa r rington i s another . Wa r r i ng t on is important

not as an ac t or in t he story but as a "kind of official

comment a t or . 11
31 His kindliness , good sense, and hatred fo r

shams and conventi ons lend weight to his caustic comments

on Pen 's lazine ss and dandyism . His ability to look at

bot h sides of a qu esti on re f lects the author 's a ttitude

toward Pen 's romantic flight s of thought . Thus, when Pen

blames Cap i t a l i sm for Shandon 's poverty, Wa r r i ngt on points

to t he r ea l cause:

'Wa s it t he publisher , think you, who
sent the author t o prison? Is it Bungay
who i s tippling away the five-pound note
which we saw just now, or Shandon?'32

And when Pen persist s with the grand statement ,

' I pr ote s t against that wretch of a
middle-man whom I s ee between Genius and
his great landlord , the Public , end who
s t ops more t han ha l f of the laborer 's
ea r ni ngs and f ame,'

War r i ngt on answers,

' Do you want a body of capitalists
tha t shall be farc e d to purchase the works
of all authors who may present themselves
manuscript in hand? •• •• Rags are not a
proof of genius ; whereas capital is
a bsolute, as times go, and is perforce
the ba r gai n-ma s t er. I t has a right to
deal with t he literary i nventor as with
any other •••• I can no mor e f orce Mr .
Mur r ay t o purcha se my book of t ravels or
sermons than I can compel Mr . Tattersall to
give me a hundred gui nea s f or my horse . ' 33

31 . Baker , £E. cit ., VII, 36?
32. Pendennis, I , 334 .
33. Ibid . , I, 335 .
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The satire of Victori ans ' i nd i s cr i mination in t he worship

of "genius " i s more ·Thack er ayan t han t he touch at a

political question .

Pendenni s ia crowded with other characte rs f rom every

walk of life, ea ch dis t inctly significant of some weakness

in the s t r uc ture of societ y . There is Harry Foker ,

betrothed in youth by hi s f a ther to his cousin , Lady Ann,

for t he addi tion of the Roshervil le title to the fo rtune

he had made wi th hi s brewery. There is poor Lady Clavering,

the Begum, ac cepted in soci ety b ec a us e of her £ 10,000 a

year and r i di cu l ed f or he r vulgarity . Al ci de Mi r obol ant ,

the Fr ench cook wi t h t he tit l e Chevalier de Juillet ,

presuming to f a l l in l ove with an English lady and to

"f i ght a due l wi th an Eng l ish dandy has to leave England to

escape absurdity. Pro f essional hangers-on of a l e s s

innocent and loya l sort t han the Major are Ned Strong who

manages both Si r F . Clavering and his enemy Colonel

Al t amont , and Wenham and Wagg , who sit wherever the feast

is best ~ Wagg ma ligni ng the hostess aside to her guests

when he is no t f lattering he r aloud . There are besides

all the figure s t hat compl e t e the life of the country town

of Chatteris, of Oxbr i dge, of t he theater, of the Inns of

Court, of Vauxha l l, of the publisher 's ball , and of Gaunt

House partie s; t r adesmen, s ervants , c lergy , university

dandies, military buck s , literary gents , gamblers , swind lers,

a l l of them re l ated by some r eal, if s l ight , th read to the

history of Ar thur Pen dennis . Those whose appea rance i s
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f leeting, again have names so sugges t i ve a s t o f i x i n mind

thei r position in th e panor ama. Mi ss Roundle and Captain

Broadfoot, Cornet Perch , Si r Hora ce Fogey , Father Bar ­

barossa , Reverend Ramshorn, Messrs . Doomsday , Grump and

Pa ley , Captai n Sumph and Lord Sumphington, Smart the keeper

of Clavering Arms and Cur ling the wi g-maker a re conspicuous

examples . Governor Crawl ey , Lord St eyne , the Countess of

Southdown, Lord Barea cres and Deuceace reappear from Vanity

Fai r t o draw u s further i nto a n illus i on of actuality in

the world Tha ckeray bu i lt and i nha bi te d .

The co herence and unity of such a collection i s the

coherence and unity of l i f e, life in the period of dandy­

i sm, "legacy of George I V, a so cia l wor l d of half - men wi t h

. curled locks, s l im waists , hi gh i ns t eps -; and simpering

mis ses wi th a smat t ering of Fr ench and other ' a ccomp l i sh­

ments . ,,,34 Over t he babb l e of their vo ices , Thackeray

sounds again t he t he me of Vanitas Vanitatum:

The evening was a great triumph
f or him: it ende d~ Al l tri umphs and
all eveni ng s end. 3~

34 . We l l s , ££. ci t ., 194-5 .
35 . Pen denni s, I, 159 .



CRAPI'ER VI

THE NEWCOMES : ME 01 S OF

FAMILY

OST RESPECT BLE

Edited by Ar t hur Pend ennis , Es q .

In The Newcome s , s e que 1 to Penden..Tli s , Toockeray

became again the hist oria n of so ciety , thus avoiding

recurrence of the di ff iculty wi th Pendennis . l Beginning

with an amu s ing med l ey of t he f a bl es of La Fontaine most

aptly pointed toward classe s of society , t he author pre­

pares the reader for wha t i s to come :

This, t hen , i s t o be a story •••• in
whi ch j ackdaws wi l l wear pea cocks ' feathers,
and awaken the just ri di cul e of the pea cocks ;
i n whi ch , whi le every justice i s done to t h e
pea cocks themselve s , the splendour of their
plumage, the gorgeousne s s of t he ir dazzling
necks, and t he magni fic ence of thei r t ails,
exception wi l l yet be t ak en t o the absurdity
of the ir r i ckety s t rut , and the foo l ish
di scord of t heir pert s queaking , in which
lions in love wi l l have their c laws pared by
sly virgi ns; i n whi ch rogues will sometimes
tri umph, and honest folks , l et us hope , come
by thei r OVi1l; in which t here wi 11 be black
crape and whi te f avours •••• i n which there
wi l l be dinner s of her bs wi t h content ment
and without, and banquets of s ta lled oxen
wher e t here is care and ha t red -- ay , and
kindne s s and f riendship t oo , a long with th e
feast . It d oes not fo l low t ha t al l men ar e
honest because t hey are poor; and I ha ve

i . Baker, QJ2. cit . , VII, 369 .
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known some who were f rie ndl y and gener ous
although t hey had plenty of money . There
are some great l andlords who do no t gr ind
down their tenant s; there are ac tua l l y
bishop s who a re not hypo cr i t es; t he r e are
Liberal men even among the Whi gs , and t he
Radica ls ~hemselves a re no t a l l Ar i s t ocra ts
at heart ......

Like Pendennis , The Newcomes wa s wr i t t en in ma ny

places, abroad and at home , a nd wi th t he inter ruption of

the strictures of a ctual phys i cal pa i n . Like Pendennis ,

it is autobi ographi cal i n ma ny detai l s, adding Thacker ay ' s

experience wi t h art to the spher e s of schoo l , law , and

journalism. Perhaps b ecause the story drags in the middle ,

perhaps because t he ,cha r a ct er s and situations are of a

now famil i ar type , pe r ha ps beca use the asides t o t he

reader are more numer ous t han e ve r , perhaps be cause the

author wrote fra nk l y to his mot her, - -

•••• thi s is not written for glory but for
quite as good an ob j ect , namely , money , wh i ch
will prof i t the children more than reputation
when t he re 's a n end of me a nd money and
reputat ion a re alike pret t y indi ffe rent ,3_-

a few cri t ic s fi nd The Newcomes inferior , and on e ha s gone

so f ar a s to decl are it "unr ea da bl e," "wr i t t en f or ca sh . "4

In Thackeray' s own t i me , i t was t he moat popuIa r of his

books. "There is something to p lease everybody , and l i t t l e

to displease a nyone , " Sa intsbury wrot e . 5 To Stephenson ,

The Newcomes i s i ndi ca ti ve of the r e covery of faith by the

2. The Newcomes, p . 5 .
3. Dodds,~. cit . , 192-3 .
4. Wi l l i am Lyon Phelps . ' The Advance Of The Eng lish
Novel, pp . 112- 13 . ---
5. Sa intsbury , 2£. ci t . , p . 209 .
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mode rn wor l d as we l l as by t he author . 6 Dodds places i t

wi t il Vanity Fair as "gr ea t es t i n scope and vari et y " a nd,

pointing out "t he firmer grasp of cha r acte r , " "shr ewder

observation," "sharper satire," and "deeper humani ty,"

declares it t o contai n t he "bal anc e of all t hat i s best i n

Thackeray and least of what i s faulty . "?

The aside s t o t he rea der a re no t i r r elevanci e s , but

"an artistic extension of i dea ," Thackeray 's peculiar

method of "oblique characteriza tion to i mpl y quali t ies

hard to put int o words .,,8 Such a "di gressi on" i s t he

soliloquy after the demi s e of Lady Kew . It i ntegr a t es

all the foregoing scattered items and fixes the character

as a whole :

Shall we , t oo , whi le t he cof fin yet
rests on the outer ea r th 's surface , enter the
chapel whi t he r these void remains of our dear
s ist er departed are b or ne by the smug under ­
t aker' s gentlemen , and pronounce an elegy
over t ha t bedizened box of corruption? ••••.
But t o live to foursco r e yea rs , and be found
danc ing among t he idle vir gi ns ! to have had
nea r a century of a l lotted time , and t hen to
be cal l ed away f rom t he gi ddy no tes of a
r~yfair fiddle ! To ha ve t o yield your roses
too , a nd then drop out of the bony clutch of
your old f ingers a wrea t h that came fr om a
Parisian ban dbox ! •••• Here is one who
reposes a f ter a l ong f ea s t where no l ove has
been; aft er g i r lhood wi thout kindly ma t er na l
nurture; marriage wi t hou t affe ction ; mat ron­
hood without i ts pr ecious gr iefs and j09s ;
after f ourscore year s of l onely vanity .

6. St ephenson, 2Q. ci t ., p . 1'1 and p . 185 .
'1 . Dodds, 2£ . c i t . , pp . 193-94 .
8 . Ibid ., 9 . 201 .
9 . The Newcomes, I I, 183-84 .
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I f the story drags, it i s becaus e it has been f or­

gotten by the a uthor i n his absorption with the cha racters .

To a young l ady wh o pol i tely inquired one morning i f he had

had a good night, Thac ke r ay answered, "How could I with

Colonel Newcome making a f ool of hi mself a s he has done? " lO

The effect of thi s concern wi th his creations was to immerse

t he reader so c ompletely in l earni ng to know people that

he too forget s about p l ot . l l A la ck supplied with a bet ter

plenty need not be dep l or ed.

Thackeray's t echn i que i n character ization in The

Newcomes differs from t hat of t he novels previous only in

the strength and su rene s s developed by pract ice . Again he

claimed, dur ing composition, t ha t "the characters once

created lead me and I f ol l ow whe re they direct . I cannot

tell the events that wai t on Ethel and Clive • •. . "12 The

tensions fo r fina l cri se s are crea t ed by setting at wo rk

the delicate f or ce s of attra ct i on and repulsion . l 3 The

Colonel's nob i l ity attr acts Ethel 's ; his i~ealism repels

her wor ldliness . Rosey ' s good na ture att racts Clive; his

independence of mind repe ls her hypnotic submission to her

mother . Thes e a r e t he fi gures i n t he foreground of a

"realistic , unmiti gat ed, rel ent l ess , true pic ture of t he

grinding out of character through or dea l . ,,14

10 . Stephenson, £E. cit ., 159 .
11 . Dodds , £2. cit . , p . 196.
12. St ephenson , 2.)2. ci t ." p , 159.
13 . Dodds, 2£. cit., p . 196.
14 . Baker ,QJ2.. cit., VII, 370.
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The revelation of charac t er by selection of the right

detai l and in g r eat s cenes does not suffer from repetition

even though the type s are the same a nd certain i ndi vi dua l s

r ea ppear from othe r nove ls . There is no copying of Becky

and Mi s s Crawley in the crisis between Ethel Newcome and

Lady Kew at the Congres s of Baden when Et he l confronts her

grandmother wi t h t he l etter r evea l i ng Lord Kew's pa s t .

The re is no f ail ing of vigor , either , in the scenes

t hat sh ow t he Colone l in t he Ca ve of Harmony denouncing a

r iba l d song, Clive at t he banquet table da shing a glaRs of

claret in his cous in ' s f a ce, Lady Clara i n hyst er i ca l fits

with a nasty brui se on her f a ce, and Mr s . Ma ckenzi e berating

Clive and t he Col one l with bestial cruelty . But i n none

'of these strong si tua t ions i s Thackeray so close to the

height of his power i n character fixation a s i n t he tender,

una ffected de scription of the Col onel 's dea th a t Grey

Fri a r s:

At t he usual evening hour the chapel
bell began t o t ol l, and Thoma s Newcome ' s
hands outside the bed feebly beat time . And
just a~ the last be l l s t r uck , a peculiar
sweet smile shone over his face , and he
li fted up his head a l i t tle , and qUickly
said ' A dsQ~! ' and fe ll ba ck . I t was the
word we used at s chool , when names wer e
ca l l ed, and 10, he whose heart was as that
of a l i t t l e child , had answered to his name ,
and stood in the pr esence of The Ma s t e r . 15

The theme, s till dwelling on "Whi ch of us is happy in

this wor l d? " i s so ftened by a new note of endurance and

15 . The Newcomes , II, 421.
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forgiveness, "His wi ll be done . ,,16

The soc i a l world t o which the main char acters belong

is, aga i n, t he bor der l i ne between the upper middle class

and t he aristocracy . The satire points more emphatically

than e ver a t the "t awdr y ambi t i ons and mean envies" of the

rich bourgeos i e bent on bargaining their children for titles,

and of the old aristocracy willing to dilute noble blood to

make fortune s in the same market . 17

The se loveless contracts and their re sultant miser y

affe ct a l l t he principals and many of the minor characters

in thi s drama of daily l ife . Clive, whose miser y wi t h t he

Campaigner would . never have been occasioned had not Ethel

f orsake n him to enter into her grandmother ' s s chemes fo r a

"proper" alliance; Barnes , who brought Clara Pulleyn

t err or , divorce and disgrace wi t h the f ortune for whi ch Lady

Kew and Lord Dor k l i ng drove her to him; and even the l onely

Colonel, whose one love affair was not wi t h his wi f e b ut

wi th Madame de Florac, - - all these wer e parties t o such

bargains. Lady Kew boasted of having made the marriage

be t ween he r da ught er, Lady Ann , over whom she tyrannized,

a nd Mr . Brian Newcome ,whom she despised .

' Sir Brian Newcome, ' she woul d say, ' i s one
of the mo s t s t upid and respectable of men; Ann
i s c lever , but has not a grain of common sense .
They make a very well assorted couple. 118

16 . Stephenson, £Q. cit., p . 159 .
17. Dodds , 2£. cit . , p . 198 .
18. The Newcomes , I, 114.
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It was she who proposed the schemes which inspired her gr and­

daughter, Ethe l , at the Wat er - Col our Exhi bi t i ons , t o rea son:

' I think, grandmamma • •• • we young ladies
in the world, whe n we are exhibiting, ought
to have little green tickets pi nned on our
backs, wi t h Sol d wr i t t en on t hem; it wou l d
prevent trou~and any future haggling,
you know . Then at the end o f the seas on the
owner wo ul d come to carry u s home. ,19

That evening, the intrepid Ethel actually appea r ed a t

dinner with one of those g r een t i ckets pinned in the front

of her white muslin frock a nd exp lained t o her f a ther, "I

am No . 46 in the Exhibition of t h e Gallery of Painters i n

Wat er - col ours . ,,20

The Fr ench mar r i age de convenance , also founded on

obedience to elders rather t ha n on love , though not con-
.

tracted out of Eng lish gr eed fo r money and po sition, is

shown t o result i n no l es s evi l . The Duchesse d ' Ivry is

a horrible example. At sixt een she was t aken out of a

conven~ to wed the Duc, a widower more t han s i x t y years

old, wh ose t wo sons and a grandson ha d b een killed a nd who

determined t o perpetuate t he line which had furni shed

queens to Eur ope . The Duches se, sat isfied for a whi l e wi t h

her coronet, before l ong disco ve red that she was a "great ,

unappreciated s ou l . " 21 From t oot point , she pursued all

sorts of mischief in s ubtle and s ca ndalous opp os i tion t o her

husband and in unscrupulous sat isfac tion of her vanity. She

19 . Ibid ., I, 299.
20 . Ibid .
21. Ibid., I , 336 .
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has the wi les of Blanche Amor y a nd some of Becky Sharp ' s

wi t , but the lengths of wi cke dnes s to whi ch she drew t he se

ar e unmatched by her l iterary antecedents .

The Memoi r s Of The Newcomes ar e built a r ound t hree

pl ots of pa rallel interest , the career of Colonel Newcome ,

the course of the l oves of Clive and Ethe l , a nd the history

of Lady Clara and Barnes . In t wo generations of Newcomes

and among t he seve ral br anche s of , that family, Thackeray

traces the subtle changes in affection a nd t he growths of

little hatre ds caused by the impact of character upon

charac ter i n an infinitely complex wor ld . 22

Clive Newcome, ' the "hero" of t he s t ory , is anothe r of

Thackeray 's ambitious but idle youths . Some explanat i on of

his weakness is hinted in the pi ctures o f Cl i ve a t Gr ey

Fr iars wher e his books, except t he Pe erage , r emain i n the

background wh i l e his attention i s engaged wi t h tips ,

raspberry tarts , black eyes, ~d the r umshrub and cigars

smuggled to him by a devote d little hunchback, J . J . Ridley , - -

where t he formula of interrogat ion , when a new boy came t o

s chool , us ed to be: "What 's your name? Who ' s your

f ather? and How much money have you got? n23 Though

Thack eray' s memories of Charterhouse a re me l l owed her e i n

t he Colonel 's r ever ent reminiscing , his i nsistence on t he

defi c i en cy of the pub l i c school in pr ovi di ng boys wi th go od

22 . Baker, .Q.E. cit ., VII., 369 .
23 . The Newcome s , I , 37 .
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habits, a sound education , and an hones t means of livelihood

i s sti l l clear .

Cl ive begins hi s life in the wor l d as a handsome ,

conceited young dandy , much like Arthur Pendennis , but more

man l y and truer in his aff ections . He , too , has a n unc l e

f or a mentor , bu t Colonel Newcome i s as na i ve in his e f f or t s

t o establ ish his nephew a s Ma j or Pendennis was world l y

wise . Clive, with mor e money at his di s po sa l, has none

of Pen 's glibness of tongue in the drawing-room. Pen , wi t h

t he Ma j or ' s aid, overcame t he di sdain whi ch his unc le ' s

c i rcle of society had a t t a ched to hi s pro fes s ion of

jour na li sm, but Clive, half- ashamed of hi s a r t himself ,

suf fe red absolute defeat from hi s relatives ' cont empt for

·pa i nt er s .

Aunt Ma r i a Hob son re f used t o l et Cl ive associate wi t h

his cousins because

' He lives wi t h arti sts , wi th all so r ts of
eccentric peop l e . Our children a re bred on
qui t e ~ different ~Q.. Hobs on wi ll succeed
his fat her i n t he bank, and dear Samue l , I
t rust, wi ll go into the Church . , 24

Uncle Hobson concurs , t hough he us ed t o like "that boy ."

' But since he has taken this ma d-cap
freak of turning painter , there is no
unde rstanding the chap . Did you eve r see
such a set of fellows a s the Colonel had
got t ogether at his party the other night ?
Dirty chaps in velvet coats and beards ? '
' •. • • Confound it , why do esn ' t my brother
se t him up in some respectab le business? I
ain't proud . '

24. Ibid. , p . 200 .
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I don ' t care what a f ellow is if he
is a good f e l l ow. But a painter ! hang it
a painter 's no tra de at all __ , 25

Old 1a j or Pendenn i s , from a sphere just above Aunt

and Uncle Hob son's , confi.de s to his literary ne phew,

' Noth i ng could s how a more deplorable
ignorance of t he wo rld than poor Newcome
supposing his son could make s uch a ma t ch
as that with his cousin . Is i t t rue that
he is going to ma ke his son a n a r tist ? I
don 't know wha t the dooce the world is
coming to . An arti st ! By Ga d , i n my t ime
a f ellow wou ld as soon have thought of
making his son a hairdresser , or a pa st r y ­
cook , by Gad . ,26

"Poor Newcome " himself f e l t se cretly t ha t his son was

demeaning himself i n pur suing hi s a rt , b ut, s ince Cl i ve was

not good at mathematic s , a nd since t he a rmy was a ba d p lace

f or a boy in peace ti me , t he Colone l l oyally defended hi s

son 's cho ice .

' He sha 11 fo llow hi s own heart ; a s
l ong as his calling is honest, it become s
a gentleman; and if he were to t ake a
fancy to play on t he fiddle - - a ctual l y
on the fi ddl e - - I shouldn't Object , , 27

he replied to the Reverend Honeyman when t ha t prela t e

r emarke d wi t h bland dignity ,

, y dear Clive, there are degree s in
soc i ety whi ch we must respec t . You sure y
cannot think of being a profe s si onal art i st.
Such a professi on is very we l l for your
young protege : but for you __ ' 28

25 . Ibid . , p . 20l.
26 . I bi d. , p . 249 .
27 . Ibid . , p . 137 .
28 . I bid . , p . 136 .
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Those secret f ea r s were plain facts to worldly-bred

Et he l Newcome who added her war ni ng to all the others :

' You wi 11 order Cl ive not t o sell his
pi ctur es , won't you? I know it i s no t
wrong , but your son might l ook higher than
to be an artist . It is a r ise for Wll' .
Ridley , but a fall f or him . An arti st,
an organist , a pianist , all t he se a r e ve ry
good people , but , you know, no t de no t r e
monde , and Clive ought to belong t o it . ' 29

What came of Clive ' s defi ance of socie t y 's s t and? He

. did not app ly himself hard enough to win the r ecognition

accorde d g enius when genius ha s made i t s f ortune . He hung

bet we en the idle life of a dandy and the i ndu s tri ous regime

of an artis t . He wa s sen t away from Ethel repeatedly by

lady Kew whos e fury a t hi s pur s i t of her f avori t e grand­

c hild was unabated even by a pi t eous appl ication from

Colonel Newcome offe r ing t o add his entire fortune to

Cl ive 's fi ne person and qua l i t ies .

Lady Kew wonder ed what th e i mpudence
of the wor l d wou l d come to . An arti st
propose for Ethel ! One of her f ootmen
might propose next •••• 30

Lord Kew 's a dvice (a clever c omi c adaptation "o f Iago ' s to

Roder igo) wa s in t he right d i r ect ion ,

' Can you count pu r se s wi th Sul t a n Fa r i nt osh?
•••• Put money in your purse . A br ave young
hea r t , a 11 courage and. love and honour ! Put
money i n thy purse - - t 'other coin don ' t pass
in the marke t -- at least whe r e old Lady Kew
has the stall . ,3l

29 . I bid ., p . 296 .
30 . I bi d ., I I , 151.
31 . I bid . , pp . 26-27 .
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But the Colone l's for t une f e ll far s hor t of Far int osh ' s

and Farinto sh had a marqui sa t e t o t op his c har ms.

It was not t hat Lady Kew and he r ki nd could not

appreciate art. At t he Wa t er - Col our Exhi b i t i on s , she

appears as "an exce 11ent j Udge of works of a rt, " hobbling

from frame t o frame, murmur ing delightedly, "What splendi d

colour; wha t a romanti c gloom ; what a f lowing pencil and

dexterous hand!,, 32 But she was mindful of the dist inction

bet ween the picture and t he painter as between the work and

the servant.

So Clive ga ve up longing after Ethel and, to please

his father, compromised t o wed pretty Rosey Ma ckenz i e ,

whose pre-nuptia l enthusiasm for his painting wore off as .

-she perceived how it distract ed her husband 's attention

from hi s wi f e . Seeking the Colonel' s sympathy against

Clive's neg lect , s he set up a sa d barri er between the father

a nd son. So much mi sery come s t o Clive in his wretched ,

lonely attempt to be dut iful t o a jealous , vacuous wi fe

and a shrewi sh mother-in- l aw, t ha t Thackeray ' s epilogue to

Pendennis 's narrative rewardi ng him wi th Ethel , after

Rosey's death, is a welcome relief even though i t is only

as real as Fable-land.

Ethel Newcome i s the only woman of Tha ckeray 's"navels

to whom the position of heroine may be a s s igned without

reservations, "the only heroine whose bea ut y of character

32. Ibid ., I, 298-99.
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outweighs her blemishes ."33 She combines the attract ive­

ness, self-possession, wi t and verve of Becky Sharp and of

the famous Beatrix fr om Esmond with t he wa rm charity ,

gent l eness and sympathy of Ame lia Se dl ey , Rache l Esmond ,

Laura Bell and Helen Pendennis . 34 Self-est e em and dignity

complement her nobility . She was , at times , too i mperious

and too critical :

The young women were fri ght ened at he r sar­
casm . She seemed to know what f adai s es
they whispered to their pa r t ners a s they
paused i n the wa l t zes .. •• No wonder that the
other Mayf a i r nymphs were a f r a i d of this
severe Diana, whose looks wgre so co ld , and
whos e arrows were s o keen. 3

And she wa s vain of"he r sp lendid success at flirtation :

"i t wa s such fun tak ing away the g entlemen of Ma r y Q,ue en of

"Scots ' Court from her: such cap ital f un ! "36 But her fau l t s

save her from unreality and are self -admitted wi th a frank ­

ness whi ch a dds to her c har m. She loved Lord Kew most aft e r

his just reproof to which she bent her head and acknowledged,

"You are very brave and generous , Frank , and I am ca ptious

and wi cked . ,,37 To Clive, to t he Ma r qui s of Farintosh , and

in a final burst to Mad ame de Florae , she ~eplored her

position in life with a humility that overpowered her

haughtiness,

33 . Baker,~ . cit ., pp . 371- 72 .
34 . Dodds , QQ . cit ., pp . 203-4 .
35 . The Newcomes, I , 253 .
36 . Ibid ., p . 362 .
37 . Ibid ., p . 368 .
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'Grandmamma has a f ortune, which she says I
am to have; s i nce t he n t hey ha ve insisted on
my being wi t h her. She is very clever, yo u
know ; she is kind too i n her way ; but she
cannot live out of society . And I, who
pretend to revolt, I l ike it to o: and I, who
rail and scorri flatterers -- oh, I l ike
admira ti on ! I am p l ea s ed when the women
hate me, and the ,young men l ea ve t hem f or
me •••• T love beautiful dre sse s; I love
fine jewels; I love a grea t name and a f ine
house -- oh, I de s pi s e myse l f, when I t hink
of these things ! ' 38

But her high spirit, subdued f or a While , would break

f or t h whenever affectation, i ns i nc e r i t y, du llness or pompos-

i t y confronted it . Tho ugh she ag reed , fo r the sake of her

younger brothers and si s ters, t o Lady Kew 's schemes for he r

marriage to title and money , she da red to flaunt and pe r -

secute her t yrannical grandmother with rebellious conduct

and accusations:

' Oh ••• • wha t a life ours i s, and how you
buy and se l l , and ha gg l e ove r your children !
Had he mon ey , it would be different. You would
receive him and wel come him , and hold out
your hand s to him ; but he is on ly a poor
pai nt er , and we , f or sooth , a r e bankers in
the city; a nd he comes among us on sufferance ,
like those concert - s inger s whom mamma t reats
with so much poll tene ss, a nd who go down and
have supper by thems el ve s , Why s hou l d they
not be a s good as we a re ? ,39

Behind Et he l ' s apparent wor ldliness, lay a serene

integrity whi ch survived severe t es t s. She yi e l ded her first

l ove r in obedi en ce to her f ami ly, r enounce d her second a fte r

receiving a malicious l etter revea l ing th e wi l dness o f his

38 . Ibid ., I I, 104 .
39 . Ibid ., I , 351.
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youth, and di smi ss ed her last suitor because of the dis­

gra ce of her brother 's divorce . She devoted te r se Lf to the

ca r e of Barnes' s children and bore silently the estrangement

of her uncle , the Colonel , who had loved her so .gener ous l y

until he r r e j ecti on of Clive and pursuit of Farintosh made

her app ear cruel , s elfish and vain even to his kind eyes .

The Newcomes is conspicuous not because of i t s heroine,

great as she i s, but f or a no ther innocent victim of Vic -

torian compromise , who i s even more extraordinarily brought

to l i f e i n this novel. He is Colonel Newcome "who , as an

English gent leman , has no equal in English fiction . ,,40 "If

t he whole r ace of gent lemen should disappear," Robert Louis

St evenson remarked, "the type could be restored from this

.one figure. ,,41 He has no prototype in the other Thackeray

novels and his likeness is not to be found in the society of

this cent ury . Baker holds that he is too like hi s boyhood

he roes , Si r Charles Grandison, Si r Roger de Coverley, a nd

Don Quixote, f or a critical age; t ha t his impossible goodness

has no p lace in t he realistic art of the novel . 42 But the

chivalrous Colonel was no t per fect . He had the faults

peculiar to t he stamp of his char a ct er. His excessive desire

for Clive ' s happines s led him i nto ruinous meddling . His

hostility to Ethel and t he extent of his vindictiveness

toward Barne s were unreasonable . At the height of his good

40 . Anthony Tro l l ope , "William Makepea ce Thackeray ,"
The Cornhi ll Maga zine , IX , 136 .
41 . Stephenson, ~. ci t., p . 166 .
42. Baker, ~ . cit ., VII, 373 .
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fortune, he grew ostenta tious in hi s hosp i t al i t y and pre ­

sumed a kno wledge of busine ss and pol i t i cs whi ch ende d i n

a drastic proof of his naivete . He lacks the wi t to

understand Clive' s taste for art and his young friends '

shocking jUdgments in literature . But his l arge humility,

i nno cence , trustfulness, generosity and courage s o dwa r f

his weaknesses a s to leave undi sturbed t he i mpres s i on of

ideal beauty of cha racte r .

This new figure among Thackeray ' s t ypes of cha ra ct er

becomes the object of a new point of satire when he en ters

the sphere of business in hope s of making a fo r tune for his

son . His methods are the blunt, di rect t a ct i cs of the

army ; his guiding pr i nciples, the s impl e code of honor

·whi ch suff iced for his life among his gent lemen f r i end s of

the East Indian s er vi ce ; his means , the s imple a ct of

gathering de posits for a newly-formed bank . He had t hat

total ignorance of t he possi bili ty of sudden and complete

r uin whi ch characterize s many of t he a r istocrats of

Thackeray 's works . (For t hough t he Col one l knew ho v

dubious was the account of hi s ancestry i n t he Pe er a ge , he

was sa t isf i ed to take advantage of t he Newcome listing

there and of the privileges of his mi litary r ank and wa s

pleased to consider hims e lf a "gentleman. " )

Fancy thi s simple man entering into t he fi eld whe re

shrewdness , punctuality, tireless hour s over l edgers , end­

l ess conferences, perpetual alertness in a nd out of office,

and the absolute separation of personal feeling from busines s



97

practice had made typical, succes sful ban kers out of Hobson ,

Brian, and Barnes Newcome!

The ea r ly ninetee nth cent ury was a pe r i od of spe cu l a ­

tion and swindling of innocents . To satirize t he get - r i ch ­

quick schemes and to note t he dishonest t raff i c in which

a noble Engl i shman might happily enga ge, Tha cke ray created

the Bunde lcund Bank .

Founded, as t he p r ospe ctus announced , at
a time wh e n a 11 private credl t was shaken
by the f ailure of t he great Agen cy Houses,
of whi ch the downfall had carried dismay and
ruin t hroughout t he presid ency , the B. B. had
been e stabli shed on the only sound principle
of commercial prosper ity - - that of associa ­
tion . The nat i ve capital i sts, headed by t he
great firm of Rummun Loll and Co , , of
Calcutta, had l ar gel y emba rked in the B. B.,
and t he officers of t he t wo ser vices and the
European mercantile body of Calcutta had been
invited to t ake shares in an i ns t i t ut i on
wh i ch t o mer chants , native and Eng l i s h ,
civi l ians and mil itary men, was alike
advantageous and i ndi spensab l e. How many
young men of the latter ser vices had been
crippled f or l i fe by the r ui nous cost of
agencie s, of which the profits t o the
agent s themselve s were s o enormous ! The
sha r ehol ders of t he B. B. wer e t heir own
agent s; a nd t he greatest ca pi t a l i s t in
India, as wel l as t he younges t ensign i n
servi ce, might invest at t he largest a nd
safest premium, and borrow a t t h e sma l lest
i nterest, by becoming, a ccordi ng to hi s
means , a s har ehol der ' i n the B. B . 43

The se sweeping promises wer e a ctual ly set i nto opera­

tion, for t he correspondents of t he Bunde l cund Bank foun d

diverse means of maki ng pr of i t wi t h t heir capital .

43. The Newcome s , II, 119 .
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Wi t h China they did an immense opium t rade,
of wh i ch the profits were s o gr ea t , that it
was only in private sittings of the B. B.
managing committee that t he deta i ls a nd
accounts of these operations could be brought
forward •••• Wi t h New South Wa l e s t hey carried
on a vast trade i n wool , su pp lying that great
colony wi t h go ods , wh i ch t hei r London agents
enabled them to purchase i n s uch a way a s to
give t hem t he command of the market . As if
t o add to their prosperity, cop per mines were
discovered on lands in t he occupation of t he
B. Banking Company, whi ch gave t he most
astonishing returns •••• The order fr om
Bi rmingham for idols alone (made wi th the i r
copper , a nd paid with their wool ) was enough
to make t he Low Church par ty in England cry
out; a nd a debate upon this subj ect a ctually
t ook place in the House o f Commons , of whi ch
the effect was to send up t he shares of the
Bundelcund Banking Company very consider a bly
upon the London Exchange . ~4

Into this bank t he Colonel poured all hi s savings and

the savings of a l l t ho se o f his fr i ends who trusted t he bank

be cause they trusted t he Colone l . I t did f lourish and pa id

rema r kab l e dividends so s t ea di l y t hat even t he wa ry house

of Hobson Brothers became i t s agents . Had the Colone l had

the sense and he a r t to s e l l out a t t he firs t threat of

insecurity as did his wise brothers, he c oul d have averted

t he f ai l ure into wh i ch his enthusia sm and l oya l t y p l ung e d

his f ami l y and friends . For one day,

.••• the great Indian merchant who was at
the head of the Bundelcund Banking Company ' s
offi ce at Calcutta, sUdden l y d ied of cholera
•••• it was announced throughout Ca lcut ta tha t
but 800 rupee s wer e left i n t he treasury of the
B. B. C. to meet engagements to t he a mount of
f our l akhs t hen immediatel y due • •• •

44 . Ibid ., pp . 119 - 20 .
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When the acc ount s of tha t ghas tly bank­
ruptcy arrived from Calcutta, i t was fo und t hat
the merchant Dr i nce Rummun Lol l owed the
B. B. C. twenty-fi ve lakhs of r upees •••.
that one of the auditors of t he bank , the
generally esteeme d Charl ey Condor (a capital
fellow, f amous for his good dinners and f or
playi ng low comedy chara ct ers at the
Chowri nghee Thea t r e ) wa s i ndebt ed t o the
bank in .£ 90 , 000; a nd a lso it was dis -
covered that the r evere d Bap t i st Bellman ,
Chief Regis t ra r o f t he Calcutta Tape and
Sealing- Wax Office (a most valuable and
powerful amateur pr ea cher who had converted
t wo na tives, a nd wh ose ser i ous so irees
were thronged at calcuttal~ had helped
himself to £ 73, 000 mor e .

Of what cons ol a t i on now was the Colonel 's past kind l i -

ness toward Clive, Ra sey a nd Mr s . Ma ckenzi e , his gnerosi ty

to Ri dl e y , hi s t o l e r ance of Bohemian Fred Bayham? Away

wen t his seat i n Par liament ; away went Rasey 's chariots and

.hor s es , her jewe l s and gewgaws . From the wreckage , the

Colone l had salvaged only his own stainless honor . Wi t h

t his he could not calm Rosey 's hysterics nor silence her

mother's a bus i ve r age. The test of suffering separates the

true from t he false; and Cl ive , Ethe l , and Leonore de Florae

come to hi s s ide when revenge and pride are washed away

with his fair weather fri ends in t he f l ood of humiliation

whi ch overwhelmed the most gallant of English gent lemen .

Beside the warmheartedness of the Colonel , who fa iled ,

Thackeray sketched t he mean spi rit of Barnes Newcome , who

succeeded, (in busi nes s ), by carefully cu l tiva t i ng only

t hos e good qualitie s which a re cer tain to pay di v idends .

45 . Ibid ., pp . 332- 33 .
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Here was a yo ung fellow as keen as the
oldest curmud geon. . . . He thought his life
a most l ucky and reputable one . . . . Barnes
Newcome never mi ssed goi ng to church or
dre ssing for dinn&r . He never kept a trades ­
man waiting for his money . He s eldom drank
too much, and never wa s · late for business ,
or huddled over his toilet, however brief had
been his sleep, or severe his headache. I n
a word , he wa s as s cr upulously whited as an~

sepu l chr e in the who le bill s of mor tal ity .4

I n his person, t he exemplary, indus trious young man

of business rep l ace s t~e idle da ndy as t he obj e ct of

Thackeray 's satire of Victorian youth . Hi s efficiency a s

a banker does not save him from a cowardly te r ror of t he

Colone l's bamboo cane and of Ja ck Belsize whos e sweethea rt

he married and cruelly ab used . His hypocrisy, ridiculed

by Mons i e ur de Florae,

'How dro ll you Engl ish a re ! Did you not
see how that little Barnes, as s oon as
he knew my title of Pr i nce, changed his
manner and became a ll r e spec t toward me? ' 47

wa s climaxed during Barnes ~s campaign f or a s ea t in Parl i a ­

ment when t he newspapers announced :

Si r Barnes Newcome Newcome, Bar t . , pr o­
poses to give t wo lec t ure s , on Fr i day
the 23rd, and Friday t he 30th , i ns t ant .
No.1 . The Poetry of Childhood : Doctor
Wa t t s , Mr s . Ba r ba ul d , Jane Tay l or. No . 2 .
The Poe t ry of Womanhood , and the Affe c­
tions : ~IT s . Hemans , L . E. L. 48

Afte r the removal by po l icemen of a f ac t ory gi r l wi t h

t wo ragged children from a pew a t t he church whe re t he

46 . Ibid ., I , 83 -84 .
47 . I bi d., pp . 401 -2 .
48 . I bi d. , II, 287-88 .
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Baronet wa s to be marri ed had revived the s ca nda l of his

early youth, and after the elopemen t of his wi f e a nd t he

subsequent divorce had completed his publ ic disgra ce , the

lecture scene looks improba ble . But Barnes has t urned coa t

so often and so cooly during the course of events that it

is not hard t o ac cep t even this of him .

The odi ous Barnes , however , was not the rea l enemy of

the Colonel's chivalr ous dr eams , f or he wa s only nomina lly

the Head of the Hous e of Newcome , rema ining subject , as had

his father, to Countess Dowager Lady Kew , the "antique

tyrannical grandmother , " "best of a ll Thackeray 's masterly ,

strong- wi lled, worldly , elder ly ma triarchs . ,,49 Born Loui sa

Joanna Gaunt, she was the sis ter of the great Lord St eyne

and "looked un commonly like that lamented mar qui s " when

balked or conf ronted with any ob ject hateful to her . "50

Other likene ss e s a re manifest i n Lady Kew, who wa s subject

to rapid changes of countenance . At one instance , she

migh t ea s ily be take n f or Iago 's daughter . 51 As affai rs

pr ogr es s , s he begins

•••• to l ook more and more like the wicke d
fairy o f the s tori es, who i s no t invi ted t o
the Princess ' s Christeni ng Fea s t, [wi t hl
this advanta ge over he r likeness, that she
was invited everywher e; t hough how she , at
her age , could f l y about to so many parties ,
unless she wa s a f airy, no one could say . 52

49 . Dodds, 2£. cit ., p . 197 .
50 . The Newcomes , I, 415.
51 . Ibid ., p . 414 .
52 . Ibid . , II, 28.
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She wa s much higher in nature and rank t ha n any of the othe r

members of the family.

' Except the Gaunt s, the Howards and one
or two more, there is scarcely a ny good
blood in Eng land . You are l ucky i n
sharing so me of mi ne . , 53

Accordingly, she r uled with an i r on hand . When Cl i ve , t he

"poor pa i n t er , " ca lled to vi s i t Ethel , he was like l y t o

find, in place of her f l u shing cheeks and bright eyes ,

• ••• the pa rchment-covered features and
well known hooked beak of the ol d Countess
of Kew. To s uppor t t he glance s f r om
beneath t he bushy bla ck eyebrows on each
side of tha t pr omontory was no pleasant
matter. The whole f ami l y co wered under
Lady Kew's eyes and nose , and she r ul e d
by forc e o f them. It wa s only Et he l whom
t hese awful fea t ures did not utter ly subdue
and dismay . 54

Lady Kew i s t he c learest personification of the social

wor ld a t which Thac ker ay' s snob sa t i re was aimed . The

nonsensical obedien ce which he r bad temper commanded

becomes a comical rebuke to mankind when the author notes ,

"Wherea s f or you and me, who have the t empers of angels

nobody cares whether we are p leased or not . 55 But the

accusation against Vic tor i a n sense of val ue almost loses

its spirit of laughter a t the f amily Congress of Baden ,

over wh i ch Lady Kew was to preside f or t he disposi t i on o f

he r grandchildren . Thi s assembly evoked Thackeray 's most

scornful outcry agai n st Br itish vi rtue :

53 . Ibid ., p . 150 .
54 . Ibid ., I, 326 .
55 . Ibid ., 353 -54 .
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That ta riff of Br i t i sh virtue is wonder fu l l y
organized . Heave n he lp the soci ety wh i ch
made its laws ! Gnats a r e s hut ou t of its
ports , or are not admi t ted wi thout s crut i ny
an d repugnance , whilst her ds o f camels are
let in . The l aw pr ofesses t o exclude
some ••.• article s of baggage , whi ch a re
yet smugg l ed openly un der t he eye s of
wi nking officers , and wor n every day wi t hout
shame. Shame : ~a t is shame? Virtue is
ve ry often shameful according t o the
English social constitution , a nd s hame
honorable . Tru th , if yours ha ppen s t o
di ffe r f rom your nei ghbor 's provokes your
friend 's coldness , your mother 's tears ,
the world 's persecution . Love is not to
be de a l t in save under r e s t r i ct i ons whi ch
ki l l it s sweet healthy f ree commerce . Sin
in man is so l i ght t ha t s car ce t he f i ne of
a penny is imposed; while for woman it is s o
heavy that no repentance can wash it out •
•••• You proud ma t r ons in your ~ ay fa i r

markets , have 'you ne ve r seen a virgin s old ,
or sold one? Have you never hea rd of a
poor wayfarer fallen among r obbers, and
not a Pharisee to help him? of a poor
woman fallen mor e sadly yet, abject i n
r epe nt a nce and tears , a nd a crowd to stone
her?56

For each generalizati on made here , there i s a chara cte r

and s cene of illustration i n The Newcomes . The s lave t rade

whisked Et he l away f r om Clive to be dang l ed and dance d

befor e ti t les, and tore Clara Pulleyn from Ja ck Belsi ze

to s erve Barnes Newcome . Met hodi s t i ca l Lady Wa l ham' s

piety provoked her Angl i can mother-in -law 's perse cution .

(Thackeray conf us ed si nc e r i t y a nd de tachment from the wor l d

wi t h re l i g i ous truth in hi s ske t ches of Estab l i shed Chur ch ,

Met h odi s t , and Catholic wor ship , but since t he dist inct i on

of doctrine was not in the consciousn ess of the characters

56 . I bi d., pp . 2 9~-98 .
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he depicted, hi s a cc usat i on is an appropr i a t e mistake ) . The

early s i n s of Barnes a nd Lord Kew cost t hem no los s of face

in society , but Mr s . Delacey a nd Clara Pulleyn , Barnes 's

suffering victims, mus t remain socia l "out casts . Even the

Duchesse d ' I vr y , for a ll he r wea l t h and rank , i s shudder­

ingly turned away fro m and r eferre d to as "t hat woman . "

The Colonel falls among robbers and is stripped , while

those wh o ha ve benefitted fro m his l argesse look on . And

behi nd eve ry piece of this mischi ef, si ts Lady Kew , di r ect l y

or indi rectly responsible for its i nstigati on.

But along with her mistaken noti ons as to how happiness

can be s e cur ed" Lady Kew ha s s ome redeeming kindne ss , a

little t rue nobility , and t he virtue of a real regard f or

t he welfare of her children and grand children . The other

Campaigner of The Newcomes has no alleviat ing attributes .

Mr s . ~~ ck enzi e ' s utter lack of refinement of mind , her dis­

honesty a nd her brutality make Lady Kew charming by compari ­

son . Behind the bedroom doo r , t hi s she -demon wou l d slap her

lackadaisical daughter, s tam p on he r l ittle feet if they

refused to enter slippers much to o small , a nd l ace poor

Ras ey so tight a s nearly to choke her . 57 I n company , she

appeared wi t h her a rm a r ound pret t y Rosey 's wa ist and wi t h

perpetual praises for t hat da r l i ng 's goodne ss and gaiety .

Ogling and artful before she has caught Clive for Rosey ,

she re laxes her pretensions as s oon as · she gets a hold on

57. Ibid ., p . 233 .
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the r eins i n Cl i ve 's household . She is pleasant a nd

agreeable enough , though na turally dominee r ing , while the

Colonel's good luck i n t he Bundelcund Bank supplies her

wi t h every l uxury she orders f or herself and Rosey . But
. .

after the ba nk fai l ur e, her rapacious, bitter nature i s

given f ull vent. Life for Clive is made one scene after

another of r age , sarcasm, and fal se martyr dom. Thackeray ' s

humor is of the grimmest sort when he s hows the broken old

Col one l answeri ng tir a de s l ike this :

'He who has squandered hi s own money
he who has squandered the money of t ha t
darli ng helpless child -- compo se your ­
se l f , Ros ey , my love ! -- ha s completed
the disgrace of the family, by his present
mean and unworthy -- yes, I say mean and
unworthy and degraded conduct . Oh my
child , my blessed child ! to think that
your husband 's father should ha ve c ome to
a wor khous e ! ,58

with a sly laugh and t he whi s pered remar k to Ar t hur Pen -

dennis, "be twe en ourselves, s ome women ar e t he deu ce when

t hey a re angry , sir. ,,59 This was his only rebuke to the

woman whose deceitfulness caused him t o l ea d his s on i nto

t his infernal torture, wh os e anger put hi s harried mind

into a stupor, and whose t antrums finally drove. her de l i cat e

daughte r into a fit of hysterics and fever from whi ch she

n ever recovered .

Sham and af f e cta t i on a ppear i n clerical garb, also , in

The Newc~ , in the satirical portrait of Reverend Char l es

58. Ibid., I I, 402 .
59. Ibid ., p . 408 .



105

Honeyman . I~O man in London understood the ring bu sine s s

or the pocket-handkerchief business b etter, or smothered

his emotions more beautifully. ,,50 He had a gi f t for

extracting large offerings from t he f aithful, yet he had

to be r e s cued fro m debtor 's p r ison when t he indulgence of

his refined and luxurious tastes too f ar exceeded hi s

income as incumbent of Lady Whi t t l e s ea ' s Chape l . When

the brisk Colonel i nvi t ed his Reverend brother - i n - law to

breakf ast a t eight or nine , Mr . Honeyman, wi t h a sigh ,

agreed to .nine , for

•••• The incumbent of Lady Whi t t l e s ea ' s chapel
seldom rose before eleven . For, to t e l l the
truth, no Frenc h abbe of Louis xv was more
lazy and luxurious, and effemina t e, t han our
polite bachelor pr eacher . 51

. Ent er t a i ni ng scenes show Honeyman r hap sodiz i ng gracefully

in the pulpi t, fe eding daint i ly on l obs t er a t his club ,

drinking tea a t society 's soire es , r e sting in his apartment

wi t h a French novel or flutte ry no t es f rom f emale admi rers

of hi s flock , and finally , a f ter a despera te dec line of

popularity, introducing to the Angl i can se r vice , t he talent

and t e chni que of the t heatre , to bring back the f i ck l e

f ollower s who had tired of hi s l ugubr i ous ser mons . To

point out more plainly the advance o f sentimenta lism in

re l igion , Thackeray sket ch ed be side Honeyman t he contra s t­

ing figure of the a scetic saint Pedro of Alcantara . 52 In

50 • I bi d . , I , 85 .
51 . Ibid ., p . 88 .
52 . I bi d., pp . 119-122 .
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t he se descript i ons , Tha ckeray ' s gra ver satire gives place

to the pure comic spirit , fo r it is impossible to f r own

over an i nc ongruity presented in details so cleverly

se le cted and pa ra lleled .

Reve rend Honeyman 's sister who tak es lodgers but t reats

he r ser vants and tra desmen wi t h just t he r i ght degree of

aristocratic ha uteur , i l l us tra t e s that variety of vanity

whi ch clings , i n sel f -deception , to re lic s of pas t splendor

and whi ch fe eds , subconsciously , on the pr i nci p l e , "The

t rue p l easure i n li fe i s to live wi t h your inferiors . ,,63

The mi nor roles in The New come s are scarcel y di s t i n-

gu ishab l e as such , ' for even the cha r a ct e r s who appea r

i n f requent l y are gi ven such compl ete deve l opment and so

spe cif i c a purpose that it is difficult to separate them

f rom the pr incipals . Typical of the French nation and its

manners , t he unique Pa ul de Fl or a e and hi s sa int l y mot her ,
-"

Leonor e , atone fo r t he vanity of t he Due and Duches s e d ' I vry

an d f or the vi o l ence of Victor Cabas s e de Ca s t i l onnes .

Lor ds Kew, Highga te , and Farintosh adequately repre sent the

young nob i li ty of England . Lady Ann and Ma r i a Newcome ,

ma r r i ed to t he brothers, Si r rian and ob son, pi ctur e t he

di f f eren ce in socia l station between the f amilies of a

fi r st- bor n son and of a younger brother . The a s s emb l y of

scholars at .Br i a ' s board fails to fill t he gap l eft by

titled heads , whose carriages are all a t Lady Ann ' s door .

63 . I bid ., p . 96 .
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Rummun Loll, Indian mer chant pos i ng a s a prince, furni shes

a satirical slant at t he Lond on g i r ls who hang about his

f ake highness , dangle t hei r go lden cur ls on hi s shou l de r ,

and worship t he pre ca r i ous f or t une he has amass ed by very

doubtful mea ns . J . J . Ri d l ey , James Binnie , and Fred

Bayham are very t r ue-to-life as s ociate s of Clive , the

Colonel and Honeyman , who, knowing t heir man and his wor l d

intimately en ough to pr event t he ca t as t r ophe towa r d whi ch

he is headed, are neverthe l e s s he lple s s t o de f l e ct the

course of event s .

The panorama i s f i ll ed i n , this time, wi t h crowds of

artist s fro m t he s tudios of Srnee and Gandi sh , the Col on e l ' s

cronie s f rom the Or i ent a l Cl ub , t he be l les and da ndie s of

so ciet y ' s balls , the worker s a nd vo ters of New come Bor ough ,

gover nes s e s and nur ses , poor r elati on s , and t ale -beari ng

servants .

Si r George Tufto and Dobbi n r e t urn for a moment f rom

Vani t y Fa i r , and f our of t he principal clmracters of t hat

novel are r e sur r e ct ed in a conversa t ion between a t a l l gr ey­

heade d Engl i shman who kn ew Si r Rawdon Cr awley and Cl ive

Newc on~ whos e r ep or t shows the i ndomi t a bl e Becky still in

charact er and wea ring t he t i tle denied to her a f ter the

catastrophe of Vanity Fai r :

' He [Si r Rawdon Cr awley] wa s in Gown
Boys, I kn ow , ' says t he boy; ' suc ce eded
hi s unc le Pi tt , fourth Baronet . I don 't
kn ow how his mot he r -- her who wrote the
hymns , you know , and gOes to Mr . Honeyman ' s
chapel -- comes to be Rebe cca , Lady Crawley .
His father, Colone l Rawdon Crawley , died



109

at Coventry Island, in August 182--, and
his uncle, Si r Pitt, not till Sept ember
here . I remember, we used to t al k about
it at Grey Friars, when I wa s quite a
little chap; and there we r e bet s whe t he r
Crawley, I mean t he young one, was a
Baronet or not. '64

Captain Costigan r ea ppears from Pendennis , more t i psy t han

ever , singing the ribald song that brought t he fury of

Colonel Newcome down upon the Cave of Ha rmony . Ar thur

and Laura Pendennis enjoy considerable pr ominen ce in thei r

idealisti c home whi c h becomes a haven f or Ethe l , Cla r a and

Clive . Ma j or Pen speaks his la st worldly advi ce , a dmit s

tha t Laura's way of life i s best after a l l , and passes

away inconspicuously. Fr i e nd Wa rri n gt on makes a good

match for jovial Fr ed Bayham . Lord St eyne lives aga in in

his si ster, Lady Kew .

The Du c d 'Ivry's loyalty t o the Bour bons and his

kinsman 's cheerful oath of fi delity to Louis Phil lipe lend

the authenticity of hi s t ori cal background to the veri ­

similitude of the characters of The Newcomes . Current

superstition and curiosity about Poper y and Jesu~try and

scorn for Methodi stry among the members of t he Es tablished

Church add further weight to t heir r eality.

Thackeray may ha ve had s ome prescience t hat this wa s

to be his last complete and indi s putably gr ea t nove l of

nineteenth cent ur y manners, so cr owded is it wi t h people

64 . Ibid ., p. 142.
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from a l l wa lks of life and with ideas about these people.

Hi s satire has g r own more serious and his pi ctures a little

da rke r , but his world is more surely the very one in which

he himself walked and talked . For the poor mortals, none

of whom a re happy in this world, he has added a Fable -land

for the happy endings predestined by the s e t t l emen t of

characters and the tu rn of events just before its boundary

i s cros s ed.



CF....APTER VII

CONCLUSION: SOCI L GENERALIZATION DERIVED

FROM A STUDY OF THA CKERAY ' S CHA RA CTERS

Though Thackeray wa s posse s sed of the "vast kinet ic

power" and his wor ks of the "cr owde d ac compl ishment "

typical of the Victorian age , i n many r e spects he does not

fit t he Victori an frame . l He makes but vague reference t o

the religious - philos ophi cal - scientifi c upheava ls of t he day .

The Oxford Movement i s noted i n a single obscure passage

in P~ndennis.2 Thackeray 's s imple fait h was not disturbed

by the despair that settl ed upon t he Victorians ' i nabili ty

to r econcile intel l igence wi t h belief . I ndi f f er ent to

matters of dogma, he handle d the problems of cr eed by

i mpartia lly i nc l udi ng in his panorama , bo t h ea rne s t and

hypocritical repre sentative s f r om all the s e cts prominent

in Eng l ish s oc i et y .

The Thackeray no ve ls a re not built on t he poli t ica l

dissensions or economic reforms whi ch i nspir e d most of t he

great writers of thi s age . Ther e i s an underlying awarene ss

in his wor k s of t he gigant i c growth of manuf a cture , of the

1 . Dodds, "Thackeray In The Vic t or i a n Frame, " Sewane e
Revi ew, XLVII I , 466 .
2 . We l l s , ~ . cit ., p , 185.
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resultant i ncr ea s e i n ur ban populati on , of demands f or

i mprovements i n housing and sani ta t ion , of t he r i s e of

popul a r educ a t i on , of t he expansion of commerce , of t he

bi U s for home -rule, of the pleas for Catholi c Ema ncipa ­

tion, and of the a gi tati on for the extension of suffrage .

His chara ct e r s a r e c on cer ned wi th t he s e pr oblems more or

les s, according to t heir per sona l s ta t ion and means o f

livelihood, but t hey never become r abi d r evolutioni s t s nor

ever exhibi t s i gns of i nner dis t urbance at the inequali t i es

and mis eries about them. Tha ckeray , in broad t e r ms, was

for j us t ice and aga inst opp ress ion . He was a supporter

of pol i cies ra the~ t ha n of men . To the solution of these

urgent prob lems of t he da y , he contri buted an awakening of

self -knowledge in man and i n s oc iety . His reme dy wa s r i ght

t hough i t was r emot e and s low, on the scale of eternity

rather t han of expediency .

In his confor mity to the s tandard of fitne ss to be

r ea d a loud i n the f ami l y, Thackeray i s completely Victorian .

Though he wa s plainer on sex s i tuat i ons than many of his

contemporarie s and t hough he r epea t ed l y expressed annoya nce

a t the restricti ons demanded by hi s age , bis s election of

detail s for the scene b e t ween Becky and St eyne and for t hat

of Pen ' s affair wi th Fanny Bolton was the r esu lt , not of

forced a dhe rence to custom, but of hi s own cha ra ct e r com­

pos i t i on as a Victor i a n. Al l owing Pen denni s hi s cha stity

in the face of damaging evi dence was not hypocr isy , a s ma ny

crit ics insist, but t he a uthor ' s true r e s pec t for the
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prayerfulness and pur ity of the mother and foster-sister

whose i nfluence he in tended should avail this young man in

just s uch cri se s .

Though Thackeray draws the veil over the act of sin ,

he i s none the less conscious of its effectiveness i n the

wor ld of high society . His characters pi c tur e the triumphs

of se l f - i ndulgence ove r feminine modesty , of rage over

pati ence, of cruelty over kindheartedne s s , of rebellion over

obe di ence, of envy over resignation, of gambling and

swindl ing over honest industry, of per s istence i n sin over

repentanc e, i n short, of compromise over i nt egrity . Thes e

tri umphs, however ,' are short-lived . Ultimate peace a nd

happiness are awarded consistently to the hon est a nd

courageous .

Often , the lovable and affectionate men and women i n

Tha ckeray ' s novel s are allowed to look ri di cu l ous or tire ­

some as t hey wer e in fact to thei r less loyal a s sociates .

Dobbin , loaded up with wraps from Sedl ey , Osbor ne, Ame l i a

and Becky , a nd l e ft wi th t he check at Vauxhal l fo r hi s pa i ns

to be near Ame l ia , is funny but pitiful too . Clive

Newcome , begging i nvitati on s to great balls wher e , with

good luck, he might have the p leasure of a single wa l t z

wi t h Ethe l under the f rowning watchfulne s s of Lady Kew, is

scarcely l e s s wis t fu l . Amelia was admittedly f oo l i sh in her

choice between Dobbin and George, and He l en and Laura tire­

some i n the i r exaggerated esteem of Pen and i n their

e f fusive affection for each ot her , but they a re true
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portraits of Vict ori an womanhood .

The "exchange of l and barons fo r t r ade ba rons,, 3 f or ms

the cehtra l mot i ve of Thacker a y ' s novels of Victori an life .

He sees in t hi s overthrow, wi th wise amusement , the i ncon­

gruity of vu lgarly- bre d mer chants and t heir wi ves i nvading

the s oci a l s phere of l ords and ladies and of i dle a r ist o­

crats intrudi ng on t he s cene of highly- organized bu sine s s .

His fo r e sight provided a f ew samples of success fu l merg i ng

of the t wo spheres in the childr en of mixed pa rentage , wi th

the s ens i ble provision tha t t here i s not yet any depth t o

the ir s t a bi l ity . Mr . Br ian Newcome's marriage t o Lady

Ann , wi t h Barnes and Et he l as re s ultant products , is his

cleares t il l ustra ti on .

The old a r i s t ocra cy of Eng land appears a t a ludicrous

disadva ntage in t he persons of Lord St eyn e , who must suff e r

a slap i n t he fa ce f r om a n i nfe rior ; Si r Pitt , who i s t aken

for a footman by his new governe ss ; s ta tely Si r Charles

Mi r a be l , who must wea r for li fe an ornament from the theatre

whi ch the boy i sh Pendenni s was persuaded t o cast away ; a nd

Si r Franci s Clavering, who c ring ed i n t he hands of t wo

manager s , one employed t o save him from the other . Mor e

pi t i f u l t han t hes e gentlemen of the nob i l ity a re the

neglected or abus e d wi ves a t Gaunt House, Queen 's Crawley

and Claveri ng Mano r .

3 . We l l s , QQ . cit., p , , 184 .
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The Engli sh c lergy f ared little better in t he dra i~g­

r oom dandy, Charles Honeyman , and sp ort s enthusia s t ,

Rever en d Bute Crawley . The most earnes t r epr e sent a t i ve of

the Es t a b l ished Church, Dr . Portman of Clavering St . ~ ry ,

l ost hi s co ngrega t i on to the Low Church Chape l of Ea s e

because he woul d not sacrifi ce h is love f or the p lay a nd

his rubber of whist .

The li ddle Cl ass l ose s it s wi t and i ts poise hen it

attempts to a pe t he dinner s and ball s of i t s socia l

superior s . Aunt 1~ ri a Newcome ' s g l oves are a lways di r ty ,

though her carria ge i s as splendi d as Lady Ann ' s . Lady

Clavering has t o s uffer t he ins ol enc e o f her low- bred

children even before company . Har ry Foker ' s ineptness a t

conversati on among t he cul t ur e d exposes a l ack of bre edi ng

othe ise we l l hi dden under t he wea l th and muni ficence of

hi s fat her 's brewery . Blanche Amory just manages success

in t he s ocia l wor l d only t o lo s e her p la ce f or want of t ha t

fine aristocrati c a bi l i ty to discr imina te among her

admirers .

The pro leta r iat , wi th t he a dva ntage of knowing a ll t he

secrets of t heir masters and mi s t resse s , ha ve t h e clea r est

chance for ha ppine s s i n Tha ckeray ' s so c i al s cene . Ha vi ng

no pr e t enses to live up to, t hey may deal honestly and sa ve

their slender earnings . Sometimes t hey a ctua l l y gr ow

richer tha n the i r employers . \ he n this ha ppens, how eve r ,

if they attempt to throw ove~ t hei r s t a tion f or a hi gher

one , Thackeray inevitably dooms t hem to failure • . hen
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Charle s Raggles, risen from f ootman t o shopman , presumes to

purchase a handsome ly furni she d apa r tment in Ma yfai r , he is

promptly swindled ou t of his lodgi ngs by t he Rawdon

Crawleys . Fanny Bol ton , the porter 's daughte r , upse t her

placid happines s when she began t o dream o f b e ing Mrs .

Arthur Pendennis . Morgan , the obsequious va le t , r educes

himself to an absurdity when he presumes to tower over t he

Ma j or .

The weakn es ses which Thackeray points out i n the socia l

structure of the upper middle cl ass t end to show that , wi t h

these people, living had become a pose rather than an

a pplication of principle . The harking back to t he grand

days of Mr . Fox and t he adoption of t he Liberal cause by

the leadip~ voices of the drawi ng - r oom had no convi c t ion

of t he mind behind their opportunene s s . Society 's tastes

in literature and a r t were t he f a ds of the times rather t han

the objective judgments of thi nking i ndivi dua l s. Since the

e stimation af a pi ece of work was artificial, sincere

app recia tion of it s author was i mpos si bl e, so , unless t he

journalist or arti st had a ddi t i ona l me r its of t he s or t

society could understa nd , he was r elegate d to a l ower ca ste .

If the modest Ame l ia , Helen, and Laura are pushed

off-stage by bold Be cky , Bl anche and the Duchesse d ' I vry ,

and if Et he l in a haughty r age steal s t he show from Ethel

in meek renunciation, i t is because this so c iety f oun d

virtue dull a nd s e l f - i ndu lgence lively . Women who were good

at pre tense and at pushing their way were a s s ured of a bevy
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of admirers . To kiss their children tenderly on t he

promenade may have been their only attention to maternal

duti es , yet i n society 's eye t hey passed a s fond mothers .

A f ur i ous temper and back-biting t ongu e won mor e invitations

t han mild disinterestedness .

I n a society wi t h s o s ha l low a sens e of va lues, i t is

not surpr ising to find honest men i mpo sed upon and dupes

taken i n by religious roguery . If schoo l boys neglected

t heir s tudies to pursue courses not ment ioned in t he

curricu l um, it was because s ocie ty 's idea l f or young IT~n­

hood was t he dandy, and the military r an ks the easiest

entran ce to popularity . Blood was better paid t han bra i ns .

To have f ought a duel to the death was to ha ve esta b lish e d

one ' s honor . The sowing of wi l d oat s , so l ong as it did

not incur any lasting penalties, was r ega r de d as a desi rable

preparation for a manly l i f e .

I The Peera ge was society ' s Bible . It was s tudied

ass iduously by the Campaigner, t he man- a bout - town , t he

so cial climber, the young gi r l to be pr esented , the sc hool­

boy, and even by the ser va n t s , for t hey were the best sour ces

of i nformati on r egar di ng the actua l sta t us of one 's neigh­

bor, a nd wer e oft en given t he name of t he f amily they

ser ved .

The Peerage was soc iety 's Bible; wea l t h a nd birth, it s

i dols; and f l atte r y , its code . If wi t or learning wer e to

wi n a place i n t he opera box -or a t the dinner table, it had

first to assume t he habi l iment s of luxury and idleness .
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But behind the scenes, the a ctors were sor ry and weary

spectac les . Aristocracy donned its splendor only to

i mpres s vi sitors . Parliamentary peers wer e often mean

little figure s i n private life . The Br i t i sh system of

pa t ronage permi t ted Lord St eyne to pay his debt of honor

by conferring the Governorship of Coventry Island upon

Rawdon Cr awley , C.B . , who, to merit the promotion , became

a t once a "distingui shed Wat e r l oo officer." British l aw

put money i nto Bar nes 's pocket, when it granted his di vorce ,

and hea ped shame upon the outcast head of t he wi f e h had

criminally mistreated .

British commerce made fortunes abroad by capitalizing

upon t he innocence and ignorance of far -flung peoples . The

Br it ish constitution provided prisons for debtors but no

prot ection from l oan sharks or creditors who systematically

le d t he i r vi cti ms to r uin. The Est a b l ished Church counted

its success , by so cie t y 's standard , in the number of titled

heads in i t s pews ; and with society 's code, failed to touch

the hearts be low which had"been brought to chapel not to

l ose t heir infamy or to f ind thei r God, but because society

ordained t hat thi s was the thing to do.

Thackeray's f au lt s as a novelist have been seized upon

and embelli shed by c r i t i cs since he himself first admitted

t hat Pend ennis dragged a l i ttle in the middle . His merits

ha ve not been so thoroughly appreciated . The life and

abundance of hi s characters are inexhaustib le fields of

study; his constant humor , the reward of close acqua intance .



119

Hi s understanding of human nature , his verisimilitude

in character pre sentation, a nd hi s insistence on common

sense place him wi t h Fielding, his maste r, among the

first -ranking humori st s of Engl ish li terature.
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