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This study is primarily concerned with the formulation

of Thackeray's theory of the novel through a thorough

investigation of his various reviews and critiques of

Victorian fiction which appeared in periodicals and by a

careful examination of his letters,

By evaluating the numerous comments on particular works

of fiction and on the art of "novel-spinning" in general

which came from Thackeray's pen, this study investigates

the various Thackerayan ideas as to how novels should be

written with regard to the function of the novel, the

formulation of plot and character, realism and morality,

the presentation of description, and the style in which

novels were to be written.

This investigation concludes that Thackeray's theory

of the novel was that novels were to be written in a simple,

straightforward style and were to present "living" char-

acters who performed realistic, believable actions within

tightly unified, logical plots in such a manner as to

provide entertainment and to reaffirm the Victorian moral

code.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

A close examination of William Makepeace Thackeray's

book reviews reveals remarkably consistent opinions of

both what a novel should be and how it should be written,

These reviews by Thackeray the critic are important not

only because they reveal the concepts which guided the

author in his own novels but also because of possible

influences on other writers and, perhaps more important,

on their readers, In a letter written in 1858 to Captain

Atkinson, Thackeray commented on the awesome power of the

Times, in which he himself had written earlier: ". . . I
know the editor and most of the writers [of the Times],

and, knowing, never think of asking a favour for myself or

any mortal man, They are awful and inscrutable, and a

request for a notice might bring down a slasher upon you,
just as I once had in the Times for one of my own books

(Esmond), of which the sale was absolutely stopped by a

_jis article."' As a critic in the Times, Fraser's Mg-

TheLetters and Private Papers of William MakepeaceThackeray, ed. Gordon N. Ray, IV{Cambridge, Mass, HarvardUniv.JPtess, 1946), 125. Hereafter cited as Letters, Inall quotations from Thackeray's writings and in all titlesof articles, the eccentricities in spelling and punctuationwhich appear in them have been retained, unless otherwise
noted.
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ajg~e.,the Morning Chronicle and other periodicals of the

day, Thackeray wielded this same power to influence both

author and reader by commending, condoning, or condemning

the books he reviewed,

The great author was aware of the responsibilities of

the critic, even the critic who, like himself, wrote

strictly "for his bread." In spite of the printer's "devil"

waiting in the hall and the haste in which most reviews

were written, the reviewer was to deal as honestly as

possible with all works which came under his judgments "The

critic does not value rightly, it is true, once in a thou-

sand times; but if he do not deal honestly, wo [sic] be to

him. The hulks are too good for him transportation too

light."2  His cry for honesty in criticism was an outgrowth

of his belief that all writers should be honest and sincere

in anything they put before the public, Because of his

distaste for dishonesty, he disliked the common practice of

"slashing" books by authors of rival publishing houses and

"puffing" books published by the same house which produced

the periodical in which the "puff" appeared' "Bad as the

system of too much abusing by critics is, the system of too

Thackeray, "Our Annual Execution," Frasers Magazine,
19 (1839), 58.

3Thackeray presented a detailed account of this system
of "puffing" and "slashing" in Pendennis, The Complete
Works of William Makepeace Thackeray, Kensfligton Ed. (New
York Charles Scribner's Sons, 19O4), V, 146-49. Hereafter
this edition of Thackeray's works cited as Works,
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such praising is a thousand times worse; and praise, mon-

strous, indiscriminate, wholesale, is the fashion of the
4

day." In a letter to his mother in 1839, he commented on

his hopes that the appearance of Carlyle's Critical and

Miscellaneous Esays would bring about changes in the lit-

erary criticism of the day. "Criticism has been a party

matter with us till now, and literature a poor political

lackey--please God we shall begin ere long to love art for
art's sake. It is Carlyle who has worked more than any

other to give it it's [sicj independence."5

Not only were critics to write honestly, but, in Thack-

eray's opinion, they were to insure that the writers they

reviewed also did so, Since most novels in the Victorian
Period were presented as memoirs, biographies, or "sham his-

tories," and claimed to be true,6 Thackeray felt it neces-
sary that they be logical, believable, and "true to nature,"

In all of his reviews, he urged those authors who presented

their fictions as true to stay within the realm of possi-

bility and of believability. Those whose plots or char-
acters were fantastic, illogical, or unbelievable "sinned

against truth" and were to be punished, as were those who

Thackeray, "Our Annual Execution," p. 57,
letters, I, 396.
6Elizabeth Towne Segel, "Truth and Authenticit inThackeray," Jgornal of Narrative Technique, 2 (1972), 50.
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violated Victorian morals. In Thackeray's view, the

critic, as advocate of decency as well as honesty, was to

chastise those who transgressed against truth or morality.

If the subject to be operated upon be a poor weak
creature, switch him gently, and then take him down.
If he be a pert pretender, as well as an ignoramus,
cut smartly, and make him cry out; his antics will
not only be amazing to the lookers-on, but instruc-
tive likewise, a warning to other imposters, who
will hold their vain tongues, and not be quite so
ready for the future to thrust themselves in the way
of the public, But, as a general rule, never flog a
man unless there are general hopes of him; if he is
a real malefactor, sinning not against taste merely,
but truth, give him a grave trial and punishment.
don't flog him, but brand him solemnly, and then
cast him loose.7

Thus, the job of the critic was to be the magistrate who

pronounced sentence or the schoolmaster who meted out

punishment to those writers who committed crimes against

truth or public morality.8  The duty of the critic was

to correct wrong tendencies in literature and to praise

good writing, not to sell or stop the sale of books as

previous critics had done with "puffs" and "slashing"

articles,

7 "Our Annual Execution," p. 57.
8It is interesting to note that Thackeray himself was

condemned for his violation of conventional morality in
Henry Esmond. The article in the Times which "killed" the
sales of the book has been identified by Geoffrey
Tillotson and Donald Hawes, Thackeraya The Critical
Heritage (London. Routledge and Kegan Paul, and New York.
Barnes and Noble, 1968), p. 151, as Samuel Phillips's "Mr.
Thackeray's New Novel," Times, 22 Dec. 1852, p. 8, which
damned the book as both immoral and in bad taste,
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The careful reader of Thackeray's writings in

periodicals will notice that at times he slips down from

that "solemn critical chair" in which he sits to deliver

serious judgments and sober sentiments about "truth to

nature" and morality. A typical instance in which he

removes his magistrate's wig and steps out from behind

the desk occurs in "Horae Catnachianae" in Fraser's

Magazine. After a blistering attack on the Newgate

novels, he wrote:

All these opinions are, to be sure, delivered ex
cathedra, from the solemn critical chair: but when
out of it and in private, we humbly acknowledge that
we have read every one of Mr. Dickens's tales with
the most eager delight, that we watch for Nicholas
Niikeb as the month comes round, and have the
strongest curiosity and admiration for Mr. Ainsworth's
new work, Jack Sheppard. Mr. Long Ned, Mr. PaulClifford, Mr. William Sykes, Mr. Fagin, Mr. John
Sheppard (just mentioned), and Mr. Richard Turpin,
whose portraits are the most striking in the modern
and fashionable Thief's Gallery, are gentlemen whom
we must all admire. We could "hug the rogues and
love them," and do--in private. In public it is,
however, quite wrong to avow such likings, and to
be seen in such company.9

This passage and several others like it show the extreme

honesty with which he strove to judge the novels placed

before him. He descended from his official pose as critic

at times to acknowledge his personal, private liking for

works which his strong sense of duty obliged him to

9"Horae Catnachianae, A Dissertation on Ballads,
With a Few Unnecessary Remarks on Jonathan Wild, John
Sheppard, Paul Clifford, and Fagin, Esqrs.,"
Eraser's Magazine, 19 (1839)j50.
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condemn in his official capacity as reviewer, It seems as

if he felt it necessary at times to qualify his attacks

somewhat.

In short, Thackeray's literary criticism is char-

acterized by honesty, sincerity, and common sense, To

typify Thackeray's criticism, Lewis Benjamin used the

following anecdote, "For instance, while as a matter of

course he admitted that Milton was a great poet, he added

that 'he was such a bore that no one could read him.'

Whatever one may think of the discernment of a man who

says that, it is impossible to doubt his honesty."1 0  He

expected novelists to present works of fiction which were

entertaining, sincere, unpretentious, and "true to nature."

In an essay which eulogized Laman Blachard, Thackeray

summed up his opinion of the proper duty of both critics

and novelists:

To do your work honestly, to amuse and instruct your
reader of to-day, to die when your time comes, and
go hence with as clean a breast as may be; may these
be all yours and ours, by God's will. Let us be
content with our status as literary craftsmen, telling
the truth as far as may be, hitting no foul blow,
condescending to no servile puffery, filling not a
very lofty but a manly and honourable part.

10 "Thackeray as Reader and Critic of Books,"
Fortnightly Review, 80 (1903), 844,

"A Brother of the Press on the History of a Literary
Man, Laman Blachard, and the Chances of the Literary Pro-
fession. In a letter to the Reverend Francis Sylvester at
Rome, From Michael Angelo Titmarsh, Esq.,-" Fraser's Mag-
azine, 33 (1846), 334.



CHAPTER II

THE PURPOSE OF NOVELS

Agreeing with his contemporaries as well as modern

critics, Thackeray believed the primary function of the

novel was to provide entertainment, By perusing the pages

of a novel, the reader could indulge his imagination and

visit a different and usually more pleasant and exciting

world:

There is, however, a cheap way of travelling, that
a man may perform in his easy-chair, without expense
of passports or post-boys, On the wings of a novel,
from the next circulating library, he sends his
imagination a-gadding, and gains acquaintance with
people and manners whom he could not hope otherwise
to know, Twopence a volume bears us whithersoever
we will; back to Ivanhoe and Coeur de Lion, or to
Waverly and the Young Pretender; along with Walter
Scott; up to the heights of fashion with the charming
encounters of the silver-fork school; or, better
still, to the snug inn-parlour, or the jovial tap-
room, wjth Mr. Pickwick and his faithful Sancho
Weller,

In this sense, the reader was allowed to escape his every-

day existence by surrounding himself with unfamiliar

scenes, faces, and events,

Nineteenth-century readers who read novels for enter-

tainment did not want their reading to require much effort,

tThackeray, "On Some French Fashionable Novels, Witha Plea for Romances in General," Paris Sketch Book, Works,
XVII, 119,

7
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According to Thackeray, "the old subjects interest them;

the older they are, perhaps, the better; they do not care,

in their leisure hours, to be called upon to think too

much; their imaginations are, for the most part, of a

very simple, unsophisticated sort, and that galanty-show

amuses them more than many a better thing would. In a

review of Tom Burke o' Ours, Thackeray defended Lever's

tale of hunting, steeple-chasing adventure on the grounds

that numerous people read the book simply for enjoyment.

Thackeray argued that since the author wrote the book to

amuse and not to instruct, it should not be censured

because it was not particularly factual and presented no

great intellectual cruxes--the book was meant to entertain

and should be expected to do no more than was intended.3

Though many poets and most writers of non-fiction con-

demned such novels as Tom Burke o' Ours as useless and

frivolous, Thackeray insisted that fiction played a useful

role in society as simple entertainment: "Why should not

the day have its literature? Why should not the public

be amused daily or frequently by kindly fictions? It is

2"Thieves' Literature of France," Foreign Quarterly
Review, American ed., 31 (1843), 130. According to the
OED, a "galanty-show" is a "shadow pantomime produced by
throwing shadows of miniature figures on a wall or screen."

3See Thackeray, "A Box of Novels," Fraser's Magazine,
29 (1844), 156#



well and just for Arnold to object, Light stories of

Jingle and Tupman, and Sam Weller quips and cranks must

have come with but a bad grace before that pure and lofty

soul . . . . I hold that laughing and honest story-books

are good, against all the doctors."5

Although he defended the value of novels as enter-

tainment, Thackeray still believed they should be read in

moderation. An analogy which he used frequently to repre-

sent this view was between reading fiction and eating and

drinking: "Novels are sweets. All people with healthy

literary appetites love them--almost all women;--a vast

number of clever, hard-headed men."6  "But as surely as

the cadet drinks too much pale ale, it will disagree with

4The objection to which Thackeray alluded seems to be
in a letter written by Dr. Thomas Arnold, 6 July 1839, and
later published in Arthur Penhryn Stanley's The Life and
Correspondence of Thomas Arnold, .D. (1844;~rpt. 2 vl.
in 1, New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1910), p, 146
"Childishness in boys, even of good abilities, seems to
me to be a growing fault, and I do not know to what to
ascribe it, except to the great number of exciting books
of amusement, like Pickwick and Nickleby, Bentley's Mag-
azine, &c., &c., These completely satisfy all the, intel-
lectual appetite of a boy, which is rarely very voracious,
and leave him totally palled, not only for his regular
work, which I could well excuse in comparison, but for
good literature of all sorts, even for History and for
Poetry."

"A Brother of the Press on the History of a Literary
Man," P. 333.

6"Roundabout Papers.--No. I. On a Lazy Idle Boy,"
Cornhill Magazine, I (1860), 126.

9
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him; and so surely, dear youth, will too much novels cloy on

thee."i To continue the analogy, Thackeray urged moderation

in the consumption of such "sweets"; in order to have a more

balanced diet,' the reader was also to consume some "whole-

some roast and boiled": non-fiction, that is.8  Reading too

many novels not only spoiled the "appetite" for more fiction,

but because of their propensity to provide a false picture

of life, novels could pervert the reader's common sense and

make him unable to function properly in the real world,

Numerous characters in Thackeray's own fiction are unable to

deal realistically with problems because of their over-

indulgence in novels; Mrs. Fribsby in Pendennis, Rev. Charles

Honeyman in The ewcomes, and Mrs. Lambert in The Virginians

all possess the kind of unrealistic, overly sentimental view

of life which extensive reading of novels supposedly caused.

This "imbibing" of novels, whether in moderation or

not, occasioned some guilt on the part of most Victorian

readers, as did anything without some practical "use" in

the culture so strongly influenced by Benthamite philos-

ophy. Indeed, in cases in which the novel involved much

vice or was extremely frivolous, Thackeray believed that

7"Roundabout Papers.--No. I. On a Lazy Idle Boy,"
p. 127,

8Ibid., p. 128. Thackeray used this analogy between
novels and sweets, and roast-beef and non-fiction in this
article to justify the inclusion of both kinds of litera-
ture in the Cornhill zine.
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the reader ought to feel guilty

It is only then [after reading completely through thelatest number] that the reader pauses to take breath;and considering over the subject which has amused him,mayhap, feels rather ashamed of himself for having beenso excited and employed, What right has a reasonable
being to spend precious hours over the preposterous,
improbable, impossible tale? Did you know, all thewhile you read, that every one of the characters inthat book were absurd caricatures? Do you not blushto have been interested by brutal tales of vice andblood? All this the repentant reader acknowledges,
and cries out 'Mea culpa;' but try him with a novelthe next holiday, and see whether he will fall intothe same error or not? More philosophers than onewould stop to see Punch, if they were sure nobodysaw them: and there's many a philanthropist hasseen a boxing-match, from beginning to end.9

Thus, while some novels were simply considered harmless

entertainment, others which dealt with sordid subjects in

an improper fashion, such as the Newgate novels, were con-

sidered a waste of time.

Guilty or not, Victorian readers were drawn to novels,

and it became the novelist's opportunity and responsibility

to influence his readers to their benefit. Through the

characters and events which they presented, Thackeray felt

that novelists were teachers as well as purveyors of

pleasure. He made the most complete statement of this

function of the novelist as teacher and "weekday preacher"

in his lecture, "Charity and Humour":

Besides contributing to our stock of happiness, toour harmless laughter and amusement, to our scorn forfalsehood and pretension, to our righteous hatred

9"Thieves' Literature of France," p. 127
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of hypocrisy, to our education in the perception of
truth, our love of honesty, our knowledge of life,
and shrewd guidance through the world, have not our
humourous writers, our gay and kind weekday preachers,
done much in support of that holy cause which has
assembled you in this place; and which you are all
abetting--the cause of love and charity, the cause
of the poor; the weak, and the unhappy; the sweet
mission of love and tenderness, and peace and good
will toward men? The same theme which is urged upon
you by the eloquence and example of good men to whom
you are delighted listeners on Sabbath-days, is taught
in his way and according to his power by the humourous
write the commentator on every-day life and man-
ners.

Even though the writer of fiction did not realize it or

did not wish to, he taught morals and manners through the

examples which he presented in his works.1  By their por-

trayal of characters and through their presentation of

virtue and vice in the proper light, Thackeray believed

that novelists could reinforce proper morals and manners

and undermine improper actions. Just as the philanthropist

was drawn to the boxing-match and the philosopher to see

Punch, readers were drawn to novels and would read them; it

became solely the novelist's responsibility to use his

forum properly, as a Thackeray comment on Dickens shows.

"What a place it is to hold in the affections of ment What

an awful responsibility hanging over a writer? What man

10 Work sXXVI, 401-2.

'tFor a more thorough discussion of this view of
novelists as teachers in the Victorian period, see Richard
Stang, The Theory of the Novel in England, 1850-1870 (New
York. Columbia Univ. iFss, and London# Routledge and Kegan
Paul, 1959), p. 127.
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holding such a place, and knowing that his words go forth

to vast congregations of mankind,--to grown folks--to their

children, and perhaps to their children's children,--but

must think of his calling with a solemn and humble heart?

May love and truth guide such a man alwayst"12 In a letter

to Rev. Alexander John Scott, Thackeray compared the fic-

tion-writer's responsibility to that of the parson: "To

be sure it is rather fulsome in fellows of our sort. I

mean mine not your's--worldly men--stained with all sorts

of dissoluteness-to set up as popular teachers: but the

Pons Asinorum is true even though Jack Ketch or Silenus

enunciates it."1 3 This analogy between the novelist and

parson recurred frequently in Thackeray's works and letters,

indicating the importance of his belief in the idea of

teaching through example in novels,

Thackeray's well-known war against the Newgate school

of fiction was conducted because of his belief in the

responsibility of novelists to teach by example, Because

12Thackeray, "Mr Brown's Letters to a Young Man About
Town, Mr Brown the Elder Takes Mr Brown the Younger to a
Club,," Punch# 16 (1849), 187,

13Letters, II, 283, According to Sir Paul Harvey's
The Oxford CManion to English Literature, 4th ed., rev.
Dorothy Eagle (London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1967), Jack
Ketch (d. 1686) was an executioner notoriouss for his exces-
sive barbarity" (p. 446), and in Greek mythology Silenus
was "the foster-father and attendant of Dionysus," who was
"generally represented as a fat and jolly old man, riding
on an ass, intoxicated and crowned with flowers" (p. 756).
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of their presentation of worthless scoundrels as romantic

heroes, as victims rather than victimizers, and because

they glossed over the crimes committed by those "heroes,"

Thackeray felt that Newgate novels not only gave an ex-

tremely unrealistic picture of the life of crime but also

by portraying criminals as heroes and crime as swash-buck-

ling adventure these novels guided their readers into wrong

paths of conduct. In an article in frasers, he warned

against the lessons in evil taught by the novel Jack

Mppard and the stage version of it:

* . . there is no doubt that the popular exhibition
of Jack Sheppard, metamorphosed from a vulgar ruffian
into a melodramatic hero, with all the melodramatic
virtues and splendours about him, in Mr. Ainsworth's
novel, and its manifold theatrical adaptations, will
tend to fill many a juvenile aspirant for riot and
notoriety with ideas highly conducive to the progress
of so ennobling a profession as house-breaking. Some
twenty years ago, Life in London filled the town and
the police-offices withwvaloroks youths emulating the
glories of the Toms, Jerries, and Logics, begotten
by the imagination of Pierce Egan, delineated by the
pencil of George Cruik14 ank, and embodied on the stage
of the minor theatres.

Enjoyment of a novel usually includes admiration and, per-

haps, imitation of its hero; Thackeray feared- that authors

making vice palatable or, worse yet, admirable misused their

office and shirked their responsibilities to the public by

promoting evil instead of good.

With the exception of Oliver Twist, which he objected

14 "William Ainsworth and Jack Sheppard," Fraser's MM-
azine 21 (1840), 228s
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to because it made crime interesting and somewhat attrac-

tive, Thackeray praised Dickens in most of his reviews

because Dickens, for the most part, taught by example as

a novelist should, He considered Dickens "a person com-

missioned by Divine Providence to correct and instruct his

fellow-men,"1 5 a duty Dickens fulfilled not by didactic

passages in his fiction but through the proper presentation

of virtue and vice (except in Oliver Twist). As opposed to

his condemnation of Jack Sheppard for inspiring evil ten-

dencies in men, Thackeray praised A Christmas Carol for

inducing readers to be happy and do good.

It seems to me a national benefit, and to every man
or woman who reads it a personal kindness. The last
two people I heard speak of it were women; neither
knew the other, or the author, and both said, by way
of criticism, "God bless him?" A Scotch philosopher,
who nationally does not keep Christmas-day, sent out
for a turkey and asked two friends to dine--this is
a fact! Many men were known to sit down after
perusing it, and write off letters to their friends,
not about business, but out of their fulness of heart,
and to wish old acquaintances a happy Christmas,16

Such was the proper function of the novelist--while enter-

taining, to instill in his readers the desire to do good

and live moral lives.

A favorite theory of Thackeray's was that fiction was

just as real and enduring as history and was probably more

effective. According to Thackeray, "the novelist has a

15From the Times* 23 March 18551 quoted in Letters,
III, 431, n. 36.

16"A Box of Novels," p. 169.
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loud, eloquent, instructive language though his enemies

may despise or deny it ever so much. What is more, one

could, perhaps, meet the stoutest historian on his own

ground, and argue with him; showing that sham histories

were much truer than real histories; which are, in fact,

mere contemptible catalogues of names and places, that

can have no moral effect upon the reader."1 7  Indeed, in

Thackeray's view, novels themselves became a kind of his-

tory; if they were "true to nature," as good novels were

to be, works of fiction could be used by later readers as

a kind of anthropological record of past events. Since

novels dealt primarily with morals and manners and,

ideally, presented normal, everyday speech patterns, future

generations could depend upon them for accurate information

about the customs of the past. Because history was con-

cerned primarily with famous dates, people, and places,

Thackeray felt that novels could be used to fill in the

more common elements of society: "I am sure that a man

who, a hundred years hence, should sit down to wtite the

history of our time, would do wrong to put that great con-

temporary history of 'Pickwick' aside as a frivolous work.

It contains true character under false names; and, like

'Roderick Random,' an inferior work, and 'Tom Jones' (one

that is immeasurably superior), gives us a better idea of

17 "One Some French Fashionable Novels," p. 115.
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the state and ways of the people than one could gather from

any more pompous or authentic histories.

Because of this added responsibility placed upon nov-

elists, it became doubly important that they record accu-

rately what they saw about them, Thackeray complained that

most French writers of fiction had violated this duty to

put down life as they saw it:

But a hundred years hence (when, of course, the
frequenters of the circulating library will be as
eager to read the works of Soulie, Dumas, and the
rest, as now), a hundred years hence, what a strange
opinion the world will have of the French society of
to-day? Did all married people, we may imagine they
will ask, break a certain commandment?--They all do
in the novels. Was French society composed of mur-
derers, of forgers, of children without parents, of
men consequently running the daily risk of marrying
their grandmothers by mistake; of disguised princes,
who lived in the friendship of amiable out-throats
and spotless prostitutes; who gave up the sceptre
for the , and the stars and pigtails of the
court for the chains and wooden shoes of the galleys?
All these characters are quite common in French
novels, and France in the nineteenth century was the
politest country in the world. What must the rest of
the world have been?1 9

Thus, in Thackeray's theory of fiction, the novel had

three functions: it served as entertainment, as moral

instruction, and as social history. In a defense of novel-

reading in "On Some French Fashionable Novels," Thackeray

presented his best summation of his view of the purpose

"80nSome French Fashionable Novels," p. 119.

19"Jerome Paturot, With Considerations on Novels in
General--In a Letter From MA. Titmarsh," Fraser's M-

p, 28 (1843), 350.
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of fiction.

I have often noticed that, in respect of sham
and real histories, a similar fact may be noticed; the
sham story appearing a great deal more agreeable,
life-like, and natural than the true ones and all
who, from laziness as well as principle, are inclined
to follow the easy and comfortable study of novels,
may console themselves With the notion that they are
studying matters quite as important as history, and
that their favourite duodecimos are as instructive as
the biggest quartos in the world,

If then, ladies, the big-wigs begin to sneer at
the course of our studies, calling our darling ro-
mances foolish, trivial, noxious to the mind, ener-
vators of the intellect, fathers of idleness, and what
not, let us at onee take a high ground, and say,--Go
to your own employments, and to such dull studies as
you fancy; go and bob for triangles, from the Pons
Asinorum; go enjoy your dull black draughts of meta-
physics; go fumble over history books, and dissett
upon Herodotus and Livy; our histories are, perhaps,
as true as yours; our drink is the brisk sparkling
champagne drink, from the presses of Colburn, Bentley
and Co.; our walks are over such sunshiny pleasure-
grounds as Scott and Shakepeare have laid out for us;
and if our dwellings are castles in the air, we find
them excessively splendid and commodious;--be not
envious because you have no wings to fly thither. 2 0

20pp. 11445.



CHAPTER III

NOVELS "WITH A PURPOSE"

In Thackeray's view, novels were to teach subtly

through examples. When novelists performed their task

well, readers absorbed their lessons without knowing it

in almost the same way parents expect their children to

learn from comic books and television programs. I This

subtlety in instruction demanded that the author avoid

becoming openly or obtrusively didactic and that he avoid

adding "moral ballast" to his story. On the grounds that

novels were primarily to entertain and that any instruction

they might give was merely a secondary function, Thackeray

objected to novels which purported to deal with the great

social and political issues of the day, To Thackeray, the

characters and the plot were to exemplify proper and

improper actions in the correct light through the logical

process of the story; novels were to present the kinds of

lessons learned through living and observing life. He

objected to novels which were written entirely to illus-

trate one particular issue and which became overt object

lessons.

iStang, pp. 68-69.
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In a review of Lever's St. Patrick's Eve a book

written to "expose" the suffering caused in Ireland by

absentee landlords, Thackeray presented his opinion about

all novels written for specific purposes.

Since the days of Wsop, comic philosophy has not been
more cultivated so much as at the present. The chief
of our pleasant writers--Mr. Jerrold, Mr. Dickens,
Mr. Lever--are assiduously following this branch of
writing; and the first-named jocular sage, whose
apologues adorned our spelling books in youth, was
not more careful to append a wholesome piece of
instruction to his fable than our modern teachers now
are to give their volumes a moral ballast. To some
readers--callous, perhaps, or indifferent to virtue
or to sermons--this morality is occasionally too
obstrusive. Sah sceptics will cry out--We are
children no longer; we no longer want to be told
that the fable of the dog in the manger is a satire
against greediness and envy; or that the wolf and
the lamb are $ypes of Polk gobbling up a meek
Aberdeen, or innocence being devoured by oppr ssion.
These truths have been learned by us already.

Novels which overtly preached moral lessons were no more

than long fables which illustrated particular moral

lessons; their morality became boring in its obviousness.

Though morals and manners were the novelist's proper sub-

jects, to deal with them too openly by writing overt object

lessons merely drove readers away and thus benefitted

neither audience nor author,

"Purpose" novels violated the major tenet of

Thackeray's concept of the novel--that novels were primarily

2 "Lever's S Patrick's Eve--Comic Politics.
Morning Chronicle, 3 April rpt. in Gordon N. Ray, ed.,
Thackeray's contribution to the Morning Chronicle
(Urbana, Ill.: Univ. of Illinois Press, 1955), pp. 70-71.
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to entertain--by their exploration of deep issues and

problems: "Facetious or sentimental works, in which a

reader hoping for mere amusement finds himself suddenly

called upon to investigate questions of great political or

social interest, such as rick burning, the Game-laws, the

Jesuits, the Factory Bill, the claims of the Roman Catholic

and Established churches, &c., have been thrust upon us in

great numbers, and ought to be generally and strongly

condemned."3 Thackeray, in a review of Disraeli, empha-

sized his view of "the tendency and province of the novel.

Morals and manners we believe to be the novelist's best

themes; and hence prefer romances which do not treat of

algrebra, religion, political economy, or other abstract

science.' 4

Especially disagreeable to Thackeray were books which

were meant to inflame the national pride of the audience;

inciting violence, he believed, was outside the legitimate

province of the novel. He condemned Eugene Soulie, the

French novelist, and Samuel Lover, an Irish poet, for

3Thackeray, "Christmas Books.--No. III, The Comic
Blackstone. By Gilbert Abbot a'Beckett., The Snow jjtor,

Ta of Christmas By Mrs. Gore.," Mornin Chronicle,
31 Dec.~184'3, rpt. in Gordon N. Ray, ,ed., haera's
Contributions to the Morning Chronicle (Ur ana, Ill.
Uiv.i lnits~Press, 1955), p. 101.

"Sybil*By Mr. Disraeli, M.?.," Morning Chronicle,
13 May 145, rpt. in Gordon N. Ray, ed., ThackeraY's
Contributions to the Morning Chronicle (Urbana, Ill,.
Univ. of Illinois Press, 1955), pp. 77-78,
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presenting this kind of inflamatory work. In a review

of Lover's 4.S.D.; or, Accounts of Heirs Furnished to the

Public Monthjy, Thackeray voiced his opinions "Leave the

brawling to the politicians and the newspaper ballad-

mongers. They live by it. You need not. The lies which

they tell, and the foul hatred which they excite, and the

fierce lust of blood which they preach,--leave to them.

Don't let poets and men of genius join in the brutal

chorus, and lead on starving savages to murder."5 In

"French Romaneers on England," Thackeray stated that the

kind of ill feeling inspired by Soulie's Le Bananier "has

an ill look in the feuilleton, which ought to be neutral

ground, and where peaceable readers are in the habit of

taking refuge from national quarrels and abuse; from the

envy, hatred, and uncharitableness, that inflame the

patriots of the Premier Paris.6 Again in the same review

of Souli&, he wrote bitterly. "To paint negro slavery as

a happy condition of being; to invent fictions for the

purpose of inculcating hatred and ill-will, are noble

tasks for the man of genius. We heartily compliment

Monsieur SouliS upon his appearance as a writer of polit-

ical fictions."7 In Thackeray's opinion, novels and

5"A Box of Novels," pp. 164-65.

6Ejreifn Quarterly Review, American ed,, 32 (1843),
133.

Ilbid., p. 124.
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fiction were sanctuaries into which the reader could

escape from the troubles of the real world; novelists were

obliged not to violate those sanctuaries with arguments

that really belonged in pamphlets and leading articles,

The very nature of the novel made impartial dis-

cussion of issues almost impossible, according to

Thackeray, Since the author "made up" his story, he

could invent incidents, settings, and characters to aid

his case without being bound by any adherence to actual

tact, truth, or even logic:

It must be confessed that the controversialists of
the present day have an eminent advantage over their
predecessors in the days of folios; it required some
learning then to write a book, and some time, at
least--for the very labour of writing out a thousand
such vast pages would demand a considerable period,
But now, in the age of duodecimos, the system is
reformed altogether: a male or female controver-
sialist draws upon his imagination, and not his
learning; makes a story instead of an argument, and
in the course of 150 pages (where the preacher has
it all hig own way), will prove or disprove you
anything.

Novelists were expected to create imaginary situations;

great political questions, Thackeray thought, deserved a

more factual, more impartial examinations "You can't

have a question fairly debated in this way. You can't

allow an author to invent incidents, motives, and char-

acters, in order that he may attack them subsequently."9

8Thackeray, "Madame Sand and the New Apocalypse,"
The Paris Sketch Book, Works, XVII, 289.

9'Lever's St. Patrick's Eve," p. 72.



Since the novelist could paint his adversary dastardly

black and his proponent snowy white, since he could

exaggerate as he pleased and color situations as he

wished, and since he was not called upon to support his

arguments with facts, Thackeray felt novelists should be

"non-combatants" in political and religious battles,

Yet another problem with "purpose" novels, in

Thackeray's view, was that after they exposed society

as sick, the laws as unjust, or the landlords as cruel,

they presented no feasible solutions to those problems.

In a review of Lever's St. Patrick's Eve, Thackeray sum-

marized the vague conclusions provided in most "political"

novels.

At the conclusion of these tales, when the poor hero
or heroine has been bullied enough--when poor Jack
has been put off the murder he was meditating, or
poor Polly has been rescued from the town on which
she was about to go--there somehow arrives a misty
reconciliation between the poor and the rich; a
prophecy is uttered of better times for the one,
and better manners in the other; presages are made
of happy life, happy marriage and children, happy
beef and pudding for all to come , .
This is not the way in which men seriously engaged
and interested in the awful question between rich
and poor meet and grapple with it. When Cobden
thunders against the landlords, he flings figures
and facts in their faces, as missiles with which
he assails them; he offers, as he believes, a better
law than their's as a substitute for that which they
uphold.10

Thackeray believed that if novelists were to attack, they

1 0 "Lever's St. Patrick's Eve, pp. 73-74.
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should provide practical alternative systems to those

which they would destroy. Though Disraeli did provide

solutions to the problems he pointed up in his works,

Thackeray ridiculed the proposals made in Coningsby as

ludicrous

Dandies are here made to regenerate the world--
to heal the wounds of the wretched body politic--
to infuse new blood into torpid old institutions--
to reconcile the ancient world to the modern--to
solve the doubts and perplexities which at present
confound us--and to introduce the supreme truth to
the people . . .

Fancy a prostrate world kissing the feet of a
reformer--in patent blacking; fancy a prophet
delivering heavenly messages--with his hair in
papers, and the rear will have our notion of the
effect of the book.

As Thackeray's repeated attacks on didactic novels

show, he disliked their hostile, one-sided attacks on

social and political institutions and their failure to

provide logical alternative answers to problems. Though

he thought that novels were not the proper literary form

in which to present effective and unbiased argument,

Thackeray did not believe that writers of fiction should

forgo pointing out the wrongs and injustices which they

noticed. Satire, he felt, was the proper weapon for

novelists to use in combatting inequities. He presented

11 "Coningsby; or, the New Generation," Morning
Chronicle, 13 May IrT4, rpt. in Gordon N. Ray, ed.,
Thackeray's Contributions to the Morning Chronicle
(Urbana, Ill.a Univ. of Illinois Press, 1955). pp. 39-41.
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this view in his review of Lever in the Mornina Chronicle

in which a "remonstrating" reader, a Thackeray alter-ego,

argued against "purpose" novels: ". . . I would much

rather hear you [contemporary novelists] on your own

ground--amusing by means of amiable fiction, and instruc-

ting by kindly satire, being careful to avoid the dis-

cussion of abstract principles "12 Instead of

attacking Dickens for his thrust at the judicial system

in ickwick Papers, Thackeray commended him because he

used the proper means of attacks "Never, indeed, were the

absurdities of British Themis portrayed with greater dis-

crimination and forces and, if the cause of truth is

ever . . . to be aided by exciting a smile, we may almost

trust that some good may be done by the hardly exaggerated

picture of the choleric and incompetent Mr. Justice

Starleigh, and of the vehement absurdity of Sergeant

Buzfuz."'3 Thackeray praised the PikwickPapers not

merely because Dickens revealed some of the injustices in

the British judicial system, but because he was able to

point them out without disrupting the plot of his story and,

most important, because he made his comment on the serious

problem while amusing the reader, while "exciting a smile."

1 2 "Lever's St. Patrick's Ee" p. 71.

13"Sketches by Boz. Third Edition, The Posthumous
Papers ftheckwick Qlub. Edited by Bot. flfley's
Miscellany. Edited by Bot. Nos. I to VI.," London and
Westminster yiew, 27 (1837), 203,



27

In short, Thackeray condemned novels "with a purpose"

because they presented biased, exaggerated, illogical

stories to support their authors' opinions. Such didactic

novels were bad because they were unrealistic, but their

main fault was that their primary goal was to teach and

only secondarily were they to entertain--a complete

reversal of Thackeray's view of the function of the novel.



CHAPTER IV

CHARACTERIZATION

In Thackeray's aesthetic, "the main business of the

novel" was "the true delineation of human character, both

the good and the bad in it2"' The presentation of char-

acters--their personalities, their backgrounds, their

speech, their physical appearances--determined the direct-

ion the action of the novel would take and, at times, even

the setting in which events would occur. Character, in

Thackeray's theory of fiction, was all important--plot,

setting, and description were all merely devices through

which the novelist revealed his fictional personages.

Thackeray as reader and critic demanded that, above

all else, characters be as realistic, as "true to nature"

as possible, They were to speak like real people, they

were to act logically and consistently with regard to

their established personalities and backgrounds, and they

were to be as complete and individualistic as living

humans. Characters were to be more than mere caricatures,

allegorical figures, or symbols--they were to be alive and

real.

tPhilip Enzinger, "Thackeray, Critic of Literature,"
pt, II, North Dakota Quarterly, 21 (1930-31), 52.
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In Thackeray's view, characters were to be as consist-

ent as possible a their speech was to be the proper dialect

for their class, their knowledge was to be as restricted or

vast as to suit their station, and they were to act strict-

ly within the confines of the personality established for

them. Thackeray condemned Dickens's The Cricket on the

Hearth for its characters' unreal, unnatural speech: "To

our fancy, the dialogue and characters of the 'Cricket on

the Hearth' are no more like nature than the talk of

Tityrus and Meliboeus is like the real talk of Bumpkin and

Hodge over a stile, or than Florian's pastoral petijs

maitres, in red heels and powder, are like French peasants,

with wooden shoes and a pitchfork , . . ."2 In an earlier

review, Thackeray had attacked Dickens's characterization

in the Pickwick Papers for inconsistency with regard to

Sam Weller's knowledge: "Sometimes, perhaps, these sayings

are too refined for the class of persons from whom they

emanate, We do not know whether the vague geographical

knowledge that exists among them would enable one then to

console himself, as Sam does, with a 'Well, it's no use

talking about it now. It's over and can't be helped; and

2"Christmas Books,--No. I. The Cricket on the Hearth.
By C. Dickens.," Morning Chronicle,24 Dec. 1B7 5,~rpt. in
Gordon N. Ray, ed,, Thackeray's Contributions to the
Morning Chronicle (Urbana, 1117 Univ. of IllinTsWFess,
1955), p. 88,
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that's one consolation, as they always say in Turkey, von

[sie] they out the wrong man's head off."3 And again,

because of illogical characterization, Dickens fell foul

of Thackeray's pen in the review "On Some Illustrated

Children's Books".

The character of Gruff-and-Tackleton, in Mr. Dickens's
last Christmas story, has always appeared to me a
great and painful blot upon an otherwise charming
performance. Surely it is impossible that a man
whose life is passed in the making of tqys, hoops,
whirligigs, theatres, dolls, Jack-in-boxes, and
ingenious knick-knacks for little children, should
be a savage at heart, a child-hater by nature, and
an ogre by disposition. How could such a fellow
succeed in his trade? The practice of it would be
sufficient to break that black heart of his outright.
Invention to such a person would be impossible; and
the continual exercise of his profession, the
making of toys which he despised for little beings
whom he hated, would, I should think, become so
intolerable to a Gruff-and-Tackleton, that he would
be sure to fly for resource to the first skipping-
rope at hand, or to run himself through his 4Mr
flawitha tin sabre .s'

These same kinds of incongruities appeared in the

Newgate novels of Dickens and Bulwer in Thackeray's

opinion:. "Accordingly, the description which these authors

[Bulwer and Dickens] give of the class in question [thieves

and criminals), is just as accurate and like nature as one

of the prints in Beauty's Costume is like a real woman in

a real foreign dress; or as MacBeth, performed by Mr.

3"Skcetches_ZBoz.," p. 208.

"On Some Illustrated Children's Books. B Michael
Angelo Titmarsh,," Fraejs Magazine, 33 (1846 , 495.
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Garrick in a full-bottomed wig and red velveteen breeches,

was like the real thane of Cawdor; or as a speech by Mr.

Daniel O'Connell, which is supposed to contain a real

statement of facts, is a real statement of facts . .9.5

Thackeray quarrelled with the Newgate novelists mainly

because these authors made "rascals bearabU by sweetening

them and perfuming them, and instructing them how to be"

have in genteel company."6 In the Newgate fiction, thieves

and murderers were made to speak like well-mannered, well-

bred gentlemen, which to Thackeray, was not only unreal

and absurd, but immoral in that such "perfuming" of crime

made it attractive and appealing to those who would other-

wise avoid it. Characters were, above all, to convey the

appearance of reality. in order to do that, their speech,

learning, and actions all had to be logical and consistent

with their station and personal background.

The characters which Thackeray commended were those

which seemed most natural, most human, and most alive.

He praised Scott's personages highly, mainly because of

their humanity. "About all those heroes of Scott, what

a manly bloom there is, and honourable modesty) They are

not at all heroic. They seem to blush somehow in their

position of hero, and as it were to say, 'Since it must

5 "Horae Catnachianae," p. 408.
6T
Thackerayt "Thieves' Literature of France," p. 131,
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be done, here goes' They are handsome, modest, upright,

simple, courageous, not too clever.7 If I were a mother

(which is absurd), I should like to be mother-in-law to

several young men of the Walter-Scott-hero sort."8

In order to merit Thackeray's approval, characters

had to be believable and had to be complete with good and

bad qualitites. He praised the main character of Mrs.

Trollope's The Widow Barnaby because she was flawed enough

to be life-likes "The Barnaby is such a heroine as never

before has figured in a romance. Her vulgarity is sublime.

Imaginary personage though she be, everybody who has read

her memoirs must have a real interest in her. We still

feel that charming honour which carried us through these

volumes, contemplate in fancy the majestic developments of

her person, and listen to the awful accents of her voice."9

Just as their human counterparts, characters were to have

human faults and weaknesses.

According to Thackeray, each character was to be a

kThackeray had a special liking for modest gentlemen
as heroes of fiction. All of the heroes in his own novels
were particularly modest (except, of course, Barry Lyndon
and Catherine Hays) and their humility was obviously em-
phasized and praised, (See, for example, Clive Newcome,
Colonel Newcome, Dobbin, and George and Harry Warrington).

8 "Roundabout Papers.--No. XXIV. On a Peal of Bells.,"
Cornhill Magazine, 6 (1862), 427-8.

9"The Widow Barnaby, By Mrs. Trollope.," Times, 14
Jan. 1839, p. 5.
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unique individual. Each fictional personage was to have

his own thoughts, personality, and manner so as to make

him distinguishable from all the other characters. It was

a fault in art to have characters merely represent a class

instead of making each an individual. In a review of the

?ickwick Papers, Thackeray attacked two of Dickens's char-

acters, Sam Weller and his father, for being too much
alike, "But these characters fail as delineations of

individuals. They differ from other classes, but not from
each other. There are hardly any of the speeches of either
which might not be transferred to the other and come just
as appropriately from his mouth."10 In other words, char-

acters were to be identifiable as members of their par-
ticular social class, but, in addition, were also to be
distinct and realistic individuals. Mrs. Trollope received
Thackeray's commendation because she was able to present

two unique, credible personages in The dw Barna: "No
little praise is due Mrs. Trollope for the two different
styles in which she has depicted the two characters [the
Widow Barnaby and her niece, Agnes Willoughby]; nothing

can be bolder or more dazzling than 'the execution of the
widow's portrait; chaster or more delicate than the pretty
figure of the niece.""1 Here Mrs. Trollope had merely done

10"Sketches y lgBo.," p. 199.

11"The Widow Barnaby, By Mrs. Trollope," P. 5.
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the duty of a good novelists she had made her characters

both individual and distinct.

As well as being unique individuals, characters, in

Thackeray's view, were to be complete, complex personages

and not mere caricatures, representatives of one particular

class, or simple embodiments of one particular virtue or

vice. He attacked Dickens's characters for being too

shallow and not fully depicted

Most of his personages are so common-place, and sovaguely drawn, that they can hardly be said to haveany character at all, Mr. Pickwick is a mere
impersonation of simplicity and goodness theamorous Mr. Tupman and the poetic Mr. Snodgrass arenonentities, occasionally made to do or say quite asappropriately. There is something more peculiar inthe Cockney pretender to sporting skill, mr. Winkle;but the character is not new and certainly not [sic]matter of difficulty. Mr. Wardle is an honest,
bluff, hearty, old specimen of small country-gentle-
man: but he has merely the vague general character-istics of a class, and no peculiar personal character.Even the two Wellers, by far the most striking
personages in the work, are admirable representatives
of classes, but have hardly any individuality.12

Indeed, in almost every review which Thackeray wrote of

Dickens, he condemned Dickens's characterization as weak,

shallow, and incomplete, The following is a typical

Thackeray comment on Dickens, "The striking outlines of

character,--the peculiarities of manner, which mark the

different classes of society, he seizes with exquisite

shrewdness, and depicts with perfect accuracy. He can

give, with striking effect, the outlines of a human being,

12"Sketches by Bo.,," p. 199,
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but does not fill in the details so as to give us the

exact portrait of an individual."1 3 In Thackeray's

opinion, it was a great fault on Dickens's part that he

used characters which did not "serve any much more import-

ant purpose than that of connecting the various incidents

by the link of their personal identity."i4 Dickens's use

of character only to connect action in the novel was

exactly opposite to Thackeray's belief that the development

of character took predominance over the mere presentation

of incidents, action, or description.

Two fundamental questions seem to have been Thackeray's

criteria for judging characters in novels. Do they seem

real? And, more important, are they alive? If a character

was so believable, so credible as to make the reader believe

that the character was alive or could have lived, then the

author was successful. Thackeray believed Fielding's char-

acters had this "life". he praised Fielding's Amelia

"whose tenderness and purity are such that they endear her

to a reader as much as if she were actually alive, his own

wife or mother, and make him consider her as some dear

relative and companion of his own, about whose charms and

"15virtues it is scarcely modest to talk in public . . .

3"Sketches Boz,," p. 200.

' 4 "Fielding's Works. In One Volume. With a Memoir by
Thomas Roscoe,," Times, 2 Sept. 1840, p. 6.

151bid.
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In this same article, Thackeray went on to commend Fielding

further because of his life-like presentation of Mrs. James

and Mrs. Matthewsa "Has not every person some Matthews and

James in their acquaintance--one all passion, and the other

all indifference and vapid self-complacency?" 6  They were

so real as to remind the reader of actual people he knew

or might have known; this was the kind of characterization

Thackeray demanded--characters which were life-like and

believable,

Thackeray wrote of his favorite heroes and heroines

as if they were quite real and were capable of being alive,

In one of the "Roundabout Papers," he gave a list of those

characters which would least surprise him if they did,

indeed, come to life,

They used to call the good Sir Walter the "Wizard of
the North." What if some writer should appear whocan write so jnghantingl that he shall be able tocall into actua e the people whom he invents?
What if Mignon, and Margaret, and Goetz von
Berlichingen are alive now (though I don't say theyare visible), and Dugald Dalgetty and Ivanhoe were tostep in at that open window by the little gardenyonder? Suppose Uncas and our noble old Leather
Stocking were to glide silent in? Suppose Athos,
Porthos, and Aramis should enter with a noiseless
swagger, curling their mustachios? And dearest AmeliaBooth, on Uncle Toby's arm; and Tittlebat Titmouse,
with his hair dyed green; and all the Crummles
company of comedians, with the Gil Blas troop; andSir Roger de Coverly; and the greatest of all crazygentlemen, the Knight of La Mancha, with his blessedsquire? I say to you, I look rather wistfully towardsthe window, musing upon these people,, Were any of

'6 "Fielding's Works.," p. 6.
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them to enter, I think I should not be very much
frightened. Dear old friends, what pleasant hours I
have spent with them? We do not see each other very
often, but when we do, we are ever happy to meet.17

He also thought of his own characters as real people. Upon

finishing Th Newcomes, he lamented parting with the per-

sonages who appeared in the book: "I was quite sorry to

part with a number of kind people with whom I had been

living and talking these 20 months past, and to draw a

line so on a sheet of paper, beyond which their

honest figures couldn't pass . 18

Coinciding with his view that characters should be as

life-like as possible and also with his theory that fiction

was as valid as history, Thackeray thought that good fic-

tional characters were as believable as any past heroes or

villains who figured only in history books. He presented

this view in the Morning Chronicle: "The couple [Mr. and

Mrs. Caudle from Douglas Jerrolds' Mrs. Caudle's Curtain

Lectures] have become real living personages in history,

like Queen Elizabeth, or Sancho Panza, or Parson Adams, or

any other past character, who, false or real once, is only

imaginary now, and for whose existence we have only the

word of a book, And surely to create these realities is

the greatest triumph of a fictitious writer--a serious or

17 "Roundabout Papers.--No. XXIII. De Finibus,,"
Cornhill Magazine, 6 (1862), 288.

18 Letters, III, 459-60.
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humourous pget. Mr. Dickens has created a whole gallery

of theses our quarrel with his last book aThe Cricket on

the Hearth), and with Dot and Peerybingle, is because we

don't believe in them."19 Thus, good characters were not

only as credible and logical, but seemed also as alive as

real people; they became quite as real as any past his-

torical personage.

With regard to "filling out" characters and presenting

them as real, seeming conflicts arise in Thackeray's theory

of fiction. According to Thackeray, it was immoral to

present rogues and scoundrels as gentlemanly heroes and

street whores as honest prostitutes, but it was equally

immoral to lay bare the entire truth about them to the

"squeamish" English public. Thackeray lamented in his

preface to Pendejis that he could not present all the

details of real life in his characters,

Even the gentlemen of our age--this is an attempt to
describe one of them Arthur Pendennisi, no better.
nor worse than most educated men--even those we
cannot show as they are, with the notorious foibles
and selfishness of their lives and their education.
Since the author of Tom Jones was buried, no writer
of fiction among us has been permitted to depict to
his utmost power a MAN. *We must drape him, and give
him a certain conventional simper. Society will not
tolerate the Natural in our Art. Many ladies have

19"Christmas Books,--No. II. Mrs. Caudle's Curtain
Lectures. By Douglas Jerrold. *The Bf7 y31i dward
Taylor, with illustrations by R, Doyle.," Morning Chronicle,
26 Dec. 1845, rpt. in Gordon N. Ray, ed., jTakeray's
Contributions t the Morning Chronicle (Urbana, Ill.: Univ.
of Illinois Press, 1955), pp. 94-5.
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remonstrated and subscribers left me, because in the
course of the story [endennis, I described a young
man resisting and affected by temptation. My object
was to say, that he had the passions to feel, and the
manliness and generosity to over come them. You will
not hear--it is best to know it--what moves in the
real world, what passes in society, in the clubs,
colleges, mess-rooms,--what is the life and talk of
your sons. , . . If truth is not always pleasant; atany rate, truth is best, from whatever chair . a .20

But this truth-telling had to be limited. Since Mrs. Grundy

prevented authors from telling the entire truth, they could

not present their characters' bad qualities and actions

completely. In cases in which the character's presentation

encompassed the sordid or immoral, Thackeray recommended

that if too many details were to be left out, then the

character should not be dealt with, Such was the case with

"Miss Nancy" in Oliver Twist, whom Thackeray commented on

after seeing two real thieves' mistresses:

I was curious to look at them, having, in late fash-
ionable novels, read many accounts of such personages,
Bahi what figments these novelists tell us! Boz, who
knows life well, knows that Miss Nancy is the most
unreal fantastical personage possible; no more like a
theif's mistress, than one of Gessner's shepherdresses
resembles a real country wench. He dare not tell thetruth concerning such young ladies. They have, no
doubt, virtues like other human creatures; nay, their
position engenders virtues that are not called into
exercise among other women. But on these an honest
painter of human nature has no right to dwell; not
being able to paint the whole portrait, he has no
right to present one or two favourable points as char-acterising the whole; and therefore, in fa t, had
better leave the picture alone altogether.

2orksIV, xv.

21 "Going to See a Man Hanged," Fraser's Magazine, 22
(184o), 154-55.
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Since a realistic portrait of the young prostitute would be

offensive and a bowdlerized presentation would be false, it

was best not to attempt such characters at all--fictional

persons were to be "true to nature" unless the truth was too

offensive, which meant they should be deleted altogether.

Thackeray's Victorian morality clashed with his desire

that characters be realistic at other times also. In his

opinion, virtuous characters should be obviously virtuous

and evil characters obviously evil, This idea was presented

most effectively in the novel Catherinea "Now if we are to

be interested by rascally actions, let us have them with

plain faces, and let them be performed, not by virtuous

philosophers, but by rascals, Another clever class of nov-

elists [the Newgate novelists] adopt the contrary system,

and create interest by making their rascals perform virtuous

actions. Against these popular plans we here solemnly

appeal, We say, let your rogues in novels act like rogues,

and your honest men like honest men; don't let us have any

jiggling and thimble-rigging with virtue and vice, so that,

at the end of these volumes, the bewildered reader shall

not know which is which; don't let us find ourselves kin-

dling at the generous qualities of thieves, and sympathizing

with the rascalities of noble hearts , ." At first

this treatment of virtue and vice would seem to have caused

22Works ,XXIX, 38-9,



unrealistic and stilted characters, almost the same kind

of "black-is-evill" "white-is -good" obviousness evident in

some motion pictures. But, in reality, Thackeray demanded

only that good qualities of characters be reinforced through

a sympathetic presentation and bad qualities be fully de-

picted, not glossed over, In this sense, characters might

have both vices and virtues, but authors were called upon

to present them in such a manner that the reader would

accept the good and deprecate the evil--there were to be no

"virtuous thieves" and "honest prostitutes."

Thackeray believed that Fielding displayed the proper

morality in his books: "Vice is never to be mistaken for

virtue in Fielding's honest downright books; it goes by its

name, and invariably gets its punishment. . . . Ainsworth

dared not paint his hero Jack Sheppard) as the scoundrel

he knew him to be; he must keep his brutalities in the

background, else the public morals will be outraged, and so

he produces a book quite absurd and unreal, and infinitely

more immoral than anything Fielding ever wrote, Jack

_____1_0023Sheppard is immoral actually because it is decorous." In

this sense, morality and modesty caused immoral treatment

of the subject matter; since only the good could be dealt

with and evil and sordidness were necessarily left out,

then scoundrels became victims instead of victimizers and

23 "Fielding's Works.," p. 6.
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the entire moral code was subverted.

Like later realists, Thackeray believed that novelists

should be objective in their presentation of characters,

In a letter to Mary Holmes in 1852, he stated this opinion:

"Novel writers should not be in a passion with their char-

acters as I imagine, but describe them, good or bad, with

a like calm . . # , ,24 This Thackerayan objectivity did

not rule out the writer's making moral judgment of the

characters and their actions in the authorial comments and

asides common to Victorian and earlier novels; such judg-

ments, however, were to be limited, Characters were to be

judged primarily by the reader, who should know which char-

acters to hate and which to love because of their obedience

to or disregard of the proper moral code. Again, Thackeray

held up Fielding as the example, for the most part, of

proper authorial presentation of characters: "Whenever he

has to relate an action of benevolence honest Fielding

kindles as he writes its some writers of fiction have been

accused of falling in a passion with their bad characters;

these our author treats with a philosophic calmness; it is

when he comes to the good that he grows enthusiastic; you

fancy that you see the tears in his manly eyes, nor does

he care to disquise any of the affectionate sympathies of

his great simple heart. This is a defect in art perhaps,

24
Letters, III, 67.



but a very charming one."25

In order that novelists might record as accurately as

historians (as good novelists were supposed to do), Thack-

eray insisted that they write about characters with whom

they were thoroughly familiar. One of the many problems

he saw with Newgate fiction was that the authors knew

little of the class of people about which they were writing.

Bulwer "had never had half an hour's conversation with the

thieves, cut-throats, old-clothesmen, prostitutes, or pick-

pockets, described; nor can the admirable Boz be expected

to have had any such experience."2 6  Thackeray suggested a

means for Bulwer to gain experience of "low" life in "Our

Batch of Novels for Christmas, 1837": ". . . if he would

but leave off scents for his handkerchief, and oil for his

hair; if he would but confine himself to three clean shirts

in a week, a couple of coals in a year, a beef-steak and

onions for dinner, his beaker a pewter-pot, his carpet a

sanded floor, how much might be made of him even yetl" 27

Because of their inexperience with French men and manners,

Thackeray also condemned the novels by Mrs. Trollope and

Lady Morgan about French fashionable life; their information

25"Fielding's Works.," p. 6.

26 "Horae Catnachianae," p. 407.

27aser's Mazine, 17 (1838), 86.
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was based on conversation at Paris tea-parties only and not

on actual experience,28 Inexperience also caused inef-

fective characterization in Disraeli's yfl, in which the

upper classes "seem to us to be most brilliantly hit off,

more so than the plebian likenesses, the men and women of

the mines and the factories, and the terrible chieftain of

the Hell-cats, who figure on the other side of the story,

and with whose features the writer is not sufficiently

familiar to be able to sketch them off with the ease that

is requisite in the novelist." 29  The only way a novelist

could present believable characters was to base them on

personal experience: "The scenes which Fielding described

are evidently drawn from the life, and they are, perhaps,

the best in any language. However-some persons may lament

over him for a low indulgence of his appetite for char-

acter, it is certain that he never could have left behind

him the mighty name he has done if he had been a tee-

totaler." 30

In Thackeray's theory of the novel, characters were

to be as complete and as alive as real human beings. This

effect could be achieved by presenting personae who were

28See "On Some French Fashionable Novels," pp. 118-19.

29Thackeray, "Sybjj. By Mr. Disraeli, M.P.," pp. 82-3,

30Thackeray, "The Letters of Horace Walpole, Earl of
Oxford (New first collected).," Times, 10 March 1840, p. 5.



consistent in all respects--who spoke the language of their

class, dressed as befitted their station, and acted within

the logical confines of the personality established for

them. Authors were to present their characters as "calmly"

and objectively as possible and in a manner which would

reaffirm the moral code. To Thackeray, it was most impor-

tant that characters be life-like,



CHAPTER V

PLOT

In order for the writer to "fill out" his fictional

personages, he had to do much more than just give them a

unique personality, specific speech patterns, and char-

acteristic appearance--he not only had to create living

characters, but he had to show the events of their lives.

The personalities, backgrounds, and physical appearances

of the characters as presented by their creator had direct

bearing on how they would react in the situations in the

novel; to this extent, characterization determined many

facets of the action and plot of the novel. Not only did

the people in the novel have to seem logical and consistent;

they had to behave logically and consistently within the

structure of the plot. In Thackeray's view, the novel was

to convey the appearance of reality "through a fusion of

plot and character . . , and through the author's main-

taining throughout the novel the initial conception of plot

and character to which he had introduced the reader from

the beginning,"'

'Charles Mauskopf, "Thackeray's Concept of the Novels
A Study of Conflict," Philological Quarterly, 50 (1971),
244,
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With regard to plot construction, Thackeray seems to

have preferred novels with tightly unified, interwoven

plots to those written using the technique of presenting

many isolated, separate incidents connected only by the

appearance of the main character in each action. In his

review of Thomas Roscoe's edition of Fielding's works, he

praised Tom Jones for its unified plot:

Moral or immoral, let any man examine this romance
as a work of art merely, and it must strike him as
the most astonishing production of human ingenuity.
There is not an incident ever so trifling but ad-
vances the story, grows out of former incidents, and
is connected with the whole. Such a literary
providence if we may use such a word, is not to be
seen in any other work of fiction. You might cut
out half of Don Quixote, or add, transpose, or alter
any given romance of Walter Scott, and neither would
suffer, Roderick Random and heroes of that sort run
through a series of adventures, at the end of which
the fiddles are brought, and there is a marriage,
But the history of Tom Jones connects the very first
page with the very last, and it is marvellous to
think how this author could have built and carried
all this structure in his train, as he must have done,
before he began to put it to paper.2

To merit Thackeray's approbation, each action had to flow

to the next smoothly and naturally. He commended Dickens

for presenting a smooth progression of events in The Pick-

wick Pa "The reader is led from one incident to

another in a manner so probable and so easy, that their

variety excites interest without in any way startling, or

raising a feeling of incongruity," 3  A few lines later, he

2 "Fielding's Works.," p. 6.

3"'Sketches _2y Boz.," p. 198.



continued: "The motions of Mr. Pickwick and his followers

are influenced by various causes springing in the most

natural manner out of the successive incidents of their

history," In Thackeray's theory of fiction, the incidents

in novels were to be unified and interwoven, and should

progress logically to logical conclusions.

This progression of events, like the characters them-

selves, had to be realistic and life-like--most of all,

it had to be believable, Thackeray seems to have judged

plots using one question: could this have happened?

Evaluating Victorian novels using this one criterion nec-

essarily caused Thackeray to condemn most of them for lack

of realistic plots. "He believed that a fiction of heroes,

even of criminal heroes, of 'and so they were married

andlivedhappilyeverafter' endings, of virtue rewarded by

happiness, wealth, and title, was not a faithful reflection

of the life he observed around him."
5 Because of his

demand that fiction be as "true to nature" as possible, he

disapproved of the use of the traditional plot in which

virtue was rewarded and vice punished, and the use of the

deus ex machine.

In Thackeray's opinion, a novel based on the tra-

"Sketches by Boz.," p. 198,

5segel, p. 56.
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ditional plan of compensating virtue while confounding vice

not only failed to appropriately represent life as it was

lived--this itself was a mistake in art--but showed that

the author had not made an adequate effort to produce an

effective plot, In "A Box of Novels," Thackeray commented

on Lever's works of fiction: "His stories show no art of

construction; it is the good old place of virtue trium-

phant at the end of the chapter, vice being woefully de-

molished some few pages previously." 6  For her use of this

well"worn convention in The Vicar of Wrexhill, Thackeray

censured Mrs. Trollope: "But we have a little more of

what is politely called pay-pw work here. IMiss is again

attacked by the amorous attorney: however, the contest

ends in the triumph of virtue, for she throws a bottle of

sal-volatile in the lawyer's face, and running away to a

neighboring park, finds there a happy colonel, who marries

her." 7 To produce this traditional kind of novel was to

ignore reality and to disobey the Thackerayan dictum that

novelists should record the life around them with the

accuracy of historians, For authors always to reward

virtuous or hard-working characters was indeed absurd to

a man like Thackeray who saw "many donkeys crowned with

6p. 157.

7"The Vicar of Wrexhill,--By Mrs. Trollope.," Times
25 Oct. 1837, p. 2.
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laurels, while certain clever fellows of our acquaintance

fight vainly for a maintenance or a reputation."8

Even more absurd to Thackeray were the means by which

the authors suddenly rescued their seemingly doomed vir-

tuous characters from the deepest pits of despair and

raised them to their rightful lofty positions of power,

wealth, and status, In many Victorian novels, the hero was

allowed to grovel in hopeless gloom, powerless and friend-

less, until alas? he was rescued by the deus ex machina,

This rescuing "god" in most novels of the time assumed the

shape of a long lost uncle or brother who returned just in

time to rescue virtue in distress "When a mysterious

person comes back from India, or from the 'golden Americas,'

just in the nick of time--after fifty years' absence--after

he has been forgotten and thought dead by everybody--after

oppressed virtue is at its last gasp, and is on the point

of being sold up--after vice has had a career of prosperity,

and has reached a disgusting climax of luck--you may be sure

that somebody is going to be rewarded, and somebody else to

meet his just punishment."9 These sudden returns and

miraculous revelations were, according to Thackeray,

"matters which can easily be understood by every novel

reader who is aware how generous authors commonly are to

8Letters, II, 192-3.

9Thackeray, "Christmas Books.--No. III.," p. 105.
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110
heroes of their romances." Indeed, so much were the

various conventions in the use of the deus ex machina under-

stood and expected that Thackeray warned against the reading

of too many novels:

As for the naughty boy at Chur [who was reading a
novel instead of doing something more profitable], I
doubt whether he will like novels when he is thirty
years of age. He is taking too great a glut of them
now, He is eating jelly until he will be sick. He
will know most plots by the time he is twenty, so
that he will never be surprised when the Stranger
turns out to be the rightful earl,--when the old
waterman, throwing off his beggarly gabardine, shows
his stars and the collars of his various orders, and
clasping Antonia to his bosom, proves himself to be
the prince, her long-lost father, He will recognize
the novelists' same characters, though they appear
in red-heeled pumps and ailes-de-pigeon, or the garb
of the nineteenth century.g1

Because of their continuous use, miraculous reappearances

and sudden disclosures became more than merely unnatural

and absurd--they became trite features of unimaginative,

weakly formed plots.12

Thackeray especially disliked the use of historical

figures in the role of the deus ex machina, as his review

of Disraeli's Sybil reflects: "We have a novel, and poor

10"Coningsby; or, the New Generation,," p. 43.

""Roundabout Papers.--No. I. On a Lazy Idle Boy,,"
p. 127,

12Even though Thackeray continually ridiculed the use
of the deus ex machina, he used it himself in The Memoirs
of Barry Lyndon with the sudden appearance of the Chevalier
de Balibari and in The Virginians when George Warrington
suddenly reappears to rescue his brother after being
thought dead.
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Lord John Russell brought in to get the heroine out of a

scrape--a novel in which the Queen is brought to rescue us

from 'Saxon thraldom' . . , and in which Charles the First's

murder by the middle classes is introduced to account for

the present misery of the poor, Charles the First's head?

Mr. Gunter might just as well serve it up in sugar on a

supper-table between a Charlotte Russe and a trifle," 13

Here, Disraeli had to resort to using great persons to

rescue his heroine--a mistake to Thackeray since in real

life such a rescue of a poor woman would be very unlikely,

if not impossible, Authors like Disraeli who had to use

deus ex machina to continue their story, in Thackeray's

view, had not constructed their plots carefully enough to

convey the action of the novel in a realistic, probable way,

and were thus to be condemned.

When formulating his plot, the novelist had to consider

the characters who would perform the actions. After his

initial presentation of a character, the author was obliged

to make that fictional person's actions remain consistent,

logical, and believable with regard to his established

personality and character traits, Indeed, once a character

was depicted well enough for the reader to know and under-

stand him, his behavior was more or less predetermined--the

reader could guess how a character might react in a certain

13" ybi. By Mr. Disraeli, M.P.," p. 86.
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situation just as he could predict some actions of close

friends in real life. Thackeray, in his own writing, felt

this compulsion to make his characters behave in the action

of the novel as was logical and consistent with their orig-

inal presentation, which is shown by a conversation reported

by a young lady of his acquaintance:

"I [the young lady] was told that next morning,
when they asked him whether he had a good night,
he answered, 'How could I with Colonel Newcome making
a fool of himself as he has done?'

"MRS. BRAY: 'But why did you let him?'
"THACKERAYt 'Oh, it was in him to do it. He

must, '14

The proper way to display fictional people in action was

to make them or, as Thackeray might say, "allow" them to

act as the reader would think natural and believable:

"The characters once created lead me, and I follow where

they lead,"1 5

In this sense, action in the novel was determined to

a certain extent by the characterS' original presentation.

It was necessary for the characters to act logically

according to their personality, and just as Thackeray de-

manded that characters' speech conform to their social

14 From a conversation at Coventry reported by "'a
young lady, not then married"' in Anne Thackeray Ritchie's
Biographical Introductions to The Works of William Make-
peace Thackeray (London: Smith, Elder), VIII, xxxvi, rpt,
in Letters, III, 438, n. 46. The Mrs. Bray in the conver-
sation was the wife of Charles Bray, author of The Phi-
losophy of Necessity and friend of Thackeray (Letters, III,
437, n. 1~ .).

15Ibid., p. 438, n. 47.



station (discussed Chap, IV), he also thought that their

behavior should be determined by their positions, He

attacked Eugene Sue's _os Mysteres des Paris for presenting

incidents inconsistent with characterizations

As for as the plot, it is scarcely worth while to
examine its construction, so absurdly and monstrously
improbable is it. Do reigning princes of consummate
virtue and genius indulge in freaks of this kind,
and frequent thieves' boozing kens? Do Scotch
countesses put on men's clothes, and walk the streets
so attired, without any reason? Would not a Scotch
countess desiring secrecy be far less remarkable in
her natural muff and tippet, than in a frock coat
and pantaloons? And would her ladyship plunge into
a den of thieves, simply to know what someone else
was doing there? Would a clever thief, desirous to
escape, disfigure his face so monstrously, that all
the world must look at him for the monstrousity?
And would he, by his preternatural hideousness,
invite inquiry? Are murderers, after fifteen years
of the galleys, commonly, sometimes, ever, exceedingly
good fellows at bottom? . . . Such characters are
too absurd to reason about, and such a plot passes
all the bounds of possibility.1 6

Thackeray condemned the plot of Lady Charlotte Bury's Eros

and Anteros for the same kind of illogic because in the

novel an English peer was drunk during his honeymoon, kicked

his bride out of bed, and later "encouraged her to receive

the attentions of a friend." According to Thackeray, "the

world (unless in the most exclusive circles) does not do

this. Drunken Irish hodmen may occasionally indulge in

such frolics, but not lards and gentlemen, as we humbly

suppose. Ladies may be neglected in genteel society, but

'6 "Thieves' Literature of France," p. 131.
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they are not often thrashed."1 7 Mrs. Trollope, in her

The Vicar of Wrexhill, was also guilty of this type of

inconsistency. In the book, eight months after Lord Mowbray

died, his very affectionate wife had forgotten her dead

husband and married the vicar of Wrexhill, a base villain,

who turned Lady Mowbray against the children she had dearly

loved only months before, It seemed improbable to Thack-

eray that a lady of rank who loved her husband would stoop

to marry a parson of bad character only eight months after

the late lord's death, One scene which he particularly dis-

liked was one in which an attorney dared to kiss Lady

Mowbray's daughter against her wills

Now, this scene is as improbable as it is rankly
indecent. A young girl assaulted at her mother's
side, and the mother (a lady of high birth and
breeding) quite callous to the insult--an artful
scoundrel of an attorney, who has before him the
prospect of a business which is to make his fortune,
and who would naturally wear his very best behaviour,
drunk on the very first opportunity, and insulting
the daughter of the person on whom all his success
depends: Such clever rogues as Mrs. Trollope's
evangelical hypocrites would surely be a little more
careful in their hypocrisy, and not forget the main
chance for al4 the kisses from all the Miss Mowbrays
in the world,.$

Thackeray demanded that plots be so structured as to allow

characters to act according to their social position as

well as their personality.

17o "Erosand Anteros--or 'Love' by Lady Charlotte Bury--
and A Diary Relative to George IV, and Queen Anne," flmqs,
11 Jan. 1838, p. 3,

1 8 "Our :Batch of Novels for Christmas, 1837.," p. 84.
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With regard to plot construction, another seeming

conflict arises Ta Thackeray's theory of the novel. Though

he believed that novels in which the good were always re-

warded and evil punished were unrealistic, he also dis-

liked fiction in which innocent persons died or were "out-

raged": "I have never dared to read the Pirate, and the

Bride of Lammermoor, or Kenilworth, from that day to this;

because the finale is unhappy, and people die, and are

murdered at the end."1 9  His dislike of these works seems

to be not that they were defective as art or were unreal-

istic, but simply that they were sad, In his review of

Jerome Paturot, he advised readers to look at the end of

a book before reading it:

Indeed, in respect to the reading of novels of the
present day, I would be glad to suggest to the lovers
of these instructive works the simple plan of always
looking at the end of a romance, to see what becomes
of the personages, before they venture upon the whole
work, and become interested in the characters des-
cribed in it. Why interest oneself in a personage
whom you know must, at the end of the third volume,
die a miserable death? What is the use of making
oneself unhappy needlessly, watching the consumptive
symptoms of Leonora as they manifest themselves, or
tracing Antonio to his inevitable assassination?2 0

Though it was realistic, he disliked literature in which

innocent characters died; he believed that innocence and

virtue should not be always rewarded in novels, but, at

19 "Roundabout Papers.--No. VIII, De Juventute.,,"
Cornhill Magazine, 2 (1860), 509.

20
"Jerome Paturot,.," P. 3.50.
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the same time, he hated to see heroes die:

For my part, I heartily pardon the man who brought
Cordelia to life (was it Cibber, or Sternhold and
Hopkins?). I would have the stomach-pumps brought
for Romeo at the fifth act; for Mrs. Macbeth I am
not in the least sorry; but, as for the general, I
would have him destroy that swaggering Macduff (who
always looks as if he has just slipped off a snuff-
shop), or, if not, cut him in pieces, disarm him,
pink him certainly; and then I would have Mrs.
Macduff and all her little ones come in from the
slips, stating that the account of their murder was
a shameful fabrication of the newspapers, and that
they were all perfectly well and hearty. The
entirely wicked you may massacre without pity; and I
have always admired the German Red Riding-Hood on
this score, which is a thousand times more agreeable
than the ferocious English tale, because, when the
wolf has gobbled up Red Riding-Hood and her grand-
mother, in come two foresters, who cut open the wolf,
and out step the old lady and the young one quite
happy. 21

If novels were to serve as entertainment and as an escape

from reality, they were not necessarily all to be funny

or even happy but, at the same time, were not to cause the

reader to be unhappy. Novels were to be as realistic as

possible, but that realism had to be compromised with their

function as entertainment; if a reader was to be interested

in the characters as real people, as Thackeray felt he

should, he would feel unnecessarily sad when one of his

fictional "friends" died--such sadness was to be avoided by

the reader, if not by the author.

As critic and as private reader, Thackeray enjoyed

those novels that contained much action. Character devel-

2 1 "Jerome Paturot.," p. 351.
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opment and realism were important in novels, but action

was the ingredient which created interest and held the

reader's attention, In "Thieves' Literature of France,"

he commented on the incidents in Les Mysteres de Paris:

It will be seen, then, that contrast and action are
the merits of this novel, It is a work indeed of
no slight muscular force, Murder and innocence have
each other by the throat incessantly, and are
plunging, and shrieking, and writhing, through the
numberless volumes. Now crime is throttling virtue,
and now again virtue has the uppermost, and points
her bright dagger at the heart of crime, It is
that exciting contest between the white-robed angel
of good, and the black principle of evil, which, as
children, we have seen awfully depicted in the
galanty-show, under the personification of the devil
and the baker, And the subject is interesting, let
us say what we will , ,,,2

Indeed, Thackeray admired novels filled with action so much

that he wished he could write one himself: "I tell you I

should like to write a story , . . in which there should

be no reflections, no cynicism, no vulgarity (and so forth),

but an incident in every other page, a villain, a battle,

a mystery in every chapter. I should like to be able to

feed a reader so spicily as to leave him hungering and

thirsting for more at the end of every monthly meal."2 3  In

order to leave his monthly auditors "thirsting for more,"

the novelist was required to supply the spice of action.

In Thackeray's view, those novels which lacked action

necessarily lacked interest, Such was the case with James

22
p. 130.

23 "Roundabout Papers.--No. XXIII. De Finibus,.," p. 286.
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Fenimore Cooper's Ravensnest, as with all "purpose" novels:

"With regard to the book generally, we must observe that,

although printed in the usual fashionable novel form, it is

the least lively affair of the kind we have ever met with.

Indeed, we do not see how it could be otherwise, the inci-

dents being few and common-place, and the dialogue all

turning upon political and social questions."24 Thackeray

was also critical of Dickens's Sketches _y Boz because of

the absence of action: "Where the field of observation is

limited to one class of subjects, however large, mere de-

scriptive sketches are sure to resemble each other too much;

and incident and narrative are required, to vary and sustain

the interest," 25 In order to create interest and to con-

trast with descriptive passages, action was needed. In a

letter to Richard Bedingfield, Thackeray criticized two

pieces of fiction which Bedingfield sent to him, commenting

on the state of the art of novel writing and, more impor-

tant, on the "state of the market" for novels: "I should

say you will never get a good sale for commodities like

these. Quiet, sentimental novelets won't do nowadays, I'm

sure. Think of the high-seasoned dishes the British public

2k",Ravensnest; or, the Red Skins. By the Author of
'the Pilot,' &c. 3 vols. 1846,~" Morning Chronicle,, 27 Aug.
1846, rpt. in Gordon N. Ray, ed,, Thackeray's Contributions
to the Morning Chronicle (Urbana, Ill.: Univ. of Illinois
Press, 1955), p. 174,

2 5"Sketches _y Boz.,," p. 198.
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has been feeding on these last 30 years, and you'll agree

with me that they won't go back to such simple fare as you

26Duigtipeidogive them in 'The Blind Lover.'" During this period of

popularity for the sabre-rattling adventure of novels by

such authors as Dumas and Lever, the glittering intrigues

of the "silver-fork" novels, and the appealing roguery of

Newgate fiction, action became a necessary part of fiction,

both because of the artistic demands to present varied,

interesting material and the ever-present requirement to

present what the publishers desired, a saleable "commodity,"

In Thackeray's concept of the novel, action was to be

abundant in novels, but love and sentiment were to be used

sparingly, In "Our Batch of Novels for Christmas, 1837,,"

he gave his opinion using a typical Thackerayan analogy

between novels and food: "Love is as good a material in

novels, as a sweetmeat at dinner; but a repast of damson

cheese is sickly for the stomach, and a thousand consecutive

pages of sentiment are neither pleasant nor wholesome,"27

In a letter to Theresa Match, he repeated this idea: "The

truth is I think in art as in life that Sentiment should be

most carefully and sacredly used: and mistrust the man who

is always crying in his books or in his daily dealings," 28

6Letters,II, 193.

27pe91.

2 8Letters, IV* 141.
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Sentiment in scenes was to be implied and left to the

reader, who could form his own picture. In a letter to

Robert Bell, Thackeray commented on the proper way to pre-

sent sad scenes, using his own Vanity Fair as an example:

Pathos I hold should be very occasional indeed in
humourous works and indicated rather than expressed
or expressed very rarely. In the passage where
Amelia is represented as trying to separate herself
from the boy--She goes upstairs and leaves him with
his aunt 'as that poor Lady Jane Grey tried the axe
that was to separate her slender life.' I say that
is a fine image whoever wrote it (& I came on it
quite by surprize in a review the other day) that
is greatly pathetic I think: it leaves you to make
your own sad pictures--We shouldn't do much more
than that I think in comic books--In a story written
in the pathetic key it would be diffeent & then the
comedy perhaps should be occasional.

Too many sentimental scenes in a novel caused the common

reader to lose interest in it. According to Thackeray,

Laetitia Landon's Ethel Churchill, in which "all the heroes

and heroines are either consumptive or crossed in love,"

had little interest for the average reader of fiction:

This is a luxury of wo [sici, in which we can fancy
pale school-girls revelling; but for those, at least
of the common caste, who have their daily unromantic
occupation, and make of love a pastime not a business,
the account of all these people weeping and wailing,
billing and cooing, dying, dandling, despairing,
poetizing, is somewhat too profuse and sentimental:
with ladies, who are said to treat the tender passion
in a manner exactly contrary, making it the business
of life, and all other things subservient to it, the
novel of Ethel Churchill will doubtless be more popular
and better appreciated,!7

29 LettersII, 424-25.

30 "Ethel Churchill.--By Miss Landon.," Times, 6 Oct.
1837, p. 2.



62

Too much love-making and sentimentality made the novel dull

to the common reader (with the exception of ladies), but

worse yet, such a profusion of star-crossed lovers and

consumptive heroines performing in saccharine love scenes

did not present an accurate picture of life as it was

lived,

In short, Thackeray expected novels to be so struc-

tured as to allow the characters to act consistently in

incidents which flowed smoothly from one to the next and

which were all interrelated so as to advance the story

continuously from first page to last, Since action was

the ingredient in novels which created interest, there was

to be much of it. Sentimental incidents and love scenes

were to appear only sparingly, if at all, Tom Jones was

the ideal novel to Thackeray because of its abundance of

fast-moving action, little love-making, and story-line

intricately woven to produce a logical conclusion.



CHAPTER VI

DESCRIPTION

Just as he demanded that plot and character be as

realistic as was practicable, Thackeray felt that descrip-

tion in novels should also be "true to nature." Descrip-

tions of characters and the objects and scenes around them

were to be sufficiently detailed to give the reader an

accurate picture of the surroundings in which the char-

acter moved and the incidents took place. Also important

were descriptions of the characters themselves; costume

and physical features were a necessary part in character

development.

In Thackeray's concept of the novel it was important

that descriptions convey the appearance of reality:

* . . in a drawing-room drama Ca novel] a coat is a coat

and a poker a poker; and must be nothing else according to

my ethics, not an embroidered tunic or a great red-hot

instrument like the Pantomime weapon." This very narrow

definition of realism allowed for no symbolism and no per-

sonification--things were to be represented exactly as

they were and as nothing more. In a review of The Cricket

1Letters, II, 773.
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o e Hearth, Thackeray reprimanded Dickens for his

violation of this black-and-white reality:

Is this like nature, or like the brilliant ballet-
pantomime to which we have compared it? All the
properties on the little stage waken into life as
they will in the pantomime tomorrow [Christmas] night.
The kettle has his passions and jocularity--"leans
forward as if drunk," "dribbles like an idiot," "is
pig-headed," and "cocks its spout pertly," and so
forth. The lid is pertinacious and obstinate; the
little haymaker convulsive and spasmodic. So the
whole scene is made to distort itself into carica-
ture, The author writes with determined jocularity.
Extra jokes there are, we believe, adapted for
Christmas. In quieter days, and out of the holiday
hubbub, so thoughtful, delicate, and acute a painter
of nature as Mr. Dickens will hardly paint so
coarsely.2

Though Thackeray excused Dickens's "caricaturing" later

in the review because The Cricket on the Hearth was, after

all, a book written especially for Christmas, he still

disliked the wide use of personification--the kettle should

have been only a kettle.

In order to describe scenery or objects well, an

author had to be intimately familiar with them, It was

important that a novelist not get out of his sphere of

knowledge in his descriptions, as Disraeli did in Sybil:

"Here [in the presentation of manufacturing and mining

scenes], as we fancy, his descriptions fail; not from want

of sympathy, but from want of experience and familiarity

with the subject. A man who was really familiar with the

2 "Christmas Books.--No. I.," p. 90.



65

mill and mine might now, we should think, awaken great

public attention as a novelist, It is a magnificent and

untrodden field (For Mrs. Trollope's Factory story was

wretched caricaturing, and Mr. Disraeli appears on the

ground rather as an amateur): to describe it well, a man

should be born to it." 3 For this same lack of familiarity

Thackeray wrote of Dickens's Ske es of Boz that "in his

rural scenes he is rather tame; but he is inimitable in

his descriptions of inns, of booking-offices, and of

attorneys' chambers."4 In order to produce faithful,

realistic settings and descriptions, an author had to be

very well acquainted with the things, people, and places he

sought to describe,

Since characterization was most important in

Thackeray's theory of the novel, the descriptions of the

characters and their costumes had great significance. Pic-

tures of the clothing and appearance of characters were

necessary to their presentation; the reader needed such

descriptions in order to know the fictional personages inti-

mately. According to Thackeray, Mrs. Trollope presented

the proper kind of description in The w Barnaby:

The authoress's description ofI her LWidow Barnaby] on
her first appearance in the public walk is complete.
"She came forth on this occasion," writes Mrs.
Trollope, "in a new dress of light-gray grosde-Naples,

3 thackeray, " ,fll. By Mr. Disraeli, MUP.," p. 80.

4"Sketches _by.B~o p. 202.
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a bonnet decorated with poppy-blossoms, both within
and without, a ladylike profusion of embroidery on
her cuffs, collar, and pocket handkerchief, her well-
oiled ringlets half hiding her coarse, handsome face,
and her whole person redolent of musk," That in-
genious and most humourous painter of high life in
France, M. Paul de Kock, has never produced a more
accurate or a more pleasing picture.5

Good description was so detailed as to allow the reader to

form a mental picture of the character and to combine that

mental picture with the character's speech and personality

in order to form a complete conception of the whole fic-

tional person.

In novels, scenes were also to be so vividly presented

that the reader could "see" them as he did characters.

Thackeray commended the French novel, Jerome Paturot,

because of its graphic description of a court scenes

If the respected reader, like the writer of this, has
never had the honour of figuring at a ball at the
Tuileries . . * here is surely in a couple of pages
a description of the affair so accurate, that, after
translating it, I for my part feel as if I were quite
familiar with the palace of the French king. I can
see Louis Phillippe grinning endlessly, ceaselessly
bobbing his august head up and down. I can see the
footmen in red, the officers d'ordonnance in stays,
the spindle-shanked iyoungprincesT"sk ng round to
the sound of the brass bands. The chandeliers, the
ambassadors, the flaccid Germans with their finger-
rings, the Spaniards looking like gilded old clothes-
men; here and there a deputy-lieutenant, of course,
and one or two hapless Britons in their national court
suits, that make the French mob, as the Briton
descends from his carriage, exclaim, Oh, ce marqu4s
Fancy besides fifteen hundred women, of wm fourteen
hundred and fifty are ugly--it is the proportion in
France. And how much earier is it to enjoy this

5"The Widow Barnaby, By Mrs. Trollope,," p. 5.
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Barmecide dance in the description of honest Paturot
than to dress at midnight, and pay a guinea for a
carriage, and keep out of one's wholesome bed; 6in
order to look at King Louis Phillippe smiling

This was the kind of description Thackeray desired: the

author was to paint so vividly, accurately, and completely

as to allow the reader to visualize the scene in which the

characters figured.

While descriptions were to be complete and accuracte,

in Thackeray's view, they were also not to be overly pro-

fuse. Too many minute details became overpowering and

caused the reader to lose interest. In "Proposals for a

Continuation of Ivanhoe," Thackeray argued that Scott's

novel should have a sequel in order that novels with much

action might replace fashionable novels because "the mind

wearies rather with perpetual descriptions of balls at

D House, of fashionable doings at White's or Crocky's,

of lady's toilettes, of Gunter's suppers, of dejeuners,

Almack's, French cookery, French phrases and the like,

which have been time out of mind, the main ingredient of

the genteel novel with us."? A profusion of details in

Sketches ]y Boz not only caused the work to become "monot-

onous," according to Thackeray, but actually distressed

6"Jerome Paturot,," p. 361.

7"Proposals for a Continuation of Ivanhoe. In a Letter
to Monsieur Alexandre Dumas, by Monsieur Michael Angelo
Titmarsh.," Fraser's Magazine , 34 (1846), 237.
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the reader. "The accumulation of little details of misery

and discomfort in the 'pathetic' scenes positively pains,

and at last harasses the reader. We must advise the au-

thor, in continuing the work, to put in some touches not

merely of comedy, which is by no means deficient, but of

something descriptive of a little more comfort and happi-

ness. The very accurateness of all these minute details

of human wretchedness makes their effect more distressing,

and renders such a variation necessary to relieve our

feelings."8 In this case, the description became too

accurate, and the book required comic relief to alleviate

the reader's misery. In an earlier article, Thackeray had

ridiculed French taste because French readers demanded an

over-abundance of bloody details in their novels. "To

succeed, to gain a reputation, and to satisy La jeune

France, you must accurately represent all the anatomical

peculiarities attending the murder, or crime in questions

you must dilate on the clotted blood, rejoice over the

scattered brains, particularise the sores and bruises, the

quivering muscles, and the gaping wounds; the more faith-

ful, the more natural; the more natural, the more cred-

itable to the author, and the more agreeable to La jeune

8 "Sketches by Boz.," p. 213.
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France."9  Here, the profusion of descriptive detail was

not only unnecessary but was in obvious bad taste,

In Thackeray's theory of fiction, description was to

be so vivid and detailed as to enable the reader to form

mental pictures of the characters, objects, and scenery

in the novel. Authors were to avoid symbolism and per-

sonification and were to provide realistic pictures to

convey the appearance of reality--a poker was to be only

a poker, Since an over-abundance of detail became boring

or even painful to the reader, description was to include

only those features necessary to supply the reader an

adequate picture of the characters and their surroundings.

9"Foreign Correspondence. Paris.," National Standard,
22 June 1833, rpt, in William T. Spencer, ed., Mr.

a4jr3g. in The National Standard, and
Constitutional," (Lonona W.T. Spencer, 1899), p. 28.



CHAPTER VII

STYLE

As a critic, Thackeray condemned those novelists who

consistently used large, unfamiliar, or foreign words in

their works, who refused to write in a simple and straight-

forward style, and who made grammatical mistakes. "Thack-

eray, who admired Addison, Fielding, and Gibbon, and who

possessed a naturally eloquent and unaffected prose style

himself, often attacked falsity of expression, directly or

by means of parody. the elegancies of the fashionable

novel, the melodramatic rhetoric of the Newgate novel, the

*poetic' usages of competitors for poetry pries at

Charterhouse and Cambridge, and advertisers' circumlo-

cutions were amongst the kinds of writing he ridiculed,

especially in his earlier years."'

In order for a writer to improve his style, Thackeray

felt that he must study Latin and great literary classics.

Indeed, Thackeray studied the classics himself throughout

his life: "I have been reading Don Quixote and Tacitus in

French and part of the latter in Latin--the deuce is in it

if my style does not improve from the study of these great

1Donald Hawes, "Thackeray and the National Standards"
Review of English Studies, 23 (1972), 51.
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authors . , . ."* In a comparison of Dickens and Washing-

ton Irving, he noted that Irving's superiority came from

his studies&a "The latter [Dickens] wants the refinement

of Washington Irving# he has clearly not had the advan-

tage of the extensive reading, br, like him, improved his

taste and style by catching the spirit of the best models

of the literature of various ages and countries."3 Ad-

vising a young lady who wished to begin a literary career,

Thackeray summarized his thoughts on learning to writes

"No one can advise another on this score but the more you

know, the better for you. For learning the structure of

the language to know Latin is very necessary. but I woUld

no more counsel you to imitate any given author's style

than to imitate any one's tone of voice."4

The worst stylistic error any writer could make,,in

Thackeray's opinion, was to make grammatical mistakes. In

the Morning Chronicle, Thackeray criticized Lever's flawed

style.

In the first place, the writing is often exceedingly
careless. The printer or someone else has somehow
left out a verb in the very first sentence, by which
the whole fabric falls to pieces; and the stops are
so wofully disarranged in page 2, as to cause the
greatest confusion. Periods are violently torn

2LettfrsaIV,#435.

3"Sketches 2B o, p. 197.

4Letters, IV, 372.



72

asunder. Accusatives are wrenched from their guardian
verbs, which are left atrociously mangled. A regard
for that mother whom the critic and the novelist ought
to revere equally, the venerable English grammar,
binds us to protest against this careless treatment of
her.5

For this same "careless treatment" of the language, Thack-

eray ridiculed Lady Charlotte Bury's ksA and Anteros in a

Times article by quoting from the book and then commenting.

"Those who do not feel happy when I have obtained
success, are not my friends, and to cast a puritanical
reproach upon the person--a woman too--who has done me
such a signal service as Miss Clermont has done, is
not interested in M welfare."

It is thus,~that men, even in the very highest
society, ihen agitated by their base passions, forget
their grammar.

Another similar.--

"A woman's looks is often the mirror of her
soul." 6

No more they ijs., and no mistake.

To misuse language was to mistreat the writer's tool--

authors who committed this sin, either through ignorance or

carelessless, were to be condemned.

A somewhat lesser fault, but still a fault to Thack-

eray, was writing novels in a pretentious, inflated style.

Ideas were to be expressed as clearly, as simply, and as

sensibly as possible. In "Travelling Romancers. Dumas on

the Rhine," he made fun of'Dumas's needless repetitions

"He says he makes 'preparatory studies' before visiting a

5 "Lever's St. Patrick's Eve." P. 770

6"Eros and Anteros," p. 3.
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country, which enable him therefore to go through it 'with-

out cicerone, without a guide, and without a plan'; (see how

the book-maker shows himself in this little sentence: any

one of the phrases would have answered, but M. Dumas must

take three!) . , . ."7 Particularly odious to Thackeray

were those novelists who tried to make weak philosophic

tirades impressive by shrouding them in large words and

flowery phrases: "Oh! if they but knew their places, and

would keep to them, and drop their absurd philosophical

jargon! Not all the big words in the world can make Mrs.

[George] Sand talk like a philosopher: when will she go

back to her old trade, of which she was the very best

practitioner in France?"8 Because of his inflated style,

Bulwer Lytton was under constant attack by Thackeray, who

felt that he many times wrote "a number of windy sentences,

which really possess no meaning."9 Thackeray vehemently

lashed out at Lytton's literary pretension in his review

of Alice:

Three pages and no less, from a middle-aged man to
an innocent young woman, three pages of sentences as
smooth and round as billiard-balls, three glowing
pages filled with the choicest rhetorical plums,
*lurking asps,' 'austere rights of friendship,'
'flatterer's tongues,' delivered with 'absorbing and
earnest passion and almost breathless rapidity,' and

7"Travelling Romancers: oumas on the Rhine.," Foreign
Quarterly Review, American ed,, 30 (1842), 58.

8"Madame Sand and the New Apocalypse," p. 312.

9"Our 'Batch of Novels for Christmas, 1837," p. 87.
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for what! in the name of the Prophet, for what! To
tell a young lady when she is married not to go
astray! What a middle-aged incarnation of philosophic
virtue is this Maltravers? What a profound dis-
coverer and preacher of moral truth What a tun of
words, and 9h, what a miserable dribblet of stale
small beer.1O

To use flowery language in order to make hollow statements

and shallow sentiments seem particularly profound was to

misuse language in order to impress or even delude readers.

In Thackeray's view, it was simply absurd to seek after

"exotic terminologies"; he preferred simple Addisonian

English exclusively to the overly eloquent language of

many of his fellow authors.

In order for an author to write well, in Thackeray's

view, he had to write in a simple, straightforward style,

avoiding unnecessarily ornate language (which Thackeray

called "fine writing") and foreign words whenever possible.

Study of Latin and literary masterpieces aided an author's

ability to use the English language, his major tool. In

spite of her attempt at being particularly profound and

philosophical in her Spiridion, Thackeray praised George

Sand's style more extensively than any other author's

because she fulfilled all his requirements.

With regard to the spelling and grammar, our Parisian
Pythoness stands, in the goodly fellowship [of French
authors], remarkable. Her style is noble, and, as
far as a foreigner can judge, a strange tongue,

10"Alice; or The Mysteries.," , 24 April 1836,
p. 6.
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beautifully rich and pure. She has a very exuberant
imagination, and, with it, a very chaste style of
expression. She never scarcely indulges in declama-
tion, as other modern prophets do, and yet her
sentences are exquisitely melodious and full. She
seldom runs a thought to death (after the manner of
some prophets, who, when they catch a little one,

toy with it until they kill it) , but she leaves you
at the end of one of her rich melancholoy sentences,
with plenty of food for future cogitation. I can't
express to you the charm of them; they seem to me
like the sound of country bells--provoking I don't
know what vein of musing and meditation, and falling
sweetly and sadly on the ear."' 1

It"Madame Sand and the New Apocalypse," pp. 290-91.



CHAPTER VIII

CONCLUSION

In Thackeray's concept of fiction, novels were to be

as "true to nature" as possible in all features. Char-

acters, action, and setting were all to be presented in

such a manner as to best convey the appearance of reality.

Throughout the action of the novel, the characters were to

act consistently with regard to their original presentation

within a plot that was to be logical, unified, and complete.

Such illogical, unrealistic devices as the use of deus ex

machina and the consistent rewarding of virtue and pun-

ishing of vice were to be avoided. Of primary importance

in the novel was the development of believable situations

and living characters whom the reader could become familiar,

even intimate, with. Indeed, novels were to be so real-

istic and authors were to record so objectively and accu-

rately that future readers and historians could use the

dialogue, characters, and action as a kind of anthropolog-

ical record of the morals and manners of a by-gone age.

This Thackerayan realism was limited in novels by two

major factors. (1) Thackeray's belief that novels were

primarily to entertain, and (2) Victorian-morality. The

function of novels as entertainment caused the exclusion
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of sad descriptions and unhappy endings in novels even

though to avoid such things at times caused unrealistic

incidents--the novel was to be an escape from the real

world and the reader was not to be made sad unnecessarily.

Thackeray also felt that the realistic presentation of

characters had to stop short when a "truthful" delineation

of action or character involved the sordid or immoral.

Details of life which could not be faithfully portrayed

either openly or by innuendo were to be omitted because of

Mrs. Grundy, and characters who could not be fully and

realistically delineated in novels were also to be left

out. In Thackeray's opinion, characters were to resemble

their human counterparts as closely as possible or not at

all. for example, since prostitutes and criminals neces-

sarily could not be depicted as the low persons they were,

leading the base lives they led, they were not to appear

at all in novels.

According to Thackeray, novels should teach moral

lessons subtly through examples. Readers were to obtain

the proper respect for virtue and distaste for vice through

the author's presentation of them in the appropriate manner.

Novelists should make virtuous conduct attractive and evil

despicable through the action of the novel, not by con-

sistently rewarding the good and punishing the base, but

by simply showing how much more pleasing a virtuous char-
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acter's conduct could be while fully depicting the vagaries

of base or vicious characters. Because novels were pri-

marily to entertain, these moral lessons could not be

taught obtrusively through overt moral declamations, but

had to be subtly woven into the characters' personalities,

dialogue, and actions.

In summary, Thackeray's theory of the novel was that

novels were to be written in a simple, straightforward

style and were to present "living" characters who performed

realistic, believable actions within unified, logical plots

in such a manner as to provide entertainment and reaffirm

the Victorian moral code.
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