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I INTRODUCTION 
THACKERAY'S APPROACH TO HISTORY 

Several c r i t i c s have discussed W. M. Thackeray's i n t e r e s t 
i n the l i t e r a t u r e and h i s t o r y of the e i g h t e e n t h century; indeed, 
i t i s impossible t o de a l w i t h h i s works w i t h o u t c o n s i d e r i n g t h i s 
t o p i c . F i ve of h i s hovels have an eigh t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s e t t i n g , and 
two of these, Henry Esmond and The V i r g i n i a n s . are i n v a r i a b l y con
sidered t o be among h i s g r e a t e s t works of f i c t i o n . Indeed, some 
c r i t i c s b e l i e v e t h a t Esmond i s Thackeray's very g r e a t e s t novel. 
At l e a s t one c r i t i c considers. Barry Lindon t o be Thackeray's 
f i n e s t piece of sustained I r o n y , and p o s s i b l y h i s best f i c t i o n a l 
achievement."'" Catherine, on the other hand, i s regarded by most 
modern c r i t i c s as a minor and unsuccessful work, although i t 
contains "...not a l i t t l e of h i s p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r a s p e c i a l subject 
and p e r i o d — t h e manners, customs, speech, and f o l k of the e i g h t e e n t h 
century." As f o r Dennis Duval, we can never be sure what t h a t 
novel might have become had the author l i v e d t o complete i t ; t h i s 
novel f o l l o w s two very mediocre works, P h i l i p and LoveI the 
Widower, but some c r i t i c s see i n i t a r e t u r n t o the v i g o r and 
freshness of Esmond. I n any case, i t i s c e r t a i n l y i n d i c a t i v e of 
h i s i n t e r e s t i n the period t h a t two, and perhaps t h r e e , of h i s 
major novels d e a l w i t h the e i g h t e e n t h century. 

I n a d d i t i o n t o the h i s t o r i c a l novels, Thackeray composed two 
sets of l e c t u r e s . The Four Georges and The E n g l i s h Humorists of 
the E ighteenth Century, both of which demand some d i s c u s s i o n i f 
we are t o f u l l y comprehend h i s i n t e r e s t i n h i s t o r i c a l subjects 



and the e f f e c t of t h i s i n t e r e s t on h i s f i c t i o n . That Thackeray 
knew the h i s t o r y of the e i g h t e e n t h century and had developed 
a d e f i n i t e sense of h i s t o r y can be seen i n h i s l e c t u r e s and novels, 
but i t i s d i f f i c u l t t o discover e x a c t l y what he had read other 
than the works of the n o v e l i s t s and poets. Even Gordon N. Ray's 
e x c e l l e n t biography contains very l i t t l e d e f i n i t e i n f o r m a t i o n . 
For i n s t a n c e , i n the chapter devoted t o Thackeray's u n i v e r s i t y 
career, Ray s t a t e s : "At Cambridge, he read not only f i c t i o n and 
the magazines, as he had a t school, but also standard h i s t o r i e s 
(those of Gibbon, M i t f o r d , Hume, S m o l l e t t ) and p o e t r y . f f ^ This" 
statement i s not documented, and I have found no concrete r e 
ferences i n Thackeray's l e t t e r s which i n d i c a t e t h a t he had read 
these h i s t o r i e s . According t o Houghton, the serious study of 
h i s t o r y was not recognized at e i t h e r u n i v e r s i t y u n t i l l a t e i n 
the n i n e t e e n t h century, so we must assume t h a t any h i s t o r i c a l 
research done by Thackeray would have been unsystematic l e i s u r e 
r eading. At any r a t e , although Ray e x p l i c i t l y s t a t e s t h a t 
Thackeray had read these h i s t o r i e s , I have been unable t o l o c a t e 
any statement as t o what he thought of them, or when he read them. 

However, i t seems p e r f e c t l y obvious t h a t Thackeray had 
read Macaulay; Ray s t a t e s - t h a t both The E n g l i s h Humorists and 
Henry Esmond r e f l e c t t h i s i n f l u e n c e . I n The'English Humorists, 
Whig w r i t e r s are more g e n t l y t r e a t e d than T o r i e s , and "...Thac
keray's treatment of Addison i s l a r g e l y based on Macaulay's 
famous Edinburgh Review a r t i c l e of J u l y IS1!;?. S i m i l a r l y , 

Thackeray believed t h a t the r e v o l u t i o n of 1689 was "both i n -
6 

e v i t a b l e and b e n e f i c i a l ; " consequently, Henry Esmond repents 
o f h i s Jacobite sympathies, which were e s s e n t i a l t o the p l o t 
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of the novel. But Thackeray's h i s t o r i c a l philosophy transcends 
any merely p a r t i s a n p o i n t of view; an examination of the l e c t u r e s 
and novels w i l l show t h a t t h i s a t t i t u d e toward h i s t o r y forms 
the basis f o r an organized view of l i f e . 

The E n g l i s h Humdrists were composed i n 1850-51, immediately 
a f t e r the completion of Pendennis. At t h i s time, Thackeray was 
earning a s u b s t a n t i a l l i v i n g as a n o v e l i s t , but he was obsessed 
w i t h the n e c e s s i t y of p r o v i d i n g an i n h e r i t a n c e f o r h i s daughters 
and l e a v i n g some means of maintenance f o r h i s - i n v a l i d w i f e i n 
the event of h i s death. I t was w i t h t h i s i n t e n t i o n t h a t he de
cided t o emulate Dickens, who was a t t h i s time e n j o y i n g great 
success w i t h h i s reading t o u r s . J. Y. T. Greig t e l l s us t h a t 
Thackeray d i s l i k e d p u b l i c speaking; moreover, h i s novels d i d 

7 
not r e a d i l y adapt t o dramatic reading as d i d those of Dickens. 
However, he had read many of the authors of the e i g h t e e n t h 
century, both f o r h i s own entertainment and i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r 
the w r i t i n g of Catherine and Barry Lindon; t h e r e f o r e , he chose 
f o r the t o p i c of h i s l e c t u r e s the E n g l i s h humorists from S w i f t 
t o Goldsmith. I t must be noted t h a t he was" completing h i s 
plans f o r Esmond w h i l e he was composing h i s l e c t u r e s on The 
E n g l i s h Humorists; so i t i s not s u p r i s i n g t h a t some of the 
w r i t e r s he discusses i n the l e c t u r e s t u r n up as characters i n 
the novel. 

The E n g l i s h Humorists c o n s i s t s of s i x l e c t u r e s e n t i t l e d r e 
s p e c t i v e l y : " S w i f t " , "Congreve and Addison", "Steele", " P r i o r , ' 
Gay, and Pope", "Hogarth, S m o l l e t t , and F i e l d i n g " , and "Sterne 
and Goldsmith". These l e c t u r e s seem r a t h e r unevenly d i s t r i b u t e d 



according t o our contemporary estimate of the r e l a t i v e Importance 
of these authors; we are i n c l i n e d t o resent the d e v o t i o n of an 
e n t i r e l e c t u r e t o Steele, when both Pope and F i e l d i n g must share 
the space a l l o t t e d t o them w i t h two lesse r contemporaries. Also, 
as Greig p o i n t s out, Thackeray a b s o l u t e l y ignores two of the 
gre a t e s t w r i t e r s of the age i n h i s f a i l u r e t o discuss Johnson 

g 
and Richardson. I t i s indeed strange t h a t Thackeray f a i l e d 
t o devote a l e c t u r e t o Johnson, who appears as a character i n 
The V i r g i n i a n s , and f o r whom the author's a d m i r a t i o n i s obvious. 
Greig s t a t e s t h a t the " s o l i d i t y and f o r t h r i g h t n e s s " of Johnson 
i n t i m i d a t e d Thackeray, w h i l e Richardson ss s e n t i m e n t a l i t y r e 
p e l l e d him; however, only the second p a r t of t h i s statement i s 
supported by evidence. I n The V i r g i n i a n s , Thackeray i n d i c a t e d 
h i s preference f o r 1 F i e l d i n g over Richardson through Colonel 
Lambert (many of h i s characters echo h i s l i t e r a r y p r e j u d i c e s ) , 
and the reason he c i t e s i s indeed the s e n t i m e n t a l i t y of Richardson's 
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novels. 'But t h a t Thackeray was i n t i m i d a t e d by Johnson seems 
t o be a guess on the p a r t of the c r i t i c . 

I t has become a c r i t i c a l commonplace t o a s s a i l The E n g l i s h 
Humorists on the grounds of b i o g r a p h i c a l inaccuracy. Whibley 
s t a t e s t h a t "...we cannot but remember t h a t t r u t h i s the essence 
of biography, and t h a t the l e c t u r e s on the Humorists are the 
worst b l o t on Thackeray's l i t e r a r y r e p u t a t i o n . " 1 0 Like most 
c r i t i c s , Whibley devotes considerable space t o a d i s c u s s i o n of 
Thackeray's essay on S w i f t , and i n a l l f a i r n e s s i t must be admitted 
t h a t i t i s hard t o understand h i s h o s t i l i t y toward the Dean. 
Nevertheless, c r i t i c a l a t t a c k s on t h i s essay have overworked. 



Even John V. Dodds, o r d i n a r i l y an ardent admirer of Thackeray, has 
joined i n the hue and c r y . Of the S w i f t l e c t u r e , he says, "Here 
i s r e a l i r o n y : the g r e a t e s t s a t i r i s t of the e i g h t e e n t h century 
s t u p i d l y misread by the g r e a t V i c t o r i a n s a t i r i s t . " x Unlike 
Whibley, however,' Dodds f e e l s compelled t o o f f e r some excuse 
f o r the essay; he t e l l s us t h a t Thackeray's h o s t i l i t y toward 
S w i f t i s the r e s u l t of h i s r e a l i z a t i o n of .at', l e a s t a p o t e n t i a l 
k i n s h i p w i t h S w i f t . . . o f which what was was mild and h e a l t h y i n 

12 
h i s nature d i d not approve." 

I t seems t o me t h a t these c r i t i c s have missed the p o i n t 
of the l e c t u r e s . A dmittedly, there are b i o g r a p h i c a l i n a c c u r a c i e s , 
as there are c e r t a i n p u r p l e patches i n which, the author allows 
e i t h e r sentiment or h i s tendency t o moralize t o r u n away w i t h 
him. But t h i s i s p r e c i s e l y the p o i n t which has been Ignored; 
Thackeray I s n e i t h e r a t t e m p t i n g t o w r i t e accurate biography nor 
b r i n g i n g a s t r i c t l y c r i t i c a l p o i n t of view t o bear on these 
authors. These l e c t u r e s are w r i t t e n from a n o v e l i s t ' s p o i n t of 
view, w i t h the primary i n t e n t i o n of e n t e r t a i n i n g h i s audience. 
I f h i s p o r t r a i t s are not always s t r i c t l y accurate, they are e n t e r 
t a i n i n g both as c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s and as a coherent d e s c r i p t i o n 
of l i t e r a r y l i f e i n the previous century. From a n o v e l i s t ' s 
p o i n t of view, they are c e r t a i n l y s u c c e s s f u l . 

'These l e c t u r e s a l s o i l l u s t r a t e two Important aspects of 
Thackeray's h i s t o r i c a l i n t e r e s t , I have already mentioned t h a t 
they demonstrate both h i s d e s i r e t o give h i s readers a sympathetic 
p o r t r a i t of l i f e i n the previous century, and h i s great a b i l i t y 



t o scoreplish t h i s design. We f i n d the other Important aspect 
of these l e c t u r e s i n the manner o f • t h e author's c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s . , 
Thackeray does not p o r t r a y h i s subjects as unapproachable g i a n t s , 
but as men who d i s p l a y the v i r t u e s and f a i l i n g s of men. As we 
read these l e c t u r e s , we become aware t h a t although the author 
c e r t a i n l y shows us t h a t i n many respects h i s humorists d i f f e r 
from ourselves, he also causes us t o r e a l i s e how l i k e us they 
are i n many ways. This r e a l i z a t i o n serves as a major i l l u m i n a t i o n 
of -Thackeray's f i c t i o n a l techniques I n dea l i n g / w i t h the past, 
and also gives us a clue as t o the nature of h i s h i s t o r i c a l 
v i s i o n . As we s h a l l see below, w h i l e he i s d i v e r t e d by the 
d i f f e r e n c e s I n the l i f e of the past and t h a t of h i s own age, 
Phackeray wants t o show us how e s s e n t i a l l y s i m i l a r both l i f e and 
people are i n every age. Por a close examination of t h i s b e l i e f , 
«oe must t u r n t o h i s second s e r i e s of l e c t u r e s . The Four Georges. 

Like h i s previous ^ l e c t u r e s . The Four Georges are not f r e e 
Df i n a c c u r a c i e s , but the f l a w s i n the s e r i e s do not concern us,. 
Qs i n The E n g l i s h Humorists, Thackeray w i l l i n g l y s a c r i f i c e s s t r i c t 
accuracy i n order t o e n t e r t a i n h i s audience.- I n the preface t o 
bhese l e c t u r e s , Thackeray gives us a concise statement of h i s 
i n t e n t i o n i n them, and t h a t statement may be applied w i t h equal 
v a l i d i t y to, h i s h i s t o r i c a l novels: 

I have t o say thus much by way of preface, because 
the s u b j ect of these l e c t u r e s has been mis-
understood, and I have been taken t o task 
f o r not having g i v e n grave h i s t o r i c a l t r e a t i s e s , 
which i t never was my i n t e n t i o n t o attempt. 
Not about b a t t l e s , about p o l i t i c s , about s t a t e s 
men and measures of s t a t e d i d I ever t h i n k t o l e c 
t u r e you: but t o sketch the manners and l i f e of 



the old wo r l d ; t o amuse f o r a few hours w i t h t a l k 
about-the old s o c i e t y ; and, w i t h the r e s u l t of 
many a day's and n i g h t ' s pleasant r e a d i n g , t o ' 
t r y and wh i l e away a few w i n t e r evenings f o r my 
hearers. 5 

This statement may indeed be considered Thackeray's credo 
when he deals w i t h h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l s . His major concern 
i s t o d e p i c t f o r us the l i f e of previous ages; however, i n 
these l e c t u r e s as w e l l as i n the novels, he d i s p l a y s a f a r 
gre a t e r i n t e r e s t i n the aspects of l i f e t h a t are s i m i l a r i n 
every age. As p r e v i o u s l y s t a t e d , i t i s always the aspects of 
man's being which most i n t e r e s t Thackeray, and i t i s t h i s sense 
of the c o n t i n u i t y of past and present, t h a t separates Mm from 
many of h i s contemporaries. And i t i s remarkable t h a t w hile 
he can give us s t a r k l y r e a l i s t i c d e s c r i p t i o n s of l i f e i n the 
past, i t i s o f t e n the u n i v e r s a l i t y of the c o n d i t i o n s which he 
d e p i c t s t h a t a r r e s t s our a t t e n t i o n . The f o l l o w i n g passage 
provides us w i t h an example of h i s a b i l i t y t o show us a scene 
from the past and yet r e l a t e i t t o u n i v e r s a l human experience: 

As one views Europe through contemporary books 
of t r a v e l , i n the e a r l y p a r t of the l a s t century, 
the landscape i s a w f u l — w r e t c h e d wastes, beggarly 
and plundered; half-burned cottages and t r e m b l i n g 
peasants g a t h e r i n g piteous h a r v e s t s ; gangs of such 
tramping along w i t h bayonets behind them, and cor
p o r a l s w i t h canes and c a t s - o f - n i n e - t a i l s " t o f l o g 
them t o barracks. By these passes my Lord's g i l t 
c a r r i a g e f l o u n d e r i n g through the r u t s , as he 
swears a t the p o s t i l l i o n s , and t o i l s on t o the 
Residenz. Hard by, but away from the noise and 
bra w l i n g of the c i t i z e n s and buyers, i s W i l l i e I m s l u s t , 
or Ludwigsruhe, or Monbijouc or V e r s a i l l e s — i t 
s c a r c e l y matters which,—near t o the c i t y , shut 
out by woods from the beggared country, the enor
mous, hideous, g i l d e d , monstrous marble palace, 
where the Prince i s , and the Court, and t h e ' t r i m 
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gardens, and huge f o u n t a i n s , and the f o r e s t where 
the ragged peasants are beating the game i n ( i t 
I s death t o them t o touch a f e a t h e r ) ; and the j o l l y 
hunt sweeps by w i t h i t s uniform of crimson and g o l d ; 
and the Prince g a l l o p s ahead p u f f i n g h i s Royal horn; 
and h i s l o r d s and mistresses r i d e a f t e r him; and the 
stag i s p u l l e d down; and the grand huntsman gives 
the k n i f e i n the midst of a chorus of bugles; and 
' t i s time the Court go home t o din n e r ; and our 
noble t r a v e l l e r ... sees the procession through the 
t r i m avenues of the wood, and hastens t o the i n n , ant 
sends h i s noble name t o the marshal of the Court....' 

The tone of t h i s passage i n d i c a t e s how f a r removed Thackeray's 
i r o n i c d e s c r i p t i o n is' from the in d i g n a n t wrath^ of Dickens's^caatl-
g a t i o n of s o c i a l e v i l s . The repeated "and - and - and -" brin g s 
the passage t o an i r o n i c crescendo which i s f a r more e f f e c t i v e 
than a tone of moral i n d i g n a t i o n . And y e t , t h i s i s no plea 
f o r contemporary reform, but a d e s c r i p t i o n o f the s o c i a l ' i n 
j u s t i c e s of the previous century. The author i s warning h i s 
audience t h a t they should,.not look back on t h a t era w i t h nos
t a l g i a alone, f o r savagery and b i t t e r oppression go hand i n 
hand w i t h i t s elegant l i f e and manners, but he i s a t the same 
time d e s c r i b i n g the ageless c o n t r a s t between r i c h and poor. 
I n the remainder of the paragraph, he gives-us a charming 
p i c t u r e of the Court, and then concludes: 

But round a l l t h a t Royal splendor l i e s a 
n a t i o n enslaved and r u i n e d : there are people 
robbed of t h e i r r i g h t s — c o m m u n i t i e s l a i d .waste— 
f a i t h , j u s t i c e , commerce trampled upon, and 
w e l l - n i g h d e s t r o y e d — n a y , i n the very center of 
Royalty i t s e l f , what h o r r i b l e s t a i n s and mean
ness, crime and shame.' I t i s but t o a s i l l y 
h a r l o t t h a t some of the noblest gentlemen, and 
some of the proudest women i n the w o r l d , are 
bowing down; i t i s the p r i c e of a miserable province 
t h a t the King t i e s i n diamonds around h i s mis
t r e s s ' s white neck. I n the f i r s t h a l f of the 
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l a s t century, I say, t h i s i s going on a l l Europe 
over. Saxony i s a "waste as w e l l as Picardy 02?/ 
A r t o i s ; and V e r s a i l l e s i s only l a r g e r and not 
worse than Herrenhausen. ^ 

This statement give us an e x c e l l e n t conception of Thackeray's 
v i s i o n of h i s t o r i c a l p e r s p e c t i v e . As V e r s a i l l e s i s only l a r g e r 
and not worse than Herrenhausen, so Napoleon i s only a mani
p u l a t o r of I j f e on a l a r g e r scale than Becky Sharp. V a n i t i e s 
may be more grandiose i n some men than i n o t h e r s , but the'same 
moti v a t i o n s l i e behind a l l of them. Although the e x t e r n a l 
aspects of one era may d i f f e r from those of another, the f a c t o r s 
which Thackeray f i n d s t o be common i n every age demonstrate t o 
him the c o n t i n u i t y of h i s t o r y . This concept i s e s s e n t i a l l y 
what I r e f e r t o as h i s panoramic v i s i o n . Although Thackeray's 
conception of l i f e u t i m a t e l y amounts t o a sweeping v i s i o n of 
human h i s t o r y , i t i s l i m i t e d i n t h a t he believes every age, and 
every s t o r y , t o be only a v a r i a t i o n on the same p a t t e r n , and 
not a d i s t i n c t e n t i t y . I n a d d i t i o n -to t h i s , h i s .approach t o 
psychology and human nature i s e s s e n t i a l l y t h a t of the ei g h t e e n t h 
century; Thackeray b e l i e v e s t h a t man i s motivated by a r e l a t i v e l y 
small number of basic needs and d e s i r e s , which have been the 
same throughout h i s t o r y . Consequently, we f i n d t h a t he repeats 
many of the same themes i n b i s novels again and again. As 
David C e c i l says: 

Only once d i d he p a i n t openly a panorama of 
human l i f e and c a l l i t V a n i t y F a i r . But they are 
a l l r e a l l y about V a n i t y F a i r ; V a n i t y F a i r as seen 
i n the l i f e of a young man. V a n i t y F a i r as seen 
i n the l i f e o f a f a m i l y . V a n i t y F ^ i r as seen e t e r n a l l y 
the same I n the l i f e of the p a s t . 1 0 



To Thackeray, the previous century, and indeed the e n t i r e 
past, was not so d i f f e r e n t from h i s own, however much .appearances 
and manners may have changed. Unlike many of h i s contemporaries, 
he believes i n the i m m u t a b i l i t y of human nature, and t h a t the 
vices and f o l l i e s of every age are much a l i k e . Indeed,' f o r 
Thackeray, the eig h t e e n t h century represents a l l of h i s t o r y , 
i n t h a t he sees t h a t age and h i s own as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e of 
the vast V a n i t y F a i r of human experience. 

I t w i l l be the purpose of t h i s t h e s i s t o d e f i n e and explore 
t h i s a t t i t u d e , as i t a f f e c t s h i s novels and as i t d i f f e r e n t i a t e s 
h i s ideas and opinions from those of other V i c t o r i a n s . I w i l l 
d e a l p r i m a r i l y w i t h the f i v e major novels: Henry Esmond, The 
V i r g i n i a n s , V a n i t y Fa i r , Pendennis, and The New comes. I s e l e c t 
these works because i t i s i n them t h a t Thackeray most obviously 
and a r t i s t i c a l l y • d i s p l a y s h i s pe c u l i a r ' philosophy of h i s t o r y ; 
P h i l i p , a n d Lovel tbe Widower are o n l y d u l l r e p e t i t i o n s of what 
he had already done. I Include Barry Lindon because i t i s h i s 
e a r l i e s t important " h i s t o r i c a l " novel, and because i t contains 
s e v e r a l important i n d i c a t i o n s of the author's philosophy of 
h i s t o r y . Much of the m a t e r i a l i n the f i n a l chapter w i l l be 
comprised of a comparison of Thackeray's a t t i t u d e s and i n t e r e s t s 
w i t h some of the major V i c t o r i a n ideas discussed by Walter 
Houghton i n The V i c t o r i a n Frame of Mind. 
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Chapter I 

THE APPROACH TO THE PAST 

Barry Lindon i s the e a r l i e s t of Thackeray's important 

h i s t o r i c a l novels, and, according t o Charles Whibley^ stands . 

as one of h i s firmest l i t e r a r y achievements. This novel, 

published p e r i o d i c a l l y i n Frazers from A p r i l t o September 

of 1843, went almost unnoticed i n England, and^except for' 

a p i r a t e d American e d i t i o n , was not re-issued u n t i l 1856. 

I n t h i s work, as i n many o f h i s other novels,, Thackeray 

a v a i l s h i m s e l f o f a mask; the s t o r y p u r p o r t s t o be the 
c 

memoirs o f an I r i s h rogue, v j r i t t e n d u r i n g h i s imprisonment. 

The i r o n i c e f f e c t o f the novel i s l a r g e l y Indebted t o t h i s 

device, f o r Thackeray allows Barry t o damn hi m s e l f through 

h i s repeated s e l f - j u s t i f i c a t i o n s . Thackeray maintains a 

sure grasp on the character through most of the s t o r y ; 

Barry i s sublimely unconscious o f h i s own hypocrisy, con

t r a d i c t i n g h i m s e l f u n b l u s h i n g l y as the mood takes him. 

At the beginning, he boasts o f h i s descent from the ancient 

I r i s h kings (many of Thackeray's Hibernian characters have 
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t h i s tendency); he t e l l s us t h a t he would .claim t h i s de

scent, "... but t h a t there a.re so many s i l l y pretenders 

t o t h a t d i s t i n c t i o n who bear i t and render it,common." 1 

Nevertheless, a f t e r h i s marriage t o Countess Lyndon, he 

embosses the Royal I r i s h arms on t h e i r c a r r i a g e over her 

coronet. I n d e p i c t i n g Barry' eagerness t o e s t a b l i s h h i s 

claim t o a noble l i n e a g e , Thackeray shows us the character's 

membership i n the u n i v e r s a l brotherhood of Snobs. 

One of the gr e a t e s t m e r i t s o f h i s n a r r a t i v e i s . the 

frequency and f l u e n c y w i t h which Barry s l i p s from a z e s t f u l 

account of h i s roguery t o a sanctimonious defense o f h i s 

ac t i o n s . Thackeray, who was consummately f a m i l i a r w i t h 

many o f the forms o f human weakness, gives us one o f the 

f i n e s t p o r t r a i t s i n E n g l i s h l i t e r a t u r e o f a v i l l a i n who 

wishes t o appear w e l l i n the eyes o f the world. I n t h i s 

character he manages t o p o r t r a y f o r us an e t e r n a l type as 

w e l l as a convincing i n d i v i d u a l . Barry's v i c e s e x i s t , as 

he e x i s t s i n every age, f o r hypocrisy, heartlessness, and 

avarice are e t e r n a l , though they take d i f f e r e n t forms as 

the f a s h i o n o f the world changes. s . , 

This novel i s as i n t e r e s t i n g f o r i t s b r i l l i a n t 

d e s c r i p t i o n s o f eighteenth-century l i f e as i t i s f o r the 

main n a r r a t i v e . As the s t o r y progresses, we are shown the 

sciualor o f Dublin and the absurd p r e t e n t i o n s of the I r i s h 
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upper classes, the b r u t a l i t y of l i f e i n both the B r i t i s h 

and Prussian armies d u r i n g the Seven Years' War, l i f e i n 

Frederick the Great's Prussia, court l i f e on the Continent 

and i n England, and f i n a l l y the l a s t days of a broken-

s p i r i t e d wretch i n the Flee t Prison. This panoramic v i s t a 

of l i f e r e f l e c t s both Thackeray's i n t e r e s t i n the v a r i e t y 

of human a f f a i r s and h i s knowledge o f the eighteenth century. 

I n several passages, Thackeray t e l l s us, through h i s hero, 

how he believes a n o v e l i s t should approach h i s t o r y . One 

of the best examples occurs i n Barry's d e s c r i p t i o n of what 

a common s o l d i e r sees and experiences i n a b a t t l e : . 

Were these m©moirs not c h a r a c t e r i z e d by 
t r u t h , and d i d I deign t o u t t e r a s i n g l e word 
f o r v/hich my own personal experience d i d not 
give me the f u l l e s t a u t h o r i t y , I might e a s i l y 
make myself the hero o f some strange and 
popular adventures, and, a f t e r the fashio n o f 
n o v e l - w r i t e r s , i n t r o d u c e my reader, t o the 
great characters of t h i s remarkable time. 
These persons ( I mean the romance-writers), 
i f they take a drummer or a dustman f o r a 
hero, somehow they manage t o b r i n g him i n 
contact v/ith the g r e a t e s t l o r d s and most 
n o t o r i o u s personages o f the empire; and I 
warrant me there's not one o f them b u t , i n 
d e s c r i b i n g the b a t t l e o f Minden, v/ould man
age t o b r i n g Prince Ferdinand, and my Lord 
George S a c k v i l l e , and my Lord Granby, i n t o 
presence. I t would have been easy f o r me 
t o have said I v/as present v/hen the orders 
v/ere brought t o Lord. George t o charge v/ith 
the c a v a l r y and f i n i s h the ro u t o f the French
men, and v/hen he refused t o do so, and t h e r e 
by s p o i l e d the great v i c t o r y . But the f a c t 
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is, I v/as tv/o miles o f f from the c a v a l r y when 
h i s Lordship's f a t a l h e s i t a t i o n took place, 
and none of us s o l d i e r s of the l i n e knew of 
what had occurred u n t i l we came t o t a l k about 
the f i g h t over our k e t t l e s i n the evening, 
and repose a f t e r the labours o f a hard-fought 
day.^ 

This statement, of course, i s i r o n i c j i n the f i r s t 

p l a ce, v/e have already become aware of Barry's n o t i o n of 

" t r u t h , " and we also know t h a t one o f h i s gr e a t e s t desires 

i s t o mingle w i t h h i s s u p e r i o r s . However, d i s c o u n t i n g 

the i r o n y , most o f t h i s passage i s t r u t h f u l enough. Of 

course, v/e r e a l i z e t h a t i t i s Thackeray and not Barry who 

sneers at the romance-writers; he c r i t i c i z e s t h e i r im

probable n a r r a t i v e s because they do not conform t o the 

r e a l i t i e s of human h i s t o r y . Now Thackeray does not demand 

a completely o b j e c t i v e and v e r i f i a b l e account i n the h i s 

t o r i c a l n o vel; we have already seen i n the tv/o s e r i e s o f 

l e c t u r e s t h a t he i s q u i t e w i l l i n g t o take l i b e r t i e s w i t h 

f a c t s and events i n order t o make h i s subject more enter

t a i n i n g . I t i s a deeper t r u t h t h a t he demands from the 

n o v e l i s t ; Thackeray seeks i n other novels, and attempts 

i n h i s own, an account o f the most elemental f a c e t s of 

human experience. I n the passage above, he t e l l s us t h a t 

the common s o l d i e r g e n e r a l l y has no e f f e c t upon the great 

decisions v/hich win or lose b a t t l e s ; i n f a c t , he probably 
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has no knowledge o f what i s happening i n any but h i s own 

immediate surroundings. The o r d i n a r y s o l d i e r i s not asked 

f o r advice by h i s o f f i c e r s , and the adventures t h a t he en

counters are not at a l l l i k e those v/e read about i n novels. 

This passage deals s p e c i f i c a l l y w i t h s o l d i e r s and 

war, but l i k e a great many of Thackeray's observations, 

i t may be ap p l i e d t o any number o f analogous s i t u a t i o n s . • 

As the i n d i v i d u a l s o l d i e r has no d i s c e r n i b l e e f f e c t on the 

outcome of a b a t t l e , so the o r d i n a r y man i s unable t o 

g r e a t l y a f f e c t the world around him f o r e i t h e r good or e v i l , 

according t o Thackeray. He sees the i n a b i l i t y o f most men 

t o c o n t r o l even t h e i r ovm d e s t i n i e s as a u n i v e r s a l and 

timeless phenomenon; he views h i s t o r y as a vast and im

personal force v/hich e v e n t u a l l y engulfs even those men 

such as Marlborough or Frederick the Great who have some 

l i m i t e d a b i l i t y t o contend w i t h i t . Thackeray c e r t a i n l y 

b e l i e ves t h a t men appear from time t o time"who a l t e r the 

course of h i s t o r y ; I have j u s t mentioned two o f these v/ho 

appear i n h i s novels. But i t i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f h i s 

panoramic v i s i o n t h a t he discerns the appearance o f a few 

such g i a n t s i n almost every generation; Henry Esmond serves 

under Marlborough, and h i s grandsons are f r i e n d s o f Wash

i n g t o n . This seems t o i n d i c a t e t h a t Thackeray regarded 

the p e r i o d i c appearance o f such men as an h i s t o r i c a l law 



i n i t s e l f . 

I .have s t a t e d above t h a t the author's i n t e n t i o n i n 

t h i s passage i s t o give us a r e a l i s t i c d e s c r i p t i o n of human 

experience. We can accept the observations t h a t Barry makes 

about the r e a l i t i e s o f war as h i s ovm because they are ex

pressed i n the language we expect from him. However, at 

the end of t h i s s e c t i o n , Thackeray, and not Barry Lindon, 

i s obviously the speaker: 

Such knaves and r u f f i a n s do men I n war become! 
I t i s w e l l f o r gentlemen t o t a l k of the age 
of c h i v a l r y ; but remember the s t a r v i n g brutes 
v/hom they had--men nursed i n poverty, e n t i r e l y 
i g n o r a n t , made t o take a p r i d e i n deeds of 
blood--men v̂ ho can have no amusement but i n 
drunkenness, debauch, and plunder. I t i s 
w i t h these shocking instruments t h a t your 
great w a r r i o r s and kings have been doing t h e i r 
murderous work i n the world; and w h i l e , f o r 
instance, we are at the present moment ad
m i r i n g the "Great Frederick", as we c a l l him, 
and h i s philosopny, and h i s l i b e r a l i t y , and 
h i s m i l i t a r y genius, I , v/ho have served him, 
and been, as i t were, behind the scenes o f 
which t h a t great spectacle i s composed', can 
only look at i t w i t h h o r r o r . What a number 
of items o f human crime, misery, s l a v e r y , go 
t o form t h a t sum-total of glory.' I can r e 
c o l l e c t a c e r t a i n day, about three weeks a f t e r 
the b a t t l e o f Minden, and a farmhouse i n 
which some of us entered; and hov/ the o l d 
v/oman and her daughters served us, t r e m b l i n g , 
t o wine; and hov/ we got drunk over the wine, 
and the house was i n a flame p r e s e n t l y ; and 
woe b e t i d e the wretched f e l l o w afterwards 
who came home t o look f o r h i s house and h i s 
children. 3 
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I t i s the tone of t h i s paragraph which warns us 

t h a t the author i s no longer speaking through h i s hero but 

f o r h i n . Barry Lindon v/ould not employ the words used, or 

have these thoughts, f o r t h a t matter. But i f t h i s r e f l e c t i o n 

i s out of character, i t s t i l l shows us the author's mind 

at work, dramatizing the l i f e o f the past, and p o i n t i n g 

out the elements which are common t o every age. I t i s much 

l i k e the p r e v i o u s l y quoted passage from The Fqur Georges, 

both i n i t s content and i n t e n s i t y . As we see the c o n t r a s t 

of the s p a r k l i n g court' l i f e and the wretched peasantry, so 

Thackeray shov/s us the d i f f e r e n c e between the romantic 

conception and the s t a r k r e a l i t i e s o f war. But the most 

s t r i k i n g aspect o f both paragraphs i s t h a t the scene pre

sented, w i t h minor a l t e r a t i o n s , xzould f i t any age. Change 

the scene from The Four Georges s l i g h t l y and Thackeray could 

be d e s c r i b i n g a hunt on the DuPont estates i n modern Ken

tucky, only miles from a p o v e r t y - s t r i c k e n mining town. Or 

transpose the passage from Barry Lindon t o the Europe o f 

World War I or I I , and we see t h a t savagery and inhumanity 

are i n e v i t a b l e components o f the human c o n d i t i o n . 

Another statement o f Barry's might w e l l apply t o 

the present, or indeed any age. We may have become too sure 

t h a t the c o m p l e x i t i e s o f "our era are a new aspect o f human 
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experience, and t h a t only i n t h i s century have issues hecome 

so entangled t h a t moral and i d e o l o g i c a l questions are n e a r l y 

•insoluble. And y e t , Thackeray shows us Barry Lindon's 

i r o n i c amusement concerning the same s o r t of question: 

I t v/ould r e q u i r e a greater philosopher and 
h i s t o r i a n than I am t o e x p l a i n the causes of 
the famous Seven Years 1 War i n v/hich Europe 
was engaged; and, indeed, i t s o r i g i n has 
always appeared t o me t o be so complicated, 
and the books w r i t t e n about i t so amazingly 
hard t o understand t h a t I have seldom been 
much wiser at the end o f a. chapter than at 
the beginning, and so s h a l l not t r o u b l e my 
reader v/ith any personal d i s q u i s i t i o n s con
cerning the matter. A l l I knoi'/ i s , t h a t 
a f t e r His Majesty's love o f h i s Hanoverian 
dominions had rendered him most unpopular 
i n h i s E n g l i s h kingdom, w i t h Mr. P i t t a t the 
head o f the anti-German v/ar p a r t y , a l l of a 
sudden, Mr. P i t t becoming M i n i s t e r , the r e s t 
o f the Empire applauded the v/ar as much as 
they had hated i t before. The v i c t o r i e s o f 
Dettingen and Crefeld. were i n everybody's 
mouths, and "the Prot e s t a n t hero" as we used 
t o c a l l the godless o l d Frederick o f Prussia, 
was adored by us as a s a i n t , a very short 
time a f t e r v/e had been about t o make v/ar ag
a i n s t him i n a l l i a n c e v/ith the Empress-queen. 
Nov/, somehow, v/e v/ere on Frederick's side; 
the Empress, the French, the Sv/edes, and the 
Russians, v/ere leagued against us; and I 
remember, v/hen the news of the b a t t l e of 
Lissa came even t o our remote qu a r t e r o f 
I r e l a n d , we considered i t as a triumph f o r 
the cause of Prote s t a n t i s m , and i l l u m i n a t e d 
and b o n f i r e d , and had a sermon at church, and 
kept the Prussian king's b i r t h d a y ; on which 
my uncle would get drunk: as indeed on any 
other occasion. Most o f the low f e l l o w s en
l i s t e d w i t h myself were, of course. Papists 
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(the E n g lish army was f i l l e d v/ith such, out 
of t h a t n e v e r - f a i l i n g country o f o u r s ) , and 
these, f o r s o o t h , v/ere f i g h t i n g the b a t t l e s 
of P rotestantism w i t h Frederick; who v/as be
la b o u r i n g the Pr o t e s t a n t Sv/edes and the Pro
t e s t a n t Saxons, as v/ell as the Russians of 
the Greek Church, and the Papist troops o f 
the Emperor and the King o f France. 

I n t h i s passage, we see t h a t Thackeray had a keen 

conception, as w e l l as a sardonic a p p r e c i a t i o n , of the 

i r o n i e s o f h i s t o r y , a grasp o f the absurd behavior o f mien 

and n a t i o n s . I f one wished t o f i n d a modern instance of 

a change o f n a t i o n a l o p i n i o n such as t h a t i n England toward 

Frederick, he would only need t o survey the a t t i t u d e s o f 

the American newspapers toward Russia before S t a l i n g r a d and 

a f t e r . Indeed,.there are many s i t u a t i o n s i n Barry Lindon 

t h a t have modern p a r a l l e l s ; the account, i n chapters seven 

and e i g h t , of Barry's employment as a spy i n Frederick's 

B e r l i n could, w i t h minor a l t e r a t i o n s , have come out o f any 

contemporary novel d e a l i n g w i t h diplomacy 'and espionage. 

Even h i s r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t the past v/as no golden era 

i n v/hich l i f e was more simple cannot prevent a c e r t a i n 

n o s t a l g i a i n Thackeray. Av/are as he was o f the e v i l s v/hich 

e x i s t e d i n the previous century, Thackeray discerns i n the 

f a s t and c o r r u p t c o u r t l i f e o f the previous era a c e r t a i n 

zest, a f l a i r f o r l i v i n g , t h a t h i s own s t a i d age lacked. 
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Barry's defense of gambling i s i r o n i c , t o be sure; Thackeray 

knew from personal experience the e v i l s o f t h i s sport and 

the moral s t a t u s o f i t s devotees. But he i s nevertheless 

w i s t f u l about the passing o f the great freebooters o f the 

t a b l e : 

I n l a t e r times, a vulgar n a t i o n a l p r e j u d i c e 
has chosen t o cast a s l u r upon the character o f 
men of honour engaged i n the p r o f e s s i o n of p l a y ; 
but I speak of the good o l d days i n Europe, be
f o r e the cowardice o f the French a r i s t o c r a c y 
( i n the shameful Revolution, which served them 
r i g h t ) brought d i s c r e d i t and r u i n upon our 
order. They c r y f i e now upon men engaged i n 
p l a y ; but I should l i k e t o knov; how much more 
honourable t h e i r modes o f l i v e l i h o o d are than 
ours. The broker o f the Exchange v/ho b u l l s and 
bears, and buys and s e l l s , and dabbles w i t h 
l y i n g loans, and trades on State secrets, what 
i s he but a gamester? The merchant v/ho deals 
i n teas and t a l l o w , i s he any b e t t e r ? His 
bales o f d i r t y i n d i g o are h i s d i c e , h i s cards 
come up every year i n s t e a d o f every t e n minutes, 
and the sea i s h i s green t a b l e . You c a l l the 
p r o f e s s i o n o f the law an honourable one, v/here 
a man v / i l l l i e f o r any b i d d e r ; l i e down povert y 
f o r the sake of a fee from wealth, l i e dovm 
r i g h t because wrong i s i n h i s b r i e f , * You c a l l 
a doctor an honourable man, a s w i n d l i n g quack, 
v/ho does not b e l i e v e i n the nostrums which he 
p r e s c r i b e s , and takes your guinea f o r whispering 
i n your ear t h a t i t i s a f i n e morning; and y e t , 
f o r s o o t h , a g a l l a n t man v/ho s i t s him dov/n before 
the baize and challenges a i l comers, h i s money 
against t h e i r s , h i s f o r t u n e against t h e i r s , i s 
p r o s c r i b e d by our modern moral v/orld. I t i s a 
conspiracy o f the middle classes against g e n t l e 
men: i t i s o n l y the shopkeeper cant which i s t o 
go down nowadays. I say t h a t p l a y was an I n 
s t i t u t i o n o f c h i v a l r y : i t has been v/recked. 
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along w i t h other p r i v i l e g e s of men of b i r t h , - 3 

Now t h i s statement,, of course. I s heavy w i t h i r o n y , as 
i s any of Thackeray's b e t t e r passages. I n the f i r s t p l ace, 
we must smile a t Barry's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of ^ c h i v a l r y " ; he 
cheats at cards and dice w i t h the g r e a t e s t abandon, and h i s 
s k i l l w i t h sword and p i s t o l enables him t o get away w i t h i t , 
and insures the payment of those who lose t o him. Also,' 
we r e a l i z e t h a t i t i s rank insolence f o r Barry t o wear the 
a p p e l l a t i o n of "gentleman". And y e t , l e a v i n g Barry's char
a c t e r aside, h i s statements are t r u e enough. We r e a l i z e , 
as Thackeray d i d , t h a t not a l l doctors are quacks and some 
lawyers are men of p r i n c i p l e , but we cannot say t h a t there 
i s no j u s t i c e i n h i s charge. And c e r t a i n l y h i s statement 
regarding brokers and tradesmen i s t r u e enough. This s t a t e 
ment i s not t o be construed as a .wholehearted defense of 
e i t h e r gambling or the dubious class of gentlemen w i t h whom 
Barry associates. I t i s , however, another of Thackeray's 
comments on the nature of human experience. The respec
t a b i l i t y of any p r o f e s s i o n or p u r s u i t i s determined by s o c i e t y , 
and m o r a l i t y r a r e l y has anything t o do w i t h i t s d e c i s i o n s . 
I n Barry's era, the p r o f e s s i o n a l gatnbler i s accorded the 
sa n c t i o n of Society; t o the m i d - V i c t o r i a n s , the merchant 
who buys lowest, s e l l s h i g h e s t , and pays h i s workmen the 
l e a s t f o r the g r e a t e s t amount of work'earns the r i g h t t o 
c a l l h i m s e l f r e s p e ctable. The p o i n t t h a t Thackeray wants 
to make i s t h a t the s o c i e t y of the past century regarded 
many questionable motives, d e s i r e s , and p u r s u i t s as eminently 
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respectable. And so, of course, does ours, and t h a t of every 
age; 

I n Barry Lindon, then, Thackeray draws f o r us a vast 
and i n t r i c a t e p o r t r a i t of eig h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s o c i e t y . We 
are shown the manners and customs of a s o c i e t y q u i t e d i f f e r e n t 
from t h a t o f the V i c t o r i a n era, but we also see many s i m i l a r i t i e s . 
The characters of t h i s novel wear a d i f f e r e n t f a s h i o n , but . t h e i r 
vices and v i r t u e s are those which are common t o a l l of humanity. 
As David C e c i l says, "Thackeray's ( c h a r a c t e r s ) are e q u a l l y a l i v e , 
but they l i v e i n v i r t u e of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s they share. 
Nor are these, as w i t h S c o t t , say, the common c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s • 
of a group. Thackeray i s i n t e r e s t e d not i n the v a r i e t y , but 
i n the species; not i n men but i n man."0 

As p r e v i o u s l y s t a t e d , many c r i t i c s b e l i e v e t h a t Henry 
Esmond i s Thackeray's f i n e s t work of a r t . I f i t i s no t , i t 
i s a t l e a s t the on l y one unmapped by s e p i a l p u b l i c a t i o n ; o f 
Thackeray's long novels, i t i s the on l y one t h a t was published 
whole. Because of t h i s , the novel seems t o be mope concise 
than h i s otheps; the ppose i s less encumbered w i t h the pevepsals 
and long d i g r e s s i o n s t h a t o c c a s i o n a l l y mar Pendennis, The 
Hewcomes, and t o a gpeatep e x t e n t . The V i r g i n i a n s . Thackepay 
was proud of the novel; he considered i t h i s best work. He 
had long planned t o w r i t e a novel about the age of Queen Anne; 
h i s knowledge of the period had been acquired d u r i n g h i s readings 
i n p r e p a r a t i o n f o r the l e c t u r e s , as w e l l as from many hours of 
reading f o r pleasure. And because h i s knowledge i s thorough, 
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the r e s u l t i s convincing; we are able t o accept .Esmond as the 
autobiography of a man of the l a s t century. According t o 
Whibley, he manages t o convey a f e e l i n g of the period w i t h o u t 
any a r t i f i c i a l s t y l e or antique phrasing: 

You w i l l search h i s pages I n v a i n f o r strange 
words or s t r a n g e l y constructed sentences. I t 
i s t r u e t h a t he makes a few concessions t o an ancient 
f a s h i o n o f s p e l l i n g : he w r i t e s Peterborow, f o r 
instanc e , and B r u x e l l e s ; but f o r the r e s t he 
gives a very l i b e r a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n t o arch
aeology. How, then, does he produce the e f f e c t 
of another century? Merely by keeping h i s 
s t y l e at a higher l e v e l than i t u s u a l l y a t t a i n s . 
From beginning t o end he w r i t e s w i t h a r e 
s t r a i n t which you w i l l v a i n l y seek i n Pendennis. 
He has thrown over the s t o r y a v e i l of solemnity, 
through which h i s personages appear f a r away 
l i k e the d i s t a n t shapes of another age. The 
c r i t i c who declared t h a t t h e r e I s no page of 
Esmond but might have been w r i t t e n by a con- ' 
temporary of Queen Anne was m a n i f e s t l y deceived. 
Examine the t e x t narrowly, and you w i l l f i n d 
both words and phrases e s s e n t i a l l y modern. 
Indeed, i t i s the cadence r a t h e r than the 
phrase t h a t i s 'of the e i g h t e e n t h century, and 
Thackeray's ear seldom misled him. I n other 
words, the author of Esmond has reproduced 'the 
e f f e c t , not the a c t u a l language, of the past....' 

Esmond i s u n i f i e d by three converging s u b - p l o t s : the 
Jacobite l o y a l t i e s of the f a m i l y , Henry's love f o r B e a t r i x , 
ahd the q u e s t i o n of Henry :s legitimacy.-. Although we'learn 
the t r u t h about Henry's b i r t h a t the end of the f i r s t volume, 
we c o n t i n u a l l y await h i s chance t o claim h i s t i t l e and the 
Castlewood e s t a t e . Indeed, t h i s i s one of the earmarks of 
Thackeray's s k i l l ; a l e s s e r n o v e l i s t would have seized an 
o p p o r t u n i t y t o k i l l o f f Frank Castlewood so Henry could claim 
h i s t i t l e w i t h a c l e a r conscience. But t h i s i s the way t h i n g s 
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happen i n novels, not i n l i f e , and Thackeray i s f a r too aware 
of r e a l i t y t o f a l l i n t o such an e r r o r . Although he could take 
c e r t a i n l i b e r t i e s w i t h h i s t o r y i n order t o b r i n g the Pretender 
to England, h i s i r o n i c view of l i f e was too s t r o n g t o allow the 
f a l s e l u x u r y of a conventional happy ending i n which v i r t u e reaps 
the g r e a t e s t rewards and e v i l i s i n e v i t a b l y punished. 

Indeed, a l l three of these sub-plots e x h i b i t the d e f t 
touch of Thackeray's i r o n y . The f a c t t h a t the S t u a r t pretenders 
should be so much' more personable than the dour Hanoverians 
i s one of the h i s t o r i c a l o d d i t i e s which always amused him. 
S i m i l a r l y , the spectacle of a man b l i n d l y pursuing a woman 
who i s not worth the e f f o r t appearts t o Thackeray as one of 
the great i r o n i e s of l i f e ; we f i n d t h i s s i t u a t i o n i n many of 
h i s novels. The e f f e c t i s heightened i n Esmond, since Henry 
i s at the same time b l i n d t o Rachel's f e e l i n g f o r hire. This 
i s one of the e t e r n a l s i t u a t i o n s which most i n t e r e s t Thackeray; 
the drama of unrequited l o v e , and o f love f o r an unworthy o b j e c t 
goes on d n t e r m i n a b l y , from g e n e r a t i o n t o generation. This 
game i s not reserved f o r the noble or the wealthy; i t goes on 
i n the market and the k i t c h e n as w e l l . As Dickens believes 
t h a t every • manlhas: had hi s : F l o r a r E i n c h i n g , :.:so> Thackerayobelleves 
that; we.have a l l ^ o f us pursued .our Fotheringay, and made f o o l s of 
ourselves i n the e t e r n a l s t y l e of humanity. 

Indeed, many of the delusions of humanity provide g r i s t 
f o r Thackeray's m i l l . He t e l l s us again and again t h a t many 
Df our desires-are not worth p u r s u i n g , and t h a t the achievement 
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of thera w i l l not make us happy. B e a t r i x Esmond, l i k e Barry 
Lindon, desires s o c i a l p o s i t i o n above a l l e l s e , and i n the 
p u r s u i t of t h i s chimera engages h e r s e l f t o a marquis, whom she 
j i l t s i n f a v o r of an E a r l ; e v e n t u a l l y her quest leads her t o 
become the mistress of the Pretender. This s i t u a t i o n has 
i t s p a r a l l e l i n her own family v, f o r I s a b e l l a , Dowager Countess 
of Castlewood, i s the former mistress of James I , and I t i s 
rumored t h a t James and h i s bro t h e r had q u a r r e l l e d over her. 
Indeed, the Dowager Countess* career c l o s e l y p a r a l l e l s t h a t 
of B e a t r i x ; the old woman b e l i e v e s , as do many of Thackeray's 
e l d e r l y l a d i e s , t h a t her charms have not faded and t h a t she 
s t i l l resembles the p o r t r a i t , done i n her youth, i n ' which she 
i s portrayed as the huntress Diana. I n The V i r g i n i a n s , the 
sequel t o Esmondwe l e a r n t h a t B e a t r i x too keeps a p o r t r a i t 
done i n her youth, although she i s a l l too aware t h a t her beauty 
has faded. There are s i m i l a r i t i e s ; although these women belong 
to d i f f e r e n t generations, t h e i r a t t i t u d e s toward l i f e , t h e i r 
senses of values, and t h e i r conceptions of deportment are the 
same. As I s a b e l l a i s disappointed w i t h t h e - s a t u r i n e Henry, 
who refuses t o get drunk as a gentleman should, so B e a t r i x 
B e r n s t e i n encourages Harry Warrington's i n d i s c r e t i o n s and 
becomes i r r a t e d w i t h h i s b r o t h e r George, whose temperament 
i s ' s i m i l a r t o t h a t of h i s gr a n d f a t h e r . Both of these l a d l e s 7 
respect b i r t h and f o r t u n e ; I s a b e l l a ' s a t t i t u d e toward Henry 
Esmond becomes d e f e r e n t i a l when she l e a r n t h a t l i e has d i s 
covered the secret o f h i s b i r t h , w h i l e old Baroness B e r n s t e i n 
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q u i c k l y withdraws her f a v o r from Harry when she learns t h a t 
George, the e l d e s t son and t r u e h e i r t o the V i r g i n i a e s t a t e s , 
i s a l i v e . 

One of the f a c t o r s t h a t causes the mature novels of 
Thackeray t o appear t o us t o have more u n i t y than those of 
any other n o v e l i s t , i s h i s repeated p o r t r a i t of a wealthy 
and l o n e l y old lady. The Dowager Countess i n Esmond, B e a t r i x 
B e r n s t e i n i n The V i r g i n i a n s , Miss Crawley i n V a n i t y F a i r , ' 
and Lady Kew i n The Hewcomes are a l l v a r i a t i o n s on the same 
theme, and these l a d i e s serve t o i l l u s t r a t e again Thackeray's 
major p h i l o s o p h i c a l idea. Each of these l a d i e s belongs t o 
a d i f f e r e n t age, although Miss Crawley i s not much o l d e r than 
Lady Kew, and the f a c t t h a t these women of d i f f e r e n t eras 
share e s s e n t i a l l y the same t r a i t s of character shows us once -i 
again Thackeray's b e l i e f t h a t c e r t a i n basic ideas and motives 
are encountered every generation. This i s another aspect of 
what I c a l l Thackeray's panoramic view of l i f e . To him, 
s u p e r f i c i a l d i f f e r e n c e s n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g , human l i f e i n every 
age i s characterized by the same triumphs and defeats, the 
same f e a r s and a s p i r a t i o n s . "Vanity F a i r " i s not j u s t the 
world of the Regency, but the e t e r n a l drama of human existence. 
This i s not t o say t h a t a l l h i s novels are the same, f o r 
h i s c h a r a c t e r s , though many' of them are s i m i l a r , are h i g h l y 
i n d i v i d u a l i z e d , and the dramas which they enact vary con
s i d e r a b l y ; nevertheless, the theme of C a n i t y F a i r " runs 
through them a l l , and i t comprises a major p a r t of Thackeray's 
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view of the world. 
Tne opening paragraphs of Esmond c o n t a i n another Important 

i n d i c a t i o n of Thackeray's approach t o h i s t o r y . He t e l l s us 
t h a t the w r i t i n g of h i s t o r y has become encumbered w i t h ceremony, 
t h a t I t deals o n l y w i t h kings "and had no t h i n g t o do w i t h the 
r e g i s t e r i n g of t t e a f f a i r s of the common people." He continues 
i n t h i s v e i n , showing us t h a t even the great Louis XIV was, 
f o r a l l the pomp and ceremony t h a t surrounded him, no more than 
a man t o h i s m i s t r e s s , h i s barber, or h i s surgeon. I n other 
words, i t i s not the f a c t t h a t h i s t o r y deals w i t h the great 
r a t h e r than the common man t h a t i r r i t a t e s Thackeray, but 
r a t h e r t h a t kings and m i n i s t e r s and w a r r i o r s are i d e a l i z e d i n 
the Court Gazette and the newspapers of the e a r l y e i g h t e e n t h 
century. He continues w i t h h i s u n f l a t t e r i n g d e s c r i p t i o n : 

S h a l l we see something of France and England 
besides V e r s a i l l e s and Windsor? I saw Queen 
Anne at the l a t t e r place t e a r i n g down the park 
slopes, a f t e r her stag-hounds, and d r i v i n g her 
one-horse c h a i s e — a h o t , red-faced woman, not 
i n the l e a s t resembling t h a t s tatue of her which 
t u r n s i t s stone back upon St. Paul's, and faces 
the coaches s t r u g g l i n g up Ludgate H i l l . She was 
n e i t h e r b e t t e r bred nor wiser than you and me, 
though we k n e l t t o hand her a l e t t e r or a wash-
hand basin. Why s h a l l H i s t o r y go on k n e e l i n g 
t o the end of time? I am f o r having her r i s e 
up o f f her knees, and take a n a t u r a l p o s t u re: 
not t o be f o r e v e r performing cringes and con
gees l i k e a court-chamberlain, and s h u f f l i n g 
backwards ©ut of doors i n the presence of the 
sovereign. 

This excerpt proceeds a short account of the Castle
wood f a m i l y , who had g i v e n f r e e l y of both t h e i r f o r t u n e s and 
t h e i r l i v e s i n the ser v i c e of the House of S t u a r t . The h i s 
t o r y o f the Castlewood l o y a l t y i s another of Thackeray's 
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i r o n i c s i t u a t i o n s v h i c h are at once p a r t i c u l a r and r e p r e 
s e n t a t i v e of a common human experience; the d e v o t i o n of the 
Esmonds to the S t u a r t cause i s contrasted throughout the 
novel v i t h the many veaknessess of the u n g r a t e f u l monarchs 
they served. Of Charles I I i n e x i l e , Thackeray gives t h i s 
d e s c r i p t i o n : 

What a spectacle I s more august than t h a t of 
a great k i n g i n e x i l e ? Who i s more worthy of 
respect than a brave man i n misfortune? Mr. 
Addison has painted such a f i g u r e I n h i s noble 
piece of "Cato." But suppose f u g i t i v e Cato 
f u d d l i n g h i m s e l f at a t a v e r n v i t h a wench on 
each knee, and a dozen f a i t h f u l and t i p s y com
panions of d e f e a t , and a l a n d l o r d c a l l i n g out 
f o r h i s b i l l ; and the d i g n i t y of. misfortune I s 
i s s t r a i g h t w a y l o s t . The H i s t o r i c a l Muse tu r n s 
away shamefaced from the v u l g a r scene, and 
closes the door--on which the e x i l e ' s unpaid 
d r i n k i s scored up—upon him and h i s pots and 
h i s p i p e r s , and the tavern-chorus which he and 
h i s f r i e n d s are s i n g i n g . Such a man as Charles 
should have had an Ostade or M i e r i s t o p a i n t 
him. "Your K h e l l e r s and LeBruns only d e a l I n ' 
clumsy and impossible a l l e g o r i e s : and i t hath 
always seemed to me blasphemy t o claim Olympus 
f o r such a wine-drabbled d i v i n i t y as that. 9 

Thackeray maintains t h i s a t t i t u d e toward the S t u a r t s through
out the novel; although he gives f u l l c r e d i t t o t h e i r per
sonal charm and t h e i r good i n t e n t i o n s , he thoroughly exposes 
t h e i r i n d e c i s i o n , ungratefulness and i m m o r a l i t y . At one 
p o i n t he.intimates' t h a t h a l f of Marlborough's army would 
have r a l l i e d around James Edward had he the courage t o r i d e 
I n t o t h e i r camp and lead them. Now t h i s statement may be 
less' than accurate; h i s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n of the Pretender 
i s d e c i d e d l y u n f a i r . The S t u a r t s may not have been s t r o n g 
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men, and they c e r b a i n l y had t h e i r share of f a u l t s , but t o 
say t h a t the Pretender threw away h i s g r e a t e s t o p p o r t u n i t y 
i n p u r s u i t of a woman i s t o accuse him of gross s t u p i d i t y . 
Of course, the i n c i d e n t i s f i c t i o n a l , but Thackeray wrote i t 
f o r the same reason t h a t he purposely blackens the .character 
of James Edward, The unswerving l o y a l t y of the Esmond f a m i l y 
i l l u s t r a t e s once again Thackeray fs b e l i e f t h a t men o f t e n 
devote t h e i r l i v e s t o the most unworthy causes. I t i s for' 
t h i s reason t h a t he takes l i b e r t i e s w i t h h i s t o r y i n h i s 
p o r t r a y a l of- the Pretender; had James been shown as a stronger 
and more worthy man, the i r o n y would be less e f f e c t i v e . And 
of course, the i r o n y i n t h i s s i t u a t i o n i s double; not only 
does Henry waste years I n the f r u i t l e s s p u r s u i t of h i s cold 
and w o r l d l y cousin B e a t r i x , but her seduction by the Pretender 
shows him t h a t h i s Jacobite sympathies have been also wasted 
on an unworthy cause. 

Here again we see the nature of Thackeray's v i s i o n . To 
Thackeray, the f a c t t h a t Henry devotes a p a r t of h i s l i f e t o 
h i s passion f o r B e a t r i x e x a c t l y p a r a l l e l s the d e v o t i o n of 
hundreds of men, great and i n s i g n i f i c a n t , t o the S t u a r t cause. 
He shows us t h a t our i n d i v i d u a l v a n i t i e s are o n l y the f o l l i e s 
of n ations on a smaller scale; we f o l l o w and serve our mistress 
f o r reasons as good or bad as we sweat and bleed f o r James 
Edward, or Marlborough, or any leader we choose, and since we 
are human, our l o y a l i t i e s i n each case are apt t o be misguided. 

T h e r e - i s ; r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e . , - t o say...about .The V i r g i n i a n s . 

-30-



f o r most of the m a t e r i a l d e a l i n g w i t h Esmond ap p l i e s t o i t s 
sequel as w e l l . Of Thackeray's f i v e major novels. The V i r 
g i n i a n s d i s p l a y s the most d i s t u r b i n g f l a w s . The author t e l l s 
us t h a t the s t o r y w i l l concern two brothers who fought on 
•opposite sides d u r i n g the American R e v o l u t i o n ; i t i s t h i s 
theme which i s supposed t o u n i f y the novel. Apparently, he 
f o r g o t t h i s design e a r l y i n the composition of the novel, 
f o r the episodes d e a l i n g w i t h the American R e v o l u t i o n occupy 
on l y the l a s t f o u r t h of the second volume. A c t u a l l y , t h i s 
i s two novels, one d e a l i n g w i t h the adventures of Harry 
Warrington i n England, and the other w i t h those of h i s 
b r o t h e r George. As i n Esmond and Barry Lindon, Thackeray 
p a i n t s f o r ,us a l i v e l y and d e l i g h t f u l p o r t r a i t of l i f e i n 
England d u r i n g the e i g h t e e n t h century, and as usual, he 
creates s e v e r a l v i v i d c h a r a c t e r s . I n The V i r g i n i a n s , however, 
h i s i n t r u s i o n s become more freq u e n t and more r e p e t i t i o u s . 
Thackeray always realized__tha.t. the g r e a t e s t _ respect..in_whlch.. 
he was Dickens's i n f e r i o r was the r e l a t i v e l y l i m i t e d f e r t i l i t y 
of h i s own c r e a t i v e i m a g i n a t i o n , and i n t h i s n ovel, he i s 
g e n e r a l l y r e p e a t i n g h i m s e l f . I f the major novels' are read 
i n the order i n which they were w r i t t e n , i t becomes at times 
p a i n f u l l y obvious t h a t Thackeray's d i g r e s s i o n s i n the' l a t e r 
ones o f t e n e x a c t l y repeat statements he has made before. 
Although i t I s broad, Thackeray's conception of l i f e i s not 
deep, so he n a t u r a l l y runs out of o r i g i n a l t h i n g s t o say. 
And one f e e l s t h a t the author was w e l l aware of t h i s d e f i c i e n c y 
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as he wrote the novel; the reader f i n d s h i m s e l f counting 
statements he remembers.that were made i n V a n i t y F a i r , i n 
Pendennis, or i n The Newcomes« 

However, t h i s novel contains some very amusing passages, 
and a t l e a s t one .character which we would be s o r r y t o do 
w i t h o u t . This, of course, i s the Baroness B e r n s t e i n , B e a t r i x 
Esmond as an old woman. Only B e a t r i x , of a l l the old l a d i e s 
mentioned above, i s portrayed f o r us i n both her youth and' 
her d e c l i n e . And i t i s t y p i c a l of Thackeray !s^conception 
of character t h a t he dwells on her e s s e n t i a l l y unchanged i n 
t e l l e c t . The i r o n y i n h e r e n t i n the c o n d i t i o n of a decayed 
beauty i s present, of course, but the Baroness i s never l u d i 
crous as was the Dowager Countess I s a b e l l a . We admire the 
ingenious devices by which she rescues Harry from h i s entangle
ment w i t h Maria, and we h e a r t i l y enjoy her Imperious domination 
of the Castlewood f a m i l y who hope t o i n h e r i t her money. Nor 
do we t h i n k the less of her when, w i t h the appearance of George, 
she loses i n t e r e s t i n Harry, who I s no longer t h e Fortunate 
Youth. This, as Thackeray so o f t e n reminds-us, i s the way 
of the world, and i f we f r e t about i t we waste our time. I t 
i s much, more reasonable t o accept, and t o enjoy what we can. 

These, then, are Thackeray's h i s t o r i c a l novels. We see 
i n them'the extent of h i s panoramic view of l i f e as i t r e l a t e s 
t o the past. I n these works, he deals w i t h the v a n i t i e s of 
the e i g h t e e n t h century, and by extension, of a l l human h i s t o r y . 
I n the next chapter we w i l l d e a l w i t h t h i s concept of l i f e as 
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i t r elates, to h i s own era. Most V i c t o r i a n s considered t h e i r 
age to be e s s e n t i a l l y d i f f e r e n t frora those t h a t had preceeded 
i t ; they believed i t t o be an era I n which outdated t r a d i t i o n s 
were being-broken w i t h the dawn of a g l o r i o u s new chapter of 
human h i s t o r y . As we s h a l l p r e s e n t l y d i s c o v e r , Thackeray 
could not accept t h i s b e l i e f . 
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Chapter I I 

THE CONTEMPORARY NOVELS: 
THE CONTINUUM OF PAST AND PRESENT 

A l l of the novels t h a t we will.'.consider i n t h i s chapter 
have a nineteenth-century s e t t i n g ; the a c t i o n of V a n i t y F a i r 
takes place d u r i n g the Regency, while Pendennis and The Newcomes 
deal w i t h the middle and e a r l y V i c t o r i a n p e r i o d . But s e t t i n g 
i s not the only f a c t o r t h a t d i f f e r e n t i a t e s them from; the h i s 
t o r i c a l novels discussed above. I n these works, Thackeray's 
n a r r a t i v e manner a l t e r s conspicuously. Two of the p r e v i o u s l y 
considered works are w r i t t e n i n the a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l s t y l e , 
and i n a l l t h r e e , the author's i n t e r e s t i n r e c r e a t i n g f o r us 
the l i f e of the previous century dominates much of h i s n a r r a t i v e . 
Of the works t o be considered below, not one takes the form 
of autobiography (although i n The Newcomes, the author employs 
a n a r r a t o r ) , and the s o c i e t y which he describes, except f o r 
t h a t of V a n i t y F a i r , i s t h a t i n which h i s audience l i v e d . 
And i n the case of V a n i t y F a i r , i t i s necessary, t o note t h a t 
w h i l e the s t a i d m i d - V i c t o r i a n s disappro'ved of many aspects 
of the Regency s o c i e t y which Thackeray d e p i c t s , the period 
i s c e r t a i n l y not so remote from the experience of h i s readers 
as the age of Anne or the f i r s t two Georges. Many of h i s 
readers remembered the p e r i o d , and the occurrance of char-

-35-



acters such as Lord Steyne, Major Pendennis, and Dickens's 
Mr. 'Turveydrop.in m i d - V i c t o r i a n f i c t i o n i s ample evidence t h a t 
the Regency dandy was s t i l l t o be encountered I n London. Also, 
many of the characters of V a n l t y F a i r such as Rawdon Crawley 
and George Osborne are recognisably Regency types, but most of 
them, i n Thackeray's usual manner, are portrayed i n terms 
of the t r a i t s which are common t o a l l humanity r a t h e r than 
those which d i f f e r e n t i a t e them from people of other ages. 

V a n i t y F a i r was Thackeray's f i r s t major success i n the 
a r t of f i c t i o n , as w e l l as h i s f i r s t s u ccessful departure from 
the conventions t h a t had governed f i c t i o n . In- t h i s novel, 
there i s no s i n g l e character w i t h whom we can completely 
sympathize; we are not supposed t o survey the s t o r y through 
the eyes of Amelia, or Becky, or any of the others. I t i s 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of Thackeray's view of l i f e t h a t even the 
"good" characters have serious weaknessess, f o r he i n e v i t a b l y 
attempts t o d e p i c t the..-truth of human nature,, and he knows 
tha vt even the best of men has f a u l t s . The subject of t h i s 
novel i s not one character, or a group of characters, but 
s o c i e t y . As David C e c i l says, i n t h i s novel " . . . t h a t panorama 
of l i f e which i s the subject of a l l Thackeray's books i s 
openly the s u b j e c t ; here, w r i t i n g about V a n i t y F a i r , he c a l l s 
h i s book V a n i t y F a i r . And i t i s the s a l i e n t f a c t about 
V a n i t y F a i r , i n Thackeray's view, t h a t i t admits no heroeso 
To be he r o i c i s t o dominate circumstance; i n the V a n i t y F a i r 
of Thackeray's i m a g i n a t i o n , everyone i s the slave of circumstance 
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I t i s also i n t h i s novel t h a t Thackeray evolved h i s 
manner of r e l a t i n g the s t o r y , t h a t q u i e t , h a l f - s a r d o n i c 
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l s t y l e w i t h which he t e l l s us about the events, 
comments on them, and then d i r e c t s our a t t e n t i o n elsewhere. 
As p r e v i o u s l y s t a t e d , he learned the value of a u t h o r i a l 
commentary from F i e l d i n g . But F i e l d i n g r e l e g a t e s h i s remarks 
t o s p e c i f i c sections of h i s books, and confines h i m s e l f t o 
n a r r a t i o n of h i s s t o r y i n the other p a r t s . The method o f ' 
i n t r u d i n g whenever he f e e l s i t necessary t o p o i n t out a 
moral or an i r o n i c circumstance, or t o d i r e c t our a t t e n t i o n 
from one place t o another, i s Thackeray's.own i n n o v a t i o n . 
And one of the major reasons t h a t he adopts t h i s s t y l e I s 
t h a t he sees l i f e as, a whole r a t h e r than as a s e r i e s of 
loosely-connected segments. Thackeray cannot confine h i m s e l f 
to t e l l i n g us about the l i f e of Becky Sharp or Amelia Sedley; 
he must r e l a t e the separate fragments t o each other because 
he cannot h e l p seeing them a l l as a p a r t of the same design. 
This i s ^ one of the reasons, as Geoffrey T i l l o t s o n p o i n t s out, 
t h a t characters and f a m i l i e s t h a t appear i n one Thackeray 
novel o f t e n reappear i n another: 

...he was a t pains t o l i n k h i s novels by the 
consanguinity of the personages. The author of 
Joseph Andrews had invented a new member of the 
f a m i l y invented by Richardson, but Thackeray, l i k e 
Balzac and t o a le s s e r degree D i s r a e l i , promoted 
such transferences I n t o a p r a c t i c e . His novels 
hang together l i k e a dynasty. I f , u n l i k e Balzac 
and TroHope, he d i d not group them, or some of 
them, under one name, i t was not f o r l a c k of 
choice. Esmond—to -neglect chronology of compo
s i t i o n , as we do i n arranging the".line of Shakespeare's 

-37-



h i s t o r y p l a y s — l e a d s on t o The V i r g i n i a n s . Arthur 
Pendennis, who i s the center of The H i s t o r y of 
Pendennis, I s the supposed e d i t o r of the m a t e r i a l s 
t h a t make Tlie Hew comes, and w i t h h i s f a m i l y 
p a r t i c i p a t e s i n the a c t i o n of both. And though 
at the close c f The Kewcomes we are i n v i t e d 
to see him 'disappear...as I r r e v o c a b l y as E u r y d i c e , ! 

he r e t u r n s t o share and record the adventures 
of P h i l i p . Lady Kew, important I n Tne Newcomes, 
Is the s i s t e r of Lord Sbeyne, who i s important 
l n V a n i t y F a i r , reappears i n Pendennis as the 
f r i e n d of Major Pendennis, and i s mentioned i n 
The Kewcomes and P h i l i p . By means of The Hewcomes 
we l e a r n the l a t e r h i s t o r y of some of the per
sonages of V a n i t y F a i r . The l i n k s between novel 
and novel are sometimes so f i n e as t o declare 
themselves as placed d e l i b e r a t e l y . Even i n 
Lovel the Widower the Rev. Charles Honeyman and 
the dubious She r r i c k , prominent i n The Hewcomes, 
get a passing r e f e r e n c e . And though the two 
great, novels f a l l i n t o two main groups, those 
groups themselves are not wi t h o u t t h e i r f a m i l y 
i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n . Tne Warrington of Pendennis 
and The Hewcomes i s a descendent of the 
f a m i l y i n t o which the daughter of Henry 
Esmond marries....2 

This u n i t y i s p r e c i s e l y what I mean when I r e f e r t o 
Thackeray's panoramic view of l i f e . To him, the. saga of 
human h i s t o r y i s a vast and va r i e d pageant i n which the one 
constant f a c t o r i s human nature. Although the customs and 
manners of the past amuse him enough t o i n s p i r e h i s r e c r e a t i n g 
of e i g h t e e n t h - c e n t u r y s o c i e t y i n h i s h i s t o r i c a l novels, he 
p r e f e r s t o d e a l w i t h the u n i v e r s a l , t h a t i s , w i t h the human 
ambitions and a b s u r d i t i e s t h a t do not change. His f i c t i o n 
demonstrates q u i t e thoroughly t h a t Thackeray does not b e l i e v e ' 
i n moral progress, which i n t u r n I n d i c a t e s t h a t he bel i e v e s 
n e i t h e r man nor s o c i e t y i s p e r f e c t a b l e . At times i n h i s novels 
he i n a d v e r t e n t l y shows us t h a t he would l i k e t o b e l i e v e i t , 
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but h i s i r o n i c v i s i o n prevents hin?. However, only i n V a n i t y 
F a i r and i n Esmond di d h i s i r o n i c v i s i o n keep h i s more sen
t i m e n t a l tendency i n check. 

I do not know of any novel which lays bare human weakness, 
v i c e , and f o l l y as s k i l l f u l l y or as s u c c e s s f u l l y as V a n i t y 
F a i r . And yet Thackeray never allows h i s i r o n y t o become 
completely c y n i c a l or misanthropic. He shows us t h a t people 
can be very s t u p i d , very f o o l i s h , or very wicked, but he 
does not f o r a moment b e l i e v e t h a t a l l men are, so. His 
" g o o d c h a r a c t e r s i n v a r i a b l y d i s p l a y dubious q u a l i t i e s , w h i l e 
h i s "bad" ones g e n e r a l l y d i s p l a y some f a v o r a b l e t r a i t which 
enables us t o view them as not t o t a l l y e v i l . Thackeray's 
cha r a c t e r s , u n l i k e those of Dickens, are never e i t h e r w h o l l y 
good or e v i l , and i t i s p r e c i s e l y t h i s ambivalence of character 
which makes them l i v e f o r us. 

Thackeray's treatment of Amelia saves her from the angelic 
i n s i p i d n e s s - of- the conventional V i c t o r i a n woman-. •- Although -
she d i s p l a y s a l l the goodness, h u m i l i t y and s e l f - s a c r i f i c e 
r equired of the stock n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y heroine, Thackeray 
both shows and t e l l s us t h a t she i s also a s e l f i s h l i t t l e f o o l 
whose v i r t u e s may be p e r f e c t l y admirable i n f i c t i o n but are 
a c t u a l l y serious weaknesses i n l i f e . We.are q u i t e aware t h a t 
her devoted enshrinement of her dead husband i s wasted on a 
worthless cad, and we wonder how she f o r g o t George's obvious 
and repeated a t t e n t i o n s t o Becky d u r i n g t h e i r b r i e f l i f e t o 
gether. I t i s also obvious t h a t her worship of her son o n l y 
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s p o i l s him, and we are sure t h a t young.Rawdon Crawley i s a 
much more l i k e a b l e c h i l d than i s young' George Osborne. Ve 
also view her t a k i n g Dobbin f o r granted as evidence of her 
s e l f i s h n e s s . Indeed, the o n l y female character i n the novel 
who seems t o conform t o the stereotype of a V i c t o r i a n woman 
i s Lady Jane, of whom we do not see enough!to be able t o judge. 
I n these c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s , we f i n d Thackeray developing two 
of the themes we have remarked i n the novels p r e v i o u s l y d i s -
cussed: t h a t the nature of man i s n e i t h e r good-nor e v i l , b u t 5 

r a t h e r ambivalent, and t h a t both'man and s o c i e t y are e s s e n t i a l l y 
unchanging i n the most fundamental q u a l i t i e s . 

Of the male characters, Dobbin comes c l o s e s t t o being 
almost t o t a l l y good, and i t i s no moral f l a w t h a t causes us 
t o see him as something less than h e r o i c . But i f domination 
of circumstance i s the y a r d s t i c k by which we measure h e r o i c 
q u a l i t i e s , we f i n d t h a t Dobbin, l i k e the r e s t of the characters, 
i s dominated,- His tender h e a r t can only be a fla w i n V a n i t y 
F a i r , and ŵ  r a t h e r t i r e of h i s p a t i e n t d e v o t i o n t o Amelia. 
His g r e a t e s t moment comes when he renounces" Amelia and leaves 
Pumpernickel, and I suspect t h a t we are r a t h e r disappointed 
when he' comes h u r r y i n g back. -And even here, Thackeray remains 
t r u e t o h i s concept o f V a n i t y F a i r ; he t e l l s us -that Dobbin 
w i l l have no i l l u s i o n s as t o the unmitigated m e r i t s of Amelia 
once he has won her. • ' 

The m o r a l l y questionable characters of V a n i t y F a i r 
receive the same s o r t of t r e a t m e n t , . w i t h the s i n g l e exception 
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of Lord Steyne. Indeed, t h i s character comes close t o being 
a serious flaw i n the novel. I b e l i e v e t h a t Charles Whibley's 
a n a l y s i s of the character i s q u i t e j u s t i f i e d : 

A man i s always more e f f e c t i v e than a monster, 
.and Steyne's mo n s t r o s i t y i s p a l l i a t e d by v e r y few 
touches of humanity. He i s too much an a f f a i r of 
buckteeth and bushy whiskers. A scowl too o f t e n 
"gathers over h i s heavy brow." His jaw i s so 
infamously underhung t h a t you are suprised h i s 
f r i e n d s do not send f o r the p o l i c e at h i s f i r s t 
a p p a r i t i o n . Yet he i s represented as the f r i e n d 
of "the most august personages,'/ and as the d a r i n g 
r i v a l of Mr. Fox at hazard. His moral ^aspect is-
f a r worse even than h i s p h y s i c a l . I t i s h i s 
pleasant pastime t o b u l l y women and c h i l d r e n . 
For i n s t a n c e , he h e a r t i l y d i s l i k e d Becky's boy. 
"When they met by mischance he made s a r c a s t i c 
bows or remarks t o the c h i l d , or .glared at him 
w i t h savage-looking eyes." Here, indeed, we 
are at close q u a r t e r s w i t h the ogre of the f a i r y -
s t o r y , and w i t h the best i n t e n t i o n s i n the wo^ld 
we can no longer put f a i t h i n my Lord Steyne.^ 

However, the v e r a c i t y of the character i s less important 
f o r our purposes than the theme of d e c l i n e and corruptIon~among 
the a r i s t o c r a c y which he represents. Of the characters we_ 
meet i n V a n i t y F a i r , Steyne i s . b y f a r the most po w e r f u l and 
the n o b l e s t , but h i s l i n e i s t a i n t e d by i n f e r t i l i t y and here
d i t a r y i n s a n i t y . This character, who stands at the v e r y 
head of the s o c i a l scale of V a n i t y F a i r , whose p o s i t i o n i n the 
government gives him vast power, appears t o us as the very 
embodiment of a l l t h a t i s c o r r u p t . I n some ways, Steyne r e 
minds us of Dickens's S i r L e i c e s t e r Dedlock, who also sym
b o l i z e s both-the enfeeblement of the a r i s t o c r a c y and c o r r u p t i o n 
i n government. However, i n S i r L e i c e s t e r , we are shown some 
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of the strengths of the olass as w e l l ; Steyne I s a creature 
whose e v i l i s unmitigated by any f a c t o r . I n Steyne, Thackeray 
also p o r t r a y s f o r us the l e v e l i n g power of h i s t o r y , f o r i n 
t h i s man, whose f a m i l y has c a r r i e d the t r a d i t i o n s and r e 
s p o n s i b i l i t i e s of I t s class f o r countless generations, we 
see t h a t the sins and weaknesses of h i s ancestors have come 
home t o r o o s t . Another example of Thackerayan i r o n y - i s 
evident here; t h a t which was once great has been f a t a l l y _ 
weakened through the ages t o the p o i n t t h a t the man who 
represents the best t h a t V a n i t y P a i r has t o o f f e r appears t o 
us as the l e a s t enviable of men. Here, on a l a r g e r s cale, 
the author shows us the s o r t of c y c l i c p r o g r e s s i o n which 
he demonstrates i n the careers of Becky and Amelia; t o Thackeray, 
the cycles of growth and d e t e r i o r a t i o n , of r i s e and f a l l , 
may encompass months, years, or generations. I n the cases 
of i n d i v i d u a l s , f a m i l i e s , or s o c i e t i e s , the process i s much 
the same; change occurs, .but the fundamental desires and 
m o t i v a t i o n s of men a l t e r as l i t t l e as the goals which each 
succeeding s o c i a l order sanctions. The development of t h i s 
world-view r e s u l t s from Thackeray's somewhat f a t a l i s t i c h i s 
t o r i c a l philosophy; h i s f r e q u e n t references t o E c c l e s i a s t e s 
i l l u s t r a t e h i s b e l i e f that- change:.is o n l y s u p e r f i c i a l and 
t h a t the endless r e p e t i t i o n of the cycles of h i s t o r y c o n s t i t u t e s 
the u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y . I n the careers of h i s heriones as i n 
the gradual d o w n f a l l of the house of Gaunt, he t e l l s us t h a t 
a l l i s indeed v a n i t y , and demonstrates t h a t t i m e — h i s t o r y — 
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I s one of the g r e a t e s t f o r c e s t o which man must answer. 
At one point' i n the novel, i n Brussels before Waterloo, 

h i s t o r y and f i c t i o n converge; h i s f i c t i o n a l characters take 
p a r t i n a major h i s t o r i c a l event. Yet Thackeray does not a v a i l 
h i m s e l f of the o p p o r t u n i t y t o describe t h i s event, which was 
one of the most .important of the nin e t e e n t h century. This i s 
not due t o any i n a b i l i t y on h i s p a r t t o describe m i l i t a r y 
encounters, f o r i n Barry Lindon, Esmond, and The Virginian's we 
are g i v e n s e v e r a l e x c e l l e n t d e s c r i p t i o n s of b a t t l e s . Rather, 
he abstains from such a n a r r a t i v e because he p r e f e r s t o show 
us how a great h i s t o r i c a l event w i l l a f f e c t i n d i v i d u a l s only 
p e r i p h e r a l l y connected w i t h i t . Napoleon's escape from Elba 
had already ruined" Amelia's f a t h e r , and i n the chapters t h a t 
take place before and d u r i n g the b a t t l e Thackeray draws an 
I r o n i c p a r a l l e l between what happens i n the c i t y and on the 
f i e l d . The b a l l which proceeds the b a t t l e i s i n i t s e l f an 
i r o n i c commentary, f o r wh i l e the E n g l i s h . o f f l e e r s and.ladies 
p l a y t h e i r absurd l i t t l e games of snobbery and conquest. 
Napoleon's columns are marching west, t o encounter and de a l 
out death and d e s t r u c t i o n . Becky's domination over Amelia 
at t h e . b a l l may i n i t s e i f be regarded as a mock-heroic 
v i c t o r y , and, as such, an i r o n i c comment on the great events 
which are pr e p a r i n g . 

I n t h i s sequence of chapters we l e a r n n o t h i n g e s s e n t i a l l y 
new about the characters; the cowardice of Jos Sedley does 
not s u r p r i s e us, nor does Amelia's weakness or the equanimity 
w i t h which Becky meets the thought of her po s s i b l e widowhood. 
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And ve are not suprised t o discover t h a t the garrulous and 
u s u a l l y f o o l i s h Peggy O'Dovd I s i n r e a l i t y as strong and 
r e s o l u t e a character as ve meet i n V a n i t y F a i r . What ve 
are shovm, as i n the scenes at the b a l l , i s the s t r a t e g y 
adopted by a number of characters i n order t o s u r v i v e . 
Becky prepares h e r s e l f f o r e i t h e r e v e n t u a l i t y , the v i c t o r y 
of French or A l l i e s , Jos Sedley e x h i b i t s a semblance of 
courage only as long as he believes t h a t the A l l i e s are 
v i n n i n g , a f t e r v h i c h he r e t r e a t s , v h i l e Amelia, sinks i n t o 
u t t e r despair. A i l of these actions serve t v o f u n c t i o n s ; 
they shov us the r e a c t i o n of a group of i n d i v i d u a l s d u r i n g 
•a great h i s t o r i c a l event, and e s p e c i a l l y Becky's t a c t i c s i n 
s e c r e t i n g her. valuables and securing horses serves as an 
i r o n i c p a r a l l e l t o the b a t t l e v h i c h i s going on. But the 
f i n a l i r o n i c comment, and the one v h i c h most thoroughly 
i n d i c a t e s Thackeray's h i s t o r i c a l p erspective i n these chapters, . 
i s t h i s short paragraph: 

No more f i r i n g vas heard at B r u s s e l s — t h e p u r s u i t 
r o l l e d miles avay. Darkness came dovn on the f i e l d 
and the c i t y : and Amelia vas p r a y i n g f o r George, 
vho vas l y i n g on h i s face, dead, v i t h a b u l l e t 
through h i s h e a r t . • 

At t h i s p o i n t , vo oco t h a t Thockoroy l a p r i m a r i l y i n t e r e s t e d 
i n the great cycles and movements of h i s t o r y i n terms of t h e i r 
e f f e c t on the i n d i v i d u a l l i v e s of h i s characters, and by l o g i c a l 
extension, on the l i v e s of a l l men. I f ve survey h i s novels, 
ve f i n d t h a t they c o n t a i n many b a t t l e s . To Thackeray, Waterloo 
assumes i t s place i n h i s t o r y beside Blenheim and Wynandel, 
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as Napoleon and W e l l i n g t o n assume t h e i r s beside Marlborough, 
Prince Eugene, and the•other great w a r r i o r s of the past. I n 
the chapters t h a t d e a l w i t h Waterloo, we see only another 
cycle repeated, as we see the great leaders of one century 
supplant those, of the one preceeding i t . But i t i s i n r e l a t i o n 
t o Becky, t o Henry Esmond, t o Barry Lindon, t o Amelia, t h a t 
he sees these events, and he i s p r i m a r i l y i n t e r e s t e d i n the 
u n i v e r s a l aspects of t h e i r r e a c t i o n s . The image of Amelia 
p r a y i n g f o r her husband, who l i e s dead on the b a t t l e f i e l d , i s 
ageless; i n t h i s b r i e f paragraph Amelia becomes -for a moment 
the symbol of a l l women i n every age who have waited and prayed 
f o r t h e i r husbands at' war—and whose prayers are not answered. 

The credo of V a n i t y F a i r l i e s i n the f i n a l paragraph 
of the novel, and i t can be considered the most concise 
statement of Thackeray's view of l i f e : 

This statement can o n l y be construed as cynicism i f we ignore 
the content of the novel. Obviously, Thackeray believes 
t h a t some measure of happiness i s a t t a i n a b l e , f o r c e r t a i n l y 
Dobbin and Amelia are q u i e t l y s a t i s f i e d i n t h e i r marriage. 
However, he does not b e l i e v e t h a t complete s a t i s f a c t i o n or 
unmitigated happiness can e x i s t , f o r circumstance and human 
nature combine t o defeat us. We do not f i n d the conventional 
"happy ending" i n a Thackeray novel, i n which the hero and 
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heroine are married i n the l a s t chapter and are expected t o 
l i v e h a p p i l y ever a f t e r . Thackeray i s too thorough a r e a l i s t 
to b e l i e v e i n such sentimental panaceas; as he cannot draw 
a good character w i t h o u t compromising q u a l i t i e s , so he under
stands l i f e ^ t o o thoroughly t o be able t o p o r t r a y or p r e d i c t 
f o r any of h i s characters a l i f e of unalloyed f e l i c i t y . 

Pendennis and The Newcomes are Thackeray's only major 
novels t h a t d e a l w i t h m i d - V i c t o r i a n l i f e and characters. 
These novels have much i n common; sev e r a l characters from 
Pendennis recur i n The Newcomes, and the l a t t e r i s narrated 
by Arthur Pendennis h i m s e l f . John W. Dodds c a l l s The Newcomes 

6 
" j u s t a b e t t e r Pendennis" and I be l i e v e t h a t h i s evaluation' 
i s q u i t e j u s t i f i e d . Because the two novels are so s i m i l a r , 
I propose t o deal w i t h them together. This d i s c u s s i o n w i l l 
be r a t h e r l i m i t e d because we do not f i n d the s o r t of con
vergence o f h i s t o r y and f i c t i o n i n these works t h a t e x i s t s 
i n the novels considered in- the f i r s t chapter, or i n V a n i t y ' 
F a i r . Also, many of the comments concerning Thackeray's 
view of l i f e which have already been made apply e q u a l l y t o 
these novels. My major concern i n t h i s d i s c u s s i o n w i l l be 
t o show how Thackeray's h i s t o r i c a l philosophy a f f e c t s the 
scope and p o i n t of view i n these novels. 

I n Pendennis and The Newcomes, Thackeray creates the 
same vast panorama of s o c i e t y which we have found i n V a n i t y 
F a i r and i n Esmond; and, as could be expected, he gives us 
two characters t h a t l i n k these novels t o Esmond and The 
V i r g i n i a n s . Warrington i s descended from the f a m i l y i n t o 
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which Henry Esmond's daughter married, and i t i s the ancestor 
of Paul de Florae w i t h whom George Warrington fought a duel 
and who l a t e r saved George's l i f e i n The V i r g i n i a n s . As 
I have p r e v i o u s l y s t a t e d , these i n t e r c o n n e c t i o n s are occasioned 
by the nature^ of the author's h i s t o r i c a l vision..He employs 
them t o demonstrate f o r h i s reader the continuum of past and 
present, j u s t as he dwells upon the e s s e n t i a l l y unchanging 
aspects of human nature t o make the same p o i n t . The characters 
I n these two novels, l i k e those of the works wg have pre
v i o u s l y considered, are g e n e r a l l y m o r a l l y e q u i v o c a l . Some, 
l i k e Barnes Newcome or Blanche Amory, have a g r e a t e r pro
p e n s i t y f o r conniving and treachery, w h i l e o t h e r s , l i k e Colonel 
Newcome, are g e n e r a l l y benevolent. But Thackeray's concern 
f o r p o r t r a y i n g the t r u t h of human nature always causes him' 
t o show us t h a t even h i s "good" characters have t h e i r f a i l i n g s . 
So we are shown t h a t Colonel Newcome can be pompous and 
v i n d i c t i v e , ' and Helen Pendennis i s j e a l o u s , o v e r l y possessive, 
and too w i l l i n g t o b e l i e v e e v i l r e p o r t s about her son. There 
are few s a i n t s i n Thackeray's novels; the one exception which 
I can remember i s the Countess de F l o r a e . And t h i s l a c k of 
u n q u a l i f i e d l y good characters does not i n d i c a t e t h a t Thackeray 
di d not b e l i e v e t h a t human beings can be benevolent, but 
o n l y t h a t they cannot be completely so. 

H i s t o r y i s not a dynamic f o r c e i n these novels, as i t 
i s i n those we have p r e v i o u s l y considered, but Thackeray's 
h i s t o r i c a l p o i n t of view i s i m p l i c i t . i n both.'his characters 
and i n the s i t u a t i o n s which they encounter. Arthur Pendennis 
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and Clive Newcome manage t o have a great d e a l i n common w i t h 
out being e x a c t l y a l i k e , but e i t h e r of them can be considered 
as the prototype of a young- man making h i s s t a r t i n l i f e . 
The f a c t t h a t they are c a r e f u l l y i n d i v i d u a l i z e d only makes 
t h e i r u n i v e r s a l i t y more apparent; i n Pen's a f f a i r w i t h Emily 
Costigan/ or i n a more serious v e i n , Olive's b a f f l e d p u r s u i t 
of E t h e l Newcome, we are g i v e n the very essence of y o u t h f u l 
love. One c r i t i c has compared Thackeray's characters t o 
the p e r s o n i f i e d v i r t u e s and vices of the medieyal m o r a l i t y 
p l a y s , but t h i s view ignores the f a c t t h a t they are u s u a l l y 
c o n v i n c i n g l y complex J I t i s t r u e t h a t many of them e x h i b i t 
one primary q u a l i t y which we are apt t o remember, but i t 
i s only the l e a s t s u c cessful characters upon whom we can 
hang a t a g . I have already mentioned Colonel Newcome's 
benevolence, which we are more l i k e l y t o remember than h i s 
stubbornness or h i s c a p a c i t y f o r h o l d i n g a grudge. I f I 
were t o r e c a l l t h i s character a long time a f t e r having read 
the novel, I might be tempted t o dismiss him as one of 
Thackeray's conventional p o r t r a i t s of a good man, but I 
would o b v i o u s l y have f o r g o t t e n many of the f a c e t s of the 
character t h a t the author created. 

I n Pendennis. Thackeray show us another example of 
the e t e r n a l sameness of human r e l a t i o n s i n the f r i e n d s h i p 
of Pen and Warrington. They remind us v e r y much of the 
Warrington brothers i n The V i r g i n i a n s ; i n d e e d , ' i t i s the 
same s o r t of i n t e r a c t i o n which we observe between Henry 
Esmond and h i s cousin Prances. Thackeray i s fond of d e p i c t i n g 
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t h i s s o r t of j u x t a p o s i t i o n , i n which one character has a 
r a t h e r I n t r o v e r t e d and i n t e l l e c t u a l d i s p o s i t i o n , w hile the 
other i s more e x t r o v e r t e d and devil-may-care. And the 
author i s very much a p a r t of both characters i n each of 
these instances. According t o John W. Dodds, t h i s i s q u i t e 
i n t e n t i o n a l : 

I f we are t o f i n d something of Thackeray i n Pen
dennis we must also see something of him i n War
r i n g t o n , who represents the other h a l f of Thackeray's 
dualism. One can almost hear the dialogue be
tween Thackeray's good and bad angels i n the 
long important argument between Pen and George 
i n .Chapter 6 l — P e n ' s a t t i t u d e of general scep
t i c i s m and acquiescence i n the world as i t i s 
versus Warrington's aggressive i d e a l i s m ( w i t h 
Thackeray going out of the way t o e x p l a i n t h a t 
i n p r e s e n t i n g Pen's w o r l d l y pococurantlsm he 
i s speaking only d r a m a t i c a l l y . ' ) . ...There i s 
more of Pen than of Warrington i n Thackeray, 
but n e i t h e r puts the whole case f o r him. The 
t r u t h of which Pen professed t o be unaware 
l i e s perhaps somewhere between the two ex
tremes. As f o r the b a t t l e t h a t those extremes 
make i n man's mind, Thackeray, l i k e most people, 
declares a draw.o 

Such a dialogue does not e x i s t i n e i t h e r Esmond or 
The V i r g i n i a n s , but the idea i s i m p l i c i t in-Henry and George 
who are i d e a l i s t s , i n c o n t r a s t t o Frances and Henry War
r i n g t o n , who, l i k e Pen, are more w i l l i n g t o accept the world 
as i t i s . As Dodds i n d i c a t e s , Thackeray can sympathize 
w i t h the i d e a l i s t , but sinoe he does not t r u s t i n s t i t u t i o n s 
and has no b e l i e f i n moral progress, he knows t h a t we had 
b e t t e r emulate Pen and accept e s t a b l i s h e d order of the world 
although we need not be so happy about i t . I n f a c t , he t e l l 
us from time t o time t h a t the spectacle should sober us: 
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0 b r o t h e r wearers of rnotleyi Are there not moments 
when one grows s i c k of g r i n n i n g and tumbling, and 
the j i n g l i n g of cap and b e l l s ? This, dear f r i e n d s 
and companions, i s my amiable o b j e c t — t o walk w i t h 
you through the F a i r , t o examine the shops and 
the shows t h e r e ; and t h a t we should a l l come home 
a f t e r the f l a r e , and the noise, and the g a i e t y , 
and be p e r f e c t l y miserable i n p r i v a t e . " 

Wow t h i s statement taken out of context could be mis
l e a d i n g , f o r the author i s ' n o t t e l l i n g us t h a t the spect
acle of l i f e should make us miserable, but only t h a t a t times 
i t w i l l c e r t a i n l y have t h i s e f f e c t , and r i g h t l y so. But 
i f we r e l a t e the p a r t i c u l a r v a n i t i e s and v i c e s of the moment 
to the perspective afforded, by the panorama of h i s t o r y , we 
w i l l see t h e i r r e l a t i v e inconsequence-. The f o l l o w i n g para
graph from the f i r s t chapter of The Newcomes w i l l g ive us 
a more coherent view of the e f f e c t of Thackeray's philosophy 
of h i s t o r y on h i s f i c t i o n : 

I f authors sneer, i t i s the c r i t i c ' s business t o 
sneer at them f o r sneering. He must pretend t o 
be t h e i r s u p e r i o r , or who would care about h i s 
o p i n i o n . . And h i s l i v e l i h o o d i s ' t o f i n d f a u l t . 
Besides, he i s r i g h t sometimes; and the s t o r i e s 
he reads, and the characters drawn i n them, are 
old sure enough. What s t o r i e s are new? A l l 
types of a l l characters march through a l l f a b l e s ; 
trembler's and boasters; v i c t i m s and b u l l i e s ; 
dupes and knaves; long-eared Neddies, g i v i n g 
themselves leonine a i r s ; T a r t u f f e s wearing 
v i r t u o u s c l o t h i n g ; l o v e r s and t h e i r t r i a l s , 
t h e i r b l i n d n e s s , t h e i r f o l l y and constancy. 
With the very f i r s t page of the human s t o r y 
do not l o v e , and l i e s t o o , begin? So the t a l e s 
were t o l d ages before Aesop; and asses under 
l i o n s ' manes roared i n Hebrew; and s l y foxes 
f l a t t e r e d i n Etruscan; and wolves i n sheep's 
c l o t h i n g gnashed t h e i r t e e t h i n S a n s c r i t , no 
doubt. The sun shines to-day as he d i d when 
he f i r s t began s h i n i n g ; and the b i r d s i n the 
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t r e e overhead, w h i l e I am w r i t i n g , s i n g very 
much the same note they have sung ever since there 
were f i n c h e s . Nay, since l a s t he besought good-
natured f r i e n d s t o l i s t e n once a month t o h i s 
t a l k i n g , a f r i e n d of the w r i t e r has seen the 
New World, and found the ( f e a t h e r l e s s ) b i r d s 
there exceedingly l i k e ' t h e i r b r e t h e r n of Europe. 
There may b e N n o t h i n g new under and i n c l u d i n g 
the sun; but i t looks f r e s h every morning, 
and we r i s e w i t h i t t o t o i l , hope, scheme, 
laugh, s t r u g g l e , l o v e , s u f f e r , u n t i l the n i g h t 
comes and q u i e t . And then w i l l wake Morrow 
and the eyes t h a t look on i t ; and so da capo. 

This statement t e l l s us a great d e a l about Thackeray's 
approach t o f i c t i o n . I have p r e v i o u s l y quoted David Cecil's 
statement t h a t Thackeray's main i n t e r e s t l i e s i n the u n i 
v e r s a l aspects of man's l i f e and experience. But i n the 
p u r s u i t of these u n i v e r s a l s , he gives us a f a n t a s t i c v a r i e t y ; 
the experiences of Pen and C l i v e Newcome may i n some ways 
be s i m i l a r , they may encounter the same kinds of s i t u a t i o n s , 
be motivated by s i m i l a r d e s i r e s , encounter s i m i l a r f r u s t r a t i o n s , 
but t h e i r experiences are s h a r p l y i n d i v i d u a l i z e d . Lady Kew 
may embody the same vices,and v a n i t i e s as Miss Crawley or 
B e a t r i x B e r n s t e i n , but she i s not an exact l i k e n e s s of e i t h e r . 
Colonel Newcome i s o v e r l y I n d u l g e n t t o h i s son, but h i s 
indulgence takes a d i f f e r e n t form than does t h a t of Helen 
Pendennis f o r A r t h u r or t h a t of Mr. Osborne f o r young George.; 
I t i s i n t h i s i m p l i c i t r e c o g n i t i o n t h a t a l l s t o r i e s are old 
and t h a t the dramas h i s characters enact are e s s e n t i a l l y 
v a r i a t i o n s on an e t e r n a l theme, t h a t Thackeray's concept 
of h i s t o r y a f f e c t s these two novels. These characters 
continue the same drama t h a t was played out i n the h i s t o r i c a l 
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novels and i n V a n i t y F a i r , but i t i s the v a r i e t y which 
Thackeray wants us t o recognize. I n the l a s t l i n e of the 
paragraph quoted above, he t e l l s us t h a t -this same p a t t e r n 
of human experience w i l l go on e t e r n a l l y i n the f u t u r e , but 
the eyes t h a t perceive i t w i l l see, as we do, t h a t the sun 
s t i l l looks f r e s h every morning. As long as man e x i s t s , he 
should perceive the e s s e n t i a l sameness of human experience, 
and w i l l d e l i g h t I n the i n f i n i t e v a r i e t y which i t o f f e r s . 
This i s the h i s t o r i c a l v i s i o n , t h a t panoramic view of l i f e , 
t h a t Thackeray creates f o r us i n h i s novels. 
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Chapter i l l 

THE PANQRAMIC VISION AND VICTORIAN ATTITUDES 

I n the previous chapters, I have discussed the e f f e c t 
of Thackeray's panoramic v i s i o n upon h i s f i c t i o n ; i t ' w i l l 
be my purpose i n . t h i s chapter t o examine how t h i s v i s i o n 
d i f f e r e n t i a t e s him from h i s contemporaries. Some c r i t i c s 
have stated t h a t there, i s a d e f i n i t e l a c k of " i d e a s " i n 
Thackeray's f i c t i o n ; Geoffrey T i l l o t s o n p o i n t s out t h a t 
they r e a l l y mean 

...the l a c k i n Thackeray's novels of ideas about 
matters much under d i s c u s s i o n a t the time. I n 
the mid-nineteenth century new f i e l d s of thought 
were discovered, i n 'which ideas o f f e r e d them
selves t h i c k l y as b l a c k b e r r i e s . F a v o u r i t e f i e l d s 
f o r c o g i t a t i o n — I enumerate them w i t h o u t a t t e n 
t i o n t o precedence—were r e l i g i o n , s o c i e t y , 
anthropology, p o l i t i c s , the sciences, psycho
logy, m o r a l i t y , i n most of these f i e l d s . . . 
Thackeray had e i t h e r l i t t l e t o say, or l i t t l e 
t o say of much contemporary i n t e r e s t " , 3-

He adds i n a f o o t n o t e t h a t Thackeray s c a t t e r s many ideas of 
contemporary i n t e r e s t through h i s t r a v e l books and a r t i c l e s , 
adding t h a t "they are u s u a l l y of the b r i l l i a n t 'undergraduate 
s o r t . " , 2 

We have only t o look a t the novels of h i s great' r i v a l , 
Dickens, t o see t h a t by comparison, Thackeray' has r e l a t i v e l y 
l i t t l e i n t e r e s t i n the contemporary excitements which were 
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r o c k i n g h i s s o c i e t y . Dickens e i t h e r deals w i t h , or demon
s t r a t e s h i s awareness of l i t e r a l l y dozens of these themes. 
He s a t i r i z e s Puseyism i n Mrs. Pardiggle, h y p o c r i s y i n Mr. 
P e c k s n i f f , c h i l d labor i n O l i v e r Twist and David Copper-field 
and la c e r a t e s Sabbatarianism i n Mrs. Clennam. He shows us 
the e v i l s of an antiquated l e g a l system i n Bleak House, 
at t a c k s government beaurocracy i n the Circumlocution O f f i c e 
of L i t t l e D o r r i t , and exposes the dehumanizing aspects of 
the Benthamite philosophy i n Hard Times. Indeed, we can 
h a r d l y read a chapter of any Dickens novel w i t h o u t encounter 
i n g some reference t o contemporary issues and problems. 
When we f i n d such scenes as poor Jo munching h i s c r u s t on 
the steps of The Society f o r the Propagation' of the Gospel 
i n Poreign Parts, when we read the d e s c r i p t i o n of Mr. Dombey 
r a i l r o a d journey t o B r i g h t o n past slums and s o c i a l e v i l s 
t h a t he w i l l not see, or when we are shown the squalor of 
Tom-all-Alone's, we cannot but be aware t h a t Dickens's know
ledge of the contemporary scene i s vast and t h a t h i s a r t 
owes much t o t h i s knowledge. Even the re e k i n g graveyards of 
Bleak House and the collapse of Merdle's f i n a n c i a l empire 
embody t o p i c a l concerns and references. This does not mean 
t h a t Dickens was a profound t h i n k e r or t h a t he advocated 
concrete programs of reform which could be expected t o a l 
l e v i a t e the s o c i a l e v i l s t h a t he so r e l e n t l e s s l y describes. 
A c t u a l l y , Dickens's philosophy i s r a t h e r naive. As David 
C e c i l says: 
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I t centers round a s i n g l e b e l i e f — a b e l i e f i n 
the paramount value of the primary, simple, 
benevolent impulses of man, h i s n a t u r a l a f - . 
f e b t i o n s f o r home and mother and w i f e and 
sweetheart, h i s unconsidered movements of 
c h a r i t y and gusts of g a i e t y , h i s i n s t i n c t i v e 
wish t o love and laugh and give and share.... 
He tended t o suspect a i l i n s t i t u t i o n s , 
churches, c h a r i t a b l e s o c i e t i e s , government 
o f f i c e s , l a w s , r e f o r m a t o r i e s , because he 
f e l t they were at t e m p t i n g t o do by mechani
c a l means the good which could only come 
from the spontaneous a c t i o n of the i n d i 
v i d u a l . . . . He could not even f e e l much 
enthusiasm f o r v i r t u e s i f they were severe 
and s e l f - r e g a r d i n g — t h r i f t , s t e r n j u s t i c e , 
the p u b l i c s p i r i t t h a t s a c r i f i c e s a n i n r 
d i v i d u a l f o r a cause.3 

How, as C e c i l reminds us, t h i s philosophy, though i t 
i s crude, i s not shallow. But i t e n t a i l s a b e l i e f i n Father 
Christmas, and more i m p o r t a n t l y f o r our purposes, i t makes 
an assumption t o which Thackeray could not acquiesce: t h a t 
most men are b a s i c a l l y good. 

But our f i r s t concern i s the vast number of t o p i c a l 
references and d e s c r i p t i o n s of contemporary l i f e i n Dickens's 
novels, as opposed t o the conspicuous l a c k of them i n Thackeray's. 
I n s e v e r a l passages, such as those t h a t deal w i t h Lady South
down i n V a n i t y F a i r , Thackeray pokes f u n at E v a n g e l i c a l r e l i 
g i o n , and e s p e c i a l l y t o i t s l i t e r a t u r e , such as The Washer
woman of F i n c h l e y Common. He makes another broadside slap 
i n t h i s d i r e c t i o n i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of Sophia Newcome's 
household: 

As you entered a t the gate, g r a v i t y f e l l on you; 
and decorum wrapped you i n a bundle of s t a r c h . 
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The butcher-boy who galloped h i s horse and c a r t 
madly about the a d j o i n i n g lanes and common, whis
t l e d w i l d melodies (caught up i n abominable p l a y 
house g a l l e r i e s ) , and joked w i t h a hundred cook-
maids, on passing t h a t lodge f e l l i n t o an under
taker's pace, and d e l i v e r e d h i s j o i n t s and sweet
breads s i l e n t l y a t the servants' entrance. The 
rooks i n the elms cawed sermons at morning and 
evening; the peacocks walked demurely on the 
t e r r a c e s ; .the guinea-fowls looked more quaker
l i k e than those savoury b i r d s u s u a l l y do. The 
lodgekeeper was ser i o u s , and a c l e r k a t a 
neighboring chapel. The pastors who entered 
at t h a t gate...fed the l i t t l e lambkins w i t h 
t r a c t s . The head-gardener was a Scotch Cal-
v i n i s t , a f t e r the s t r i c t e s t order, only oc
cupying h i m s e l f w i t h the melons and pines pro
v i s i o n a l l y , and u n t i l the end of the world, 
which event, he could prove by i n f a l l i b l e 
c a l c u l a t i o n s , was t o come o f f i n two or three 
years at f a r t h e s t . ^ 

Ve may also regard the f a i l u r e of the Bundlecund Bank 
as a t o p i c a l r eference, f o r Thackeray h i m s e l f had l o s t some 
money through s p e c u l a t i n g on bubbles of t h i s s o r t . ' And i n 
a minor s o r t of way i t ' . i s p o s s i b l e to-regard the c h a r i t a b l e 
e f f o r t s of Becky on behalf of "The D e s t i t u t e Orange-girl, 
the Neglected Washerwoman, the Distressed Muffin-man..."5 

as a s a t i r i c a l comment on t h i s type of a c t i v i t y . Again, the 
medieval a f f e c t a t i o n s of Charles Honeyman i n Lady Whittlesea's 
chapel may be regarded as a comment on Puseyism. But t h i s 
s o r t of comment i s ver y sparse i n Thackeray's f i c t i o n , and the 
major reason f o r i t i s , once again, the nature of h i s conception 
of man i n h i s t o r i c a l context. & / I have stated p r e v i o u s l y t h a t 
i t i s the u n i v e r s a l aspects of humanity t h a t i n t e r e s t Thackeray, 
and I have als o discussed h i s b e l i e f t h a t human nature does 
not change. Also, as T i l l o t s o n p o i n t s out, Thackeray, l i k e 



Pen, "...accepts the s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e as i t stands, even though 
6 

there i s much i n i t t h a t pains him." I n a l l of h i s novels 
he w r i t e s about s o c i e t y , but, as w i t h h i s characters, i t i s 
always the aspects of i t which are common t o every age t h a t 
occupy him. C e r t a i n l y he recognizes the p a r t i c u l a r c h a r a c t e r i s 
t i c s which d i f f e r e n t i a t e one era from another; i f he d i d not, 
the d e s c r i p t i o n s of eighte e n t h - c e n t u r y l i f e i n the h i s t o r i c a l 
novels would be n e i t h e r convincing nor i n t e r e s t i n g . But 
Thackeray looks f i r s t f o r the u n i v e r s a l , and he f i n d s t h a t 
s o c i e t y , l i k e human m o t i v a t i o n s , a l t e r s very l i t t l e i n i t s 
roost important aspects. Dodds says t h a t i n The Newcomes h i s 
c h i e f ideas are easy t o l i s t : 

...the Peerage i s the B i b l e of E n g l i s h s o c i e t y ; 
marriages made f o r money are not l i k e l y t o be 
happy; not a l l poor men are honest; the way t o 
get ahead i n s o c i e t y i s t o push y o u r s e l f forward; 
every one has a s k e l e t o n i n h i s c l o s e t ; hearts 
do not break f o r l o v e ; Innocent old gentlemen-
are l i k e l y t o be imposed upon.7 

But these ideas are not confined t o The Newcomes; most of 
them, or v a r i a t i o n s on them, occur i n a l l of the works we have 
surveyed. This i s not t o say t h a t these ideas comprise the 
whole of a Thackeray n o v e l ; r a t h e r , t h a t taken i n combination 
w i t h h i s c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s and the i n c i d e n t s which he describes, 
as w e l l as the u n i t y of h i s works which i s caused i n p a r t by 
h i s r e i t e r a t i o n of these themes, we can see these ideas merging 
i n t o what David C e c i l c a l l s "...a conscious, considered c r i t i c i s m 
of l i f e . " Thackeray simply i s not i n t e r e s t e d i n the s o r t of • 
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p a r t i c u l a r d e t a i l s t h a t his" contemporaries care about; the 
e x p l i c a t i o n of the t r u t h s which he believes t o be at the very 
core of human experience, c o n s i s t s of' showing us how very basic 
are the motivations and circumstances t h a t have always governed 
human l i v e s . 

Thackeray's concept of i d e a l m o r a l i t y , l i k e t h a t of 
Dickens, i s q u i t e simple; we see i t demonstrated i n h i s "good" 
characters from Henry Esmond t o Colonel Newcome, as we are 
shown i t s a n t i t h e s i s i n Barry Lindon, Becky Sharp, Barnes 
Newcome, and innumerable o t h e r s . However, Dickens, as pre
v i o u s l y s t a t e d , b e l i e v e s t h a t most men are b a s i c a l l y good, 
and t h a t g e n e r a l l y those who are not may be capable of reform. 
Thackeray-believes t h a t man i s m o r a l l y neutral,'and t h a t i n 
a l l p r o b a b i l i t y , the goals which s o c i e t y endorses as d e s i r a b l e 
give him a p r o p e n s i t y f o r s e l f i s h n e s s a t the l e a s t , and a t 
worst f o r b l a t e n t e v i l . I have stated t h a t we f i n d almost no 
characters i n Thackeray whose goodness i s unmitigated; we 
also f i n d t h a t h i s s e l f i s h or wicked characters experience 
no changes of h e a r t . -He i s incapable of c r e a t i n g a F l o r a 
Dombey or an Esther Summerson, because such t o t a l l y good 
characters do not coincide w i t h h i s view of man; n e i t h e r can 
he d e p i c t a s e n t i m e n t a l r e f o r m a t i o n l i k e t h a t of the e l d e r 
Dombey or of Eugene Wrayburn. As shown i n the passage1' from 
The Newcomes which was' quoted i n the previous chapter, he 
views human nature as an unchanging aspect of the panorama of 
h i s t o r y , and he accepts man, as he accepts s o c i e t y , f o r what 
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he i s , though as both author and member of the human community 
he does not n e c e s s a r i l y approve. The p o i n t i s t h a t w h i l e many 
of h i s contemporaries were deeply concerned about e t h i c a l 
questions, Thackeray, because of h i s concept of human nature, 
was not concerned w i t h such problems. 

One of the most p r e v a l e n t aspects of the V i c t o r i a n mind, 
9 

according t o Walter i i . Houghton, i s the a n t i - i n t e l l e c t u a l 
bias of the age. The V i c t o r i a n s were p r i m a r i l y i n t e r e s t e d 
i n u t i l i t y and p r a c t i c a l i t y ; the middle classes despised theory 
as having l i t t l e r e l a t i o n t o the r e a l i t i e s of l i f e . Consequently, 
we f i n d t h a t the p r a c t i c a l s c i e n t i s t i s g l o r i f i e d a t the ex
pense of the c l a s s i c a l scholar or the a r t i s t ; Bentham believed 
the game of push-pin t o be of more value than the a r t s as 
long as i t afforded more pleasure. However, t h i s a t t i t u d e 
does not prevent the age from making g r e a t c o n t r i b u t i o n s to 
thought; as Houghton reminds us: 

I t i s t o cla i m on l y t h a t middle- and upper-class 
s o c i e t y was permeated by a s c o r n f u l or f r i g h t e n e d 
view of the i n t e l l e c t u a l l i f e , both s p e c u l a t i v e 
and a r t i s t i c , and the l i b e r a l education t h a t f o s t e r s 
i t . 1 0 

Thackeray had been an I n d i f f e r e n t student h i m s e l f , and 
we are shown h i s r e a c t i o n t o h i s own experiences w i t h conventional 
c l a s s i c a l education i n h i s p o r t r a y a l of the undistinguished 
s c h o l a r l y careers of Pen and C l i v e Newcome. However, he was 
c e r t a i n l y not h o s t i l e t o c l a s s i c a l l e a r n i n g ; many of h i s 
chara c t e r s , from Henry Esmond and George Warrington t o James 
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Binnie and the Warrington of Pendennis, are consummately f a m i l i a r 
w i t h not only the Greek and L a t i n authors, h u t w i t h Shakespeare 
and the great w r i t e r s of the e i g h t e e n t h century. Many of them, 1 

i n f a c t , are themselves a r t i s t s . Esmond not only w r i t e s , but 
i s a s k i l l f u l a r t i s t , George Warrington w r i t e s plays,-Pen be
comes an author, and C l i v e becomes '..a " p a i n t e r . Indeed, not o n l y 
many of h i s heroes, but a l s o several of the. secondary char
acters t h a t he admires, have a more than p e r i p h e r a l connection 
w i t h the v i s u a l or l i t e r a r y a r t s . Of course,,one reason f o r 
the abundance of n o v e l i s t s , j o u r n a l i s t s , and a r t i s t s t h a t 
appear i n Thackeray's novels i s t h a t he had been Involved t o 
some extent I n each of these p u r s u i t s h i m s e l f . He began h i s 
search f o r a career as an a r t student i n P a r i s , and turned t o 
j o u r n a l i s m when he discovered t h a t h i s t a l e n t s l a y mainly i n 
the areas of c a r i c a t u r e and i l l u s t r a t i o n . A f t e r the loss of 
h i s patrimony i n a j o u r n a l i s t i c venture, he turned t o the s o r t 
of j o u r n a l i s t i c endea.vors t h a t we f i n d Pen and Warrington 
engaged i n , and l i k e them, Thackeray began h i s j o u r n a l i s t i c 
career as much from n e c e s s i t y as from choice. Also, l i k e 
Pen, Thackeray e v e n t u a l l y progressed from reviews and c r i t i c i s m 
t o f i c t i o n . 

Obviously, Thackeray could not accept h i s s o c i e t y ' s 
e v a l u a t i o n of e i t h e r education or^ the ^arts. He was, however, 
q u i t e aware of the p r e v a i l i n g p r e j u d i c e , and he a t t a c k s i t i n 
s e v e r a l instances. I n old Osborne, Thackeray s a t i r i z e s the 
snob's approach t o education; t h i s man, who h e a r t i l y despises 
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scholars, or indeed, anyone vho i s not r i c h , vants h i s grandson 
to have the best education because i t v i l l e s t a b l i s h h i s 
s u p e r i o r i t y . S i m i l a r l y , the Nevcome f a m i l y looks dovn on 
Cli v e because of h i s choice of p r o f e s s i o n s , and ve f i n d s e v e r a l 
characters e i t h e r adminishing or d e r i d i n g him f o r doing vork 
t h a t i s not gentlemanly. I t must be remembered t h a t h i s s a t i r e 
i s not d i r e c t e d a t the e n t i r e V i c t o r i a n s o c i e t y , but only at 
those vho revered the merchant and the mechanic, and despised 
the a r t s and c l a s s i c a l education as impracticaJL and r a t h e r 
subversive. • I n many respects, Thackeray vas a man of the 
ei g h t e e n t h century, at l e a s t I n the t h i n g s he admired, and 
h i s concept of genius belongs t o t h a t age r a t h e r than t o h i s ovn. 

There are many other aspects of the V i c t o r i a n age v h i c h 
Thackeray ignores i n h i s f i c t i o n . Although he d i d not accept 
many of the d o c t r i n e s of C h r i s t i a n i t y , and s p e c i f i c a l l y r e 
pudiated the a u t h o r i t y of the Old Testament, 1 1 i n h i s novels 
he mentions n e i t h e r the c o n f l i c t of science and r e l i g i o n nor 
the many s e c t a r i a n disputes of h i s age. Also, he e x h i b i t s 
none of the f a s c i n a t i o n v i t h gadgetry or technology v h i c h i s 
so t y p i c a l of the average V i c t o r i a n . And most of the respects 
i n v h i c h he d i f f e r s from h i s contemporaries are due t o h i s 
i n t e r e s t i n the u n i v e r s a l aspects of l i f e . He ignores many 
aspects of contemporary l i f e v h i c h vould f i t i n t o h i s philosophy, 
but ve do not s e r i o u s l y r e g r e t t h e i r omission from h i s f i c t i o n . 
The p i c t u r e of l i f e t h a t ve do f i n d i n h i s major novels i s 
i n many vays very modern, f o r h i s h i s t o r i c a l v i s i o n causes 
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him t o adopt a p o s i t i o n of r e l a t i v i s m w i t h which we can a c t i v e l y 
sympathize. And i n t h i s we f i n d another respect i n which he 
diverges from many of h i s contemporaries: u n l i k e C a r l y l e , 
Ruskin, Arnold, even Dickens i n c e r t a i n instances, Thackeray 
i s unable t o be dogmatic. His panoramic v i s i o n causes him t o 
accept c e r t a i n f a c t o r s of l i f e as absolute, i t i s t r u e , but 
he shows us again and again t h a t we cannot dominate circum
stance, t h a t we o f t e n f a i l - . t o understand our own m o t i v a t i o n s , 
and t h a t our e f f o r t s t o cope w i t h l i f e are mucli l i k e those of 
a l l men throughout history... I t i s t h i s message, t h a t we are 
engaged i n the common s t r u g g l e of humanity, t h a t l i e s a t the 
heart of Thackeray's panoramic v i s i o n . 
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