Franklin} than as {orveigners. In spite of this, however, his assaults upon
American chauvinism were not acceplable 1o the Americans, as is obvions froin
the fact that his parody of Cooper was omitted by the editor in the Appleton
reprint of Novels by Eminent Hands.®

Like his parody of Cooper, his whele erilical campaign against the producers
of the novel of advenlure is essentially just. It is not motivaied by maliee or
personal rancour against the criticized authors, but is founded apon Thackeray's
wholesome distaste for anyv falsified depiction of reality in ast, for the ivee-
sponsible attitude of any novelist to his eraft and for carelessness in stvle and
composilion,

V. THE DIDACTIC NOVEL

Under the heading of this sub-chapter 1 include all these works of fiction
which Thackeray eritically assessed predominantly as didactic novels or novels
& la thése (though he does not use either of these terms), whether the purpose
they followed was philosophieal (Bulwer's “metaphysical” novels Ernest Mal-
fravers and Alice and their predecessor Godolphin, and Madame Sand’s Spi-
ridion, which may be classed, however, also in the {ollowing category), religious
{Mrs, Trollope’s The Vicar of Wreahill) or political (Soulié’s novel Le Bananier,
Lever's St. Patrick’s Eve, Disraell's Coningsby and Sybil and Cooper’s Ravens-
nest). Thackeray’s eritical campaign against novels of this type begins as early
as June 1833 in his review of Bulwer’s novel Godelphin (published in the
National Standard and not yet reprinted) and falls into two distinct periods
which differ from each other not so much in Thackeray’s eritical approach,
which remains essentially the same in both, as in the range of his eriticism.
While in his review of Godolphin and in all the reviews writlen up to 13431
he inveighs against the foibles in the creative appreach of mdividual nowvelisis
cultivating this tvpe of fiction and as his only crilical weapon uses the book
review, in the middie of the 1840s (with some previous signals to be discerned in
his reviews of the novels of Madame Sand and. Soulié) he launches a wholesale
aitack upon the novel @ la thése as such, enriching his eritical armory by new
weapons ~— burlesque and parody,

One of the main criteria he applies to the novels he evaluated in the pertod
I suggest as the first, is based upon extra-aesthelic considerations — he never
fails to vent his protest whenever the doctrine propagated by the reviewed
author was in itself unacceptable to him, though this eriterion, as I should

¥ See Wilson, op. cit, 1, 80,

! They are the reviews of Emest Maltravers in the Times, September 30, 1837 and in
Fraser's Magazine, January 1838; of Alice in the Times, April 24, 1838; of The Vicar of
Wrexhill in the Times, October 25, 1837 and in Fraser's Magazine, January 1838; of Spi-
ridion in the Corsair, September 14 and 21, 1839, and of Le Bananier in a summary review
“French Romancers on England”, the Foreign Quarterly Review, October 1843. His Times
reviews of Ernest Maltravers, Alice and The Viear of Wrexhill are reprinted by Gulliver,
those of Ernest Maltravers and The Vicar of Wrezhill from Fruser's Magazine (“"Our Batch
of Novels for Christmas™) in Stray Papers and Critical Papers, those of Spiridion and Le
Bananier in the Works, The review of Godolphin has been attributed to Thackeray by
Meclville; Donald Hawes, however, in his newly published swdy “Thackeray and ihe
National Standard” {(The Review of English Studies, vol. XXIH, No. 89, February 1972,
pp- 35—51), throws some doubt on his authorship.

222



add here and shall seek to prove later, was never so decisive as to make him
condemn the whole work, il it eame up to his other standards, Especially worth
nolicing in this respect is his early review ol Godeolphin, in which he also proved
his eritical discernment by nol assessing this novel as another example of
fashionable fiction, but as a novel with a purpose. As Rosa has pointed out,
this novel in its first version (which Thackeray reviewed) “is recognizably
a fashionable novel despiie the inclusion «f much more theory drawn from
Rudclifle, Godwin, and Goethe than was customary” and must have seemed
such to the contemporary reader, for it was not until its later second version
(1850} that Bulwer “made changes which emphasize the dilferences hetween it
and the conventional fashionable novel”, coming thus *“closer to what he ealled
a ‘metaphysical’ . . . novel”? (fully represented in his fiction for the first time by
Ernest Maltravers and Alice), and making a definite break with the fashionable
mode. In his review Thackeray does not conneet this novel with the Silver-Fork
Sehool (nor with Bulwer, for that malter, treating it as a work of an anonymous
author, as it was published, though oceasionally throwing out a hint which sug-
gests that he guessed the author’s identily), bul pays detailed attention to ils
purpose. As he points out, the aim of the author, as declared in the preface to
the novel, was “to show the influence exercised by the great world over the
more intellectual, the more daring, and the more imaginative of its inmates of
cither sex™? Such a purpose in iself seems to him absurd and too generalizing:

“High life. for such we presume to be meant by ‘the great world’, is answerable for
giving birth to, and parenially fostering, many follies and vices; but to embody as many as
can_well be conceived, in a given number of characters, and, ‘because those characters are
made to move in this sphere, declare that they are necessamly produced by such a station,
is about as absurd as it would be to say because the author of Godolphin has seribbled, and
still seribbles, to the imm.inent danger of his publisher’s shelves, which have to bear the
weight of lhe unsaleable ‘raw material’, that, constat, he is to be answerable for all the
trumspery that shall be eoined by grentcr blockheads than himsef — when such are found.™

As 1 have shown at greater length in “Thackeray as a Reader and Critic of
-French Literature”, the doctrines propagated by Madame Sand in her Spiridion
and by Frédérie Soulié¢ in Le Bananier are also unsatisfactory or highly oh-
jectionable to Thackeray. He has serious reservalions regarding the ideas prop-
agated by the French authoress, whom he characterizes as the high priestess of
the “new” religion imported te France from Germany (ie. pantheism and
transcendentalism), condemning her “new Apocalypse” as a distorted ecaricature
of a doeirine and dissociating himsell especially from her open attacks on the
received Christian creed. which he castigales as blasphemons. The doclrine
propagated by Soulié is resemtied by Thackeray even more strongly than thal to
be found in Spiridion. As T have shown in the quoted study, he sharply crit-
icizes the French novelist for intending to demonstrate that England abolished
slavery in her colonies neither out of love of the biack race mor out of mere
hwmanity, but with the aum of ruining the French and Spanish colonies; that
the English ave therefore natural encemies of the French and that slavery is
a praiseworthy institution which should be muintained in the French colonies,
Thackeray regards such u purpese as in itsell anworthy of an artist, his anger

¢ For the quotations sce op. cit.. p. 95,
3 The National Standard, Junc 13, 1833, p. 370.
1 Ihid.
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being espeeially aroused by Soulid’s having placed himself on the side of the
French slave-owners, painling “negro slavery as a happy condition of being”
and inventing “lictions for the purpose of inculealing hatred and ill will”3

Thackeray very strongly resents, Loo, Soulié's allempls Lo ascribe base motives
to the English abolilion movement, aboul which he speaks with warm sympathy,
characterizing it as “the noblest and greatest” that ever a people made, “the
purest and the least selfish”.® In this judgment, however, he is more motivated
by his offended national feelings and his prejudices against the French than
by a genuine sympathy to the sloves themselves. Even if he never regarded
slavery as “a happy condition of being” and uever gave his whole-hearted
consent Lo the slave-owning system as such, he never fully shared, as Ray has
also pointed out, “the moral loathing of slavery which inspired the abolition-
ists”".7 Increasingly since the 1850s, when Thackeray visited the United States
and saw the slave-system functioning, his standpoint was diverging from
that of the leaders of the abolition movement and approaching that of the
Southern plantation owners. He found much that he could accept in the latter’s
arguments for slavery® and from what he was shown assumed that the Negroes
were happy in their situation, well taken care of by their masters and fairly
treated {and so depicted them in The Virginians), his attitude to them being
at the same lime strongly coloured by racial prejudices® (which found their
expression especially in the character of Capiain Wooleomb in Philip). Up to the
perviod of the Civil War in America, when he placed himsell definitely on the
side of the South, as several of his contemporaries confirm?® (though even then
he was willing to hear the other side}, his attilude to slavery was not entirely
identical with that of the plantation-owners, for the problem obviously disturbed
him a great deal and he felt that he did not understand it well enough to be
able to pronounce any finite judgment upon it. This autitude strongly influenced,
Loo, the literary judgments which he pronounced as a reader — he refused to
read Mrs. Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom's Cabin,)' maintaining, in the first place,
that such painful themes as slavery were not suitable for fiction and, in the
second place, that slavery was a much more complicated problem than is
presented by Mrs, Stowe:

“} dont belicve Wacky is my mun & my brother, though God forbid I should own him or
flog him, or part him from his wife & children. But the question is a much longer [one
than] is set forth in Ms Stowe’s philosophy: and 1 shant speak about it, till I know it,
ur 1ill its my business, or I think I can do goed” (Letters Iil, 187).

> For the quotalions see¢ Works V, 483

S Works ¥, 489.

7 The Age of Wisdom, p. 316.

® See his arguments for slavery in Letters 111, 190=200, 224; through the mouth of Harry
Warrington, however, he protests against the svstem.

¥ Bee e, Letters 111, 199, 273274,

™ Ax for instance John R. Thompson, Leslie Sicphen, Bayard Tavlor and James Alston
Cabell {see Wilson, op. cit., 11, 42—44 and 73—74). For a mnore recent analysis of his attitude
see The Age of Wisdom. pp. 316, 484; sce also Letters 111, 566567, TV, 213, 237.

11 For his reaction to this novel sce fetters NI, 157, 273, He also drew a burlesque
“Womanifesto” (see Letters 111, 181, 187, Wilson, op. cit., I, 183) to ridicule the address
issued against slavery in London by some Lnglish ladies, in which he underlined, as Ray
hus pointed out, “the ignorance of these genteel agitators” (The Age of Wisdom, p. 216),
He also makes Lady Ann Newcome sign “the address to Mrs. Stowe” (Works XIV, 363).
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In two cases Thackeray finds the original purpose of the novelists whose
works he reviewed acceptable — that of Bulwer in Ernest Maltravers and Alice
and of Mrs, Trollope in The Vicar of Wrexhill. Bulwer's aim of letting the
reader “into the inward heart of a man — nay, more, to show us step by step
his progress towards truth”!? seems to him very ambitious and praiseworthy
as 1t 15 declared by the novelist, but unacceptable in the form in which it
appears in the novel. Also Mrs. Trollope’s aim of defending high church
Protestantism against the attacks of the Ewvangelical sects seems to Thackeray
laudable:

“It is hard to say what moral end has been proposed or can be answered by the
publication of this book. That Mrs. Trollope, in her zeal for the tenets of high church
Protestantism, should be anxious to show that her form of religion is superior to that of any
other sect, is only a landable enthusiasm upen the lady’s part, who has both a good cause to
advocate and no ordinary talent to back her cause”

But whether he finds the purpose of the novelists whom he eritically considers
acceptable or not, in each case he always applies some further criteria before
pronouncing his final judgment. One of these is his concern about the moral
value of the instruction provided in the works assessed. In the first place, he
applies to their authors his postulate that a writer who takes upon himsel the
role of moralist, philosopher or social reformer has the right to do so only if
his private life is blameless and his morals unqguestionable. As 1 have shown
in my study on his criticism of French literature, he applies this postulate of
his in particular to George Sand, who is in his opinion not the proper person
to proclaim the demand for the emancipation of woman and to pose the problem
of marriage ties (as she does in her three earlier novels Indiana, Valentine and
Lélia, which he briefly considers in his review of Spiridion), for she herself
broke the bondage and found consolation elsewhere, is therefore prejudiced and
$o personally committed that “her arguments may be considered to be somewhat
partial, and received with some little caution™?

In the second place, he insists that the characters who are the protagonists
of the novelist’s doctrine should also be of unexceptionable morals, for if there
is any serious diserepancy belween what they are doing and what they are
proclaiming, even the philosopliy which they propagate becomes very guestion-
able from the moral point of view. He applies Lhis view, which is based on
his postulate of “unmixed” eriminal or vicious characters discussed earlier,
especially to two charvacters created by Bulwer, Godolphin and Maltravers.
though he measures these characters at the same tume by purely aesthetic
eriteria, as I shall partly show in the followmg and enlarge upon laler. As
Thackeray rightly points out, Godolphin in Bulwer’s depiction is an impertinent,
cool, nonchalant and extremely weak man, the development of whose charvacter
is treated by the anthor in lamentably bad aste. When a boy, he participated
in all sort ol vice and dissipation and, il he had any redeeming qualities, we
woere certainly left in entire ignorance of them”. When we meet him again n
Haly alter some years, he is still notorious {or his exeesses, but at the same lune
stads out as an idealist, “whose drewwy wanderings ave after human per-

2 Gulliver, op. cit,, p. 215.
" Thid., p. 205.
Y Works 11, 230,

15 Brono Studles In English 225



[eetibility”.¥® Thackeray is extremely irritated by this absurd figure of a phi-
losophizing debauchee and condemns it in the following comment, laying stress
especially upon its inconsistency:

“Page after page we are bored to death with the musings of this solitary dreamer. Now,
we deny that such a character is at all natural; we are quite sure that it is only in such
a trashy book as the one before us, that, with this excess in refinement, could be eoupled
ull that is gross and sensual. A man having 4 diseased imagination might yeam alter an
objeet free from the stains of mortality, but he could not at the same time be one in whom
was centred its most degrading attributes; he could not be one who would seck 1o turn
virlue, when he found it, into vice, and to spread, by the Torce of example, o conlagion that
would stand for cver belween him and the realizalion ol bis dreeqany finally, he could not
he one withoul soul, without fecling: and this we shall show Goldolphin 10 be. He is an
indolent sensualist, and no more. The attempt 1o make him pass moster by decking hin in
the masguerade of philosephy, is contemptible. Ilis aetions have their birth and being in sell,
and the sickly sentiments he nuers fail to eonceal 1078

Similarly, too, in Ernest Maltravers, Bulwer intended to depict an ideal hero,
bul created only a scoundrel, whose actions are in eonstant conlradiclion to his
pompous declamations aboul virlue, his endless ranting about the stars and
Creck plays and praling “about his own perfections andd his divine nalure”,
As Thackeray points oul, Malizavers tenches Atice Lhat there is a God and then
sedirces her, this catastrophe coming “alter this piclure of virtue and love. this
lalk of God and pudgment, this prating aboul the ‘science ol life, the desire lor
the good, the yearning after the tewe, Lthe passion Tor the honest” "7 Bulwer’s
hero discourses like Socrates, hut acts like Charteres:

“Seduction, to be sare, is a irivial incident in novels, and Fippant remaks about ehastity
are slale and common; but such subjects fall ungraciousty fram the mouths of sages.”'®

The outcome of such a creative approach is in Thackeray's opinion an ab-
surdly caricaturcd figure of a “ranting loo)”, which jnvalidates Bulwer’s origingl
purpose:

“Ile eannot see 1hat the here into whose uouth hie ploces his Tivoorite metaphysienl
gablde — his ssertations upen the stars, the passions, the Greek playvs, aud what not = his
ctermal whine about what he calls the good aud the Leaniful, is a0 fellow as wmenn o
pallry as can be imagined; o man of rant and nol of action. foalishly inlirm in puarposes sl
strong only in desive; wheose beautiful is & tawdrey slrumpet, and whose goml would e
erime in the eyes of an houest ik, 3o mach for the porteait of Fravst Malteavers; as fore the
arlist. we eannot conccive a man 1u have failed more completely, He wishes o paint an
anmaable man, and he suceeeds in drawing o scoundpel: be says he will give ws the likeness
of a genius, and it is only the picture of a luanbug”™

At lhe same time Thaekeray 1s econvinced that the philosophy which Balwer
places into the mouth of lus here is his own philosophy:

“IBut let us bave done with Maliravers the philosoplier. We are nol going o press 1he
point that this character is neither more nor less than Mr. Fdward Fade Lyvion Bolwer,

That gentleman expressly declares that @il wen are “Tools’ whe sce in this windy declutmer
of bad meorals, iz viun spouter of pempouws twaddle, only the morals and egotisin of

i; Fur the quotativns sce The National Standard, June 22, 1833, p. 300.
Ibid.
" For the quotations see Stray Papers, p. 207, Gulliver, op. <it, p. 202,
& Gulliver, op. cit, p. 203.
19 Stragyy Papers, pp. 293—294; sce also his sbnilar pemarks in Catherine, Works 111,
M, 32, 46.
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the awthor himself; in spite of this imputation of folly, we are convinced that the writer
is mistaken, and not the public. We defy even his most ardent admirers to fancy that in the
principal personage of every one of his novels it is the character which speaks, and not the
vgo of the author.”#

And not only is it Bulwer's own philosophy, it is a sham philosophy into the
bargain, not genwne and wholesome teaching:

“A ploughboy 3s a better philosopher and moralist thar this mouthing Maltravers, with his
hoasted love of mankind."#!

The eritic compares Bulwer’s philesophy to the wile of Goldsmith’s Beaun
Tibbs whom her husband “presented to the world as a paragon of virlue and
ton, and who was bhut the cast-off mstress of a lord”, and proceeds:

“Mr. Bulwer's philosophy is his Mrs. Tibbs; e thrusts her forward into the company
of her betters, as if her rank and reputation never admitted of a question. To ‘alt his
literary underinkings this goddess of his accompnnies him: and what a cracked, battered,
trall she is! with a person and morals which would suit Vinegar Yard, and a elisstity that
would be hooted in Drury Lane. The morality which Mr. Bulwer has acquired in his
researches, political and metaphysical, is of the most exiracrdinary nature. For one who is
alwavs preaching of Truth, of Beauty, the dulness of his moral scnse is perfectly ladicrous.”*

Thackerav is also very much eoncerncd about the harmiul influence of such
a philosophy, which, for all its showy splendour, reminds him “of the sewer”™ 2
As [ have suggested above, he regards Malivavers in this respeet as much more
offensive than Peibam:

“Bur Malbavers sl his philosophy are more importanl matiers. A man who preaches
worals. who, with an aie of anthority, sets hmsell down to teach virtne and teath, has
a far meore sevious infloence for goml or for evil, and becawse al once amenable o a ar
highey tribrnal, thas o voung stioe whe plavs o fow of (e pranks and follies ineideant (o his
e, What o heasy charge 15 this man aking on himsell! What o multivade of others will
listen and believe, iy on bis word! What a0 position s be 0 dowanls those whom lie
profeses 1o teach, and above all towards 1the trath which he pretends 1o deliver! 1f he fail
in hix trast 1o one or the other, i he err dgnorantty or knowingly, i his vaunted system
of moradily he bat o lic pul forward by a foolizh vandty or by oo corropt heart, in what
an awlul sHoalion stands eur philesspber!? In amuoxing the workld, an anthor weiling with
deceney and goad temper ean run no greal risk of doing baeras but he should thinle hefore
he begins toonstrock, Tae he tampers then with God's coin™ .

We shadl see kter thal Thackeray has serious moeal reservations. too, regard-
ing Mrs. Trollope’s novel, condemaing it as a “most adionsly ol disgustingly
tdecent” hook. containing seenes and deseriptions which “coubd seareely be less
unserupulously My, il they had been written by Fielding or Louvet™2 as
he maintains with less than justice 1o the Nirst-named writer. s moral sense
s offended. too. by Madame Sand’s cadly novels, especially Léfia, which he
characterizes as “a regulae topsyteevylication of morality. @ Lthieves” and prasti-

tutes’ apotheosis "2 not daring to pastienlarize the anthoress’s “peculiar” nolions

of morals which in his opinion might offend the squcamish Fnoghish reader.

2 Gulliver, op. eir, pp. 215216,

21 Stray Papers, p. 207,

2 hid., p. 293,

23 1hid., p. 30,

Gulliver. op. it p. 215

2 For the quotalions see Stray Papers. pp. 292 and 291,
® Warks 1], 200,
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All the olher eriteria he applies to the aunthors he is evaluating in the period
we are dealing with are based upon aesthetic standards. In the first place, he
rebukes all of them for having {ailed — for several reasons — in atlaining their
ambitious aims. In his review of Godolphin he shows in detail how its author
failed in elaborating his purpose through the medium of his characters. He
points out that in none of these personages does the writer succeed in dem-
onstraiing the evil influence of the *‘great world”, for their vices (and here
he is in the rvight) are not in any way peculiar to this spheve of life. Godolphin’s
profligacy, for instance, “was the result of being thrown on the town at fiftcen
vears of age”, and his “heartlessness, il not innate, was learned out of ‘the
great world’, wandering in Italy”.?” Owing to the author’s signal failure in
accomplishing his purpose, Thackeray points out that the second volume de-
serves less reprobation than the other two, {or the author “docs not even try
to delude us into the beliel” that he shows the influence of the “greal world”
upon his personages:

“Indeed, it would appear that, despairing, as he evidently did at the end of the first
volume, of suceceding in the attempt, he entirely gave up the notion in the second, but
without having the candour to say so. Had he here threwn overboard the dead-weight that
was sinking lm, — the dead-weight of an object to which his abilities were unequal, and
simply declared his intention of shewing the conscquences of unbounded vanity and
unbridled passions, e might perhaps have altained a moderate portion of suceess: but this
he has not done; for although, as we have said, he gets rid of ‘the great world” for a length
of time, he returns o it before he brings his story to a conclusion, and would then have his
readers to infer that the characters, as they stand out in his latter scenes, are characters that
have been moulded by the society in which we see them moving; and this, without any

reference whatever to, or refleclion upon, the other imporlant circumstances which have in
*318

veality made them what they are.

It was Thackerays opinton that in Ernest Maltravers and Alice Bulwer failed
in attaining his' high aim mainly because he did not conline lus attention to
subjects suilable 1o his own powers, i.e. to “the humorous ind 1he sarcastic”.
in which he could give rein 1o his keen perception of the ridiculous. hut “is
always striving after the siyle of Plato”. persisting that “his real vein s the
sublime” and thinking fit “to lurn moralist. metaphysician, politician, poet™.?
in none of which roles he was, moreover. in earnest. Bulwer’s hero is nothing
clse but a moenthpicee of the novelist’s own philosophical and moral views. and
ihe latter’s purpose thus beeomes too oblrusive, exercising a baneful influence
upen the naturaluess of his depictions:

“A little wore polities and Plate, and the natural disappears aliogether from Mr. Bulwer's
wiltings; the individual man becowes as indistinguishable amidst the larrago of philosophy
in which he has chosen to envelop himself, as a cullet in the shuces of a French cook.”%¢

And pot ouly Bulwer's purpose, but also his own personality is too oblrusive:
Maltravers is only “an old actor in a new part”, for all the characlers so far
created by Bulwer “are only so many appearances of the same characler placed
in different coats and circumstances” — namely the author himsell:

27 The National Standard, June 15, 1833, p. 370.

¥ Ihid., June 22, 1833, p. 389.

# For the quotalions sec Stray Papers, pp. 297, 202,
% Thid., p. 293.
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“He has not dromalic power sufficient 1o create a greant characler; he can give a very
lively sketch of a small one; lie can seize peculiarities with much humour and neatness; he
can weave ibe incidents of a story with tolerable skill; he can describe those incidents and
peculiarities in a very pleasing and Dnpressive language and sivle; but here, as we think,
his power ends, and his merit ton. The hero appears upon the stage, and straightaway the
stvle becomes intolerably bloated ond pompous; the genins of Mr. Bulwer, the ill-usage
which has been shown to Mr, Bulwer, the sclf-love of My, Bulwer, the pigues of Mr. Bulwer,
appear in every linc; it is only Mr. Bualwer placed in imaginary cireumsiances, and acting,
or rather talking, accordingly.”!

Thackeray is very much devitated by this “most eoncentraled, consummale,
lndierous egotism” on the part of Bulwer, which makes itsell fell everywhere
in his works, Dbut especially in “the guidunce of his puppets and the action
of his drama”’? and condemns il altogether, using as his eritical standard the
ereative approach of threc greal writers whe possess, in contradistinetion o
Bulwer. real genius:

“How little in the works of Fielding, of Scott, of Cervanics, does the author infrude upon
the reader, and yet cach had his woes, and wounded vanities, and his literary wrongs.”®

Like Bulwer, Madame Sand too is reprimanded by Thackeray for trans-
forming hersell into a philosopher and thus overstepping the houndary of the
novel as a literary form, and neglecling her old trade of novelist, of which she
was the very ablest practitioner in France. As I have shown in my study on
his criticism of French literalure, Thackeray rebukes her, in the first place, for
attempting to proclaim her doetrine by drawing upon her Bnaginalion instenl
of her learning, and presenting a sentimental lale mstead of argument. In the
second place, he criticizes the way in which she claborated her purpose — that
of showing “the downfall of the Catholic church; and, indeed, of the whole
Christian scheme” — in the characters and plot of her novel, voicing his
objections especially to the titular character, whom the authoress made the
mouthpiece of her own convictions and whom he characlerizes as a strange
mixture of the sublime and the rvidiculons. Such a curious personage cannotl in
Thackeray’s Opmlon convinee the reader of the tewth of Madame Sand’s rcllgmus
speculations. but is rather proof that she had gone h()p(!ll"bb'\ astray in her
quest. In spite of this, however, the novel does contain in Thackeray’s oplnmn
a good moral, “though not such an one, perhaps. as our fair phllusophej -
tended”, namely a warning to dabblers in religious speculntions thak it is after
all better and safer not te listen to the doctrines of the philosopliers who
constantly change their creeds, but to remain quict and sober, “in that quicl
and sober way of [aith”?* of one’s anceslors. As these guotalions suggest, George
Sand’s doctrine, nol acceptable to Thackevay in ilsell, and. morcover, prop-
agated by her in an incompetent way, leads htm to a conservalive adhercnce
to old-established beliefs and to distrust of any progress in religious thought,
a standpoint not wholly characteristic of him in this period of his life.

Mrs. Trollope and Soulié are blamed by Thackeray for trespasses of a slightlv
different character. They hoth enlorece their purpose in too obtrasive a manner,
but are guilty hesides of monstrously exaggerating the foibles of the opposiuy

3 Gulliver, op. ¢it., p. 216; see also ibid., p. 245.
32 For the quolations see ibid. . p. 203
3 Ihid., pp. 203—204.
1 For the quotations in this paragraph see Works 11, 233, 240, 242,

1
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party and exemplifying them in their negalive charvacters. Mrs, Trollope set
forth — in Thackeray’s opinion — on a very foolish mission in undertaking
“to be the champion of oppressed Orthodoxy”, for although she has “a keen
eye, a very sharp tongue, a firm beliel. doubiless. in the high-church doetrvines.
and a decent reputation from the authorship of half-a-dozen novels, or other
light works”, these “are feeble arms for one who would engage in such o con-
test”, She “has not exactly the genius which is best ealeulated to support the
Church of England. or to argue upon so grave a subjeet us that on which she
has thought proper to write”, meddles with matters which she does not under-
stand and, “having very little, except prejudice, on which to found an upinion,
she makes up for want of argument by a wonderful fluency of abuse™ and by
being “outragecusly eruel in her treatment of her adversary™.?® Thackeray
accuses her especially of the cardinal sin of erroneous gencralizalion — of
representing all her negative characters, who are all recruited from the epposing
party, the Evangelical sect, as incarnations of evil and thus transierring the
bad traits of individual sinners to be found in any religious sect to a whole
group of persons. The outcome of such a proceeding is in Thackeray’s opinion
“a gross and monstrous libel on the part of the authoress” and greater bigotry
than that which she pillories. He demonstrates this especially by the following
analysis of the titular charaeter of the novel:

“If the Devil himself had been the great patron of what is called the New-Light Seet,
Mrs. Trollope could not, or perhaps would not, have hated it worse, She takes for lier hero
a shining leader of the party, and endows him with a character which certainly must be
copied from the personage whom we lhave just named. She docs not give him the shadow
of a good quality, except a very handsome pevson (if this mav be deemed one). She makes
him u liar, a lecher, a coward, a lLvpocrite, a tvrant and a swindler, whose only charm
consists in his black whiskers and white teeth, and lLis happy knack of mingling indecency
with blasphemy, and, under cover of an aldress 1o the almighty, pampering the grossest
passions of his andience — women for the most part, who fancy they worship God, but adore
the wvicar.”%

In Thackeray’s opinion, Mrs. Trollope “had much bewter have remained al
hone pudding-muking or stocking-mending”, for “she has only harmed hersell
and her cause {(ns a bad advoecate always will)” — her novel, asx a parly attuck.
being *an entire faillure”.3 As I have suggested, he has. morcover. serious
moral reservalions as te the novel, which he regards as dangerous 1o public
morals, He points out that by describing so aceurvately the viear’s viees, of
which it would be better “not to speak at all”, Mrs. Trollope has only shown
that she ts “but too well acquainted with scenes which [her] pure cves should
never have heheld”, and thus has degraded her good wit and gowd intention
shamelully, exposing herself at the same time to possible and quite justifinhte
rebukes from the opposing party that she “learned all this wickedness™ at
church:

“No moralist fand above all, no woman moralist) can use such weupons 1= these withoat
injuring hersell far move than her adversary,”®

¥ For the quolalions sce Stray Pepers, pp. 281, 282, Gulliver, op. cit, p. 205,

¥ Gulliver, op. cit,, p. 208; for the preceding quotation see Stray Papers. . 282,

7 For the quotations sce Stray Papers, pp. 281, 202,

% Gulliver, op. cib, p. 206; for the preceding quotalions see Stray Puprers, pp, 284, 285,
Gulliver, op. cit., p. 207.
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As I have shown in the already-quoted study, Soulié is sharply ecriticized by
Thackerav for elaborating his purpoese in his characters (especially in the figure
of the perfidions Englishinan, Mr. Welmoth, drawn in extremely black colours)
in such a way as to {foment the chauvinism of the French and their hatred of
the English. This part of Thackeray's argument is strongly coloured by his
prejudices against the French, kindled to unusual heat by Soulié’s grotesque
vepresentation of English character and all the other offences he commits against
lhe English nation in his “trumpery novel”. In the conclusion of the review
Thackeray vents his main grievance — that Souhé as novelist should so far
overstep the boundaries of the novel as a literary form as to choose a theme
suttable for a political pamphlet, and to use that sort of argumentation which
should “be lefe to the writers of the leading articles”. In Thackeray’s opinion
the novelist has a perfect right to exercise “the utmost severities of his imagi-
nation” upon the villains he had himself created, but he should not “deal in
speciflic calumnies, and inculcate, by means of lies, hatred of actual breathing
flesh and blood. This itask should be left to what are called hommes graves in
France, the sages of the war newspapers’”,3®

[n the reviews we are dealing with Thackeray has also much to say upon
what we might call legitimate novel-interest, i.e. characters, plot, siluations
and style. Thus in his review of Godolphin he pays detailed attention to Bul-
wer’s method of erealing characters, eriticizing his personages as inconsistent
{especially Godolphin and Constance), pointing to a serious discrepancy between
the admiration with which the author comments upon Constance and the way
in which he makes her act and rebuking him for many other absurdities and
illogicalities in his characterization, which he ridicules in brief iromeal remarks
#a showy nose! good Lord!” etc.). He also objects to the excessively long de-
seriptions of the charaeters, as well as to the tedionsly lengthy monologues and
dialogues, one of which occupies “the moderale space of forty-four pages!”
His indignation is especially aroused by the mysterious Radeliffean figure of
the “romantic visiopary”™ Volkiman, with whom Godolphin spends the greaier
part of his time in Rome in “so mysterious and unearthly” conversations, as
3ulwer characterizes them, that Thackeray is “actually afraid to republish them™.
e has ot s0 many reservations as to lhe characler of Volkiman’s daughter
Lacilla; as it is presented in the early slages of the story, and approves of Bul-
wer's rendering her devotion to her lover “in an inverse ratio to the worth of
ils obhjecl”, a point in which he discerns “a goed deal of nature”, though he
doubts whether this was the novelist’s intention.t?

Thackeray’s opinion of the character of Ernest Maltravers is sufliciently clear
from the earlier analysis: he regarded this personage as an unconvineing lay
(igure, considering it to he “more talkative, more adroit, but less real” ihan
Pelham, reality being in his opmion desiroved chiefly by Malravers's “fatal,
prosing, ledious habit of 1alking about himself”. ! On the other hand, however,
lie points out that some of the minor personages in Ernest Maltravers are “hit
off” very neatly, for instince the funmy old husband of Madame de Ventadour

" TFor the quotations sce Werks V, 502,
4 For the quotations see The National Standard, June 15, 1833, pp. 371, 373; June 22,

pp. 389, 390.
 For the quotations see Gulliver, op. cit., pp. 245, 217.
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and the participants at a ball at Naples. He finds warm words of praise, too.
for the character of Alice, which is in his opinion “neither more nor less than
charming”™ and drawn with talent:

“There is a realitzy in it, a cerlain grace of innocence and aflections, which show him to
be no mecan artist.”™

As far as Mrs. Trollope’s characiers are concerned, Thackeray finds very little
to praise, assessing posttively only “a capital burlesque of a serious fancy-fair.
and a Jew-Missionary to Wabheboo; which exhibils a most unwomanlike genius
for slang and drollery”, but condemning the titular figure of the novel as not
true to life. In his opinion, e indecencies and blasphemies of the vicar “go Tar
bevond the genuine limits of salire, as they exceed the bounds of truth”.3

Thackeray has not a little to say. too, on the plots of the novels he evaluates,
Thus he sums up at some length and with much humour the plot of Godolphin
{(“‘the plot! shades of departed genius, forgive us!™), rejecling its foundation
as absurd and condemning the whole conventional pattern upon which it is
built. His sharpest rebukes are aimed at the “most violent”™ way “in which
Lucilla is dragged into the third volume™ and the “absurd and improbable™ part
she is made to enact,’* and at the execution of Vernon’s revenge which arouses
in him moral indignation as well. In his review of Alice Thackeray criticizes the
whole argument of hoth this novel and Makliravers — the search of the hero
for truth — as lacking in originality, and considers the truth eventually found
so sell-evident as not to be worth the quest. On the other hand, however, he
estimates quite favourably the two first chapters of Ernest Maltravers as being
“in Mr. Bulwer’s very best manner”, 10ld as they are “with admirable livcliness
and effect”™.® The “conduct of the story” in Mrs. Trollope’s novel is praised
by him as ‘“‘capttally arranged” and the events characterized as “extraordinarily
strikingr and real”.*® From Madame Sand’s novel he positively appreciates only
one episode, in which the authoress successfully evokes the atmnosphere of the
cloister and sacristy, praises her fine fancy and her cupubility of keeping up
“the natural supernaturalness” of the scene by means of suitably chosen details,¥”

And finally Thackeray payvs due atiention, too, Lo the style of Lhese aulhors.
The writer who irritates him most by this aspect of his erealive approach is.
not surprisingly, Bulwer, and that in all the three novels reviewed, The speeches
put by DBulwer into the mouth of some of the characters in Gadolphin are
characterized by Thackeray as the crazy drivellings of maniacs and the lan-
guage of Ernest Maltravers assessed as “endless blague™, a siring of windy
sentences possessing no nmeaning, yet “gravely delivered with all the emphasis
of rruth and the air of profound conviction”.*® As the reviewer emphasizes, every
arrival of Bulwer's hero on the seene signifies a turn from good to had and the
appearance of a “wicked and disgusting cant”, while his departure is immediately
to be noliced in the general improvement of “the styvle, the interest, and the

2 Gulliver, op. cit., p. 202; for the preceding guotation see ibid., p. 216.

1 For the quotations see Stray Papers, p. 201; Gulliver, op. cit, p. 206,

" For the quotations see The National Standard. Jume 15, 1833, p. 371; June 22, p. 390,
* Tor the quotations see Stray Papers, p, 204.

% Gulliver, op. cit, p. 206,

47 Qoo Works II, 235.

Y For the quotations see Gulliver, op. cit., p. 203; Stray Papers, p. 296.



amorals™.* From Mrs, Trollope’s novel Thackeray quotes one very clever piece
of writing, adding that for all his grave reservations he is not going “te question
al all the windeniable talent of the authotess of the Vicar of Wrexhill”3* The
only wriler, however, whose style he genuinely admirves. is Madame Sand, as
[ Iave pointed out in my last study. He pays generous tribute to her wonderful
power of language and “exquisitely melodious and full” sentences which remind
hitn of “the sound of country bells — provoking I dow’t know what vein of
musing and meditation, and falling sweclly and sadly on the ear”.%

As far as the value of Thackeray’s reviews as criticism is concerned, we may
say thal in the case of the English writers his critical assaults are entirely just.
in his reviews of Bulwer's novels he vents his protest against those eritics who
prostitule Lheir talents by misplaced praise of such second-rate works and thus
lead the public astray. In lus fivst review of Ernest Maliravers, however, he is
milder in his tone than in that of Godolphin, where he includes even the author
himsell among professional “puffers”, as a man who knows the system of
puffery and ealeulates its eflects, for, being aware “that there is no legitimate
interest whalever in his story, he endeavours, in lis prelace, to engender
a spurious one”. Thackeray inteinds Lo “do strict justice upon this ‘extraordinary
production” ™ and for this reason lets the author oceasionally speak for himsell,
quoting Trom his preface and novel plentifully. His endeavour to be objective
and Just in his eriticisin is also conlirmed by his re-reading the second volume
of the novel, when o friend suggested to him that it “conlained some good
ideas, well expressed”. He found out, hewever, that he might have spared
himself the labowr and thal his friend had been “wofully led astray Dby
a wretched melaphysician, and very middling writer”, His final judgment is then
tolally negative: he eondemns Godolphin as o teashy book weitten in “wretched
taste”™ > and linishes his vesview with the Tollowing conlemptuous words:

“And with this we throw from us “Godolphin'; tresting that, in the execution of cur duty,
we wny never have Lo disseel o subjeel so valucless upnin.”®2

And he does deliver justice in s ease, Tor Godolplin really is a very curious
novel, compounded, as Rosa has i, “of even more diverse efements than
Pelhand % some of which, especially the basie strain of Gothie roinance. as
well as Bulwer’s inept horrowings from Goethe, were in direct conleadiction
1o Thaekeray’s buedding westhetic ideas and thecelore unacceptable to him.

tn his Tiest review of freest Maltravers Thackeray warns not only against
Bidwer's enraplured admivers who laud himm “as a heaven-born genins”, hut
abso agninst his deteaectors who spurn him “as a nunny”” and plunge him “in the
blackest mind of the bathes”. Doth eritical atlilndes ave regarded by Thackeray
as very lapmful, Tor “the abuse lavished upon him (however well-founded)”
unturally makes him place his faith i the opinion of his admirers and. more-
over, sleengthens him “in his darling fault of egotism™, making him “unagine

 For the quotations see Gulliver, op. edl,, . 216,

U Stray Papers, p. 288

U Works 1, 232

 For the quotations see The National Stondard, June 15, 1833, p. 370; June 22, pp.
3589, 390,

* The National Standard, June 22, 1833, p. 393,

HoOp. cit., p. 93
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that he must be a man of wondrous merit, on whom critics sometbmes =0
angrilv fasten”, and thus perverting “the natural hent or hias of his mind™:
“he is a novelist no more, he is a God ullering oracles™.® In his reviews
Thackeray proved in my opinion a beller judge than either the friends or the
enemes of Bulwer of whom he writes. This is not, however. the opinion of all
Thackeravan scholars. Samtsbury, for instanee, emilled the summary review
“COur Batch of Novels for Christmas”, which contains Thackeray’s seconi
review of Ernest Maltravers, because of s being “clumsy and amateurish™
and a “slating” written “in the Mr. Bludyver style”; Greig characterizes Thack-
eray’s approach as brutal “bludgeoning” and Melville thinks that he applied
the lash with the utmost vigour, went too far in his zeal for pure and healthy
literature and showed what might easilv have been construclied as personal
animus against the author, *though, as a mntter of fact, the objections he
entertained against this author were purely abstract”.>® As we have secn, how-
ever, in spite of all his very sharp attacks, most of which are in my opinion
entirely Justifiable (except perhaps one passage not quoted above in which he
addresses a {ew ironical remarks to Bulwer's personal appearanve. rarcflicd tastes
and “artilicial ecoarses”™ which in his opinton exercise a bancful inllrence upon
his literary work®”), Thackeray does also hestow praise upon several deseriptions,
episodes and characters. It is even probable that his reviews published in the
Times might have originally contained still more positive comments. At least
Macready, in his diary of 14th April 1838, records a statement of Thackeray
that from what he wrote on Bulwer {or this paper every word of praise was
left out.*® I can therefore find myself in agreement with G.N. Ray who points
out that although these reviews are “sufficiently harsh”, they “are not entirely
hostile. Thackeray admits his admiration for Pelham, and he shows that he ix
not blind to Bulwer's imaginative power. his wide knowledge of life. and his
intermittent command of witty dialogue™ 5 Nor, as he was himself convinced.
is Thackeray's review of Mrs, Trollope’s novel unfair, though he at the same
time realized that the critical weapons he had used were very sharp.5®

As far as the novels of Sand and Soulié are concerned, Thackeray’s evaluation
is in places coloured by his national prejudices, as I have pointed out in my
previous study, but it is not unjust. His treatment of Spiridion is quite justi-
fiahle, for this work, like the other novels & la thése produced by the French
authoress, is filled with confused metaphysies and misty symbolism and i
unequal both in its composition and its truthfulness to life. And he was not so
unfair as to fail to recognize and appreciate the beauty of her style and admit
that in her genius and eloquence she could take rank with Roussean and Byron.
His review of Souli€’s novel is quite fair, for the weak pomts he has foond
and castigated are real demerits of this second-rate work which was “manu-

* For the quotations see Gulliver, op. cit., p. 201.

% For the view of Saintshury, see Works X, xx; of Greig, see op. cit,, p. 37; of Melville,
see op. cit., I, 171,

*? See Siray Papers, pp. 292—293.

* (Juoted by Stevenson, op. cit., p. 80

*3 The Uses of Adversity, p. 242.

% When, after publishing his review, he was invited to a dinner-parly at which Mrs.
TroHope was to be present, we are told: “*0h, By Jove! I can’t come’, he exclaimed. Tve
just cut up her ‘Viear of Wrexhill’ in a review, | think she tclls lies” ™ {quoted by Melville,
op. ¢it, I, 155n. from Richard Bedingfield's Recolleetions of Thackeray).
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faclured” by the author for a delimite political purpuse provided by eerlain
politicians, as Thackeray has it. and has fallen inlo deserved oblivion,

*

In the middle 1840s, when the social novel in particalar, alongside the
“political” and “religious”, was in its hevday and rcaching the zenith of its
popularity, Thackeray begins to be mueh more disturbed than he had previously
been by o conspicuous tewdency to be observed among the novelists, namely
an inclination to go too far in their endeavour to make their works instructive.
1o use them first and foremost for didactic purposes and thus produce, instead
of novels, political, religious or economic pamphlets and manifestos. Having
carefully read several works of some contemporury writers of fiction (Disraeli’s
Coningsby and Sybil, Lever’s Si. Pairick’s Eve, Cooper’s Ravensnest, Mrs. Trol-
lope’s Jessie Phillips, Eugéne Sue’s Juif errant, as well as Jerrold's and
Diekens’s warks published in this period}, he frels bound as critie to sound the
alarm against their treatment of the novel, Above all in his review of Lever's
novel (The Morning Chronicle, Aprit 3. 1845}, but alse in the olher reviews
published in this magazine and concerned with fiction (notably m those ol
Disrael’s Coningsby, May 13, 1344, and Sybil, May 13, 1845, amdd of some
Christmas stories to be dealt with in the following sub-chapler; in less measure
in his review of Cooper’s novel, August 27, 1845}, Thackeray develops his
interesting argument concerning the social and political commitiment of fiction
with which T dealt in detail in lwo of my previous studies and have here
summed up in my second chapter along with my own conelusions, This argument
contains his mature formulation of some of his older eriferia, as well as of sonie
not entirelv new, hut not vet explicitly applicd by him in lus eritieism of novels
a la theése or of any other tvpe of fiction.

Oune of the older criteria he continued Lo apply in the period | am dealing
with is that of his familiar extra-aesthetic considerations which make him regeet
the propagated doctrine itsell. He applies this erviterion especially in the case of
Disraeli’s novels Coningsby and Sybil, the acknowledged biernry rmanilestos of
the “Young LEngland” parly, even although his rejection of the doctrine is nol
absolute. He appreciaies the positive aspeets of Disraeli’s thesis as it is embodied
in these novels: the truthful exposure of the dirty political game of the Whigs
and Tortes, and the severe hits at both parties. it is good, he is convinced. “to
tind gentlemen sitting with the present government acknowledging the cant of ils
professions, the entire uncertainty of its aims, the hollowness of its views. awml
for the mminent convulsions of the country ils uller inadequacy to provide™.
But even if Thackeray appreciates Disraeli’s revelation of the evils of political
and social life in England, the remedy the novelist presertbes for their removal
seems to him entirely ineffective — he points out that when Disraeli “eomes to
legislate for them .., his reasoning becomes altogether unsatisfactory™, Thackeray
professes himself unable to decipher the parable of “Young England” and 1o
understand what are the aims of this new polilical programme. which he
denotes as a mystery wanting “a key as much as any problem hitherto un-
explained in this world”.® [n spite of this. however. in his summary of the

81 For the quotalions see Contributions, 43, 79.
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doctrine, which he presents in his review of Smythe's IHistorie Fancies (published
in the Morning Chirondele in the interval between those of Coningsby and Sybil),
he seceeeds in grasping its main drawbacks. explaining the progress it has
made since ils first appearance and even demonstraling that such a pelitical
programne is very unsatisfactory, for it is in its snbstance vague prophecy and
dangerous demagogy, which disturbs men’s minds by offering them “something
as vet undelined” as a remedy for their present troubles.®? From Thackeray’s
whole argument it 15 obvious that he particularly resented the fundamental
principle of the Young Englanders’ doctrine — the proposal for the revival of
some undefined “good old times”, in fact “those wicked middle ages”, as he
characterized them elsewhere, “of which romancers like to make chivalrous
pageants, ol we madmen in Young Ingland and Young Ireland prate about”
but which are “now considered damnable by all proper men”.®3 He finishes his
review of Coningsby by highly appreciating Disraeli’s delinition of the English
government, bul pointing to the inconsistency helween this defimition and
Disraeli’s polilical ideals:

“We wish Sir Robert Peel joy of his Young England fricnds; and, admiving fully the
vivid correctness of Mr. Disraeli's description of this great Conscervative parety, which
conserves nolthing, which proposes nothing, which resists nothing, which believes nothing:
admive still more his conclusion, that out of this nothing a something is to be created, round
whielh England is contentedly to rally, and that we are one day to re-organize faith and

vevercnce round Lhis wretched, toltering, mouldy, clumsy, old idol®*

No less vigorously does Thackeray criticize the doctrine propagated by
Cooper in Ravensnest, the main tenet of which is that “a landed gentry is pre-
cisely what is most needed for the higher order of civilization™.% As Thackeray
points out, this tenet is enforced by the novelist especially in his record of the
honours of the Litllepage family i its three gencralions, in which ihe landed
aristoeracy is celehrated as an exclusive and hulispensible social elass. “a record
full of the same sentiment of exclusivencss. a sentiment which, having been
denounced Lime ant of mind by the movement parly in the old world, is just
heginuing to be 1aken up by the aristoeratic party in the new™. Thackeray,
hinsell o hater of avistocratic privileges, finds sueh an attitude 1o this social
class anachronistic and imtenable:

“What strange vicissitudes oceur in the history of onr race! A premium upou landowners
in demucratic America, just at the very time the comniry-gentleman parly have been turned
1o the vight about in aristocratic England!™®

The purpose followed by Lever in St. Patrick’s Eve scems to Thackeray not
so objectionable in itself as that of Disrachi or Cooper. Lever's aim is to show
that the only vemedy for the Irish national evils is the veturn of the absealee
landlords to their lrish maners. In Thackeray’s opimon. as “a gencral pro-
posilion none can e more amiable and unadeniable than this”: the remedy “is
of the mildest sont and such as could not possibly do hiorn Lo that or any other

& See ibid., pp. BO—56.

® For the quotations see ibid.,, pp. 165 and 60; sce ulso Jvames's remwk on Young
England in Works VII, 39%.

5 Contributions, 50,

55 Ihid., p. 170; quoted from Cooper.

% Ibid.,.p. 170; for the preeeding quotation see ibid., p. 169.
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afflicted couniry”, He doubts, however, whether this “medicine weuld be sulfi-
ciently powerful”,®

Another objection Thackeray lodges against “political” novelists is their in-
consistent and infirm political ereed: they change their political views ecither
several times during their literary career (like Disraeli} or even within one work,
like Mrs. Trollope in her novel Jessie Phillips: a Tale of the New Poor Law
(1842 —1843). This objection is vented by Thackeray especially in the argument

mentioned above, in the following words:

“Let us remember, foo, how loosely some of our sentimental writers Lave held to political
creeds: — thus, we all know that the great philosopher, Mrs. Trollope, who, by means of
a novel in shilling numbers, determined to write down the poor-laws, semewhere towards the
end of her story came to a hitch in her argument, and fairly broke down with a confession
that facts had come to light, subscquent to the commencement of her story, whieh had
greally altered her opiniens regunding the law; and so the law was saved for that time,
Thus, teo, we know that the famous author of ‘Coningsby’, before he propounded the famous
New England philosophy, had preached many other respeciable doctrines, viz., the Peel
Jdoctrines, the Hume doctrines, &c.: all this Sir Robert Peel himsclf took the pains to expluin
to the House of Commons the olher night, when the great philosopher alluded to called the
vight honourable baronet an orgunised hypocrite.”®*

It i3 worth noticing, however, that Thackeray does not apply this criterion in
his reviews of Disracli’s novels, but ouly in a marginal comment in his Book of
Snobs, where he pillories this writer especially for his propensity towards
changing his political convictions according to his needs, Even hore, however,
he does not deny Diseaeli’s talent, knowledge of political problems and courage
in the political straggle, and counfesses that he likes “to see him in his public
posilion — a quill-driver, like one of us”, becaunse “lic makes our proflession
respected”®® To a certain extent Thackeray applies this eriterion in his review
of Cooper's novel. where he shows the diserepancies between the views this
novelist expressed in his travel-bool Gleanings in Europe: England (1337} and
in his novel Ravensnest. Whereas in his travel-hook Cooper revealed himself as
a hater of aristocralic privileges and “a thorough-going equalityv-man”, the hero
of his novel, the American squire Littlepage, and his unele Ro are fine specimens
of aristocrals with a patriarchal enthusiasm {or their inhertted Ianded property
amd a greal pride i their origin and family traditions, which Cooper char-
acterizes as “lhat very justifiable pride whieh belongs Lo enduring respectabiliey
and social station’”’. Whereas in his travel-book Cooper clenrly expressed his
conviction of the superiority of the Americans over all the other nadions, in lis
novel he makes lis iwo main characters mouthpieces for his own eritical assaults
apon nearly all political and exeeutive institutions of the land of which he and
they “are so proud™ ™

As in his eriticism of the novels diseussed in the first half of this sub-chapter,
however, the criteria so far discussed do not play a decisive role here, for he
again evaluates the works of the “political” novelists by several other principles,
whiclk he also formnlated in his theorclical argument. [n this he categorically

¢ For the quotations see ibid., pp. 75, 74.

“ Ihidl., pp. 71--72.

8 Works IX, 334 (Disrueli 15 referred to under the fichtions pame “Ben de Minories™).

™ For the quotations see Contributions, 168, 169, 172; for another similar comment on
Cooper's travel-bonk see Waorks V, 403.
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declaced thar writers of fiction should not officiale as social regeneralors. decp
plilosophers and politicians, but should keep to their own ground —

“arnusing by means of amiable fiction, and instructing by kindly satire, being careful to
avoid the discussion of abstract principles, beyond these of the comumen ethical science which
forms a branch of all poets and novelists’ business — but, above all, eschewing [uestions of
polities and political economy, as too deep, I will not say for your comprehension, but for
vour readers’: and never, from their nature, properly to be discussed in any, the most gilded,

story-book.”' 7!
The proper theme of the novelist is in his opinion human life and sociely:
“Maorals and manners we believe to be the novelist’s best themnes; and hence prefer

remances whicl: do not treal of algebra, religion, political economy, or other absiract
w72
seirnce,

As [ have pomted oul in the second chapter, Thackeray's statenents in
which he excludes political problems, including the “Condition-of-England
yuestion™, from the sphere of the novelist’s interest, seem at first sight very
herelical, vel they are based upon well-substantiated reasons which are more
clenrly displayed in his concrete appreciation of individual authors and their
works than in his theorelical pronouncement. What he really had in mind was
Lhat the novelists should not overload their novels with obtrusive “moral ballast”.
i, oxplicit insiruction. This is not an entirely new critecion, but nowhere so
consistently applied as in his Morning Chronicle rveviews of novels g la theése.
From 1ihis point of view he found Disraeli’s novels particularly objectionahle.
(ne of their grave demcrits he considers to he the grealt number of digressions
and commentaries in which the author infliets his political beliels upon his
readers. Sybil, as he poinls oul, is even more overloaded with such a ballast than
is Coningsby and he ironically suggests a list of reference books to he sent by
hook-sellers to their country correspondeats as “a key™ to this novel, mentioning
books on histery, econemy, agriculiure, manufaciure, banking and credit. After
having read this necessary lilerature on the problems discussed in the novel,
“the reader would be compelent Lo judge this wonderful author”, and “to lorm
theories for himsell, after mastering such a political eneyclopaedia”, Thackeray
returns to Lthis rebuke i the conclusion of the review where he points out that
he would have been glad “to sce a number of disquisitions, religious, reiro-
spective, and prophetie. omitted. If a man professes to write a boolk *in a light
and wnpretending form’, as owr author docs, why inlrodnee into it subjecis
hoth heavy and prelentious?™ 73
The other culprit in this respeet is Cooper, of whose novel Thackeray writes:

“With regurd 1o the book gencrally, we must observe thal, although printed in the
usual faushionable novel form, it is the least lively affair of the Lkind we have ever met with.
Indeed, we do not see how it could be otherwise, the incidents being few and common-place,
amil the dialogue all tening upon political and social questions.”™

Another criterion which Thackeray applics in the reviews we are dealing with,
nad which is familiar to us fron Wl his eriticism so far discussed in this worls,

.

I Contributions, 71.

2 Ihid., pp. 77—78.

™ For the quotations sce ibid., pp. 79, 86.
1 Ihid,, p. 174,
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is his postulate that the novelists should be familiar with their subject, preferably
from their own personal experience. According to his view, contemporary “po-
litical” novelists “meddle with subjects of which their small studies have given
them but a faint notion™ and thence “wreat complicated and delicate questions
with apologues instead of argument”. This is, as he concludes, “not only
dishonest, but it is a bore”. He applies this postulate especially to the authors
who oceupy themselves with one of the themes he excluded from the thematie
range of fiction, the “Condition-of-England” {or Ireland) question (Disraeli and
Lever). He praises Disraeli’s aim of including within the framework of his
depiction of coutemporary society in Sybil not only the life of the highest social
classes, but “the whole eyele of labour”, the working eclass both in town and
country, and gives ungrudging tribute to his depiction of the terrible colony
of agricultural labeurers, drawn “with honesty, truth, and hearty sympathy”,
in which he sees the best part of the novel. Particularly praiseworthy in lus
eves is the novelist’s endeavour to introduce the reader mto the “mysterious”
world of factory workers and miners. But in this case, as Thackeray clearly
undervstands, Disraeli’s depictions are not satisfactory, not because he has no
svmpathy with his subject, but because he lacks the necessary experience amd
familiarity with it. This is most strikingly revealed in his delineation of the
characters of factory workers and miners, “with whose features the writer is not
sufficiently familiar to be able to sketch them off with the ease that is requisite
in the novelist”.” Thackeray also suggests what should be the equipment of the
writer who would venture upon this hitherto almost entirely neglected ground:

*A man who was really familiar with the mill and the mine might now, we should think,
awaken great public attention as a movelist. It is a magnificent and untrodden field (for
Mrs. Trollope’s Factory slory was wretched caricaturing, and Mr. Disracli appears on the
ground rather as an amateur): to deseribe it well, a inan sheuld be born to it. We want
a Bez fromm among the miners or the manulactories to detail their ways of work and
pleasure — to describe their feclings, interests, and lives, public and private.”®

For all his eritical words addressed to Disraeli’s depiction of the English
working class. the reviewer is able to see ils social significance: he 1s convinced
that even if these deseriptions are not entirely faithful to life, “they are written
with genuine feeling”, and they can do good by lurning the readers’ attention
to this novel subject and by sending travellers from the higher classes to manu-
facturing and mining districts. He highly appreciates (and quotes) Disraeli's
well-known revelation of the “lwo nations” exisling side by side within English
socicty and praises his attempt to rend asunder the veil dividing them:

“If this book can huve made any members of the one nation think of the other, i, is
souiething to have done; i our idea Mr. Disraeli never said truer words than that the
one nation does net know what the other does, and that it is time they should be
acquainied.”??

We may see, then, that although Thackeray wus convinced that the novelist
“ought to be a non-combatant”, he is ahle to appreciate the help a writer of
fiction ean give to the cause of the oppressed by drawing the attention of the

3 For the quotations sce ibid., pp. 10, 80, 8283

™ Ibid., p. 80; the relerence to Mrs. Trollope’s novel here concerns, as Ray points out,
Fhe Life and Adventures of Miclhael Armstrong, the Factory Boy (1839),

T Contributions, 81; for the preceding quotation sce ibid., p. 80.
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public 10 their miserable condition, even if he is nol able Lo depict it entirely
truthfully or offer any elfectual remedy for its improvement,

The utter inadequaey of the “political” novelists to presenl any sueh vesnedy
for the social evils they depict s indeed the objeet of Thackeray's maost serions
complaint. He formulates his views at some length in his review of Lever's novel,
but applies them in all the reviews [ am dealing wilh at present, as well as i
that of one of Dickens’s Christmas stories, with which | shall deal in the nexi
sub-chapter. As we have seen, he explicitly rejected the remedies offered by
Disraeli and Cooper and doubted the efficieney of that propesed by Lever. Bual
he goes further, criticizing as well the way o which these writers ensbody their
beliefs artistically, What he mainly objects 1o is the {act that instead of suggesting
a praclicable solution thev offer moral [ables, st the conchsion of whish
the good poor are rewarded and reconcited to the wicked riel, by then greatly
reformed:

“Ilas any sentimental writer organised any feasible scheme Jor betiermg the poor? Has
any one of them, after weeping over poor Jack, and lwming ey Jord 1o ridicnle, devised
anything for the substanlinl benefit of the former. AL ibe conclusion of these tales, when
the poor here or heroine has been bullied enough — when poor Fack has heen put off the
murder he was meditating, or poor Polly has been resened from 1he wwn on whichs she was
ubout to go — there somehow arrives a misly reconecilidion betwern the poov and the rich:
a propheey is uttered of better times for He one, and better manners in 1he other: presage:
are made of happy life, happy marriage and children, happy beel wul pudding for all time
1o come; and the characters make their bow, grinning, in o group, ws they do at the end of
a drama when the curlain falls, and the blue fire blazes hehind the seenes 7

This is not. in Thackeray's opinion, “the way in which men sericusly engaged
and interested in the awful question between rich and poor meet and grapple
with it”., Men like Cobden and Sir Robhert Peel go inlo battle amed with faaes
and figures, and their conduet is based upon “cogent prudential reasons”™. for the
confest in which they participate is a serious one on bolh sides:

“The novelist as 6 appears to us, ought 10 be a noo-combatant, Dot il he persists in aking
a side, don’t let him go inlo the contest nuarmad; led hi di something more effectual 1han
enll the enemy names. The cause of either party in Whis greal quareel pequires o slronger
championship than this, and merits a maere camest worfare, ™

From this point of view Thackeray eriticizes Disracli for allaching 16 his
Sybil a conventional happy end, which, as he sareastically remarks, ix not
a suecesslul realization of Diseaeli’s purpose of eonnecting Lthe two nations by
means of the marriage of Lhe heroine and Fgremont, a marriage which was
meant. Lo “typify the mnion of the people ane the nobles™: o Taet Fgremon
15 “a dandy aristecrat of not over good blood”, whaose “lamily is fiving upon the
spoils of holy monasterics”, while Sybil, though at first presented as “ihe
daughter of a pattern Chartist”, turns out “to be one of the old. old nobility
of all, a baroncss of forty thousand pounds a vem™ 5

Nor is Lever in Thackerax’s opinion a eompelent person o propose a pracli-
eable solution of the sitnalion i Treland, eves o T is Touilizos with i, for 1his
can be done only hy experts:

™ Ihid., pp. 73—T74.

™ 103 g 74,

¥ For e quolations see ibid., p. 82
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“The landlords may be wickedly to blame; the monsters get two per cent. for their land;
they roll about in earriages, de nolhmg, and drink champagne; while the poor I.lboun.r
temains at home and works and starves; — but we had better have some other opinion than
ihat of the novelist o decide uopon the dispute between them., He can exaggerate the
sdolence sl luxury of the one, or the mwiscries and privations of the other, as his fancy
leads him,”%

Thackeray makes, however, some distinctions between this novelist and the
other “sentimental” politicians to be found among the contemporary writers of
fietion, In contradistinetion to these (and to Mrs, Trollope and Soulié, whom
Thackeray rebuked for a similar fault earlier), Lever does not content himself
with making an oulery against the opposing party, but proposes a remedy, and
a remedy. as we have seen. not wholly rejected by his reviewer — the return
of the absentee landlords. Even the main idea of the novel is acceptable to
Thackeray, namely that the rich have their duties towards the poor and should
share their wealih with them, as they “are but the stewards of heaven’s houaty
to the poor”. Yet the way in which this idea and Lever's general purpese arc
elaborated in the characters and the plot of the novel does not come up to
Thackeray's standard. His criticism, however, is in my opinion only partly
justifiable. Where he is in the right is in pointing to the main weakness of
Lever's approach — his depiction of the hero of the story as a man incapable
of retaining his original nobility of character in the absence of his landlord,
vither in prosperity, when he becomes idle and fond of drinking, or in adversity,
when he shows himsell capable of cven committing a crime, As Thackeray
rightly realizes, such n charncler seems to have been specially invented to sait
ithe novelist’s purpose, but it is not true to life, leading Lever. mereover. o
erroncons gencralization: he lavs the whole guilt for the idleness and eriminal
propensities of the tenant upon the absemt landlord, who should be present to
teach him better, and makes the mere return of the latter the instrument of
saving the former from murder, as well as of lLringing aboul the ultimate
reconciliation of all parties and a happy end for evervbody. Where Thackeray is
wrong, however, i in his suddenly transferring his criticism from the sphere of
Lever's art to that of the aclual reality depieted in the novel. condemning not
only the novelist's hut any verdict upon landlords as preposterous and atlempt-
ing 1o prove Lhal Lever's social faels were wrong. He resepves it as his vight “lo
putin o word for the landlord, just for novelty’s sake™®2, and when he does so,
he disregards objective historieal facls by making his defence of Levers Irish
landlord generad for all landlords and capitalists, committing a further crror by
being wnliie to Dickens whom hie names in this conneelion:

“TMeye we have an Insh judge econvieling the landlords of ‘guilt. in deriving all the
appliances of his case and enjoyment from theose whose struggles to supply them woere
made nnder the pressure of disesse and hunger’. Why not hunger? Without Lunger there
would be no work, We have just seen Mr. Lever's peasant, idling and drinking when he got
tis fann for nothing, and when be is to pay his landlord, the latter is straighiway brought
i guilty., What a verdict is this! All property may similarly be declared iniguitous, and all
captlal eriminal, Let fundliolders and manufacturers look out — Judge Jerrold will show
them ne favour, Chief Baron Boz has charged dead against them. and so we see it has
been ruled in Freland by the chiel nuthority of the literary bench.”®?

u Ib]d + P 73
8 Tor the quotalions see ibid., pp. 74, 76.
¥ 1bid,, p. 76.
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As in his reviews of other types of fiction, so too in those of novels ¢ la thése
Thiwkeray devotes some attention to the novelists’ craft, though much less than
he does to their intention. Thus Le gives unstinted praise to Disrvaeli’s failhiul
depiction of the political tricks and practices of the Lnglish politicad parties and
lavs slress on the author’s gift of humour and salire, which is often directed
against things, persons, and practices deserving to be ridiculed. As Disvaeli’s best
achievement in Coningsby Thackeray regards his satirical portraits of con-
ternporary politicians, his “amusing bitter sketches of Tadpole, Righy. Mon-
mouth, and the rest, of which the likenesses were irresistible, and the malice
tickled everybody™, but he makes his praise rather too extravagant by sceing
Disraelt a direct successor of Swift in this style of delinealion. surpassing all
the other disciples of the latter in dexterity. So loo is he overlavish in lis
praise of the character of Rigby in his second review of the novel, pointing out
that a “better portrait of a parasite has never been written since Juvenal's days”™
and expressing his belief “that even ages hence people will read this hook as
a singular picture of manners and society in our times”. Sybil, on the other
liand, as he points out, lacks the evidence of Disraeli’s gift of malicious political
caricature, which is the strong point of Coningsby, even il the rogueries of the
“cabals of parliamentary parties” are satirized in it successfully and “the
Chartists and their counspiracies, and their impracticable sellishness™ are equally
bitterly eastigated, He approved, however, of Disracli’s salivical pictures fromn
the life of aristecratic sociely and of some convincing subsidiary characters from
this milieu, which contain “admirable observation and satire” and seem to lim,
and quite rightly, “to be most brilhantly hit off, more so than the plebeian
likenesses, the men and women of the mines and the factories™.®* In his Morning
Chronicle review of Coningsby Thackeray pays some altention, toe, to Disracli’s
style:

“He writes for a page or two in passages of the most admirable and pure English,

thoughts finely poetical, Iresh, startling, or ingenious; Lut vne may be pretly sure of not
being able to tarn half-a-dozen leaves without coming upon something outrageous. ™’

{n the conelusion of his review of Lever's novel Thackeray deals with the
objection lodged against his eriticism by a {riend of hus, who declared “that the
story (had] nothing to do with polities; that no eritie fhad] a right to judge it in
a political sense; and that it [was] to be tested by its descriplive. its humorous,
s pathetic, or romantic merits”. Thackeray preserves his doubts as to the
validity of this statement, but, to forestall possible objections of this sort on the
piurt ol the readers or the author himself, he adds a very briel evaluation of the
merils and demerits of the novel, starting with the statement that “a great deal
may be said in praise, and a little in blame of Mr. Lever's new storv™".%° He finds
sonte serious blemishes in Lever's style, which he characlerizes as “exceedingly
careless”, and blames the author for his outrageous treatment of gramar:

"A regard for that mother whowm the eritic and 1he novelist ought to revere equally, the
venerable Lnglish grammar, binds us te protest against this carcless treatment of her™®

" For the quotations sec ibid,, p. 79, Works VI, 508, Contributions, 82, 83, 82.
¥ Contributions, 41.
* For tlie quotations see ibid.,, pp. 76—77,
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His praise s summed up in the last paragraph of the review:

“In regard of the merits, the narrative has the animated, rapid, easy style which is the
charm of the anthor's writing, the kindly and affectionate bumour (which appears in this
volume to greater advantage, becanse it is not ever laughed by the boisterous jocularily
witich we find in some of his other works), and the gay and brilliant manner of depicting
figure and landscape, which distinguishes Mr. Lever's dexterous and facile hand. Parts of the
lale are told with exceeding pathes and sweetness; and he who begins must needs go through
il, with interest and with unabated pleasure.”%

As I have pointed out above, in this second period of his critical campaign
against the novel d la thése, Thackeray also makes use of those vritical weapons
which had lain unexploited in his critical arnnory in the first — parody and
burlesque, He did so for the first time o his parodistic portrait of the Jewish
banker Sidonia from Coningsby in the already discussed parody of Disraeli™s
novel in Novels by Eminent Hands. This portrait is Thackeray’s most damaging
attack both upon the novelist’s personality and political doctrine, but especially
upon the latter. Sidonia is to a great extent Disraeli’s autobiographical porirait,
as Thackeray rightly peinted out in both his reviews of the novel, especially in
that published in the Pictorial Times:

“He paints his own portrait in this book in the most splendid fashion: it is the queerest
in the whole queer gallery of likenesses; he appears as the greatest philosopher, the greatest
poet, the greatest horseman, the greatest statesman, the greatest roué in the world; with all
the qualities of Pint and Byron, and DBurke, and the great Mr. Widdicomb of Batty's
Amphitheatre, Perhaps one is reminded of the last-named famouns individual more than of

any other” (Works VI, 507).

At the same time, however, Sidonia is the main protagonist of Disraeli's
ideology, & very seriously meant embodiment of the novelist’s political, social
and aesthettc ideals, or, as Merritt has it, “Disraeli’s idealized symbol of the
alienated artistic sensibility and of the unjustly judged Jew"”. Thackeray parodies
this character in the figure of the Jewish old-clothes merchant Raphacl Mendoza,
whom he endows with all the positive traits characteristic of Sidonia, exaggerated
and caricatured into the groiesque, with the purpose of iearing down the
romantie trappings enveloping this figure as Disracli depicted hin The similarity
and contrast between the two personages ave undeniable. Boellh men are tre-
mendously rich and belong to lhe rank of the great capitalist magnates who
dietate the policy of whole states. but Thackeray’s Mendoza is forced. as Merritt
points out, “'to masquerade as a Jewish merchant Lo avoid the inevitable censure
of Christians jealous of his wealth”™. Mendoza walks through the streels of
I.ondon in shabby clothes and does his business in a dirty small shop. but
behind it he has a splendid apartment {one of many others) from which he
conduets the poliey of the whole world. Both Sidouia and Mendoza are altruistic
and save toktering governmenis with loans from their enormous wealth, holh are
prominent philosophers and are endowed, moreover, with s;ane other positive
tratts characlevistic of the heroes of romaneces (bolh possess personal courage,
Sidonia 1s a splendid rider and Mendoza an oarsman). Thackeray in his pacody
of Sidoma goes inlo the smallest details — for instance the Arabian horse which
Sidonia received from the Egyptian Pasha fligures in the paredy as a edique

*7 Ihid., p. 77.
* Ihid.
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presented to Mendoza by the Twrkish Sultan, Sidenia Lalks to Coningsby about
his intimate intercouwrse with the roval courts in Russia and Spain and about his
encounters wilth the people of his faith and race in all signilicant places —
Mendoza is visited by the Czar’s messenger, the ambassador from Spain, Leuis
Philippe himself and other prominent personalities who fawn upon the merchant
and are all of Jewish confession. As [ollows from this brielf outline, in the
character of Mendoza Thackeray successfully derides the philosophical and
political ideas embodied in the original created by Disraeli. It is first and
foremost this novelist’s mulitsni Judaism, manifested in the exaggerated culogies
he bestows upon the genius of the Jewish nation and his tendenecies to ascribe
Jewish origin to all the great historical personalitics, Thackeray ecaricatures this
part of Disracli's doctrine by aseribing a Jewish origin not omly to Louis
Philippe, mentioned above. hut even lo the Pape, Thackeray's parody hits its
target with deadly precision and is one of the hest to be found in the whole
Punch series, As Merritt has shown, he “made Pisraeli’s stvle and his noble
ethnic hero utterly ridicwlous. and . .. Disraeli may have well nursed a grudge
against him for having done s07.5 The range of Thackeray™s sativical weapons
is not, however, limited exclusively 1o purely literary paredy. but is extended
to the social life behind it. As Ivashevn has pointed oul, Thackeray divests even
Mendoza's wealth itselfi of s romantic glamour by revealing that he had
acquired it by extorting shillings and pennies fromn the poor.®

Thackeray’s last sustained attack upon the novel & la thése is represenied by
his burlesque A Plan for « Prize Nowvel, written in the form of an open letter
“from the eminent Dramatist BROWN to the eminent Novelist SNOOIS”,
publisted in Punch on 22 February, 1831 and attached to his Novels by Eminent
flands. Through the mouth of his spokesman Brown, Thackeray proposes
Lo the popular novelist Snooks how 1o conform in his next work to the current
literary fashion of the novel with a purpose and at the same time “he rewarded
at a still higher figure”. aml suggesis to him, as T have mentioned before. to
write an advertiseraent novel. showtng him at the same time how to do 1t In
his prefatory words we fhwl the [ollowing eategorienl protest against Diction
wrillen with w purpose:

“Unless he writes with a purpose. vou know, a novelist in ovr days is good for nothing.
This one writes with a Sorialist purpose: that with a Conservative purpose: this avihor or
mrthoress with the most delicate skl insinuates Catholicism into vou, and vou find yourself
#ll bl o Papist in the third volume; another doctors vou with Low Churel remedies 10 work
mwardly upon you, and which von swallow down unsuspiciously, as clildren do crlomel

in jellv, Tiction advocates all sorts of truths and causes — doesn’t the delightul bard of 1he
AMinories find Moses in evervthing?” (Waorks VI, 175}

As his burlesque plan of an advertisement novel clearly shows, owever, even
in this case Thackeray's protest is not in [act addressed Lo the social ov politieal
commibment of liternre as such, bt to those second-rate novelists who were
unable 1o elothe their pmpose in adequate artistic form.

Before coming to the final conclusion 1 should at least briefly point om 1ha
after publishing his burlesque with the above-quoted satirical remark addressed
1o Disracli. Thackeray ebanged his opinion of this author’s political novels, ax

NG the qualittions seve op. il pp. G—87,
S o), il i 2,
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he did that of Disraeli’s Silver-Fork peoductions, In his speech at the Royal
Literary Fund Dinner of May 1852, in which he praised Disraeli’s early
fashionable novels, he also found warm words of praise for the trilogy Coningsby,
Sybil and Tancred, in which Disraeli “explained 1o a breathless and listening
world the great Caucasian mystery’.%1

Since this is the last time I am to be concerned with Thackeray’s criticism
of Bulwer as novelist, I should also dulv emphasize that even his attitude
to this writer, whom he persecuted so relenilessly. began to change at the
end of the 1840s. Although even in the [ollowing decade we find in his
letters a few crittcal remarks addressed to Bulwer's ecreative method %2 we
also find comments in which he characterizes his former ecriticism of this
writer as too “savage”, expresses his regret al having pelted “at that poor
old Bulwer & others” and apologizes for his attacks on accoumt of “the
days of hot youth” in which they werce written.”® In his speech of May 16, 1849,
at the Royal Literary Fund Dinner, he pointed out how some literary men
greatly advanced themselves by their labour, mentioning also Bulwer, though
not referring to him by name, as the author of Letters to John Bull, Esq., which
had gone through eight editions up to that date.®™ Ou 21 June 1833 lie wrote
i letler directly to Bulwer, drawing attention lo lis. Thackeray’s, now public
apology for the former critical assaults which hudl heen published in the prelace
to the 1852 American edition of Mr, Brown's Letters and some earlicr works of
his. In this preface he apolegizes for the Amevican editor’s having reprinted sone
of his early “careless papers” which he would never have reprinted himsell
and which he would like to forget. Ile is not so much concerned about his Novels
by Eminent Ilands, which he even in these vears characterizes as “not ma-
licious, . .. nor unamusing”,” but fiest and forcmost about the pamphlet “Mer.
Yellowplush's Ajew™ and his review of Bulwer's drama The Sea-Captain (Lo he
vet discussed) which he is very sorey o see reproduced. He asks pardon of
Bulwer “flor a lampoon, which I know he himsell has forgiven, and which
T wish I could recall”, ani proceeds:

“I had never seen that eminent writer but onee in public when tlis satire was penned,
and wonder at the recklessness of the voung man who could funey such personalily was
harmless jocularity, and never calculate that it might give pain. The best experiences of iy
life have been goned sinee that lime of youth and gaicte al careless langhter. [ allude 10
them, perhaps, becanse I woubd not have any kind and friendly dmerican reader jodge ol
me by the wild performances of early years™ (Worls N, G05:

On his first reading My Nowvel, Thackeray was not very enthusiastic, char-
aclevizing it as “very dexterously brewed &*bolled small beer™, but soon
allerwards he evaluated it positively as “fresher & richer” than any of Bulwer's
preceding works (in which he was of course not mistaken], placing this novelist,
as {ar as the fecundity of his imagination is concerned, even above Dickens (in
which he was certainly quile wrong).”® In the same year he even used one of
Bulwer’s artistic procedures as his model: The Ca.rtons, which he much admired,

1 Melville, op. eit,, 11, 79.
¥ See Letters III, 12, 13.
¥ For the quotalions see Letters I1. 553—=531.
“ See Melville, op. eit., 1I, 74,
% For the quotations see Works X, 605, GiM,
For the quotations see Letters L1, 248, 288; see alw, ibido. pp, 253, 407, 409.
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inspired him to use a [ictitious narvator in The Newcomes.®” In his last vears he
was much attracted by Bulwer’s Strange Story which was, along with Collins’s
Woman in White, his avowed source of inspiration when he wrote his late
hurlesque The Notch on the Ave — a Story @ la Made (The Cornhill Magazine,
April—June 1862},® meant as a parody of the sensational novels which had
become so popular in the 1850s, bul essentially differing [rom his earlier works
of this kind in being writlen without a polemical purposc and in a mild and
kind-hearted tone.

In attempting to assess Thackernyv's eriticism of novels & la thése as a whole.
| should in the first place point out that from his conecrete analvsis of in-
dividual works of this tvpe his own position is more obvions than it is from his
theoretical argument. There can be no doubt that he ncutely felt the necessity
thal contemporary social and political life shouid find its reflection in literatuve:
at thal time he was attaining the heights of the novelist’s art himself and in
Vanity Fair presented a remarkable embodiment of his own outlook upon the
place of political and social manners in fiction. He could not help protesting,
however, whenever he met this broad theme handled as the weiters discussed in
this sub-chapter treated it. he could not help rebelling whenever he saw the
novel as a literary form malireated at the hands of the novelists who were unahle
o find such media for expressing their purpose as woull he acsthetieally
acceptable,

His criticism is not motivated by personal prejudice or spite. for he metes
out the same justice to his personal [riends as he does 1o writers whom he cither
did not know in person at all or at least not intitnately. I do think therefore
that Forsythe is almost entirely in the wrong when he maintains thalt Thack-
eray’s criticism of Disraeli was “founded upon Thackeray’s anti-Semilie
prejudice, personal dislike, intellectual dissimilamty, political differences, and
divergent aims in letters, heightened by a degree of jealousy on Thackeray's
part of the literary. social and threatening political success of the vivid sou
of the amiable old Jewish antiquary.” In the opinton of this scholar, Thackeray’s
“allusions to Disraeli were frequently brutal, often unjust, and nearly alwavs
offensive™, they “ridiculed his race., parodied his style, and disposed of him
in the easiest of all ways — by sweepingly pronouncing him a "hembug’ ™ — and
were not concerned wilth Disraeli’s ideas. It is only in peinting to Thackeray's
anti-Semitic prejudice that Forsythe is in the right, while he may be excused
for his final rebuke, sinece he of course could not have read Thackeray’s Morning
Chronicle rveviews of Coningsby and Sybil which were not identified until
recently, Otherwise his conclusions are in contradiction to the available material
feven he admits, however, that Thackeray’s Punch parody is “hrilliantly done”,
though it is in his opinion in some parls “sadly and cruelly personal”).** Nor
15 Thackeray's criticism of Bulwer personally prejudiced. hut with this T shall
deal in more detail later,

? See Letters 11, 298: for his admivation of The Caxtons sce Melville, op. oit, I, 173
% See Works XVIIL, 569; for his admiration of Colling's novel see also iad., p. 594,
* Yor the quotalions sce op. cit, pp. 194, 105
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Thackeray of course does in my opinion sometimes err, especially in s
theoretical argument: he is unjust to Dickens, for example, when he places him
on the same level as Disraeli, Lever and Jerreld and when he protests agamst
his attacks on the rich, the artistic value of which is surely essentially differenl
from that of similar critical depictions by Lever and Jerrold and surpasses even
Disraeli. A fundamental mistake, from my point of view, is Thackerax's
assertion that the novelist should be a non-ecombatant, an uncommitied and
neulral observer of social struggles. In this respect he commits an injustice
towards his own works in which, especially in his great novels, he does very
clearly express, through the medium of his depictions and images, his own
very definite moral. social and cven political standpoint. His arguments as
a whole, however, and espeeially his conerete evaluations of “political” novelists.
contain much truth which remains valid up to the present day. Their main
merit is that they so remarkably display his firm and unchanging insistence
upon realism in literature, which in this case, and notably in the second periml.
penetrates far more deeply below the superlicial aspects of the novelist’s craf
than it ever did before. His criticism itself is partly based on criteria founded
upon extra-aesthetic considerations, but these do not play a decisive role in lus
final judgments, for they always appear in close combination with the aesthetic,
which are in this case undoubtedly the determining lactor., Thackeray does nol
reject the novel & la thése predominantly on moral grounds {in the second
period he does not even apply the moral eriterion at all} or on social and political.
but on aesthetic grounds, as a fashionable mode exploiting the topical soeial and
political problems mostly for the sake of their popularity and depicting them
in a way which the great novelist rightly felt to be unacceptable {or the novel.

VI “CHRISTMAS” LITERATURE

Another fashionable mode to which Thackeray paid much attention especially
as literary, but also as art critie, was the literalure produced in great quantities
in England at Christmas lime, the explicit purpose of which was to amuse the
reader and keep him in a good temper during this festive period, and which
became enormously popular especially alter Dickens’s success in the genre,
heing cultivated by a great number of second-rate imitators. Thackeray began
his eriticism of this type of literature with his review of Dickens’s 4 Christnras
Carol (in the summary review “A Box of Novels”, Fraser's Magazine, February
1844), continued in the review of The Cricket on the Hearth (The Morning
Chronicle, December 24, 1845) and in the [ollowing two vears reviewed a fairly
large number of other publications of Lhis sort, fairy-tale books and colleciions
of poems.! Even his earlier reviews of illusirated annuals, which were the wmoasl

1 Besides his three reviews of Dickens's stories (the third of which is mentioned in the
text after this note) Thackeray published the following reviews: “Christmas Books — N 27,
The Morning Chronicle, December 26, 1845 (a review of Douglas Jerreld’'s Mrs, Caudle’s
Curtain Lectures and of the English translation of the fairy tales by the brothers Grimn,
The Fairy Ring. by John Edward Taylor); “Christmas Boaks — No. 37, The Mnmmﬂ
Chronicle, December 31, 1845 (a review of 'Ihr Comic Blackstone by Gilbert Ablolt A Bocked)
and The Snow Storm, a Tale of Christmas by Mrs. Gore}; “About a Christmas Book”, Fraser's
Magazine, December 1843 (a review of Poems and Pictures; a Collection of Ballads, Songs,
and other Pocms, Ancient and Modern, including both Qriginals and Selections}; “On Some
Musirated Children’s Books”, Fraser’s Magaszine, April 1846 (a review of Feliz Summerly's
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popular Christimas publications before Dickens oceupied lhe field. might e
included v his eriticism of this sort of literature, il he were nol concerned more
with their pictorial than literary aspect. His last summary review devoled to
Christmas lilerature, “A Grumble about the Christmas Books” (Fraser’'s Maga-
zine, January 1847), contains his last review of Dickens’s Cliristmas stories, that
o The Battle of Life.

Thackeray’s first reaction to the new literary [ashion was very positive, lor
his review of A Christmas Carol is an almost purve eulogy. In his prefatory
words he beslows warm praise upon Dickens's preceding works {[ shall retuen
to this in the next chaptler} and then gives ungrudging tribute to his new story.
The eritic obviously realizes that it is not an absolulely perfect work of art, hut
refuses to state his ebjections, for the story has alveady been reviewed by the
public (witli whose verdict he agrees) and no eritic ean cirenimvent its trimmphant
SUCCEES

“I do not renn that the Christmas Carol is quite as brillian or sell-evident as the sun
al poonday: but it is so spread over England by this time that no sceplic, o Fraser's
Magazine., — no, not even the godlike and ancient Querterly nsell (veneeable, Saluroin,
big-wigged dvnasty ), could review it down™ (Works VI, 4140,

He even goes so far as to defend Dickens against The criticism of had taste,
lack ol edueation, sudden transitions from “low humours™ 1o “the sublime”™ and
his “deplorvable propensity to write blank verse”, which wmay he expected [rom
such magazines as the Quarterly Review. Of all these possible rebukes he
fmads only the last substantiated and prolests. *wilh the classics, against the
use of blink verse in prose”, adding another veseevation ol his own. or al least
a doubl, ax to whether the allegory of Scrooge’s Chrishinas conversion “is a very
complete one”™ (not specilyving, however, what exactly he had in mind). But
here, as he savs, all objections stop, for who “can listen Lo objections regarding
such a book as this?”? He then warmly appreciates 1he benelicial inflience the
story ciomol [ail to exercise upon the stony learts of misanthropes and upon
the whole reading public, among whom it cannol bul sow good will and love.
OF the charvacters in the story it is especially Tiny Tim whoe is singled out for
alleclionate comunent:

“There is not a reader in England but that littke cremture will be o bond ol wnion
between the autlwor and himg and he will say of Charles Dickens, as the woman just now,
‘GO BLESS HIM!Y What a fecling is this for a writer 1o be able 1o inspiee, and wli
a reward o reap!” (Works VI, 416)

Home Treasury: Gammer Gurton'’s Sterg-books and Stories for the Season: The Good-natured
Beary; A Grumble about the Christmas Books”, Fraser’s Magasine, Junuary 1847 {s roview
of A Christmas i the Seventeenth Century, by Mrs. Percy Sinnett, New Year’s Day; a Winter's
Tede, by Mes. Gore, January Eve; a Tale of the Times, by . Soane, The Good Geniies it
Turned Everyihing into Gold; or, the Queen Bee and the Magic Dress. A Christmas Fairy
Tale, by the Brothers Mavhew, The Yule Log, for Everybody's Chrisimaes Hearth, by the
Author of The Clironicles of the Bastille [i.e. A. Chamerovzow], Fisher’'s Drawing-roomt Sevap-
book. by the Hon, Mrs, Norton, Wonderful Stories for Children. by Hans Christian Andersen,
teans. by Mary llowitt, The Battle of Life; a Love Story, by Charles Dickens, Mry. Perkins's
Bull, by M. A Titmarsh).
# For the quotations see Works VI, 415,
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His general evaluation of the story is summed up in the following statement,
which has become classic:

“It scems to me a national benefit, and to every man or woman who reads it a personal

kindness” (Works VI, 415).

As we may see, in his review Thackeray applies almost exclusively extrn-
aesthetic crileria, evaluating in particular Dickens’s “Christmas message”, the
contradictory political programme of social criticism and elass compromise wilh
which Dickens was so conspicuons in the period of Chartism, and finding
it — unlike other progressive erities of his time, notahly Belinski* — highly
commendable, [t is worth noticing, however, thal his attitude is surprisingly
near to that of the Chartists themselves, at least to their literary crities. The
reviewer who assessed the story in the Northern Star on 21 December 1844
warmly praised it as a work “which, eould it be read by all — would that it
were in the hands of all — would do more to promote ‘peace on earth, anl
good will to men’, than all the sermons and homilies ever utlered or penned”,
and appreciated its moral in the following words:

“The moral of the book, that any Christian Spirit working kindly in its little sphere,
whatever it may be, will find its mortal life too short for its vast means of usefulness. is
a gem of priceless worth. Were these words written on the hearts of all men; was their
spirit felt and acted up te: what an Elysium might this earth be, instead of the ‘vale of
lears’ which so many find it.”*

Whereas in his review of A Christmas Carol Thackeray almost entirely avoids
applying purely aesthetic criteria to Dickens’s story (not, however, becnuse
of lack of objections to the author's art, as we have seen}, he begins to do so
in his very next review, that of The Cricket on the Hearth. In this piece of his
criticism he for the first iime begins to sound an alarm against some aspecis
of Dickens’s creative approach {though finding excuses for them and wriling
in a very concilintory tone}, and also Lo express his views upon “Christinas”
literature in general. The main larget of his eriticism is, as Ivasheva also points
out.’ the false idvlism of Dickens's story, its deliberate Christmas idealizalicn.
In contradistinction to the case of A Christmas Carol, the great popularily of
The Cricket on the Hearth aroused in Thackeray a feeling of urgent responsibility
to the pnblie, and he considers it 1o be his duly as a eritie to ask whether il is
really “a good book which so excites you and all the public with emotion™ {in the
case of A Christmas Carol he had no such doubts, as we have seen, and was
certainly in the right. for Dickens’s lirst story is undoubtedly a belter work
of art than the second), His answer is not positive: though he does not sav it in
so many words. the stery is in his opinion not a good work of art. but a “gol
Christmas book, illuminated with extra gas, crammed with extra honbons,
French plims and sweetnesses”™. In the [irst place, and to his great regret. the
characters of this story cannot be classed among Dickens’s best creations —

they do not seem actual persons, “we don't believe in them”:®

3 For Belinski's views sece Qtechestvenniye zapiski, 1845, vol, XXXVII, p. 37,
4 An Anthology of Chartist Literature, p. 308,

* See op. cit., p. 60.

¢ For the quotations see Contributions, 88, 87, 95.



“To our funcy, the dialogue and characters of the “Cricket on the Hearth' are no more
like nature than the talk of Titveus and Melibocus is Jike the real talk of Bumpkin and
Hodge over a stile, or than Floriun's pastoral petits maitres, in red heels and powder, are like
IFrench peasants, with wooden shoes and a pitchfork, or than Piervot and Carloti iy o ballet,
smiling charmingly, jumping and dancing astonishingly, amidst wreaths of calice roses and
fragrant pastehoard bouquets, are like a real spotless uxywph, fresh from [do, and 2 voung
demigod lately descended from Olympus. This story is nmo more a real story ibam
Peerybingle is a real name. It is like one — made, as the calico-roses belorc-mentioned, much
redder and bigger than the common plant. The ‘Cricket on the Hearth’ has the oflect of
s beantiful theatrical piece: It interesls vou as such — charms von with its grace, picturesque-
uess, and varety — tickles you with its admirable grotesque; but vou ermnol help seeing
that Carlotta is not a goddess (dancing as she does divinely), and thal that is rouge, nol
blushes, on her cheeks.”?

In his opinion the author’s aim was to startle the reader and “ply him with
brisk sentences, rapid conceits, dazzling pictures, adroit interchanges of pathos
and extravaganza”, and he proves this by quoting the introduction of the slory
(“Kettle began it!”) and pointing out that the whole seene is more like a “buil-
liant ballet-pantomime” than “like nature”, is distorted into caricature, the main
causes for this deviation from naiure being Dickens’s propensity to animatc
inanimate objects and the “determined jocularity” with which he is writing.
Even if Thackeray is not inclined to retreat from the principles of realistic
aesthetics in matters of essential importance (as we have already scen from the
analysis of Dickens's characters), he is willing to make some concessions
Dickens’s case. He ranks him among those providers who produce “extra joviali-
lies in compliment to the season” (among whom he eounts meat and sweel
providers, theaires and booksellers) and calls him the “chief literary master of
Lhe ceremonies for Christmas”, who best understands the “kindness and joviality
and withal the pathos of the scason” and who wrote his story with the sole
aimy in mind of cheering and amusing his readers. Thus he created a work with
a special purpose, pervaded by the festive and hilarious atmosphere of Lhe
season. “a Christmas frolie™, and the critic reconciles himself to looking al il
from this Christmas poiut of view. If the book is viewed from this angle, writes
Thackeray, we mav accept, as we do n fairy tales and Christmas pantomimes,
all the impossibilities, absurdities and surprise eflects of the plot, and find
them “pleasant, almost credible”, and may regard the pretty and pleasant, bul
uanatural characters as “a sort of hall-recognised realities™. closely akin n
the charming inhabitants of fairy land, to Mother Bunch's princesses. “dwarfs
and ogres, singing trees, and conversational animals™:?

“As a Christmas pageant which vou wilness in 1he armchair — xvour private bex by the
fircside — the piece is excellent, incomparably brilliant and dexterous. I opens witls broal
pantomrmne, but the interest deepens as it proceeds, The litde rural svepery is delightfully
painted, Lach pretly, pleasant, impossible character has his entréde aud hix pas. The monsic
15 gay or plaintive. alwavs fresh and agrecable. The piece ends with o wrand pas (Fensemible,
whers the whole dramatis personae figure high and low, tee and Leel, 16 a full orclesteal
crash, and a brilliant illamination of blue and pink fire. ™

As we mav see, dn this review Thaeckeray for the lirst lime beging 1o Lren
“Chostmas™ literaluee as a special literary genre Tused upon specilic acsihelic

7 Ibid., p. 88.

& Yor the quetalions see ibid., pp. 88—8%, 00, 37, 41,

9 Thid., p. 9L,
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principles, identical with those valid in a {airy tale or pantomime, but essentially
different from those which lie at the basis of the novel, as he lnmsell conceived
it. He does realize, however, thal a story which is not pure fairy tale, in which
there appear not fairies and witches but characters taken from actual life,
should in fact follow the same *‘rules” as those valid for the novel — realistic
depiction of life should not be combined with fairv-tale fantasy. He therefore
cannot help regretting that such a subtle painter of “nature” as Dickens, whe
on ocecasions not so festive as Christmas depicts reality with such an acute
perception and so thoughtfully and delicately. nevertheless, in his Cricket on the
Hearth, paints with such a coarse brush. As Thackeray saw it, Dickens’s [an-
tastic creations turn literature away from jts true role of faithfully depicting
reality:

“If we think that nature and guict are still betler, it is because Mr. Dickens, with other
great English humorists have used us to them, O, for the arlist’s early and simple manner!”®

On the other hand he gladly gives ungrudging tribute to such brilliant
examples of Dickens’s genius as the story does contain, to “those touches of
nature for which Mr. Dickens's hand is unrivalled”. These he finds especially
in the characters of Mrs. Fielding and Miss Slowboy, “who having been onece
introduced to the reader can never be forgotten by him, and remain to be
admired and laughed at for ever”.M!

The characters of Dickens’s Cricket on the Hearth seemed to have disturbed
Thackeray a great deal, for he returned to them in his review of Jerrold’s Mrs,
Caudle’s Curtain Lectures, as we shall see, as well as in two other later reviews.
In his review “On Some Hlustrated Children’s Books™ he takes to task the char-
acler of the toy-maker Tackleton as “a great and painful blot upen that otherwisc
charming performanee” and as an impossible figuee, untrathful to life. No
toy-maker could ever be, as he explains in a peelectly logical, though perhaps
a somewhat idealistic argument. “a child-hater by natnre™. for, if nothing else,
he could not have succeeded in his trade — the “practice of it would be enough
o break that black heart of his outright™.!2.Ile returas 1o the charactess of Uiis
story for the last me in his review ol The Battle of Life, written at the elose
of his eritical campaign against “Christmas™ [iteralure. when, as we shall sec.
ke had read and reviewed severad of s specimens prodieced by Dickens's
tiitators, and when he was morve willing than tn his carlier Morning Chrontele
review to forgive the initiator of this liteviey Tashion Tor his deviattons from
nature. By that tine he had realized that Dickens stood incomparably higher
than his followers, for his works bore the “sacred press mark™ of Lowe for wan-
kind, by which the novelist had carned his highest plaee among his Eaglish con-
temporaries, as well as among the greatest fiterey geniuses of world literature,
His followers have taken his method fromn him. but eannot produce his wondes-
ful “musie™:

*That is why we lose patience or affect to have no respeet for minor pecformers, Numbers
of unknown fiddlers, hearing of the success of My, Thckens's opern, rush forward, fiddle iu
hand, of the very same shape by the very same maker, *Come amld hear our partition’, they
say; ‘sce how we have sct the Barber to music, and what tnies we make Pupageno sing?

ibid.; see also p. 90.
Fov the quotations sce ibid., pp. 91=02,
* For the quelations see Worlis VI, D67,
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Away with your mizerable fiddlesticks, misguided penple! You play after such a master! You
lake a bad moement. We may have heard some iudifferent music from this composer, and
some very weak and bad music from him too: but we have had, likewise, strains so delightful
and mnoble, specinens of skill so unapproachable by others, that we protest against all

followers” (Works VI, 608—6(9),

On the characlers of The Cricket on the Hearth he wrote, referring to his
own carlier criticism:

“Last year the critics were specially oulrnged Iy the famwus clock-and-kettle overture of
the Cliriskmas piece. ‘Is this truth, is 1his nature?’ cries the Cynie, growling from his tub. You
might say, Is it the multiplication table, or is it the pons asinorum? It is not intended 10 he
trae or natural, as I hold; it is intended 1o he a brisk. dashing, startling caricature. The
poet does nod want you 1o believe him, he wanis to proveke your mirth and wonder. He is
appealing, not to your reason and feclings as in a prose narrative, but to your fancy and
feelings. He peoples the familiar bearth with sprites, and the church-tower with goblins: all
the commonest objects swarmi with preternatural hife, The haymaker has convulsions, the
warming-pan is vivified, the chairs are ambulatory, and the poker writhes with life. In the
midst of these wonders goes on a little, common, kind-hearted, tender, evervday story of
poverty averted, true hearts rewarded, the poor loving one another, a tyrant grotesquely
punished. It is not much. But in these performances the music is everything. The Zauberfldte
ur the Barbiere are not like life; mais ~——1" (Warks V1, GO8).

In Thackeray’s opinion such a writer, whose humanity “has mastered the
sympathy of almost all”. “in whom all the world is putting faith — who has
the ear of all England” and who has done so much for the poor. is surely not
“to be railed at by his literary brethren”. and he himsell does not intend to do
so and in fact does not. He expresses his eonviction that Dickens's aim in his
Christmas stories was not “to produce a prose tale of mingled fun and sadness,
and a close imitation of life, but a prose poem. designed to awaken emotions
tender, mirthful, pastoral. wonderful”. His characiers are therefore “modified —
preltified, so to speak™:??

“The action of the piece you see clearly enough, but the actors speak and move to measure
and musie, The drolls are more violently funny; the serious heroes and heroines more
gracefully and faultlessly beautiful. Such fligures are never seen among real country people.
No more are Tityrus and Meliboeus like, or Hermann and Dorothea like. or Taglioni,
hounding through air in gauze, like a Scotch peasant girl. Tityre tu patule, is a hallet in
hexumeters: the Sylpliide, a poem performed on the toes; these charming little books of
Mr. Dickens’s ave chorals for Clhiristimas executed in prose” (Works VI, 608).

Whereas Thackeray’s assessment of the hasic qualities of Dickens's art is jusi,
his evaluation of the social function of Dickens’s Christmas stories is, from my
point of view, wot so clear-sighted. Tt is true that in the prefatory words to his
review he quite correctly assesses the subjective meaning Dickens himsell
embodied in his “Christmas message”, bul. as in his review of A Christmas Carol,
he postlively evaluates, too, what was in Dickens’s stories objectively not a1 ail
progressive: he ranks Dickens (with Andersen) among the “sweet Christian
messengers of peace and goodwill” and praises him for having done very much
“lo make the poor known to the rich, and reconcile each to the other™ In
contradistinction 1o the progressive critics of his time and later. who perfectly

13 For the quoiations see Works VI, 607—608. That Thackeray did nol intend to be too

severe in his review of The Batile of Life is also proved by his stating, in a letter of his,

that he loved *Pickwick and Crummles tao well 10 abuse this great man™ (Letters II, 262},
1 For the quotations see Works VI, 607,
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realized this weak point of Dickens’s stories, he also failed to see what thev
took special notice of, namely that the lower artistic value of The Cricket on
the Hearth and of all the following Christmas stories is rooted in Dickens's
gradual retreat from social problematics.’®

In his reviews of the Christmas stories produced by Dickens’s imitators,
Thackeray assumes a very interesting attitude: he is determined to treat thesc
productions as a special literary genre which obeys and should obey different
laws than the novel, but his patience is tried so much that he does not always
{ind 1t easy to remember his determination. As he sees it, the Christmas story
should in the first place obey different *‘rules” than does the novel in the
matter of incident — it must have a happy end, the good characters must be
rewarded and the evil punished. In the second place, it should not imitate
nature — it should comfort the reader. and not make him miserable by being
called upon to sympathize with the sickness, the premature demise, or otherwise
undeserved misfortune, of certain honest personages with whose adventures
we are made acquainted”® — the authors of Christmas stories should not present
too gloomy pictures of human misery and poverty, In the third place (but this
is a “rule” he also applies 10 the novel). the aulhors of this tvpe of literature
should not attempt to present any explicit moral instraction. He sums up all
these basic “rules” (though he does not use this word) in his review of Mrs.
Gore's story New Year’s Day, in which he rebukes the authoress for nol provid-
ing the necessary happy end and for the consequent lachrymose sentimentality
of her story:

“And as in pantomimes, so I say in Christimas stories, those fireside Cluistimas pantomimes,
which are no more natural than Mother Goose or Harlequin Gulliver. Kill your people off
s much as vou like, but always bring ’em to life again. Belabour vour villains as vou
please. As they are more lideous than mortals, punish them more severely than wmortals
can bear. But they must always amend, and you must always be reconciled to them in the
last scene, when the spangled fairy comes out of the revolving star, and uttering the music
octosyllabic incantations of reconcilement, vanishes into an elysium of blue fire. Sweet,
kindly eighl-syllabled incantations, pleasant fantastic fairy follies, charming mystery, wherein
the soul is plunged, as the gentle curtain descends, and covers those scenes of beloved and
absurd glory! Do yeou supposc the people who invented such were fools, and wanted o
imitate great blundering realities to tnculcate great, slupid, moral apophtliegms? Anvbody
can do that — anybody can say that ‘Evil communications corrupt good manners’, or that
‘Procrastination is the thicl of time’, or what not: but a poet does not take his inspirations
from the copvbook or his pictures from the police-office. Is there any moralizing in Titania,

Artosto, or Undine?” (Works VI, 5901,

This reflection is a sort of prelude to his review of perhaps the only Christmas
ook that fulfils all his expectations and does not vielate any of the “rules” —
George Soane's January Eve; a Tale of the Times. This book has in his opinion
great merits, which he sums up with much humour as follows:

“First, it is improbable; secondly, it is pretty and graceful; thirdly, it has many pleasant
pastoral descriptions and kindly ballet groups and dances; fourthly, the criminals are
reformed, the dead come to life again, and the devil is not the devil — to which, by the
way, I take objection” (Works VI, 590}

1% For the views of the Chartist reviewers, of Belinski, Nekrasov, Lenin and Stanislavski
see Istoriye angliyshoy literaturi, Tom I, Vipusk viorov, Izdatel’stvo akademii nauk S3SR,
Moskva, 1055, pp. 217218,

% Warks V1, 588—589,
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He then sums up the conventional plot of this wdyllic story, quoles a likewise
idyllic and sentimental episode. the celebration of the blind old schoolmaster’s
birthday, and adds:

“This is as it should be: vour proper, pleasant, rouged, grinning, junkeling, pantomimic
business, It is noil intended 10 be natural — onlv pretly and kind-hearted — pleasing 1o the

eve — cheefully ticklesome to the senses — mildly festive, bencvolent, and Lrisk” (Works
VI, 593,

Also the end of the story comes up 1o his expeciations:

“The only person who dics is old Elias Rodwell, the schoolmaster; but then he is so old,
s very old, and his hair so very cottony. that hix death is rather a pleasure than otherwise;
and vou faney his Tife was only a sorl of make-helieve. And so everybody is happy, and the
light-blue entertainment of Mr, Soane Tthe hook had a sky-blue cover — LP] closes, It is
a good, ¢heap, easy, and profitable Chitshuas pastime” (Works VI, 594).

In some cases, however. the reviewer’s patience is bried Loo much. Thus in
his review of another Christmas story by Mrs. Gore, The Snow Storm, he
starts making sarcastic commenls upon 1he authoress’s depiction of life in the
country as a happy idyll of the rustics foundly attached to their arislocralie
masters, and only then recollects that i is o Chreistieas story, il adds:

“They are happy on the stage, where they grin in tablcane hefore the fooilights, and
scalter ealico  gavlandds before their Jord, who pledges them in a Lumper of sparkling
pastchoard, and, happy in the Christmas-hooks that are econstructed upon the thealrical
model: let his pass as one of the jokes of Christmas — to Iive at the very least until
Twellth-day, ¥

In summing up the conventional plot of Chamerovzow's lale The Yule Log
Thackerav's toleranee has obviously heean tried to its ubinost limils and he gives
free vent to the indignation of a realist forced to read Lhis sort of litcrature:

“lan’l this a novelty? Isn’t this @ plece of ingenuily? Take vour rusiie, your fairies,
sour nightmare, finish off with o plum-pudding and a danee under 1the holly-bush, and
a bepign duvecation 1o Christmas, kind hearls, and what not. Are we 1o have this sort of
Luginess for ever? Mon Jhen! will people never get tired of reading what they know, and
anthors weary of inventing what evervbody has been going ou inventing for ages past?”

(Works YI, GOO),

Thackerav’s imdignation wis expecially aroused. however, when he read he
story The Good Genius that Turned Everything inte Gold by the brothers May-
hew. which he found unsalisfactory i every vespeet, As he sees i, Whese authors
violale one “rale” valid in his opinion for all imaginative literature, for they
replace genuwine [aney and humour by “stupendouns moralizalion”, make their
fairy discuss “a prodigious deal of political ethies” with the hero, who is thus
wide acquainted wilth the macro-universe of the stars as well as the micro-
aniverse in every alom, with the Waondrous Tale of Crealion, ehemistry, herbs
and minerals, and the mechamisin of his body, in & very [inely written discourse,
but “out of place, and little to be undersiood by children”.”® Thackeray poinls
out. that the story was rightly treated in a review entitled “Fairy Polities”,
and adds;

¥ Contributions, 106,
3 For the quotations see Works V1, 594, 507, 599,
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“If any fairy presumes to 1alk any such nonsensc o me, I will do my best from my place
in the pit to hiss him off the stage. Had it been any the best known and dearest author —
bhad it been Dickens himself, we would assume the privilege of replying to him with the
cat-call, or other Protestant instrument, until the policeman ordered us off the premises”

Werks VI, 597).

His anger is most thoroughly aroused, however, not by the fact that the
authors moralize, but above all because they preach a very unsatisfactory
doctrine which Thackeray denotes, by reversing the title of their story so as
to correspond better to its contents, as ‘‘gold is a good genius”, This makes
him so angry (and not unexpectedly, for we know his view of the baneful
influence of monev in socicly and his conceplion of suecess in this fair of
vanities) that he cannot in this case tolerale the conventional disentanglement
of the plot by the rewarding of the good characters and the punishment of the
evil. According to his opinion. if a writer wanls to write a mere fantastic tale,
he need not be too corrcet in his logie, but if “he wants to moralize, his
proposition should be mneat and clear, as his argument is correet”. He then
addresses to the brothers Mavhew Lhe following interesting comment.:

“I wre were really your sort of good genivses in 1he world, Secrates ought 1o have
driven off from his trial in o coacl-and-six 1o Xoalippe, 1he loveliest and best-nalured of
women; vel we know to the contrary, She was a shrew. and her husband was hanged.
A banked's account is a [ine thing when properly organized, and the balavee agrecably
preponderating wpon vour side: but there are olbee avcounts we hiave o settle, and 3if they
look @1 this sublunary sphere, mes fréves, and the mislovinmes of the good wnd dthe prosperity
of their opposites, — a1 Gienius wnd Virtee in negleet and penury, and Duollness blundering
ity success, and Konavery [ilehing Bepuiation, how can subline moralists alk of goolness
mnd gold togethee? Whatever we mav do privately as individuals, Jel uws sublime mornfises
wever publicly  worship twopesce-hallpenny. 1 for iy part, as *one of the aforesaid, will
alwavs, mnke an wpronr when I meet with any apolegue  comveving  such o foulish
signification; and T wish that soue Christmas storviellers would nake us a lew iales in
which all the rogues should prosper, and all the honast men go to jail, just o coreeel he
present adjous lendency of the guides of public e’ (Worke Y1, 506—0507),

Alhoogh Thackeray admils that the story has muelh meril and is often wreiliea
wille beillianey and wisdom, ju view of its faoliy moeal he regieds 10 as his deiy
as a erilie

“to abmse and deny it sllogethee. — the which [ cordially do: and T warn the public.
Firstly, that under pretence of giving him o fairy stoev, the mnhors of the Good Genins
ihot durned Evergthing into, &c.. inveigle the reader mto o sermon, — thal the seemon

s quite unsaadisfactory, hut that the preachers have o plenty of brains 1o supply their
ubundanee of doctrine” Works VI, 507,

Thackeray has another objection 1o the brothers Mavhew, however, and that
t5 their “persenilicalion mania™. ieir propensity to animale inanimale objecls.
in which they badly imitate their master Dickens:

“*To sec the faults of a preat masier, Joeok at his imitators’, Reynolds savs in his
Prscourses; and the sins of Mr. Dickens's followers must frighten that gentleman not o hile.
Almost every one of the Christas carvollers are exaggerating the waster’s own exaggerations,
and ecarieaturing the face of nature most shamelessty. Every object in the world is brought
1o life, and invested with a vulgar lnowingness and oulrageous jocularity. Winds used to
whistle in former days, amd ouks 1o 1oss their amns in the storm. Winds ave now made 10
laugh, to howl, 1o scream, to triumph, to sing choruses; trevs to squint, to shiver, Lo leer,
te grin, to smoke pipes, dance hornpipes, and smoke those of wbneco” (Works VI, 507},
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These imitators of Dickens, however, lack his genius and by copying this
aspect of his creative approach preduce only “clumsy joking” and “dreary
hulfooning”.?® Even a greater culprit than the brothers Mayhew in this respect
15, in Thackeray’s opinion, A, Chamerovzow in his story The Yule Log, as the
reviewer demonstrates by a specimen of his style and an enumeration of all
the metaphors this author uses in describing an old hollow beech, which he
personifies as an old being suffering from all sorts of human diseases. Thackeray
declares that this “animated landscape nuisance [is] becoming most intolerable,
and no longer to be endured”, characterizes it as neither ingenious, nor poetical,
but “merely foolish”, pointing out that in his opinion it is “the easiest and
stthest kind of composition in which any poetaster can indulge” and adding
this remarkable refiection, in which he sums up his own eonception of humour:

“I will engage to vivily my tailor’s bill; 1o make a romance of the heart out of my
loot-jack; to get up a tender interest for mashed turnips and boiled mutton; to invest my
breeches with pathos; to communicate an air of mystery to my coat (dash its buttonsl}; to
make my waistcoat split its sides with jocularity; or so to treat and degrade, with clumsy
juking, anything natural or supernatural; to make a farce of a thunderstorm, or a tragedy
of a teapot; but shall we do so? No! in the name of honest humour, ne! ... A comic artist,
as I take it, has almost the entire range of thought to play vwpon; the maddest foolery at times
becomes him perfectly as the deepest pathos; but this systematic fooling, this dreary
cut-and-dry fancy, this grioning without fun, makes my gorge rise, my dear Mr. YORKE;
and 1 protest, for the honour of the trade. Mr. Merryman in the ring s not a humourist, but
a poor half-witted impostor: I have my own opinion of a fellow who deliberately cuts sham
jokes. They should come from a humourist's heart, or they are but acts of dishonesty on his
part and forgeries on the public” (Works VI, 601—602}),

Indeed, almost the whole of Thackeray’s surmmary review “A Grumble about
the Christmas Books”, from which the above quotation is taken, is, as the title
snggests, the expression of his exasperation at this new “branch” of English
litecrature, the productions of which were flooding the book market. In the
iniroduction he writes to Mr. Yorke that he undertook the task, sharing the
editor’s 1dea that

“the occupation would be exceedingly easy, jovial, and pleasant; that we should be able
lo make an agreeable lecture upon an amusing subject; that ecritics, authors, and readers
would be brought together in the miost enticing and amiable manner possible; and that
we should finish off an article with kind hearts, friendly greetings, merry Christmas, and that
sort of thing, — a perfect prize-paper, streaky with benevolence, and larded with the most
unciuous humean kindness, with an appropriate bit of holly placed in its hinder quarter”
(\Works VI, 5814},

But he informs his editor that they both “made a most dismal mistake”, for
he finds himself in a wretched state of mind instead, surfeited with Christmas
stories:

“I have read Christmas books until T have reached a state of mind the most deplorable.
*Curses on all fairies? 1 gasp out; ‘I will never swallow another one as long os 1 live.
Perdition seize all Benevolence! Be hanged to the Good and the Truc! Fling me every drop
of the milk of human kindness out of the window! — horrible, curdling slops, away with
them! Kick old Father Christinas out of doors, the abominable old impostor! Next vear I'll
go to the Turks, the Scotch, or other heathens who don’t keep Christmas. Is all the sircet to
come for a Christmas-Dox? Are the waits to be invading us by millions, and yeliing all
night? By my sovl, if anybody offers me plum-pudding aguin this season, I'll fling it in his
face P (Works VI, 581—-582).

Y Works VI, 598.
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A little further on he openly declares that “the Christmas-book system” in
England is bidding fair to become a nuisance, and adds:

“8ir, it was wisely regulated that Christmas should come only once a year, but that does
not mean that it is to stay all the year round. Do you suppose that any man could read
through all these books and retain his senses? I have swallowed eight or nine out of the
twenty-five or thirty volumes. I am in a pitiable condition, T speak with difficulty out of my
fullness” (Works VI, 582).

That Thackeray in spite of ali his determination to be tolerant to Christinas
books and treat them as a special literary genre clearly saw their hasic limitations
from the point of view of art, is also confirmed by his posiiively evalualing
only pure fairy tales, which do not draw upon nature, but upon “Mother
Bunch’s delightful super-nature”, or realistie, satirical or humorous stories. From
the fairy-tale books he warmly praises The Fairy Bing, “a set of new stories
delightfully transiated from Grimm’s various collections by J. E. Taylor, and
charmingly illustrated by Mr. R. Doyle”, reserving much space in his review
to a very positive assessment of Doyle as illustrator of fairy tales, with an
almost uneanny knowledge of fairyland and its inhabitants, and as contributor
to Punch. The tales themselves are highly appreciated by him because they
are written in the old form of the fairy tale, possessing “the child-like simplicity
and wonder of narration which constitute its main charm” and being unspoilt
by “that knowing modern slang and goguenard air with which later authors
have polluted that sacred fairy ground”. He also has nothing bui praise for the
fairy-tale hooks he considers in his review “On Some Hlustrated Children’s
Books”. He i1s mainly concerned with the pictorial side of the works he assesses,
but pays some attention, teo, to the text, finding much to praise especially
in the History of Tom Hickathrift the Conqueror, the vigorous style of which
reminds him of “Fielding’s cudgel-style by the force and simplicity of the
blow”, in The Babes in the Wood and The (ood-natured Bear. His warmest
culogy is bestowed, however, upon Hans Christian Andersen, whose Wonderful
Stories for Children fully recompensed him for the suffering he had undergone
when reading the other Christmas books he “grumbled about” in his summary
review, for “what man can go on grumbling in the presence of such an angelical
apirit as Hans Christian Andersen”?* After having been “perfectly hored with
the beef-fed English fairies, their hob-nailed gambols, and elephantine friski-
ness”’, he finds Andersen’s stories a real blessing and pays to him the following
generous tribute:

“Heaven bless Hans Christian! Here are fairies! Here i fancy, and graceful wit, and
delicate humour, and sweet, naive kindness, flowing from the heart! Here is frolic without
any labour! Here is admirable feeling without any consciousness or degzadalion! Though we
have no sort of respect for a great, hulking, whiskered, red-faced, middle-aged man, wheo

dresses himself in a pinafore and affects to frolic ike a baby, may we not be charmed by
the play and prattle of a child? And Hans Christian Andersen so affects me” (Works

VI, 606).

Of the Christmas books which were not {airy tales, Thackeray took a positive
view of the collecion Poems and Pictures, because it contained, besides bad
poems and pictures, also several good ones, of Mrs. Sinnett’s “pretty” though

2 For the quotalions in this paragraph sce Works II, 626, Contributions, 98 and Works
VI, 576,
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not orviginal hook A Christmas in the Seventeenth Century, and of two humorous
works — Jerrold's Mrs, Caudle’s Curtain Lectures and The Comie Blacksione
by Gilbert Abbott A Beckett. His criticism of Jerrold’s little book s convineing
proof of his unprejudiced approach to literary eriticism. Although he had many
controversies wilh Jerrold, who irritated him by his extreme radicalism and his
sharp attacks upon the Church, the clergy and the rich.,?! his review does nol
bear any traces of this. With great respect and warm praise he evaluates Jer-
rold’s book as a work of permaneat value, which differs from the other Chrisi-
mas hooks by its truthfulness to life. He discusses at some length the impression
Jerrold’s characters made upon contemporary readers,? but points out that the
social significance of the book is even wider than its contemporary appeal, for
Jervold depicted the life of an English middle-class family so faithfully thal
future generations may get out of it “as accurale pictures of London life as we
can out of the pictures of Hogarth”.2* The power of Jerrolds satire. as he be-
lieves, reaches even the level of the satirical mastery of Swilt:

“It is quite as kcen as the satirical book of the Dean belore alluded to [i.c. Directions 1o
Servants — L}_’], contains wit _and sarcasm quite as brilliant, and gives {in caricature) the
most queer, minute, and amusing picture of English middle-class life.”**

Special words of praise are reserved by him for Jerrold’s power of ecreating
lifelike characters whom the reader is disposed to accept as actual people, which
in his opinion places this book above Dickens’s Cricket on the Hearth in respect
of truth and reality. The greatest charm of the book is the “credibility of Mr. and
Mrs. Caundle”, writes Thackeray, and proceeds:

“The couple have become real living personages in history, like Queen Elizabeth, or
Sancho Panza, or Parson Adams, or any other past character, who, false or real onee, is
only imaginary now, and for whase exisience we have only the word of a2 book. And surely
1o create these realities is the greatest triwmph of a fictitious writer — a serious or
humorons peet. Mr, Dickens has created a whole gallery of ihese: our quarrel with his last
book, and with Dot and Peerybingle, is because we don’t believe in therm,"?*

There is one character of Dickens, however, though not from the Cricket on
the Hearth, which Thackeray does use as his standard for measuring the
credibility of Mrs. Caudle — his favourite Mrs. Nickleby:

“They are both types of English matrons so excellent, that it is hard to say which of the
two should have the pas.”*

The vitality of Jerrold’s characters is in Thackeray’s opimion a greater merit
of the book than its wit and bumour, though he praises even these, quoting
some witty puns and aphorisms, and comparing Jerrold’s humour with that

2! For an analysis of his attitude to Jerrold see The Uses of Adversity, pp. 3631f. and 491,
note 41, Melville, op. civ, I, 296, Wilson, op. cit.,, |, 350, TI, 100; for the attitude itsell see
Works II 712—713 Letters II 281—282 681 8‘23——824 III 432.

2 For another interesting remark on the contemporary appeal of Jerrold's characters see
“Letters from a Club Arm-Chair” (The Calcutta Star, August 21, 1845, reprinted in Ninetcenth-
Century Fiction, val. 18, December 1963, No. 3, p. 233). For Thackerav's other references to
this book see Works V1. 451, 460, VIII, 49 (all 1345),

3 Contributions, 94,

2% Thid.

% Jbid., pp. %495,

% Thid., p. 94.
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of Fielding and Smollett. The general truth of Thackeray’s evaluation of Jerrold's
book may pass unchallenged, for the work does possess certain undoubtable
gualities — the characlers are indeed lively and convincing {though they cannol
be placed on the same level as the immortal creations of Cervantes, Fielding and
ickens) and the humour irresistible. In auguring for it an everlasting popularity,
however, Thackeray was not a reliable prophet, for the book, once so widely
popular in ils ecouniry, is searcely read nowadayvs, especially oulside England,
where it is practically unkuown.

As far as A Beckett's work is concerned, Thackeray praises it in the first place
for not breaking the “rule” that writers of Christmas books, writers of fiction in
general and “comic” writers in particular should not pretend to instruct the reades
in moral and political sermons or have other pretensions exceeding Lheir field and
possibilities, A Beckett wins his commendalion for occupying himself “steadily
and modestly with his joking, and with nothing else”, for not making “one single
attempt to be sublime”, pretending “to regenerate the world” or preaching
sermons on ethics, hydrostatics or geology.” In his opinion, which is in full
harmony with his conception of beauty in art, there is nothing 1o be ashamed
of in cultivating merely the ridiculous, even if il is generally regarded as a lower
sphere of art than the sublime and even if writers cullivating it “must live in
the world and go out of it with this woelul conviction, that there is a kind
of art incomparably higher than theirs, and which is not 1o be vcached by any
straining or endeavour™:

“But theirs is no bad position afler all, It is something to be Mercutio ¥ you can't be
Romeo — to be a gentleman, if not a hero — to have a shrewd, kindly, wit without the least
¢laim to be a sublime genius or a profound philosopher — to have kind affections and warm
Teelings, but 1o be very cauwtions and diHfident in parading them:; — in fine, though 2 man

can’t produce Paradise Lost or Newton’s Prineipia, il is by no means disagrecable 1o be able
to write the ‘Comic Blackstone’,”?®

The bhook as a whole is evaluated by Thackeray as a splendid humorous
commentary on English laws, which is, “from beginning o end, of the most
happy and ingenious absurdity”, full of “queerncss and folly”, of hilarious and
absurd humour:

“M laughter, without the least malice — laughter springing out of the sheer absurd —
laughter the most unrestrainable be worth cultivating for Christmas-holidays, this should
be the Christmas book of the season.”®?

As we are already used to in his criticism, Thackeray not only sharply
criticizes what he regards as deviations from reality in the works of the pro-
ducers of “Christmas” literature, including those of the initiator of this literary
fashion, but also juxtaposes against their works his own produclions of this
type, in which he shows what sort of litcrature should be produced in this
season as well as in all the others. His own Christimas books are predominantly
realistic or satirical stories or sketches (Mrs. Perkins’s Ball, 1847, Qur Sireet,
1848, Dr. Birch and his Young Friends, 1849 and The Kicklebufys on the
flhine, 18500 with a single exception — The Bose and the Ring (1855) is a fairy
tale, but a burlesque one, one shaft of its satire being aimed, as we have already
¥ For the quolations see ibid., pp. 102, 104.

2 Ibid., pp. 101—102,
¥ Ibid., p. 102. -
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seen, against chivalric romances, another, but a very blunt one, against panto-
mimes {as Ray has pointed out, the story, called by Thackeray a fiveside panto-
mime, has a pantomime plot and contains many pantomime characters).?
A secondary purpose of Mrs. Perkins’s Ball was, as the same scholar has shown,
“to underline the blatant snobbery of the annuals”:

“It was satirically advertised in the magazines as ‘containing twenty-three gorgeous plates
of beauty, rank, and fashion, seventy or eighty select portraits of the friends of Mrs. Perkins.
To illustrate the truly festive volume, for the express use of the aristocracy there will be
an illuminated edition, in which the plates will be coloured’.”3!

This is also the Christmas book which Thackeray himself “reviews” as the
last of those productions about which he “grumbles”, and he treats it very
vuthlessly (though only its pictorial part), being so exasperated by Dieckens’s
imitators that he longs “for some one to devour”:

“Ha! What have we here? — M. A. Titmarsh’s Christmas Book — MRS. PERKINS'S BALL.
Dedicated to the Mulligan of Ballymulligan. Ballymulligan! Ballyfiddlestick! What, you, too,
Mr. Titmarsh? You, vou sneering wretch, setting up a Christmas-book of your own? This
then, is the meaning of your savage feeling towards ‘the minor fiddlers'! Is your kit, sirral,
any bigger than theirs? You, who in the columns of this very Magazine have sncered at
the works of so many painters, look at your own performances! Some of your folks have
scarcely more legs than Miss Biffin; they have fins instead of hands — they squint almost
every one of them!” (Works VI, 608)

As follows from our investigation in this sub-chapter, Thackeray's erilicism
of “Christmas” literature represents a very remarkable part of his critical legaey,
so remarkable indeed that it 1s a matter of surprise that it has so for not heen
nssessed as a whole by any Thackernyan scholar. What should be particularly
ciphasized is that lhe eritic has more le say in il than in most of his other
critieal contributions on the art of fiction in general, though most of what he
says is rather implied in his evaluation of “Christmas™ literature as a specific
lierary genre than explicitly formulated. What also deserves mentioning is
the fact that Thackeray’s judgments ave in this case predominantly hased upon
purely acsthetic erileria, derived from his own coneepion of the ereation of
Hterary character, of the eonduet and arrangement of the plot. of the aesthetic
relationship of the literary artist Lo his materials. his choice of metaphors, las
usage of language, ete. And what deserves praise, too, is the essential jusiness
of Thackeray’s criticism and his eapacity for dispensing praise and hlame in
correcl proporlion and in due place. He is not an entirely infallible judge, how-
ever. but the mistakes he makes are not in this case wapardonable blunders.
As we have seen. he does not prove 1o he a very penctrating critie, at least
i my opimion. in evalualing the social Tunction of Dickens’s Christmas slories.
and be bestows more praise than was due to Jerrold’s Christmas hook. These
misltakes do not, however, substantially detract from the eonsiderable value
of this part of his ervitiecism which has so far been so surprisingly and in my
opinion undeservedly neglected.

% See The dge of Wisdom, p. 230,
*! Lady Ritchie's Biographical Introductions to The Works of William Makepeace Thackeray,
Londen, 1808—1899, IX, xlviii; quoted® by Ray in The Age of Wisdom, pp. 448—449, note 6.
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