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Introduction





Thackeray was a prodigal himself, and intrigued by prodigals: the Prodigal Son is, in one guise or another, an almost permanent inhabitant of his fiction. Perhaps his prodigality was rooted in his self-doubt – a way of asserting that life in Vanity Fair should not, after all, be taken very seriously. Anyway, it had a decisive effect on his career. He squandered his fortune; he was an incorrigible gambler; he ate and drank with ultimately fatal abandon; he refused to husband his gifts. He threw away brilliant impromptu things in conversation, and did not bother – as critics have endlessly complained – to remove the marks of carelessness from his writing.


Nevertheless, the case for his imaginative vitality must largely rest, nowadays, on the products of what such critics might regard as his most prodigal period – the years before 1848, when he was lavishing his creative energies on satirical articles and picture-gallery gossip and suchlike literary journalism. Because the Victorians preferred his later and staider works, they have come to be regarded, in critical tradition, as the major achievements. Consequently they, apart from Vanity Fair, are all of Thackeray that is kept in print today – and today’s readers, having tried them, mostly hasten to try something else.


As far back as 1944 George Orwell – in a paper called ‘Oysters and Brown Stout’ – observed that several of the ‘major’ works such as Henry Esmond and The Virginians were scarcely readable, and that if one wanted to choose something representative of Thackeray it would have to be The Book of Snobs or the burlesques or a collection of his contributions to Punch. Orwell himself particularly admired Memorials of Gormandizing, The Fatal Boots and A Little Dinner at Timmins’s (‘one of the best comic short stories ever written’) – titles which generally meet with a blank look nowadays, even from students of English literature.


To read Thackeray from start to finish is to appreciate the accuracy of Orwell’s emphasis. Yet not a single critic has followed his lead, perhaps because the full-length novels, coming in solid lumps, seem manageable, whereas the early things are diffuse – spreading through ten volumes of Saintsbury’s Oxford edition – and fragmentary. Geoffrey Tillotson’s remark that Thackeray is a writer of ‘a thousand brilliant spurts’ is particularly true of the early work – even if it does make him sound a little like a fire-appliance – and spurts are hard things to catch and assemble critically. Still, the attempt must be made, for any account of Thackeray which confines itself to the ‘major novels’ immeasurably diminishes him.


To give an instance of a spurt, before getting down to Thackeray’s life and imaginative realms, one might take this piece of travel-chat from the Memorials of Gormandizing:




They have clapped a huge fountain in the very midst of the Champs Élysées – a great, glittering, frothing fountain, that to the poetic eye looks like an enormous shaving brush.





Being about light, about Paris, about a changing townscape, and about a toilet article, it is, on several counts, highly Thackerayan, as later chapters will show. But what makes it unmistakably early Thackeray is the mixture of buffoonery and vividness – scoffing at ‘poetic’ aspirations, but grabbing exactly the image (quick and unexpected enough for an Imagist poem) that will bring the frothing spectacle before us. Later, the tone sobered and the eye dulled.


One debt I must record at the outset: to Gordon N. Ray, whose edition of the Letters and Private Papers, together with his masterly biography of Thackeray, have afforded me boundless pleasure and, I hope, profit.



















1


Life





Thackeray’s life was punctuated by wild ups-and-downs of fortune. It reads like a fiction. More accurately, it reads like one of his own fictions, for, try as he might to invent some other topic, he kept writing half-disguised versions of it, and most of his main characters are based on his acquaintances or himself. That is one reason why the critic needs to know about the biography. The other reason is that the disastrous collapse of Thackeray’s art, after Vanity Fair, into gentlemanliness and cordiality, can partly be traced to the upsurge in his fortunes, and the corresponding social eminence, which that work’s publication brought. He was destroyed by success.


The ups-and-downs began early. He was born in India in 1811 into a glittering, luxurious world. ‘I have far off visions’, he later recalled, ‘of great saloons and people dancing in them, enormous idols and fireworks, rides on elephants or in gigs, and fogs clearing away and pagodas appearing over the trees.’ His father, Richmond Makepeace Thackeray, was a highly-placed East India Company official, Collector of the Twenty-four Pergunnahs, with a resplendent mansion near the Esplanade in Calcutta, scores of servants and a Eurasian mistress, as well as a beautiful eighteen-year-old English wife, Thackeray’s mother.


One day, a year after Thackeray’s birth, an officer in the Bengal Engineers, Henry Carmichael-Smyth, turned up for dinner at the Thackeray residence, invited by Thackeray’s father. For Mrs. Thackeray his arrival was a bombshell, for she had been desperately in love with him, and he with her, back in England before her marriage, and had been solemnly assured that he was dead. Her unscrupulous old grandmother, with whom she lived, had made up this tale, and bundled the girl off to India immediately afterwards, so shocked was she at the prospect of her grand-daughter marrying an impecunious subaltern. The lovers, once reunited, could not keep their joy, or their indignation, to themselves: they revealed all to Richmond Thackeray. With what seems, in retrospect, extremely generous celerity, he died three years later of fever, leaving the way clear for his widow to marry her first love. This, after a decent interval of mourning, she did. But meanwhile Master Thackeray, aged five, was sent away to England in the care of a black servant. He never saw India again. It figures in his fiction as a source of private incomes, inconveniently situated at the end of a long sea route. Gifts of cashmere shawls frequently arrive from it, as do East India Directors and retired military men with many lakhs of rupees and names like Goldmore. That India was also a vast subcontinent with its own multifarious cultures and populations, Thackeray did not allow to concern him.


The ship that brought him to England put in at St. Helena, and his black servant took him to see a man walking in a garden. ‘That’, he said, ‘is Bonaparte! He eats three sheep every day, and all the little children he can lay hands on.’ This was the only personal contact the author of Vanity Fair had with the titan around whose fall the novel’s action revolves.


Back in England, his mother’s absence was a bitter grief to the boy. To make matters worse, he was sent to a private school in Southampton which seems, even by English standards, to have been a hideous place. Almost half a century later he still remembered the cold, the chilblains, the bad food, and the canings, and the queer ritual, somehow directed towards the discovery of a thief, whereby the children had to line up and plunge their hands into a bag of soot in a dark shed. Each night he would offer up the same plea: ‘Pray God I may dream of my mother.’ In his loneliness he transformed his mother into something almost divine; and he would often, later in life, speak of her as an angel. Mother-worship is a recurrent lubricant in the novels of his declining years like Pendennis and Henry Esmond, though the work up to and including Vanity Fair is quite clean of it.


Eventually, after three and a half years, Mrs. Thackeray rejoined her son. She was now married to Carmichael-Smyth, an attachment which the boy felt to be sullying to one so pure. Visiting his stepfather’s house, he recognized his mother’s bed, and it made him feel, he recollects, ‘very queer’. It disgusted him to hear Carmichael-Smyth ‘snoring in my mother’s room’.


Carmichael-Smyth had been to Charterhouse, so it was to that school that Thackeray went. It was not an ideal choice. Fagging and flogging formed the basis of its system, the small boys being called on to perform all kinds of service for the larger ones. Among the first orders Thackeray received was ‘Come and frig me’. Fighting was a popular entertainment. In order to amuse his seniors Thackeray, though short-sighted and unused to sport, had to fight another boy called George Venables who, with a well-directed punch, broke his nose. Thackeray used to recall the ‘scrunch’ it made. The accident disfigured him for life.


The headmaster at Charterhouse, Dr. Russell, was not conspicuous for self control. If riled he would smash a child’s head between two books until his nose bled. He was, however, careful to allow boys of noble family every indulgence. To some extent Charterhouse converted Thackeray to its ethos. In later years he would speak of its brutality as if it were somehow manly and laudable. He remained firm friends with Venables, alluding to him as ‘my old schoolfellow, you know, who spoiled my profile’. By such means he associated himself with the robust, gentlemanly classes rather than with artists and writers.


From Charterhouse Thackeray proceeded to Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1829. His mother, who thought him ‘the divinest creature in the world’, longed for him to succeed, and he had no doubt that he would. Finding himself lodged near Sir Isaac Newton’s old room, he wrote home exultantly ‘Men will say, some day, that Newton and Thackeray kept near one another’. It seemed unlikely they would say so very soon. The letters are full of stern plans for work, each as quickly abandoned as the last. The one aspect of Cambridge that genuinely captured his enthusiasm was the food, especially the lobster suppers served in examination week. In the exam itself he did poorly. Undaunted, he went off to Paris for the summer, and devoted himself to the city’s delights. He was enraptured by Marie Taglioni, the ballerina, and by Mile Mars and Leontine Fay – ‘such a pair of lips!’ – at the Théàtre de Madame. It was the start of a lifelong passion: theatre, ballet, the shimmering realm beyond the darkly seething orchestra, where lightly-clad girls jumped about and showed their legs, became a familiar haunt of Thackeray’s imagination.


Another momentous event on the Paris trip was his first evening at Frascati’s. ‘The interest in the game of Rouge et Noir is so powerful’, he wrote, ‘that I could not tear myself away until I had lost my last piece – I dreamed of it all night.’ By the time he left Paris he was a compulsive gambler. The allure of the city drew him back at Easter, 1830, accompanied by Edward Fitzgerald, later the Rubàiyàt translator. It was on this holiday (of which his mother knew nothing) that he met, at a masked ball, the ex-governess Mile Pauline, who became his mistress, and who was to some degree the model for Becky Sharp. By now he had given up hope of academic success at Cambridge. The men who gained first classes were, he explained to his mother, ‘very nice fellows, only they smell a little of the shop’. Instead he developed his taste in wine, jewellery and cigars, and mixed with fast youths like John Bowes Bowes, later one of the first members of the Jockey Club who was to win the Derby four times, and Saville Morton, a notorious rake, eventually stabbed to death by the husband of one of his conquests. Before long, young Thackeray’s easy way with money attracted the attention of a group of professional gamblers. They took lodgings opposite Trinity, and invited him to dinner and écarté. By the end of the evening he had lost £1,500. Though it didn’t cure him of his zest for gaming, this experience deeply impressed Thackeray. He keeps returning to it in his fiction, and it is not the fate of the innocent victim that he is stirred by so much as the shady glamour of the professional card-sharper, stalking his prey through the estaminets and casinos of Europe.


After a second dismal performance in the university examinations, Thackeray left Cambridge without a degree. Despite his losses, he could still consider himself a wealthy young man, heir to his father’s fortune, and he showed no inclination to earn his living. He idled around Europe for a while, sampling the students’ drinking and duelling clubs in Germany, and spending six idyllic months in Weimar, where he flirted with the maids of honour and paraded at dinners and balls in pink and blue military uniform, having persuaded his stepfather to secure him a cornetcy in the Devon Yeomanry. He had an interview with Goethe, and bought and wore a sword that had been Schiller’s. Weimar, with its tiny, autocratic court and its salons, was like a fragment of eighteenth-century culture, miraculously preserved. On winter nights you could still charter sedan chairs to carry you through the snow to court entertainments. Thackeray’s imagination kept harking back to it throughout his life and, under playful, stodgy names like Kalbsbraten-Pumpernickel, it figures repeatedly in his writing. So does Paris, his other dreamland, where he loved to saunter in these moneyed years, eyeing the beautiful things in their gigot sleeves and tea-tray hats under the golden chestnuts of the Tuileries, and dining at the Trois Frères Provençaux or the Rocher de Cancale.


Ostensibly he was learning to be a painter. He had always had a talent for comic sketches, and he decided to cultivate it. But what really attracted him were the incidentals of an art student’s life, the cigars and the absinthe, the feeling of being Bohemian, and the lovely gimcracks’ of art as he calls them in The Newcomes – the smooth mill-boards and the glistening rows of colour tubes.’ He had not’, pronounced George Cruikshank, who was his teacher for a while, ‘the patience to be an artist.’ Increasingly he lapsed into dissipation – cards, dice, women – filling his journal meanwhile with cries of contrition and vows of amendment, soon broken. ‘One of the most disgraceful days I ever spent – playing from after breakfast till 4 o’clock at chicken hazard…. Maginn took me to a common brothel where I left him, very much disgusted and sickened.’ In London he frequented the gambling saloons along Regent’s Quadrant, with their elegant decorations and powdered footmen, and their ingeniously rigged roulette tables. His account book for 1833 shows him losing £668 in one encounter alone. In Paris he squandered his money at Frascati’s, attended the Opera and the Variétés, bought and then remorsefully burned pornographic books, and whored. The time left over from these pursuits he occupied in fencing, in going with other dandies to watch the animals slaughtered at the abattoir, or merely, as his diary records, in ‘flânerie on the boulevard’.


The event that put an end to Thackeray’s career as a wastrel, and drove him to write, was the loss of his fortune. Suddenly, at the end of 1833, he was poor. It seems to have been his stepfather’s fault: he had placed Richmond Thackeray’s money in Indian banking houses that failed in the 1833 financial crisis. That, anyway, was Thackeray’s version of the matter. He later described Major Carmichael-Smyth as ‘a simple, honest old bore who ruined them all by his foolish investments’. But he had probably gambled away a quarter of his father’s estate himself in the five years since leaving school.


For a while after this disaster he clung to the idea of trying to be a painter, but he gradually came to see that he would never be any good, and from 1837 on he worked as a freelance journalist. He wrote with immense, if spasmodic, energy, turning out book reviews and art criticism and comic sketches and burlesques for Fraser’s and Punch and The Times and the Morning Chronicle and any other paper that would take his stuff. Bentley’s Miscellany printed his first story, The Professor, in 1837, and that was followed by The Tremendous Adventures of Major Gahagan for the New Monthly and Catherine (which began by deriding novels about engaging criminal types, like Nancy in Oliver Twist, but ended up with a ‘sneaking kindness’ for its husband-slaying heroine), the Shabby Genteel Story and The Great Hoggarty Diamond, and The Luck of Barry Lyndon, the autobiography of an unscrupulous but, again, quite winning Irish adventurer. Then there were topical pieces like The Second Funeral of Napoleon and below-stairs pieces like the Yellowplush Papers (the memoirs of a retired footman), and social satire like The Book of Snobs, originally written for Punch, and impressions of foreign parts like The Paris Sketch-Book and The Irish Sketch-Book and the Journey from Cornhill to Grand Cairo, this last sponsored by the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company, who gave him a free cruise round the Mediterranean to collect material. Thackeray adopted the perky, self-slighting pseudonym Michael Angelo Titmarsh (Michaelangelo because of the broken nose), and his stance was always sharp, questioning, irreverent, suspicious of anything elevated or distinguished. He loved puncturing. His stories followed the fortunes of down-at-heel types – cockneys, small shopkeepers, failed merchants. There is James Gann, for instance, in A Shabby Genteel Story, once heir to an oil firm (Gann, Blubbery & Gann), but ruined by the advent of gas-lighting, who now conducts from his wife’s Margate boarding-house an agency for the London and Jamaica Ginger Beer Company and Gaster’s Infants’ Farinacio or Mothers’ Invigorating Substitute (of which a mouldy half-pound packet occupies the ‘office’ mantelpiece), and who carries a telescope on his walks in order to scrutinize, from the esplanade, the bathing machines and perambulating girls’ schools. Or there are clerks like Samuel Titmarsh in The Great Hoggarty Diamond, whose boss, Mr. Brough, of Brough and Hoff, Turkey Merchants, does a tremendous business in the fig and sponge way and the Zante currant line, and whose friend Bob Swinney, after a brush with Brough, goes off happily to be a traveller in oil and spermaceti in the Western counties. They remind one of the figures Wells was to write endearingly about in Mr. Polly. Thackeray exposes their pretentiousness and ignorance, but he allows them a good deal of chirpiness and bravado as well, and he touches in their life-styles with swift, brilliant strokes.


He composed under tremendous pressure, ‘ceaseless whirl and whizz from morning to night’, but it suited him, as he realized. ‘I love to hear the press thumping, clattering and banging in my rear; it creates the necessity which always makes me work best.’ Of course, he found it galling as well. He hated touting for employment from ‘low literary men’ like James Fraser; would get drunk and abuse them and have to apologize next day. He ranted about the ‘odious magazine work’, guaranteed to ‘kill any writer in six years’; and because he was poor the publishers could impose humiliating conditions on him. Chapman and Hall, for instance, wanted £100 security in case he died before finishing The Irish Sketch-Book, and he had to send his chest of domestic plate to them as ‘a kind of genteel pawn’. But despite the hurry and hardship, this was Thackeray’s golden age. In the years up to Vanity Fair he wrote with more wit, more trenchancy, more vividness than he ever managed afterwards. The capacious novels that he put together after 1848, beginning with Pendennis, are mixtures of dough and treacle for much of the time, though they come to life intermittently. But in Vanity Fair and the ten years before it, his hard, bright genius was wonderfully at work.


The loss of his money was not the only catastrophe that overtook Thackeray in the years before Vanity Fair. There was also his marriage. Not that it began catastrophically. He fell in love with Isabella Shawe, a pretty, feather-brained Irish girl, who lived with her mother in a boarding-house near the Champs Elysées. He did not get on with Mrs. Shawe: experience of her converted him to the view that ‘every man will, must and should dislike his mother-in-law’. But Isabella was irresistible, and they married in the summer of 1836. They were ecstatically happy, and spent eleven hours of each day in bed. At first they had a little apartment in Paris, but later moved to London, near Brunswick Square. Their first daughter, Anne, was born in 1837; Jane, the second, in 1838, but she died after eight months; and Harriet, the third, in 1840.


Thackeray did not treat his wife entirely as an adult. He called her ‘dear Puss’ and ‘little Trot’, and was apt to tease her about the pickling and pie-crust and ‘mysteries of stocking mending’ which he considered woman’s rightful sphere. He encouraged her to take no interest in his work, and she took none. Increasingly he left her alone, dined in clubs, took up with his bachelor friends, and went off for jaunts to the continent, whence he would write to her about the good time he was having. ‘Without my favourite talk about pictures or books I am good for nothing’, he explained excusingly. Isabella’s diversions, by contrast, were few. ‘She doesn’t put me to much expense in way of amusements’, he told his mother.


Three months after the third child was born, Thackeray left for Belgium to see the picture galleries. ‘I tried to persuade him not to go’, his wife confessed to Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth, ‘but it seems as if I was always to damp him.’ He was not to be damped. In Belgium he occupied himself with ‘having good dinners and sleeping on benches of afternoons and writing between times: a delightful trip, pleasure and sunshine the whole way’. When he got back Isabella appeared listless and depressed. He took her to Margate, then to her mother at Cork, to try to cheer her up. But it became clear that something was deeply wrong. On the way to Cork she tried to commit suicide, jumping from the boat, and floating around for twenty minutes before she was spotted and rescued. From then on she had to be watched night and day to stop her making away with herself. She alternately raved and brooded. It was not safe to leave the children with her, and they were packed off to Thackeray’s mother, while he took his wife to various clinics on the continent – at Ivry, at Marienburg, at Chaillot – in search of a remedy. None was found. Sometimes Thackeray put a brave face on it: he wrote amusingly about the water-cure at Marienburg, and about the figure he cut as he stood naked under the sluice with his wife and his ‘immense posterior protuberance’. Sometimes he admitted, with his usual honesty, that he was sick and tired of Isabella and her illness. Gradually he reconciled himself to the fact that she was incurably insane. She was taken to England and put in the care of a Mrs. Bakewell, ‘an excellent worthy woman’, in Camberwell. Thackeray visited her less and less often, and decided at last ‘I think it is best not to see her’. She lived on for thirty years after his death, never regaining her reason.


Isabella’s loss helped to impress on Thackeray the terrible transience of love and beauty. It also occasioned qualms of conscience. Clearly he had been to blame: had he not deserted her and gone to Belgium, her post-natal depression might never have developed into insanity. He began writing Vanity Fair in 1845, the Year Isabella was finally shut away, and when in that novel George Osborne abandons his wife on the night before Waterloo and goes panting after Becky Sharp, Thackeray is near to self-portraiture – very near, perhaps, for it is possible that the delights of his ill-timed continental holiday included a reunion with the ex-governess Mile Pauline, Becky’s real-life prototype.


George, of course, has no monopoly of faultiness in Vanity Fair, Thackeray pointed out that he had tried to make all the characters ‘odious’, except Dobbin; and he, though no rogue, was a ‘fool’, for loving a parasitical little ‘milksop’ like Amelia. The book made Thackeray’s name, but it did not sell well. The Victorians found its cynicism chilling. Mrs. Browning pronounced it ‘cruel to human nature’; Forster lamented that he could find in it no ‘simple uncontaminated human affection’ or ‘large cordiality’. With its scathing treatment of the upper classes it was regarded, too, as a perilous instance of the levelling spirit of the times. At this crucial point in his career, with his first masterpiece completed, Thackeray suddenly decided that he must change his style and manner. ‘The world is a much kinder and better world than some bilious-covered satirists have painted it’, he wrote to Lady Blessington in 1848, alluding to the yellow-paper bindings of Vanity Fair’s monthly parts, ‘I must give up the yellow cover, I think, and come out in a fresher tone.’


This fatal resolve, which destroyed him as a writer, was partly a bid for popularity. He wanted the great public to take him to its heart, as it had taken Dickens. But it was also a result of a change in his circumstances. Suddenly he found himself a celebrity, fêted by the great: ‘I reel from dinner party to dinner party – I wallow in turtle and swim in claret and Shampang’, he chaffed jubilantly. Gratification softened his heart and his head, and he began to grow ‘ashamed’ of his ‘former misanthropical turn’. His new friends included the prodigiously wealthy Lord Douglas (‘very good natured’, Thackeray reported), and Punch’s old butt Lord Brougham (‘enormously good fun’; ‘the best and wickedest old fellow I’ve met’), and superannuated dandies like Lord Howden and Poodle Byng, and gilded drones like Lord Castlereagh and the Hon. Charles Spencer Cowper. He enjoyed the hospitality of the Palmerstons, the Russells, the Mintos, Lord Broughton and other Whig magnificoes, and he was sought after by the society hostesses – Lady Waldegrave, Lady Molesworth, Lady Louisa de Rothschild, Lady Stanley of Alderley.


Life in the great houses profoundly appealed to him – the ‘flowers piled up as high as haystacks’, the sumptuous food, the fine wines. He loved to recount what a ‘power of Lords’ he knew, and to describe the glittering social occasions he attended – the ‘beautiful dresses and daring gaiety’ at the balls, or the swells at the race-meetings, looking ‘very languid and handsome, drinking champagne and eating venison pie’ as they reclined in their barouches. He had won his way back, he felt, to the luxury and refinement that had been his until the loss of his fortune.


Besides, the sudden end to his marriage had left him with a need for sensual gratification. He had strong bodily desires (we find him praying, in his diary, ‘not to yield to lust’), and with his wife still alive he could not remarry. To make matters worse he had fallen in love with the wife of a friend, Jane Brookfield, who, though quite prepared to flirt with this latest lion, had no intention of going to bed with him. He transposed his passion, accordingly, to a high spiritual plane, assuring Jane’s husband, who was in the know throughout, that his ‘raptures’ were ‘not in the least dangerous’, and expounding his powerful yet pure ardour in long letters to Jane and to mutual women friends, in whose company he evidently found the role of stricken swain rather appealing. Should his mother and Mrs. Brookfield predecease him, he comforted himself, they would enter ‘spotless and angelical’ into ‘God’s futurity’, and provide him with two useful advocates at the Mercy Seat. Meanwhile, however, he had more earthly requirements to consider. ‘It’s a woman I want more than any particular one’, he notified his mother, with accustomed openness. ‘The want of this natural outlet plays the deuce with me.’ Mrs. Carmichael-Smyth was hardly in a position to help; indeed, she proved thoroughly uncooperative, intervening suspiciously whenever Thackeray hired a governess to look after his daughters. Filling himself with wine and food every evening, and pursuing brilliant society, were ways of making up for poor Isabella’s absence, and it would be obtuse to blame Thackeray for devoting himself to these tasks. Old literary friends like Fitzgerald, however, found themselves neglected, as did his colleagues on Punch. At Drury Lane he offended Mark Lemon and John Leech by deserting them and going to sit in a stage box with Count d’Orsay and the Earls of Chesterfield and Granville. Punch’s criticism of the rich, and its zeal for social justice, impressed him as less healthy now than they had done formerly, and he declared that he could no longer collaborate with a ‘savage little Robespierre’ like Douglas Jerrold.


His defection was widely noted. Harriet Martineau commented tartly on his ‘frittered life, and his obedience to the call of the great’, and Carlyle observed that his ‘dinner-eating in fashionable houses’ had made him cover ‘his native disposition with a varnish of smooth smiling complacency, not at all pleasant to contemplate’. Charlotte Brontë reported that Thackeray had left her company ‘very early in the evening, in order that he might visit respectively the Duchess of Norfolk, the Marchioness of Londonderry, Ladies Chesterfield and Clanricarde, and see them all in their fancy costumes of the reign of Charles II, before they set out for the Palace’. No doubt envy and mean-mindedness intensified, in some cases, the virtuous reproofs of the literati. Thackeray defended himself with galling honesty, explaining that he preferred the society of the great – ‘the air is freer than it is in small drawing rooms’ – and that inherited wealth was no more unjust an advantage than the possession of literary gifts: ‘One has as good a right to be angry with a man for writing a good poem, as for having a good estate.’


He settled comfortably into this line of thought, and applied himself to sweetening the acerbity that had produced his finest work. He resolved to be good natured from now on, a ‘kind wag’. ‘Love’, he announced, ‘is a higher intellectual exercise than hatred.’ There were prudent reasons, besides his new social elevation, for taking such a view. The democratic revolutions that spread through Europe in 1848 alarmed conservatives. Thackeray began to see that, as a satirist, he had been playing with fire. He came to hate The Book of Snobs, and declared that he ‘could not read a word of it’. Satire now rather shocked him. French writers, especially, seemed not to know where to draw the line. He went to see the vaudeville Les Caméléons at the Variétés and complained that it mocked all the political manoeuvring of the last half century: it was ‘awful, immodest’. His interest in the seamy side of life, which several reviewers of Vanity Fair had deplored, and the scathing laughter which his observation of human affairs had prompted, struck him as indecorous when he surveyed his improved circumstances. To be ‘comic and grinning’ seemed ‘somehow below my rank in the world’. ‘I want to go in a higher class’, he informed Mark Lemon.


The novels after Vanity Fair are full of people not only of a higher class but nicer – noble fellows, angelic ladies. It is a condition of their insipidity. Pendennis, the first of them, is also the first of Thackeray’s stories to take a public-school and university man as its central figure. Thereafter, this social level becomes the norm, and unpleasantness is minimized. Thackeray planned Henry Esmond as a novel ‘without any villain’, tacitly repudiating the ‘Novel without a Hero’, Vanity Fair. His appreciation of the literary masterpieces of other men also suffered. When he read Madame Bovary, it repelled him. ‘The book is bad’, he announced. ‘It is a heartless, cold-blooded study of the downfall and degradation of a woman.’ It was, in other words, rather nearer to the sort of book the author of Vanity Fair might have hoped to write than is Pendennis or The New comes.


The emasculation of his art was covertly defended in his lectures on The English Humourists of the Eighteenth Century, in which he pleaded that love and kindness should be the true ingredients of humour. He peopled his soggy, maudlin version of the eighteenth century with good-hearted types – ‘stout old Johnson’, Noll Goldsmith, Harry Fielding – and recoiled in horror from Swift, ‘a monster gibbering shrieks’, whose plan for eating children in the Modest Proposal was sadly unlike Dick Steele’s fondness for kiddies. As the acme of literary achievement in the period he came up with the tepid Joseph Addison, an ‘ideal Christian gentleman’, who ‘could scarcely ever have had a degrading thought’ (he was also an old Charterhouse man, which naturally recommended him). These discourses were attended by the cream of London society. Thackeray gave them at Willis’s Rooms, St. James, in the splendid saloon, with its gilding and blue damask sofas, where the great balls of Almack’s were held. A long line of carriages waited outside during the lectures, and the third of them was deferred for a week (‘at the earnest petition of the duchesses and marchionesses’, said Charlotte Brontë) because it clashed with Ascot.


At heart Thackeray knew the lectures were trash. ‘What humbug!’ he exclaimed, at the thought of touring the English cities with them. ‘My conscience revolts at the quackery.’ The tour went forward, nevertheless, and was highly profitable. Increasingly he wrote just for the money. Having wilfully stifled his true gifts – irony, finely poised anatomy of social shams, malicious insight – he found writing a horrible grind. He groaned over Pendennis, fully conscious that it was ‘stupid, ricketty and of feeble intellect’, and he could hardly bear to continue with The Newcomes: ‘It haunts me like a great stupid ghost. I think it says, why do you go on writing this rubbish? You are old, you have no more invention.’ But he kept at it, in the hope of providing for his daughters after his death. He knew that he could manufacture the high-souled confection that his readers wanted, and he resolved to do so. ‘I shall write very badly’, he acknowledged, ‘but the public won’t find me out.’ This was the way he thought about Henry Esmond, too. He confessed it ‘dreary’, but foresaw that his ‘grand and melancholy’ hero would do him credit, ‘bore as he is’.


The strain told. Soon the whole ‘novelist business’ sickened him. He felt it ‘indecent and despicable’. His imagination would not work any more, and the ‘eager observation’ that had invigorated his writing up to 1848 had, he realized, deserted him. From 1849 on he complains endlessly in his letters that he is played out – an ‘exploded squib’. ‘What is it makes one so blasé and tired I wonder at 38?’ he demanded. It was ill health, partly. He ate and drank excessively, and almost died in October 1849 from a complaint variously diagnosed as gastric fever, cholera and typhoid. But illness was nothing new to him. For many years he had suffered from a urethral stricture, the result, it seems, of a venereal infection contracted in his festive youth, and it required frequent painful instrumentation. What filled him with dismay and disgust when he contemplated his work in later years was not a physical cause, but the knowledge that social and financial pressures, that he was too weak to withstand, had betrayed him into abandoning his true creative bent.


He returned to it, briefly, in his lectures on The Four Georges in 1855. He had planned to write on this subject earlier, but dismissed the idea, knowing that he could only treat it satirically, and that this would alienate his grand friends: ‘If I hope for a police magistrateship or what not I had best keep a civil tongue in my head’, he calculated. What changed his mind was the Crimean War. The reports of mismanagement and suffering reaching England caused an outcry against the governing classes in which, for a time, he joined. He became a member of the Administrative Reform Association, and stood for Parliament (unsuccessfully) as a representative of the ‘educated middle classes’ intent on wresting power from the aristocratic families. In The Four Georges he attacked aristocracy and monarchy, deriding, in particular, George IV, who had been, he argued, not a man but an assemblage of stays, padding and silk stockings, combined with a high-quality nutty-brown wig. The ‘Bo Monde’ was furious, he told his mother, and he was barred from the ‘halls of splendour’. However, within a year or two the great folks relented. Thackeray, for his part, gave up his radical position. He did not resume it. His work continued its decline – until an Indian summer, shortly before his death, produced the brilliantly original Lovel the Widower and, less impressively, Philip.


Seen as a whole, then, Thackeray’s career is the history of a capitulation. He was touchy, of course, about having this pointed out, as the famous Garrick Club row of 1858 illustrates. Edmund Yates, a young journalist, began this by writing a fairly inoffensive piece for Town Talk, which observed that Thackeray had adapted his art to his audience, and knowingly flattered the aristocrats in his English Humourists. Stung, Thackeray reported Yates to the committee of the Garrick Club, of which they were both members, claiming that since they had met only on the Club’s premises, Yates had dishonoured the privacy of the place by publishing his article. Dickens, also a member, sprang to Yates’s defence, and Thackeray reacted with a cold fury that had behind it all the hatred he felt for his more successful rival. Eventually Yates was expelled, and the thing blew over; but Thackeray and Dickens were never on speaking terms again.


The incident shows up the pompous gentility of the later Thackeray. It also reveals how far he had travelled from his vivacious, creative days. Back in 1838 he had written to Blackwood, offering to contribute ‘criticism of a spicy nature and general gossip’ to his magazine, and adding that, as he belonged to ‘a couple of clubs’, he would have no trouble gathering material. Yates’s ways had been his own.


Changes of front like this come to light whenever Thackeray’s early and late views are compared. His thoughts about lords (and he thought about them a great deal) are particularly instructive. In the years before he was taken in tow by fashionable society he was an indefatigable foe of flunkeyism, pathologically concerned with toad-eaters and tuft-hunters and ‘lickspittle awe of rank’, and always castigating middle class folk who aped aristocrats – saying they were like jays pretending to be peacocks, or potatoes passing themselves off as tulips. When things were going worse than usual, as at the time of his wife’s madness, his virulence redoubled. ‘When are we to get rid of this insolent scum of lords altogether?’ he fulminated; ‘I would like to see all men equal, and this bloated aristocracy blasted to the wings of all the winds.’ His Punch pieces teem with denunciations of nobles, and The Book of Snobs ends up by insisting that class-distinction must be abolished forthwith:




It seems to me that all English society is cursed by this mammonical superstition; and that we are sneaking and bowing and cringing on the one hand, or bullying and scorning on the other, from the lowest to the highest.





Rank, precedence, and the ‘diabolical invention of gentility’ should be done away with. The commons must say to the nobility ‘We are as good as you’.


And yet he was never quite sure they were. When he compared the aristocrats he had come across with the vulgar people he had to earn his bread among, there did seem to be a difference in kind (as his favourite peacock and tulip similes concede). Cool reason stood aloof from the popular passions, and he enjoyed giving it its say, especially when he knew that it would rile people. In The Second Funeral of Napoleon, for instance (perhaps the finest of his short early things), he scoffs at the democratic notion of ‘Nature’s gentlemen’, and asserts the superiority of the hereditary aristocrat, pointing out that well-formed fathers and mothers, cleanly nursery maids, good meals and good physicians are real advantages which the lower classes cannot lay claim to, and that ‘a course of these going on for a few generations are the best gentleman-makers in the world, and beat Nature hollow’.


The firm, annoying rationality is typical of Thackeray at his most successful. He is an unpleasantly acute social critic, fond of drawing attention, for instance, to the importance of apparently trivial failings like dropping aitches or eating peas with a knife. To pretend such things don’t matter, he maintains, is humbug. Observation confirms that they are universally accepted as the criteria that make one class of people unfit for the society of another. It is not disrespectful, but simply a fact, he adds in Mr. Brown’s Letters to his Nephew, to say that someone who exhibits these deficiencies is not well bred.


Thackeray’s clear-sightedness reinforces his prejudices in this instance, of course. He was profoundly moved by gastronomic niceties, and people who ate peas with their knives genuinely revolted him. He quarrelled fiercely with Douglas Jerrold for doing so. But he also used his objective, intellectual approach to defend those whose interests clashed with his own. In a late essay, On a Chalk Mark on the Door, he observes that it is right and natural for domestic servants to cover up for one another by telling lies: ‘This is not lying; this is voting with your party.’ It would be intolerable if they told the truth, he explains, since what they are really thinking must nearly always be extremely disrespectful to their masters. It will be the aim of any sensible employer, therefore, to secure the services of ‘a worthy, clean, agreeable and conscientious male or female hypocrite’.


Coolness and honesty of this type are particularly likely to give offence when applied to topics, such as Negro slavery, which arouse automatic indignation and prejudice among the liberal-minded. Before Thackeray knew anything about slavery, he held it in decent abhorrence – calling it an ‘odious crime’ in his review of Frédéric Soulié’s pro-slavery novel Le Bananier in 1843. When, a year later, he actually came across some slaves, in the market at Cairo, he was surprised to find that they did not stir his humanitarian zeal. They were healthy, happy and physically revolting – even the female ones, with their lips ‘the size of sausages’ and their great show of ‘shuddering modesty’ when the dealer stripped off their blankets. He observed, too, that they looked forward to being bought, ‘as many a spinster looks to an establishment in England’, since once in a family they were kindly treated and well clothed – ‘the merriest people of the whole community’. His visit to the Southern states of America in 1852 reinforced this view. Uncle Tom’s Cabin had recently appeared, and controversy raged. Thackeray drew attention to the ignorance prevalent among high-minded agitators in England, and he remained faithful – disgracefully faithful, some will feel – to his own first-hand experience. ‘They are not’, he wrote to his mother:




my men and brethren, these strange people with retreating foreheads, with great obtruding lips and jaws: with capacities for thought, pleasure, endurance, quite different to mine. They are not suffering as you are impassioning yourself for their wrongs as you read Mrs. Stowe, they are grinning and joking in the sun.





Negroes, he concluded, were not the same as white men, ‘any more than asses are the same as horses’. Not that the white man had a right, on this account, to hold them in bondage: he denied this absolutely. But he insisted on recording the facts of slavery as he saw them, and these were that slaves were well-fed and happy; that on average they did less than a quarter of a white man’s work; that the more industrious of them could save £30 a year, and so were considerably better off than a labouring man in England; that they were prodigiously expensive to their masters, who supplied them with good medical care and looked after them in old age; and that they were infinitely less brutal, dirty and degraded than the free Negroes he encountered.


Doubtless some of Thackeray’s statistics were supplied by the Southern gentry, along with the hospitality and mint juleps which he much appreciated. But it is worth noting that his account of the material well-being of slaves is borne out by the most authoritative modern treatment of the subject, R. W. Fogel and S. L. Engerman’s massively documented Time on the Cross. This study demonstrates, for instance, that the diet and housing of slaves were superior to those of free workers; that the typical slave received about 90 per cent of the income he produced; and that the masters’ concern for the health of their slaves resulted in a slave mortality rate in child-bearing lower than that experienced by Southern white women, and a slave life-expectation much longer than that of urban industrial workers in both the United States and Europe. Thackeray’s inclination to record what he saw, and his distrust of reach-me-down philanthropy, make something of a contrast with Dickens, whose own attack on slavery in American Notes was largely composed of extracts from W. W. Weld’s American Slavery as it Is, and newspaper cuttings which Edward Chapman collected for him after he had returned to England.


Thackeray was equally reasonable when justifying his own taste for moneyed society. It was, he argued, natural to like the company of people who possessed fine books and pictures, parks, town and country houses, good cooks and good cellars. ‘If So-and-So is as good as you and possesses these things, he, in so far, is better than you who do not possess them: therefore I had rather go to his house in Belgravia than to your lodging in Kentish Town.’ Most people find it hard to admit they aren’t worth mixing with, and feel inclined to resist the force of Thackeray’s bland logicality. As usual, however, he has been careful to put it in a form that is irrefutable.


Being rational, he had no illusions about his motives when he became an appendage of the lordly classes. Though a snob, he was a conscious snob. He remarks in his letters on the ‘parasitical air’ he finds himself assuming in the company of the great, and acknowledges that he likes Lord Castlereagh, for instance, simply ‘because he is a Lord’. He realized that the circles he moved in were those he had satirized in Vanity Fair; indeed, he took pains to point this out. In accounts of the grand dinner parties he has attended, he will remark that he has been sitting next to ‘Lord Steyne’, or has seen, as he left at midnight, his host’s carriage lamps blazing in the courtyard, ‘for a visit to some Becky, no doubt’. When a friend suggested that he should call the splendid residence he built for himself at Palace Green, Kensington, ‘Vanity Fair’, he admitted the justice of the crack.


Thackeray’s swing to the right, then, though extreme, wasn’t simple. Part of him saw through his hobnobbing with the nobs, as part of him had seen through the ‘Radical spouters’ in his Radical spouting days. The attitude he eventually took up towards another of his prepossessions, the English Public School, was more self-deceiving.


For Thackeray public school meant primarily Charterhouse (renamed, in his fiction, Slaughter House, Grey Friars etc.). He felt no affection for it when he was there. ‘I cannot think that school to be a good one’, he wrote to his mother, on leaving, ‘when as a child I was lulled into indolence, and when I grew older and could think for myself was abused into sulkiness and bullied into despair’. A Shabby Genteel Story refers scathingly to the ‘accursed system’ called ‘the education of a gentleman’: public school and university, Thackeray there asserts, teach nothing but selfishness and social pretension. The Irish Sketch-Book develops the attack:




There are at this present writing five hundred boys at Eton, kicked, and licked, and bullied, by another hundred – scrubbing shoes, running errands, making false concords, and (as if that were a natural consequence!) putting their posteriors on a block for Dr. Hawtrey to lash at; and still calling it education. They are proud of it – good heavens! – absolutely vain of it; as what dull barbarians are not proud of their dulness and barbarism? They call it the good old English system.





The time spent learning the ancient languages is wasted, he adds, since the Etonians, Harrovians and Carthusians he comes across retain no knowledge of them, and it would be of no service if they did. As for torture (‘Torture in a public school is as much licensed as the knout in Russia’, he remarks in Vanity Fair), the notion that it is good for children and ‘hardens’ them is, The Irish Sketch-Book avers, one that could find a footing only in the brains of addle-pated old soaks and club bores, such as public-school men regularly become. Thackeray depicts a representative of this species in A Night’s Pleasure: a purple-faced, whisky-sodden wreck, who once got the silver medal for Latin Sapphics at school, and who now despises anyone without a classical education, quite unaware that the very waiters are more ‘useful, honourable and worthy’ than he.


Far from encouraging his appreciation of Greek literature, the ‘brutal tyranny’ at Charterhouse quenched any pleasure Thackeray might have taken in it. Even at school he had doubts, he said, about the genuineness of an article that was recommended by a ‘coarse-grained’ schoolmaster who terrorized cowering little boys. And when he finally got to Athens and found it was a let-down – that the temple of Theseus was ‘built of Pentelic marble of the exact colour and mouldiness of a ripe Stilton cheese’, and the Royal Palace resembled ‘Newgate, whitewashed’ – he hailed the fact with ‘gloomy joy’.


Yet alongside these bitter perceptions about contemporary education there may be found in Thackeray’s work another kind of allusion to school, which gradually predominates, and which precisely echoes the opinions of the bluff dullards he portrays in The Irish Sketch-Book. This side of Thackeray regards flogging and fisticuffs as salubrious and gentlemanlike practices. ‘A good thrashing now and then, with a hearty shake afterwards of the hand which administered the beating’, as he puts it in The Virginians, is, it now appears, the ideal regimen for youth. Colonel Newcome’s boyhood illustrates this. Though he disdains to be flogged by the butler or the black footman, he allows his father to horse-whip him, and ‘trembling and quivering’ holds out his ‘little bleeding hand’ afterwards, remarking ‘I can take it from you, sir’. The improving effect of physical assault is endlessly stressed in the later books, either by Thackeray himself or by sterling figures like Warrington in Pendennis, who observes, of the Hon. Percy Popjoy, ‘He was my fag at Eton. I ought to have licked him a little more’. Nor is this symptomatic only of the late Thackeray. In Men’s Wives (1843) the great pugilistic encounter between Frank Berry and the bullying Biggs at Slaughter House School is recounted with patent relish (as is the Dobbin v. Cuff contest in Vanity Fair, of which it is an early version). The gallant Berry is coached beforehand by the cock of the school, and his doughty blows make the ‘claret spurt out’ from Biggs’s nose, and so forth. The whole thing, in fact, is exactly at the level of the schoolboy reminiscences (‘how Tibbs and Miller fought for an hour and twenty minutes “like good uns”’ etc.) which Thackeray scathingly attributes to his old fools in The Irish Sketch-Book (also 1843). Yet in Men’s Wives he puts it across with approval, and goes on to record that he later became Berry’s fag, in which capacity, though beaten daily, he ‘got no more thrashing than was good for’ him (a phrase that became endemic as time went on: Little Rawdon in Vanity Fair ‘only got that degree of beating which was, no doubt, good for him’; Foker, in The Virginians, received ‘no more beating than was good for him’ at Charterhouse, and so on).


The view of public school in Men’s Wives differs so markedly from The Irish Sketch-Book’s partly because Men’s Wives was written for Fraser’s Magazine. Thackeray was buttering up his well-heeled readership. But there was always a part of him that aspired towards hearty mindlessness, and writing school stories brought this out. Dr. Birch and his Young Friends (1849) contains a portrait of his ideal schoolboy, George Champion – not over-brainy, but straight as a die, and destined to become ‘the bravest of soldiers’ or ‘the best of country parsons’: 




He does not play at cricket, except when the school plays the county, or at Lord’s in the holidays. The boys can’t stand his bowling, and when he hits, it is like trying to catch a cannon-ball. I have seen him at tennis. It is a splendid sight to behold the young fellow bounding over the court with streaming yellow hair, like young Apollo in a flannel jacket.





Such stuff was, for Thackeray, a way of pretending that he was athletic at heart, and did not mind having his nose squashed flat at Charterhouse. It became part of his gentlemanly code. A line could no doubt be traced from this section of his work, through Gunby Hadath, Desmond Coke and other spinners of school yarns, to the Magnet and the Gem. ‘Greyfriars’ is a Thackerayan name, and Frank Richards, with his insistence that ‘foreigners are funny’ and that ‘noblemen generally are better fellows than commoners’, is a kind of fearful parody of Thackeray at his worst.


In the end he persuaded himself that he hadn’t been wretched at Charterhouse at all – indeed, had loved the place. He enjoyed revisiting it, and kept Founder’s Day ‘sacred’ each year. The Newcomes reaches its warm-hearted climax with the Colonel retiring to Charterhouse to live in dignified penury in one of the school almshouses, and he dies with a ‘peculiar sweet smile’, calling ‘Adsum!’:




It was the word we used at school, when names were called; and lo, he, whose heart was as that of a little child, had answered to his name, and stood in the presence of The Master.





Heaven was a public school.


One thing that drew Thackeray back to Charterhouse was his interest in flagellation, a subject which his fancy increasingly lingered over. Henry Silver remembers his chattering about how he had seen ‘a little fellow with his hands behind him’, on a visit to the school, and about ‘how they’d take him to the bog and make him show his cuts’. He liked discussing the topic with friends: a letter to C. R. Dicken survives, which contains a sketch of a whipping block with a boy being led to it and a prefect carrying birch rods. Corporal chastisement is dragged into Thackeray’s essays and journalism under the strangest pretexts. A discussion of contemporary painting or English Literature will suddenly turn into a classroom scene, with a whipping in progress, and the speeches of victim and punisher lovingly imagined (‘Choose me a nice long, swishing, buddy one, light and well poised in the handle’ etc.). One of Thackeray’s favourite stories, turning up in two of the essays and Vanity Fair, concerns an elderly acquaintance who dreamed he was at Charterhouse again, being flogged by Dr. Raine. Foker and Pen both dream of being flogged at Grey Friars in Pendennis, and in Philip Pen recalls dining with three friends who ‘laughed, prattled and rejoiced’ as they described being flogged by Dr. Keate. ‘Their talk greatly amused and diverted me’, reports Pen. Pretending that sexual deviations are a joke is, of course, even nowadays, a common expedient for keeping them socially inoffensive (witness the small ads for ‘amusing’ rubber underwear, and suchlike). In Miss  Tickletoby’s Lectures on English History Thackeray introduces a schoolmistress who inflicts corporal punishment on her male pupils. She makes sly references to ‘something hanging up in the cupboard’, and carries on a suggestive dialogue with one boy about the last occasion on which she whipped him (‘How did I punish you, my dear? – tell the company’). Plainly we are not far away, here, from the stern governess of Victorian pornographic fiction, though, as usual, a humorous front is maintained. Miss Tickletoby illustrates Thackeray’s growing tendency to spice up the flagellation by making it heterosexual. The scene in The Virginians where Madam Esmond orders George to be caned was meant, presumably, to have a similar appeal, as was the figurative account of old Lord Ringwood whipping the Twysden girls in Philip. Ringwood, we are told, ‘always brought a cat-o’-nine-tails in his pocket’, and the young ladies ‘knelt and took their whipping with the most exemplary fortitude’ – ‘now the lash stung Agnes, and now it lighted on Blanche’s pretty shoulders’. Thackeray seems to have got a surreptitious thrill, too, from writing to women acquaintances about being beaten like a school-boy when he was actually referring to adverse reviews of his books. ‘The Spectator has taken down my breeches and whipped me soundly’, is a typical instance of this kind of queasy sex-play. What one regrets about the whole fixation is not so much that Thackeray suffered from it, as that he could never raise it into the light and apply his satirical intelligence to it, as he could, in his early period, to other unwelcome results of public school education. He seems to have been content merely to indulge it in a furtive, half-hearted sort of way.


As a result it could never contribute any sharpness to his work. To write well he had to be fully conscious – either of his own absurdity, or of other people’s, or both. In the early comic journalism his own demeanour in his young doggy days is frequently ridiculed. The cowardly, boastful militia officers who populate it, with their gaudy uniforms (C. Jeames de la Pluche’s in Yellowplush, for instance, incorporating gold-embroidered scarlet tights, yellow morocco Hessian boots, and a huzzar pelisse of purple velvet trimmed with sable), reflect the shame and contempt that Thackeray felt when he thought of himself prancing around the court at Weimar in the pink and sky-blue uniform of Sir John Kennaway’s Devon Yeomanry. Jeames’s reason for assuming military dress is that the court-suits civilians wear make them look like footmen – and this was, in fact, just the reason Thackeray had given when he wrote to his mother from Weimar asking that a cornetcy in Kennaway’s might be purchased for him. The line of polychrome bogus militarists culminates in Jos Sedley, who sports a frogged frock coat and a foraging cap ornamented with a smart gold band, until rumours of a French victory reach Brussels, whereupon he gives them away in terror to his manservant.


Jos, it will be recalled, had leanings towards martial garb even at school. Little George Osborne was severely punished, on one occasion, for cutting the tassels off his Hessian boots. Bob Stubbs, the craven anti-hero of The Fatal Boots, also favoured, as a schoolboy, this fashionable footwear (called after the Hessian troops who originally wore it). Again, Thackeray is contemptuously reviewing, through these figures, a bit of his own past. At Charterhouse he had passionately longed for Hessian boots, and had ordered a pair to be sent home, but they were sternly returned to the shop as unbefitting his years. ‘It was a dreadful moment’, he confided, years afterwards, to his daughter, ‘and one which he could never forget.’


In his later work, however, his attitude towards his own past changes. It becomes more respectful and indulgent. Pendennis and Clive Newcome (both acknowledged self-portraits) may get into scrapes now and then, but we are never allowed to forget that they are well-bred English lads, who merit our esteem. It would be a strain to imagine either of them masquerading in garish regimentals and tasselled boots. Decorousness had supervened.


Sentimentality, too: as we can see if we compare the fictional portraits of acquaintances which Thackeray produced during his vital, journalistic days, with those he turned out in his decline. Take the cockney painter Andrea Fitch from A Shabby Genteel Story – one of those scintillatingly documented Thackeray an characters (or neo-Balzacian characters, for Thackeray read Balzac early and critically), who burst in on the reader with a mass of realistic credentials – their family connections, their means of livelihood, their holiday haunts, their clubs, outfitters, legal advisers, and laundry lists. Fitch was:




a fantastic youth, who lived but for his art; to whom the world was like the Coburg Theatre, and he in a magnificent costume acting a principal part. His art, and his beard and whiskers, were the darlings of his heart. His long pale hair fell over a high polished brow, which looked wonderfully thoughtful; and yet no man was more guiltless of thinking. He was always putting himself into attitudes; he never spoke the truth; and was so entirely affected and absurd, as to be quite honest at last: for it is my belief that the man did not know truth from falsehood any longer, and when he was alone, when he was in company, nay, when he was unconscious and sound asleep snoring in bed, was one complete lump of affectation. When his apartments on the second floor were arranged according to his fancy, they made a tremendous show. He had a large Gothic chest, in which he put his wardrobe (namely, two velvet waistcoats, four varied satin under ditto, two pairs braided trousers, two shirts, half-a-dozen false collars, and a couple of pairs of dreadfully dilapidated Blucher boots). He had some pieces of armour; some China jugs and Venetian glasses; some bits of old damask rags to drape his doors and windows: and a rickety lay figure, in a Spanish hat and cloak, over which slung a long Toledo rapier, and a guitar with a riband of dirty sky-blue.





It’s a prime bit of early Thackeray: the withering contempt, together with the joyfully proliferating imagination that will not let anything as narrow as contempt prevail. Fitch’s every action makes him more fatuous, and more likeable. He goes out in foul weather because he believes it romantic (‘“I love the storm”, said Fitch solemnly’), and he wears a locket containing ringlets which he avouches, in confidence, to be relics of a Spanish girl whom he loved to madness, but which in fact, being quite without amorous experience of any description, he has been obliged to clip from the wig of the lay figure in his studio.


Fitch’s original was John Grant Brine, a Scottish artist, whom Thackeray called on in his weirdly opulent Parisian atelier in 1833, and later dismissed, in a letter to his mother, as ‘a second rate man, a little better than a drawing master’. Twenty-two years after A Shabby Genteel Story he wrote the sequel, Philip, and a glance at the account of Fitch there betrays quite a new note. His ‘genius’, we are told, made a ‘little flicker of brightness’, and has now been extinguished for ever, but he had ‘as loving, gentle, faithful, honourable a heart as ever beat in a little bosom’. Of course the fact that Brine really had died (of consumption) in the interim helps to explain the reverential air Thackeray now adopts. But the change from crisp and exhilarating judgement to a sort of damp-eyed, whisky-and-water reminiscence is entirely typical of his deterioration as a writer.


Something comparably debilitating happened to Major Pendennis – or rather to what might be called the Major Pendennis portfolio, for Thackeray, even before he wrote Pendennis, had created a confrérie of old military men who are recognizably previous incarnations of the Major, without actually bearing his name. The ‘model’ for them was Lt. Col. Merrick Shawe, his wife’s uncle, an ex-Regency buck and devoted clubman who, after a distinguished military career in India, had served on the Duke of York’s staff at the Horse Guards. Captain Popjoy in Catherine is the first of the species, identifiable by his rich blue-black hair-dye and his curiously unpleasant eyes with ‘a little pair of red watery eyeballs’ afloat in them and ‘sickly green pupils’. Popjoy’s accomplishments are chiefly in the consumer line. ‘Some six thousand bottles of wine’, Thackeray estimates, have passed through him during his life, and he has played ‘say, fifteen thousand games at billiards’. ‘His animal functions are still tolerably well preserved, his spiritual have evaporated long since.’ Here we have the rudiments of Major Pendennis, but the portrait undergoes successive elaborations. Bob Robinson’s First Love has Gen. Sir Hugh Rolfe K.C.B. – goggle-eyed, corseted, with a yellow post-chaise and volleys of oaths ‘like Vauxhall crackers’, who bustles in to stop his nephew from marrying beneath him (a preliminary run-through for the opening scenes of Pendennis which, incidentally, antedates by three years the anecdote told to Thackeray by Miss Eliza Smith which is generally supposed to have given him the idea for the start of that novel). And in The Bookof Snobs the dyed whiskers and tight waistband and eyes ‘the colour of peeled plover’s eggs’ become the property of a character called Jack Spiggot, another selfish, loveless old gourmet.


The reader who had followed Thackeray to this point would feel on familiar ground when he started Pendennis. Like these figures the Major is an incarnation of worldliness, snobbery and self-indulgence. His eyes, like Jack Spiggot’s, resemble ‘plovers’ eggs’. His chest, ‘manfully wadded with cotton by Mr. Stultz’, his factitious rich-brown hair, and his teeth, which travel with him in a small morocco box, help to make him ‘juvenile and hilarious in the company of the young lords’. He would fit into Vanity Fair (which is a great deal more than can be said for any other character in Pendennis).


But as the novel proceeds Major Pendennis ceases to be a savagely ironic creation, and dwindles into an amiable old buffer, quite admirable really, with a sensible, realistic attitude to social rank. When, in the end, he triumphantly confronts his rebellious manservant, Morgan, pistol at the ready, he plainly stands for gallantry and good breeding, pitted against the impudent aspirations of the lower class (‘I’m an Englishman, I am, and as good as you’, the wretched Morgan whines). It is no surprise, after this, to find the Major being allocated a touching death scene in The Newcomes, and vowing Laura Pendennis an ‘angel’ as he expires. What had happened, as we have seen, was that Thackeray had taken to sucking up to lords in Major Pendennis’s fashion, and found it agreed with him very well. As usual, he had his eyes open. The desire ‘to go through life as a gentleman – as a Major Pendennis’ is acknowledged without reserve in the correspondence, as his own particular vanity, and he can be found wryly signing himself ‘Major Pendennis’ in the letters of 1849. He turned himself into Major Pendennis, indeed, with considerable success, the only drawback being that Major Pendennis could never, by any stretch of the imagination, write a novel.


In the following chapters a lot of my illustrations, naturally, will be drawn from the early (and neglected) work. I shall try to show how Thackeray put together his imaginative world, and how he filled it with light and depth, and with that strangely individual blend of enchantment and disenchantment, in the years before he stifled his talents.
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