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Huddled together on their knees, the ears of two of them close to the panels, and the eye of the third applied to the key-hole of the dining parlour, were this group of Ringsworth Graces detected by Mr. James Sutherland, as he quitted the room on his way to the bower of his beloved Miss Lazenby.








Frontispiece from Theodore Hook’s The Sutherlands



















ALISON ADBURGHAM


SILVER FORK SOCIETY


Fashionable Life and Literature from 1814 to 1840









[image: ]

























That congregated mass of folly, that busy fretful turmoil of conflicting littlenesses which they call ‘society’.


T. H. Lister, Arlington


Lord Francis Conyngham told all this to Lady Cowper who told it to Madame de Lieven, who told it to the Duke of Wellington, who told it to me. This is the way stories get round!


Journal of Mrs. Arbuthnot, March 4, 1822


We have perhaps had more than enough of fashionable novels, but as the amber which serves to preserve the ephemeral modes and caprices of the passing day, they have their value … A novel of fashionable life does not pre-suppose a tissue of puerile vulgarity.


Lord Willersdale in Mrs. Gore’s Women As They Are
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Introduction





Literature, politics and fashion were inextricably mingled in the shifting strata of society after the Napoleonic Wars. The way into politics was through the drawing-rooms; one of the ways into the drawing-rooms was to become a literary lion; and one of the ways to become a literary lion was to write a fashionable novel, a novel of fashionable life, a novel of the silver fork school.


William Hazlitt referred contemptuously to this genre as the Dandy School; and it was from an essay of his under that title in the Examiner that the term silver fork derived. In it, he mocked Theodore Hook for what he derided as that novelist’s preoccupation with silver forks: ‘Provided a few select persons eat fish with silver forks, he considers it a circumstance of no consequence if a whole country starves; but these privileged persons are not surely thinking all the time and every day of their lives of that which Mr. Theodore Hook has never forgotten since he first witnessed it, viz. that they eat their fish with a silver fork.’ The inference was that Hook, ‘comforted by their bright radiance, though not in their sphere’, was a wide-eyed arriviste, an inference near enough the truth to hurt; but there were other writers of fashionable novels who had been born into the society whose shibboleths they satirised, whose personalities they portrayed, whose style of living they faithfully depicted – verisimilitude to the day-to-day detail of fashionable living was an important feature of the genre. Thus, for the nouveaux riches, the novels were a valuable source of information about everything they wanted to know … in what London square it was stylish to rent a house for the Season, and when exactly the Season started; what shops and suppliers to patronise; at what time of day it was elegant to drive in the park, to make calls, to dine, to arrive at the Opera and to leave the Opera. The novels were handbooks to the language of the beau monde, to the etiquette of chaperonage, to permissible and impermissible flirtations, to extra-marital affairs, to all modish attitudes and affectations; and in addition to the social climbers for whom the novels were guide books, there was an ever increasing readership composed of middle-class subscribers to circulating libraries in all parts of the country. For them, the novels had the fascination of voyeurism into upper-class life. And for us, some hundred and fifty years on, they provide an enlightening record of aristocratic manners and morals, language and behaviour, houses and carriages, hotels and clubs, shops, theatres, balls and masquerades, fêtes champêtres and country house parties.


As a genre, ‘the silver fork’ was a phenomenon of the period, filling a lacuna in the sequence of English fiction writing. When the Napoleonic Wars ended, there were in London no novelists of any note. In Edinburgh, Walter Scott had just published the first of the Waverley novels, and Susan Ferrier was working upon her first novel of Scottish life. In Ireland, Maria Edgeworth was already an influential novelist, and there were other authors writing tales with Irish backgrounds: the Banim brothers, Gerald Griffin, William Carleton, Sydney Owenson. In Hampshire, Jane Austen was working upon the last of her novels in which she pin-pointed for posterity the English country gentry. But in London there were no writers portraying the world of fashion. The fashionables themselves relied upon French novels for their light reading – until diverted by the intriguing advent of novelists within their own aristocratic circles.




 





To assess the fidelity of the fashionable novelists’ depiction of their world, I have balanced it with the accounts given by contemporary diarists, letter writers, biographers, memoirists, and contributors to the monthly reviews and magazines. These sources have all been well plundered by social historians; yet the novels, almost equally rich sources, have not been tapped. The early novels of Disraeli and Bulwer Lytton are rarely read; and the names of the two most witty silver-forkists, T. H. Lister and Mrs. Gore, whose novels are a pleasure to read quite apart from their period interest, are virtually unknown. Plumer Ward, Lord Normanby, Lady Charlotte Bury, Caroline Norton, Letitia Landon, Lady Morgan, Lady Blessington … the romantic, often harassed lives of most of these writers have been their attraction for biographers far more than the novels they wrote. Yet their work received serious attention in the literary reviews of their day, even while the authors themselves were receiving the unwelcome attention of scandal-mongers in the Sunday gutter press.


It has been my endeavour to give some account both of their lives and of their writings in the perspective of the society they chronicled, often peopling their plots with characters that are recognisable portraits of actual politicians, hostesses, dandies, gamblers, rakish noblemen, waspish wits, and dangerous beauties of the day. It was the world of this feckless, frenetic post-war society that Thackeray, looking back over some thirty years to a generation preceding his own, brought to life again in Vanity Fair. The silver fork novelists produced no such masterpiece; but they had the advantage over Thackeray of being on-the-spot reporters, themselves part of the society they depicted and often satirized. Their books were talked of at dinner parties, criticised by distinguished reviewers in the literary journals, commented upon in contemporary diaries and letters. It is in these diaries and letters that we find participants’ accounts of the first outburst of extravagant pleasures in Paris and London after peace was declared, of the reckless pace that generated the ethos in which the silver fork novels germinated. The novels then flourished in ever increasing numbers throughout the 1820s and 1830s. But towards the end of that second decade a shift in attitudes and values began to make fashionable novels unfashionable. It was a brief era, as eras go … by 1840, the silver fork society could be sensed to have had its day.




 





Alison Adburgham, 1983 



















CHAPTER I







The world of Regency society. Paris and London, summer 1814. The dandies’ ball at Burlington House. The waltzing craze. Byron’s poem on the waltz. Paris after Waterloo. Lady Caroline Lamb’s novel Glenarvon. Byron’s reaction to it and that of society. Morals of the aristocracy and attitudes to illegitimacy. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Lady Caroline’s last novels.





In the language of the Regency, ‘the world’ meant the world of fashionable society, of privilege and politics, rank and talent. It was an amoral world, fenced around with strict codes that were instinctively understood but never spelled out. Territorially it was centred upon Mayfair, St. James’s and Westminster during the London season; then when Parliament went into recess the beau monde dispersed to the great country estates. Continental territories for fashionable enjoyment had not, of course, been accessible during the long wars in Europe. But with the abdication of Napoleon in April 1814 and his expulsion to Elba, the world of rank and fashion, dandies and dilettanti, artists and literati, hastened over to Paris with the diplomats, statesmen and returning French aristocrats.


Emma Mount Edgcumbe, niece of Lord and Lady Castlereagh, described in her memoirs a visit to the Grand Opera with the Duke of Wellington: ‘He was in plain clothes, without any decoration to attract notice, and sat in the back of the box; but he was almost immediately recognized by someone in the pit, and a voice cried out Vellington! The cry was taken up by others, and at last the whole pit rose, and turning to the box, called out Vive Vellington! Nor would they be satisfied till he stood up and bowed to them, when he was cheered and applauded.’ Leaving at the end of the performance, Emma heard one Frenchman say to another, “Mais pourquoi l’applaudissez-vous tant? Il nous a toujours battus.” The answer was charming: “Oui, mais il nous a battus en gentilhomme.”


*


In London, also, the summer of 1814 was one of unprecedented elation. The proclamation of peace on May 6th was the starting signal for a series of fêtes and rejoicings. Louis XVIII visited London that month, followed in June by the Emperor of Russia, the King of Prussia, and other royalties. Returning to London with the Castlereaghs, Emma Mount Edgcumbe found ‘the state of London was one of frenzy. The peace, and the sovereigns and the princes, and Wellington and Blücher, and Platoff, all coming at once, upset the sober mind of John Bull. Night and day everybody was rushing everywhere. There were illuminations and fireworks, and a fair in Hyde Park, and frigates firing on the Serpentine, for the masses; and going in state to the theatres, and great dinners without end, and great parties and balls for the great people.’1


*


This was the belle epoque of the Regency dandies, and the masked ball given by the members of Watier’s Club on July 1, 1814, in honour of the Duke of Wellington, was the most talked-of event of the season. All the leading dandies belonged to Watier’s, George Brummell being the Club’s president. ‘In my time’, Lord Byron later wrote to Lady Blessington, ‘Watier’s was the Dandy Club, of which (though no dandy) I was a member; at the time, too, of its greatest glory, when Brummell, and Mildmay, Alvanley and Pierrepoint, gave the Dandy Balls; and we (the club, that is) got up the famous masquerade at Burlington House and garden for Wellington.’2 Tickets for this ball were in the gift of Watier’s members, and thus many ladies at the masquerade were celebrated courtesans who would not be invited to any balls arranged by leading ladies of society. Harriette Wilson gave a long account of the masquerade in her libellous Memoirs. She went with her two sisters, also courtesans, and they were in their carriage ‘at five in the afternoon, as, by so doing, we should stand a chance of arriving between nine and ten o’clock’. This early start was not because they had any distance to travel, but simply because Piccadilly, and the roads leading into it, would be blocked with slow-moving carriages.




At last we arrived, and were received at the first entrance room by the Dukes of Devonshire and Leinster, dressed in light blue dominos. They were unmasked, this being the costume fixed on for all the members of Watier’s Club. No one else was to be admitted but in character…. The members were as attentive to us as though they had all been valets and bred up to their situations like George Brummell, who, by the by, was the only exception. Instead of parading behind our chairs to enquire what we wanted, he sat teasing a lady with a wax mask, declaring that he would never leave her till he had seen her face.





Surprisingly, some society ladies attended the masquerade as well as ladies of the town. Miss Mary Berry, famed for the salons she and her sister held in their Curzon Street house and in Paris, entered in her Journal for July 1st: ‘In the evening I went to the masked ball given by the Watier Club at Burlington House. I returned home very well pleased with my evening. The garden, which had been converted into a room, was very pretty, but the ball-room was already dirty, and the fête had not the éclat of White’s ball.’ Then on July 4th: ‘Went to Lady Cork’s, where there was a fête given in honour of the Duke of Wellington, who was compelled to hear an ode sung in his praize.’


Every day of that triumphant summer there were one or more celebrations; and every night at the balls there will have been danced the German waltz. The quadrille had been introduced from France a little earlier and become very popular; but it was the waltz that was the fashionable craze, as is recalled in the Journal of the dandy Thomas Raikes:




No event ever produced so great a sensation in English society as the introduction of the German waltz in 1813. Up to that time the English country dances, Scotch steps, and an occasional Highland reel, formed the school of the dancing master, and the every recreation of British youth even in the first circles. But peace was drawing near, foreigners were arriving, and the taste for continental customs and manners became the order of the day. The young Duke of Devonshire, as the magnus Apollo of the drawing-room in London, was at the head of these invitations…. In London, fashion is or was then everything. Old and young returned to school, and the mornings which had been dedicated to lounging in the Parks, were now absorbed at home in practising the figures of a French quadrille, or whirling a chair round the room to learn the step and measure of the German waltz.





Raikes was incorrect in saying the waltz was introduced in 1813, for Miss Berry wrote in her Journal on April 5, 1811: ‘At three o’clock went to Devonshire House, to a practising of waltzes, as it was called. It was, in fact, a morning dance, with a cold dinner in one of the back drawing-rooms – the dancing in the saloon’.


It was the close contact in one’s partner’s arms as one giddily swirled that caused outraged opposition to the waltz in many quarters. Theodore Hook, of all people, referred to it as ‘this irritating indecency’; and the distaste of anxious chaperons was only overcome at Almack’s by the enthusiasm for the dance exhibited by most of the distinguished foreigners of the diplomatic corps. According to Captain Gronow’s Reminiscences and Recollections, ‘Baron de Neumann was frequently seen perpetually turning with the Princess Esterhazy, and soon Lord Palmerston was seen with the haughty Princess Lieven in his arms. The Emperor Alexander, Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, and Flahault all swirled around the room.’


Thomas Wilson, Dancing Master from the King’s Theatre, Opera House, gave lessons at his Academy, and his prospectus also announced: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen waited on at their own residence’. From Wilson’s prospectus one learns that there was ‘a new and elegant system of dancing called Country Dance Waltzing or Waltz Country Dancing’ which was danced in figures, not swirling around the room in one’s partner’s arms. This explains why in Jane Austen’s Emma, published in 1816, ‘Mrs. Weston, capital in her country-dances, was seated [at the piano], and beginning an irresistible waltz’. The controversial German waltz had not yet reached Highbury.


But it was in full swirl in London during the delirious summer of 1814; and the younger members of the aristocracy used to gather every morning to practise the dance at one of the great mansions – usually Devonshire House but sometimes Melbourne House, home of Lady Caroline and William Lamb. Byron is said to have forbidden Lady Caroline to waltz, as it made him jealous to see her circling around in some other man’s arms – he being unable to dance at all because of his club foot. In 1813 he had written The Waltz: An Apostrophic Hymn, mocking the aphrodisiacal effect of this, the first dance in which the lady was held in her partner’s arms … ‘waking to wantoness the willing limbs’. It was a long poem, of which these are just extracts:
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Devonshire House, set back from Piccadilly behind high walls and overlooking Green Park.












Endearing Waltz! to thy more melting tune


Bow Irish jig and ancient rigadoon.


Scotch reels, avaunt! and country dance, forego


Your future claims to each fantastic toe!


Waltz, Waltz alone, both legs and arms demands,


Liberal of feet, and lavish of her hands;


Hands which may freely range in public sight


Where n’ere before – but – pray “put out the light”.










The ball begins – the honours of the house


First duly done by daughter or by spouse,


Some potentate – or royal or serene –


With Kent’s gay grace, or sapient Glo’ster’s mien,


Leads forth the ready dame, whose rising flush


Might once have been mistaken for a blush,


From where the garb just leaves the bosom free,


That spot where hearts were once supposed to be;


Round all the confines of the yielded waist,


The stranger’s hand may wander undisplaced;







Thus all and each, in movement swift or slow,


The genial contact gently undergo;


Till some might marvel, with the modest Turk,


If “nothing follows all this palming work”.


True, honest Mirzy! – you must trust my rhyme –


Something does follow at a fitter time;


The breast thus publicly resigned to man


In private may resist him – if it can.








But although Byron felt bitterly his inability to participate in these dangerous public intimacies, the waltz melodies remained intertwined with the memories of his annus mirabilis, when the publication of the first two cantos of Childe Harold had made him instantly famous, the lion sought by every hostess, the adored of all society. Writing in his journal in February 1821, an exile in Italy, he heard a barrel organ beneath his window…. ‘Oh! there is an organ playing in the street, a waltz too! I must leave off to listen. They are playing a waltz, which I have heard ten thousand times at the balls in London between 1812 and 1815. Music is a strange thing.’


*


When at the beginning of March 1815 the news broke that Napoleon had escaped from Elba and landed in France, the English fashionables hurried home from the Continent and the Hundred Days began. But after Waterloo they surged back in greater numbers, the boundaries of their world once again joyously extended. They did not go in any conquering spirit, but were simply eager to re-enter their beau monde territories. The greatest deprivation British aristocrats had suffered during the long wars – one could say their only deprivation – had been caused by the cutting off of their continental visits. Now, together with the returning French aristocrats, they threw themselves with enthusiasm into making Paris the gayest city in the world. Now also, once more, the young sprigs of the nobility could take the Grand Tour; and now their elderly relatives could repair the ravages of indulgence by taking the waters at Ems and Baden. Gamblers who had played themselves deeply into debt could without difficulty disappear to Calais. Romantic poets could travel to the Lake of Geneva, to the hills of Tuscany, to the shores of the Mediterranean; and writers of three-volume fashionable novels could, in the second volume, take their extravagant young heroes away from their London mistresses and creditors to philosophise remorsefully in Werther fashion all over Europe – then bring them back in Volume III to win a pure young English heiress.


The anglomania that raged in Paris during the summer of 1815 was even more feverish than that of 1814. The social presence of the allied occupation seems to have been much more in evidence than the military presence. The Duke and Duchess of Wellington were established in handsome apartments where they gave dinners and balls; and the residence taken by Lord and Lady Castlereagh in the Champs-Elysées became the rendezvous for international diplomats and the leaders of the fashionable world. As in 1814, Emma Mount Edgcumbe was with the Castlereaghs, and her reminiscences of those days mention many of the distinguished British who took apartments:




The Dukes of Rutland and Devonshire, the Dowager Duchess of Rutland, Lord and Lady Jersey, Lord and Lady Grantham, Mr. and Lady C. Lamb, Mr. Abbot (the Speaker), Sir Walter Scott, Mr. Jeffrey (the Edinburgh Reviewer) etc. etc. Lord Castlereagh gave many great dinners, and Lady Castlereagh had boxes at four theatres – the Grand Opera, the Français, the Fedeau and the Varieties. On her return from the theatre, she received and had supper in the same way as in. the preceding year; but far more brilliant were the parties of 1815, both as to the number and the rank of those who attended them! … The King of Prussia used to drop in occasionally … and the Prince Royal of Bavaria, Prince Frederic of Prussia, Prince Leopold of Saxe-Coburg, and so on.3





With the return of Royalty, and with it a Court, the salons of the Tuileries were always crowded, balls and entertainments of all kinds being continuously given.


Harriet Countess of Granville, in a letter to her sister from Paris on July 31, 1815, described an astonishing performance at the Opera – astonishing considering it was an all-French cast:




The house was full and brilliant beyond measure…. All nations, all embassies, all English men, and scarcely a reputable woman besides myself. Boxes for every King and Emperor of the known world. But what do you think they shout at, applaud, pâment de rire over? They dance the Battle of Waterloo in all its details. The Imperial Guard wounded form dejected groups, embrace the National Guard, whilst a smart English officer makes most brilliant entrées. This héros de la pièce ends the ballet with presenting a French officer whom he has taken prisoner to his mistress, who had imagined him lost. They both kneel to him and kiss the hem of his garment and dance a finale amidst burst of applause. Metternich sat by me at supper at Lady Castlereagh’s, and we agreed that it was worth coming any distance to see this proof of national character and confirmation of what that character is reduced to. Even the Emperor of Russia is shocked at their frivolity.





Amongst the English who were now dividing their time between Paris and London was Sarah Sophia, Lady Jersey. In London she was one of the powerful patronesses of Almack’s, who held the fate of social aspirants to the Wednesday night balls held there within their decision. She must not be confused with her mother-in-law Frances Countess of Jersey, one of the mistresses of the Regent when he was Prince of Wales, preceding in that conspicuous but dubious position the Marchioness of Hertford and Lady Conyngham. Sarah Sophia was the daughter of the 10th Earl of Westmorland and was married to George, 5th Earl of Jersey. Her mother’s father was Robert Child the banker, and from him Lady Jersey inherited an immense fortune. Vain, haughty and bossy, most people disliked her intensely. Mrs. Arbuthnot noted in her journal: ‘She certainly is the most odious woman that ever was’. Nevertheless, there were few who would risk falling out with Lady Jersey. In Paris, in those intoxicating post-war years, she called the tune and set the frivolous pace. Lady Granville frequently mentioned Lady Jersey in her letters from Paris, where she was nicknamed ‘The Indefatigable Silence’ because of her ceaseless talking – a cascade of inconsequence relieved by none of those ‘occasional flashes of silence’ that Sydney Smith said made Macaulay’s conversation ‘perfectly delightful’. In June 1817 Lady Granville wrote of Lady Jersey: ‘She is really wonderful, and how she can stand the life she leads still more so. She sees everybody in her own house, and calls on everybody in theirs. She is all over Paris and at all the campâgnes within ten miles, in all petites soirées and great routs.’


Lady Jersey was thought to be the model for Lady Augusta in the novel which, after its publication in 1816, was discussed at all the dinner tables of both Paris and London. This was Glenarvon, or the Fatal Passion by Lady Caroline Lamb. Basically autobiographical, it was an extravagant, masochistic fictionalising of Lady Caroline’s passionate pursuit of Lord Byron, a pursuit conducted in the full glare of the social round. There are many contemporary versions of the scandals she created – the scandal of her going to Byron’s rooms in Albany, of their driving away together in his carriage from parties – even all the way back to London from Holland House in Kensington – and of her waylaying Byron in the street after receptions to which she was not invited. Then came the culminating scandal of Caroline’s supposed attempt to stab herself at Lady Heathcote’s ball. Society, never shocked by the discreetly conducted amours of Lady Caroline’s mother, Lady Bessborough, nor by those of her aunt, the Duchess of Devonshire, was affronted because Caroline violated all the traditions of the Devonshire House set by. making her affair with Byron public property. She serialised it, so to speak, throughout the London season – a fresh, exciting incident every week. Glenarvon was written after Byron’s unkindest cut had finally convinced her the affair was finished. She quotes his contemptuous letter of dismissal in Glenarvon. The novel is an incoherent mixture of fashionable life in London society and Gothic melodrama set in an Irish castle, with assassins, spectres, manacled maniacs, convents, ruins, murders. There is even that much-employed device of the Gothic novelists, the substitution at birth of a nobleman’s son by a peasant baby.


Inevitably Glenarvon was a succès de scandale and ran into three editions in as many weeks. It was, of course, a roman-à-clef, the forerunner of so many silver fork romans-à-clef to come. Across the dinner tables of London and Paris arguments went backwards and forwards as to which of the minor characters were intended to be whom. The leading characters were unmistakable: Calantha was Caroline; Lord Glenarvon was Byron; Lord Allandale, Calantha’s husband, was Lady Caroline’s husband, William Lamb. The most cruel portrait, instantly recognisable, was that of the Princess of Madagascar representing Lady Holland. Justifiably outraged, Lady Holland wrote of Glenarvon to Mrs. Creevey on May 21, 1816:




Few of her characters are portraits, but the amplissage and traits are exact. Lady Morganet is a twofold being – Dss. of Devonshire and her mother; Lady Augusta Lady Jersey and Lady Collier: Sophia Lady Granville, who had six years ago a passion for working fine embroidery, and she marks most atrociously her marriage with Lord Granville. Lady Mandeville is Ly. Oxford; Buchanan is Sir Godfrey Webster [Lady Hol land’s son by her first marriage, with whom Caroline had had a brief affair before Byron]: Glenarvon and Vivian are, of course, Lord Byron. Lady Frances Webster is sketched and some others slightly. Lady Melbourne [Caroline’s mother-in-law] is represented as bigotted and vulgar. The words about Mr. Lamb are encomiastic, but the facts are against him, as she insidiously censures his not fighting a duel which her fictitious husband does. The bonne-bouche I have reserved for the last – myself. Where every ridicule, folly and infirmity (my not being able from malady to move about much) is portrayed. The charge against more essential qualities is, I trust and believe, a fiction; at least an uninterrupted friendship and intimacy of twenty-five years with herself and family might induce me to suppose it. The work is a strange farrago, and only curious from containing some of Lord Byron’s genuine letters – the last, in which he rejects her love and implores an end to their connexion, directed and sealed by Lady Oxford, is a most astonishing performance to publish.4





Lady Holland concluded her letter to Mrs. Creevey: ‘The work has a prodigious sale, as all libellous matters have.’ Byron’s last letter, to which she refers, written on the note-paper of his latest love, Lady Oxford, sealed with her crest as a final insult, was given in full in Glenarvon:




Lady Avondale: I am no longer your lover; and since you oblige me to confess it, by this truly unfeminine persecution, – learn that I am attached to another; whose name it would of course be dishonourable to mention. I shall ever remember with gratitude the many instances I have received of the predeliction you have shown in my favour. I shall ever continue your friend, if your ladyship will permit me so to style myself; and, as a first proof of my regard, I offer you this advice: correct your vanity, which is ridiculous; exert your absurd caprices upon others; and leave me in peace.





The most bitter ingredient in William Lamb’s pain, anger and humiliation at the publication of Glenarvon was in the caricature of Lady Holland. Lord Holland was one of his dearest friends, and William was an always welcome frequenter of the beautiful Jacobean house which Caroline described as an ‘old-fashioned gothic building, called Barbary House, three miles beyond the turnpike’. Lady Holland was depicted as a snobbish despot … ‘Who is so ignorant as not to be aware that her highness would not have favoured Lady Avondale with an audience, had she been otherwise than extremely well with the world, as the phrase is – for she was no patroness of the fallen! The caresses and petit mots obligeants which dropt from her during this her first interview, raised Lady Avondale in her own opinion.’ And again, the Princess of Madagascar (a name which stuck to Lady Holland … Thomas Creevey frequently afterwards referred to her as ‘Old Madagascar’) is made to reveal her self-centred snobbery:




Is there a scribbler, however contemptible, whose pen I feared might one day be turned against me, that I have not silenced by the grossest flattery. Is there a man or woman of note in any kingdom that I have not crammed with dinners, and little attentions, and presents, in hopes of gaining them over to my side. And is there, unless the helpless, the fallen, and the idiot, appear against me, any one whom it was my interest to befriend that I have not sought for and won. What minion of fashion, what dandy in distress, what woman of intrigue, who had learned to deceive with ease, have I not assisted?





It must be allowed that Lady Caroline spared herself no more than she spared other people, portraying Calantha as giving herself over to passion in full knowledge of the evil character of Lord Glenarvon. She admits that his most compelling attraction was his ruthlessness, his contempt for the women who fall in love with him. Glenarvon himself arrogantly sums up the characteristic that women most admire in a man: “Is it virtue that women prize? Is it honour and renown they worship? Throw but the dazzling light of genius upon baseness, and corruption, and every crime will be to them an additional charm.” And so it is with Calantha. In the scene in which she declares her determination to flee from Altamonte Castle with ‘her master and lover’, Glenarvon delights in telling her how he has previously betrayed the confidence other women have reposed in his honour. But these revelations did not deter Calantha from abandoning herself to him:




She saw the wiles and windings of his mind, nor abhorred them: she heard his mockery of all that is good and noble, nor turned from him. Is it the nature of guilty love thus to pervert the very soul? … Till now the hope of saving, of guarding, of reclaiming, had led her on: now frantic and perverted passion absorbed all other hopes; and the crime he had commended, whatever had been its drift, she had not feared to commit…. Every remaining scruple left her.
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Lady Caroline Lamb.








And Glenarvon, of course, is false to Calantha, just as Caroline averred Byron had been false to her.


William Lamb’s family had been pressing him for some time to separate legally from Caroline in view of her defiance of all society’s standards of behaviour, her bouts of near insanity. Glenarvon was the ultimate outrage – and William agreed. Arrangements for a Deed of Separation were put in hand. But Caroline won William back on the eve of its signing. In The Young Melbourne Lord David Cecil suggests that William’s chivalrous instincts – and recollections of his early love for her – revolted against deserting her when all their world condemned her. But a reading of Glenarvon makes one think that William may well have felt there was some truth in her accusation that he was at fault in neglecting to give her the moral guidance she had needed when first entering society as his very young bride … indeed, he had laughed at what he called her prudishness. He may also have been moved by her description of him as Lord Avondale. It was a true portrait:




He was of a nature not easily to be flattered into admiration of others – not readily attracted, or lightly won; but, once having fixed his affections, he was firm, confiding and incapable of change, through any change of fortune. He was, besides, of that affectionate and independent character, that as neither bribe nor power could have moved him to one act contrary to this principles of integrity, so neither danger, fatigue, nor any personal consideration could have deterred him from that which he considered as the business and duty of life. He possessed a happy and cheerful disposition – a frank and winning manner – and that hilarity of heart and countenance which rendered him the charm and sunshine of every society.





The sunshine of society was something William Lamb could not be after the publication of Glenarvon; but it was not in his code to desert Caroline in the social disaster she had brought upon herself. In contrast, Lord Byron’s reception of Glenarvon was yet another cruel dismissal: ‘As for the likeness’, he wrote to the poet Thomas Moore, ‘the picture can’t be good; I did not sit long enough.’


Caroline with characteristic bravado continued to go into society; but society decided that this time she had gone too far. Lady Jersey, understandably considering her portrayal as the worldly, malevolent, self-seeking Lady Augusta, deleted Caroline’s name from her Almack’s list. Holland House was naturally barred to her; the Melbournes, William’s family, were outraged; and even the Cavendishes, her own relatives, were too embarassed to welcome her at Devonshire House with any warmth. Harriet, one of the Cavendish cousins, who was married to Lord Granville Leveson-Gower, went to see her, thinking to find her repentant. In a letter to her brother the 6th Duke of Devonshire on December 15, 1816, she described her visit to Melbourne House in Whitehall, where the Lambs occupied the ground floor and William’s parents the rest.




I was received with rapturous joy, embraces and tremendous spirits. I expected she would have put on appearance of something, but to do her justice she only displayed a total want of shame and consummate impudence, which, whatever they may be in themselves, are at least better or rather less disgusting than pretending or acting a more interesting part. I was dragged to the unresisting William, and dismissed with a repetition of embassades and professions. I looked, as I felt, stupified. And this is the guilty, broken-hearted Calanthe [sic] who could only expiate her crimes with her death.





Lady Harriet ends her letter with a curt, ‘I mean my visit to be annual.’


Lady Harriet herself had been brought up in the most notorious ménage à trois of the early nineteenth century. She was the daughter of the libertine 5th Duke of Devonshire and his ravishing Duchess Georgiana, whose extra-marital conquests and obsession with gambling were well known. Lady Elizabeth Foster was the third permanent resident at Devonshire House, and her illegitimate children by the Duke were brought up with the legitimate young Cavendishes – Harriet, Georgiana and Hartington. The Duchess had died in 1806, and three years later the Duke married Lady Elizabeth Foster. This might be seen as a logical course to take, since they continued to live under the same roof. Yet it seems to have shocked at least one of his nieces, Sarah Lady Spencer. Sarah wrote to her brother Bob in the Navy giving him news about their uncle whom she had previously referred to as ‘His Grace who ought to be known as His Disgrace’. Now she wrote of his marriage as ‘the crowning of a perseverance in vice and artfulness, which is I fancy unheard of’.5


Another of Sarah’s relatives of whom she probably disapproved was her maternal uncle, Lord Lucan. He eloped with someone else’s wife, whom he subsequently married but then deserted. Nevertheless, this rather prudish young Sarah expressed herself ‘delighted’ when she heard that her cousin Harriet Cavendish was going to marry the handsome Lord Granville Leveson-Gower. Her warm approval of the match was not in any way tempered by his well-known gallantries in Europe during his diplomatic career, nor by his equally well-known affair over many years with Harriet’s own aunt, Lady Bessborough – a liaison which produced two children. It was accepted that young lordlings should have affairs with older married women as part of their initiation into the world before marrying a suitable young virgin with an adequate dowry, who would bear healthy children to carry the family into the next generation. That duty done, both husband and wife could enjoy discreet liaisons – although adultery by a wife was more censured than by a husband, since it could lead to a confusion of progeny.


Aristocratic illegitimacy was not a severe social handicap. The Duke of Clarence sired ten children by the actress Mrs. Jordan before his marriage to Adelaide; and when he became William IV the batards, as they were flippantly called, all went to live with him at Court. They were given the surname Fitzclarence; and the eldest daughter, Mary, in 1824 married Charles Fox, the illegitimate son of Lord and Lady Holland, born before Lady Holland was divorced by her first husband, Sir Godfrey Wedderburn Webster. Lady Holland, in a letter dated October 3, 1828, wrote of a house party at Petworth, seat of George, 3rd Earl of Egremont, who had married in 1801 Elizabeth Ilive, by whom he had six children before marriage: ‘The house is a strange medley, as you may remember, artists and their wives and large numbers of their children. Of his own family, he had only Mrs. King, her husband and children, and Lady E. Marsham, and some Riddell nieces, and another son of his own, Mr. Crowle, full brother to Mrs. Fitzclarence: they are neither of them the children of Lady Egremont.’ Lady Campbell observed in a letter to Miss Emily Eden in 1822: ‘Emily, does it strike you that vices are wonderfully prolific among the Whigs? There are such countless illegitimates among them, such a tribe of Children of the Mist.’6


Aristocrats nearly always showed responsibility towards their acknowledged illegitimate children. The unacknowledged, or those who proved difficult to integrate into society or to be found a niche in the Civil Service, were usually hived off as cadets in the East India Company’s service or with commissions in the Army. When a young nobleman’s wild oats with girls of lowly station – dairymaids and the like – resulted in offspring, a generous down payment usually absolved him from further responsibility.


*


Glenarvon returned as a topic of fashionable gossip in 1819, with the publication of an anonymous three-volume novel entitled Harold the Exile, a satire on Lord Byron, Caroline Lamb and various of their contemporaries, a roman à clef with more character sniping than plot. The author was never identified, and the curiosity of literary circles was diverted from it a few months later by a totally different novel, whose author had a close connection with Byron. This was Mary Shelley’s extraordinary Frankenstein. It was certainly not a novel in the silver fork genre; indeed, it has sometimes been called the first science fiction novel. It was conceived when the Shelleys were spending a summer with Byron by the Lake of Geneva, and not finished until after Shelley’s death by drowning in the Bay of Spezia – a tragedy which inevitably heightened the interest in Frankenstein. In contrast, when the following year Caroline Lamb published her second novel, Graham Hamilton, a better-written, much less melodramatic novel than Glenarvon, it caused no stir at all. Nor did her third novel, Ada Reis, which appeared in 1823. In this, her imagination runs riot with a plot so confused in its eastern setting, so complicated in its philosophies, so incongruous in its characters, that it is almost impossible to wade through all three volumes. It is a pity, perhaps, that Lady Caroline did not confine her vivid imagination to the discipline of poetry. The verses scattered through Glenarvon, and her occasional poems in the fashionable annuals, have controlled grace as well as feeling. As it is, her only literary work remembered (and not for its literary merit) is Glenarvon, or The Fatal Passion. It was reissued in 1865, over forty years after Lady Caroline’s death, not as Glenarvon, but under its more intriguing sub-title.
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CHAPTER II







Lady Morgan, her first novels and her France. Henry Colburn, publisher. His New Monthly Magazine, the Literary Gazette, and the Athenaeum. Colburn’s publicity methods. The monthly journals, their influence and their contributors. Lady Charlotte Bury, her marriages and first novel. Lord and Lady Blessington in St. James’s Square. Lady Blessington’s equivocal past. Rival hostesses. Count D’Orsay introduced. Lady Blessington’s first books.





Here, there, and everywhere in post-war Paris dashed the excitable little Irish novelist, Lady Morgan. Perhaps it would be more accurate to say nearly everywhere, because she was not quite in the international haut ton. Lady Jersey did not know her. Nevertheless, she had many useful introductions to crack people in both French and English society and, installed in the Hôtel du Tibre, gave elegant receptions of her own.


Born Sydney Owenson, daughter of an actor and theatre manager in Dublin, she had been a governess in two families before her novel writing became remunerative. Her first real success was The Wild Irish Girl in 1806. Her next novel, Woman, or Ida of Athens, won the kudos of being enjoyed by Jane Austen. But with the publication of O’Donnell in 1814, her readership was greatly extended through the skilful publicity methods employed by its London publisher, Henry Colburn. Two years previously Miss Owenson had married Charles Morgan, who was knighted on the day of their wedding. The marriage took place at the Irish castle of Lord and Lady Abercorn, who had befriended Sydney in her governess days, and encouraged her writing. Charles Morgan was the Abercorn’s family physician. Lady Morgan’s biographer, Hepworth Dixon, says: ‘It was an act of courtesy to Lord Abercorn on the part of the Vice-Regent, His Grace the Duke of Richmond, to confer knighthood on his family physician, who had done nothing to deserve it on public grounds. Morgan himself cared nothing about it: but to please Miss Owenson he would have been content to pass under any denomination.’ Miss Owenson on the other hand, since she had been taken up by the Abercorns, had very grand ideas about the elevated rank into which she should marry.


The knighthood was probably the principal factor in Colburn picking upon ‘the wild Irish girl’, as she was often called, to be one of his authors. If she had still been plain Sydney Owenson, or even Mrs. Charles Morgan, he would not have been interested in her manuscript of O’Donnell. But for a novel by Lady Morgan he was prepared to pay an outright £500. He made a considerable profit on the deal; so when Lady Morgan told him that she and Sir Charles were going over to Paris, and that she intended to write about the state of France under the new regime, he agreed to pay £1,000 for the book. It was published in 1817 under the title of France, and Colburn found he had backed a winner. By 1818, France had run through four editions in England, two in France, and four in America. Interest in it was fanned by the vilification of its liberal opinions in the Tory Quarterly Review, the article being written by John Wilson Croker, an Irishman who was Secretary to the Admiralty. Nothing so stimulates sales as a slashing attack, a fact of literary life that John Wilson Croker does not seem to have grasped. And Lady Morgan got in a swift return by portraying him as ‘Crawley Junior’, a creeping worm of a man, in her novel Florence Macarthy, published the following year. France was also attacked in the French press, one of the minor charges being that it compared Racine unfavourably with Shakespeare. Some critics, both in France and in England, made a point that was often levied against Lady Morgan’s novels: the inconsistency of her undisguised worship of the aristocracy and her fervour for republicanism.


Henry Colburn, by whose capable editorial staff the works of Lady Morgan were subjected to considerable correction (she was a notoriously slip-shod writer), was the publisher of the great majority of silver fork novels. Indeed, he was more than just the presenter of the genre. He was its conceptor, producer, editor, publisher and – most effectively – promoter. To his novelists he was both midwife and wet-nurse. His professional life began as an apprentice to William Earle, a bookseller in Albemarle Street. Later he worked for Morgan’s Circulating Library (no connection with Sir Charles Morgan) in Conduit Street, becoming its proprietor in 1810. Even before that he had been publishing books, favouring Gothic romances such as Janette, or the Convent of Notre Dame, while almost at the same time catering for the mockers of Gothic tales by publishing Marrett’s parody, The Heroine. Morgan’s Library had a long-standing connection with French booksellers, and this led to Colburn publishing French novels under his own imprint, for which there was always a fashionable demand. Then in 1814 he branched out further by founding with Frederick Schoberl the New Monthly Magazine, as a rival to the Monthly Magazine owned by Sir Richard Phillips whose policy was to support the Whigs. Colburn’s New Monthly, at first took a Tory stance and for some years was almost entirely political, with just a garnishing of belles lettres. In 1817, realising what an aid to his publishing business it would be to have control of a magazine widely read in literary circles, Colburn launched the Literary Gazette. This was an entirely apolitical weekly and its light, varied contents were aimed at attracting a wider readership than the heavy reviews. Another advantage it had over the 7/6d monthlies and quarterlies was its price, only one shilling a week. Colburn appointed as its first editor H. E. Lloyd, a clerk in the Post Office; but he himself was actively concerned with the editorial content, amongst which he skilfully inserted little puffing paragraphs about forthcoming books on his list.


The following year, 1818, Colburn put up half the money to launch a new monthly review called the Athenaeum, the other half being invested by James Silk Buckingham; and it was in that same year he achieved a triumph by being the first publisher of Pepys’s diary. The year after that he became the first publisher of John Evelyn’s diaries. In 1825 he followed this by being the first publisher of Burke’s Peerage. With three such famous ‘firsts’, it seems unfair that Colburn should be chiefly remembered as a publisher of light novels. But it was the novels that made his fortune.


The success of the Literary Gazette, and the extension of his book publishing business, enabled him to move from Conduit Street to larger premises in New Burlington Street. It also determined him to change his New Monthly Magazine from being a political review into one that was predominantly literary – thus providing yet another medium for the promotion of his books. This promotion was not just conducted in the regular columns of publishers’ announcements. He commissioned lengthy reviews by writers upon whom he could rely to treat his books favourably. Sometimes the author himself wrote the review. And he tickled the readers’ curiosity by editorial paragraphs about forthcoming novels ‘of outstanding interest to high society’, hinting at the aristocratic position of their anonymous authors, and surmising that the characters in the books were based upon well-known persons. Subtly he ensured that a forthcoming novel would be a subject of conversation at dinner parties, in the clubs and in the drawing-rooms, before ever it appeared in the bookshops.


These public-relations activities were not viewed favourably by the conventional publishers. They despised Colburn for indulging in ungentlemanly practices. And in spite of the Evelyn and Pepys diaries, in spite of Burke’s Peerage, Colburn’s prestige as a publisher was never that of Constable or Blackwood in Edinburgh nor that of John Murray in London. Nor was he their equal in social status. Colburn never shook off the taint of ‘trade’, whereas Mr. Constable, Mr. Blackwood and Mr. Murray were the first of the ‘gentlemen publishers’, who dined with rank and fashion as well as with the most celebrated men of letters. They also owned influential journals: John Murray in 1809 founded the Tory Quarterly to counteract the ‘virus’ of the Whig-supporting Edinburgh Review. The latter was founded in 1802 by Francis Jeffrey, Henry Brougham and Sydney Smith, and was published by Constable; while in 1817 William Blackwood started Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, another Tory rival to the Edinburgh Review.


The influence of the periodical journals at this time cannot be overstated. It will be seen at its most distasteful in Eraser’s Magazine, founded in 1830 by James Fraser, with William Maginn as its vituperative editor. His cruel campaign against anything from the pen of Edward Lytton Bulwer had no justification but party animosity. But the journals were not all cut and thrust and no-holds-barred between political rivals. They were the media for the occasional pieces of all the best-known men of letters, including Walter Scott, Gifford, Lockhart, Coleridge, Leigh Hunt, Southey, Samuel Rogers, Sydney Smith, Francis Jeffrey, Macaulay, Carlyle, Hazlitt, Matthew Arnold, Charles Lamb, James Hogg, Harrison Ainsworth; while a list of the politicians who contributed to the reviews would include most of the eminent statesmen of the day. Bulwer referred to the influential position of the journals and their contributors in his England and the English:




It is a great literary age – we have great literary men – but where are their works? A moment’s reflection gives us a reply to the question; we must seek them not in detached and avowed and standard publications, but in periodical miscellanies. It is in these journals that the most eminent of our recent men of letters have chiefly obtained their renown – it is here that we find the sparkling and sarcastic Jeffrey – the incomparable humour and transparent logic of Sydney Smith – the rich and glowing criticism of Wilson – the nervous vigour and brilliant imagination of Macaulay…. What might not Jeffrey and Sydney Smith, in the vigour of their age, have produced as authors, if they had been less industrious as reviewers?





Such distinguished contributors to the journals meant, of course, that the readership was also distinguished; and Colburn, by becoming a proprietor of journals, had the means of bringing the attention of literary, political and fashionable London to his forthcoming books. Since most of the novels were published anonymously, he was able to arouse curiosity by hints about their authors’ high position in society. Nor was he always deceiving the journal readers on this count, for a parallel thrust to his campaign was to secure genuinely aristocratic writers for his list.


One writer who benefited by Colburn’s strategy of signing up titled authors and then furthering their work by gossipy paragraphs was Lady Charlotte Bury. As a novelist she had little success until Colburn took her up, after which she became one of the most prolific, although by no means the most gifted, of the silver fork novelists. She was in Rome during the immediate post-war years, and in 1818 she noted in her Diary: ‘People of ton have taken to writing novels; it is an excellent amusement for them, and also for the public’ She herself had published a novel called Self-Indulgence five years earlier – not for amusement, but for much-needed money. She was the very beautiful youngest daughter of the 5th Duke of Argyll. In 1796, at the age of twenty-one, she had married romantically and recklessly against the wishes of her father. Her bridegroom was a handsome young kinsman, John Campbell, whose income was negligible. Thirteen years and nine children later, Campbell died. Presumably the Argyll family helped Lady Charlotte with the children; but for her own financial independence she accepted the unattractive position of Lady-in-Waiting to the Princess of Wales, who had been separated from the Prince since the birth of her daughter. It was not a well-paid post, and it was then that Lady Charlotte attempted to increase her income by writing. But Self-indulgence brought her neither money nor literary acclaim. The conditions of her attendance on Princess Caroline, then racketing around Europe, were very demanding and unconducive to further literary endeavour. In 1815, Lady Charlotte left the Princess’s service for good, disgusted at the familiarities permitted to the ex-courier Bartolomeo Bergami on the Princess’s frigate. Three years later, when Lady Charlotte was staying in Florence, she made another imprudently romantic marriage. Her bridegroom was the Rev. Edward John Bury, a young man whose extravagant tastes were not, at that period, unusual in a clergyman. Once more the need for money started Lady Charlotte thinking about novel-writing – perhaps a satirical novel exposing the follies and false values of fashionable life? That year she noted in her Diary some thoughts about what such a novel should attack:




What I should like to see lashed and which is, from all I hear, the most prominent folly of London, and the most indulged amongst the first classes in the metropolis, is the system of exclusiveness. The continual desire to get into a higher grade, and to keep out intruders, is the business of some of the greatest persons in the land. In the novel, this want of sense and kindliness might be nicely quizzed, and the vulgarity to estimate oneself, not by the intellectual advances of one’s associates, but by their rank or fashion, which is more fluctuating and less tangible still. In short, if rumour does not exaggerate, London selfishness is an exquisite theme for ridicule.





Lady Charlotte did, in fact, write just such a censorious novel later, under the title of The Exclusives, but not until twelve years after making that diary note in Florence. At that time she felt she had been out of touch with London society too long to make the attempt.


In London itself that year, society was vastly intrigued by the setting up of a splendid establishment in St. James’s Square. The new arrivals were the recently married Lord and Lady Blessington, and the on dits about Lady Blessington’s past were winging around the drawing-rooms. No one knew the exact facts, so there was plenty of scope for speculation; but had the facts been known they would have been totally damning. For once, the truth excelled the gossip. She was born Margaret Power, daughter of a drunken Irish squireen, who virtually sold her in marriage at the age of fourteen to a neighbouring carouser called Captain Farmer. After a few months of sheer terror, she fled from him and returned to her outraged father, as being the lesser of two coarse evils. From this domestic hell she was rescued by a Captain Jenkins, who seems to have been a very gentle ‘protector’. He established her in a country house in Hampshire; and in this tranquil period her beauty blossomed and she improved her education with books brought to her from London by Captain Jenkins. They entertained occasionally, and one of their visitors was Viscount Mountjoy, then in his early thirties, whose wife had died the previous year. His Dublin estates brought him an income of £30,000 a year and he was about to be created Earl of Blessington. He celebrated the creation of his earldom in 1816 by making a proposal to Captain Jenkins. If Jenkins would agree to release Margaret, Blessington would compensate him with £10,000 to cover the amount he had spent on her during the years they had been together. His proposal to Margaret was of marriage, to take place as soon as Captain Farmer could be traced and bribed to divorce her. Until then, Blessington established her in a house in Manchester Square and only visited her, most correctly, with a companion. Fortuitously, this period was shortened by Captain Farmer falling to his death out of a high window in the King’s Bench prison where he was carousing with some debtor friends. On February 17, 1818, Margaret Farmer became Marguerite, Countess of Blessington at the Bryanston Square Chapel. The honeymoon was spent on the Mountjoy Estates in Ireland, after which they took up residence in St. James’s Square. Lord Blessington was probably fairly sanguine that his outstandingly beautiful bride, of unusual intelligence and engaging wit, would dispel the social hostility occasioned by her equivocal past. Their lavish entertaining helped, and soon Marguerite’s salon was a venue for many of the leading men in literary and political circles – but mostly without their womenfolk. As a hostess, she had some very well entrenched rivals. Not that any one of them was her rival in youthful beauty and charm. She was then just twenty-nine. In contrast, most of the leading London hostesses had lost what beauty they may have had, and some were downright ugly.
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Marguerite, Countess of Blessington – from a portrait by A. E. Chalon, R.A.








Lady Londonderry, the richest and politically most influential, was long past her prime. Creevey described her during Doncaster Race Week in 1824: ‘Lady Londonderry is the great show of the balls here in her jewels, which are out of all question the finest I ever beheld – such immense amethysts and emeralds, etc. Mrs. Carnac, who had a regular haystack of diamonds last night, was really nothing by the side of the other, tho’ in beauty the two ladies are very fairly matched. Such a dumpy, rum-shaped and rum-faced article as Lady Londonderry one can rarely see …’.


The Countess of Cork and Orrery (widow of her second husband, the 8th Earl), was seemingly immortal. ‘Corky’, as she was affectionately called (but never to her face) was eighty-four years of age when the Blessingtons came to London. Since her husband’s death in 1798 she had lived at 6 New Burlington Street and devoted her money and intelligence to dinners and receptions. An invitation to one of these was a social accolade, and she was a persistent lion-hunter. With her loud voice, outspoken talk, her readiness to laugh at herself as well as other people, she ruled her roost with authority but good humour. Her dress was flamboyant, her maquillage outrageous. She was very short and very stout.


Lady Charville, like Lady Cork, was of Irish origin. She lived for some time at 14 Terrace, Piccadilly, and later held court in a Cavendish Square mansion. To the novitiate in society she was an intimidating hostess. She had lost the use of her legs when not more than thirty, and had been confined to a wheel chair ever since. Thus she was never seen except sitting, when, according to Lady Morgan, ‘she had the appearance of a queen upon her throne … she was large, stately, and imposing, with magnificent grey eyes, a courtly formal manner, and a deeply-toned voice, which made her most trifling observation impressive – rendered all the more so by her habit of addressing everyone as “Ma’am” or “Sir”’.


The Miss Berrys, rouged and outspoken, nicknamed Blackberry and Gooseberry, were old enough to have been friends of Horace Walpole. The elder, Mary, had in early life written a play, Fashionable Friends, and she was working on her A Comparative View of Social Life in England and France from the Restoration of Charles II. The sisters were respected, but not loved. Sydney Smith wrote to Lady Holland in 1819: ‘I am settled at last into liking the Miss Berrys, and shall never change any more. They have both better understandings and much more sense than from their unquiet manner they seem to have, which manner is not unlike that of seafowl before a storm.’ They did not improve with age. Lady Granville wrote in June 1834: ‘Miss Berry dines here to-day. She is at times excessively disagreeable, with a fond of some good and friendly qualities that make one get over it. But one thing is increased with age – no civility or attention does, it is always complaint, comparison, and scolding.’ With such tartness, it sounds as though the Miss Berry at Lady Granville’s dinner party was the one nick-named ‘Gooseberry’.


Miss Lydia White was yet another Irish hostess in London. She was famous for the distinguished intellectuals she gathered around her dinner table, and her entertaining continued even when she had become physically grotesque. Lady Charlotte Bury described Miss White in her Diary as




one of those melancholy spectacles, in point of her bodily circumstances, which is at once so painful and so salutary to contemplate. Immovable from dropsy, with a swollen person and an emaciated face, she is placed on an inclined plane raised high upon a sofa, which put me in mind of the corpse of the late Queen of Spain at Rome, in the Church of the Santa Maria Novella…. At her dinner table sometimes, the wits and mighty spirits collected round it sometimes display their conversational talents, but the evenings are often very dull. There is something pleasant in the reflection that the world, even the gay world, do not totally neglect those who are about to leave it.





Lady Caroline Lamb dedicated her novel Ada Reis to Lydia White; and the start of Lady Caroline’s unlikely friendship with Lady Morgan was when they met at Miss White’s house. A passage in Lady Morgan’s diary for May 1825 notes: ‘Went to Miss White’s assembly; found her in the midst of a brilliant crowd, dying of the dropsy’. Bulwer gives Miss White an admiring mention in his novel Pelham: ‘“Miss White”, said Lady Roseville, “has not only the best command of the language herself, but she gives language to other people. Dinner parties usually so stupid, are at her house quite delightful. I have actually seen English people looking happy, and one or two even almost natural”.’


Then, of course, there was Lady Holland, the formidable hostess of Holland House in Kensington. Again, here was no rival to Lady Blessington in point of beauty. Lady Holland, long past her youth when the Blessingtons came to London, had become very fat and sadly arthritic. But in point of prestige, the guests who gathered at Holland House were more distinguished than any Lady Blessington could hope to gather in St. James’s Square. Holland House was the rendezvous for all the Whig statesmen, for the liveliest wits, for the most celebrated literary men of the day. The old scandal of Lady Holland’s divorce from her first husband, Sir Godfrey Wedderburn Webster, was way back in the 1790s – so long ago that it was only the most prudishly conventional who did not invite her to their houses nor visit hers. She had the immense advantage of a husband who was loved, respected, and admired for his political integrity, for his intellectual distinction, and above all for his kindness, generosity and sheer good nature. Lord Holland was a man who could pour balm on the bites inflicted by Lady Holland’s autocratic, often distressingly disagreeable temper.


Lady Blessington’s irregular past was so recent and was rumoured to have been so scandalous, that it was inevitable she would be ostracised by ladies of the haut ton. But society’s code made no male ostracism necessary; and the young Marguerite’s bewitching beauty, her quick intelligence and her ability to draw out the wit of others, made her soirées so much more gay and amusing than any others – while the Blessington dinners were lavish beyond compare. Furthermore, the fine mansion in St. James’s Square, being in the heart of clubland and only a short walk from Westminster across the Park, was well positioned to attract politicians, literati and the always available young men of fashion.


The Duc de Guiche brought his brother-in-law, Count Alfred D’Orsay, most superb of dandies. Tall, handsome, dressed in a manner more decorative than that of Beau Brummell, the high spirits of this twenty-one-year-old French aristocrat complimented Lady Blessington’s Irish sparkle and enchanted his lordship, who fell completely under the spell of the disarming young elegant. Together they made plans for a tour in Europe … the Blessingtons would stay a while in Paris, then travel south to Avignon, where D’Orsay would meet them … then on to the paradise that was Italy. They left London on August 25, 1822, with Marguerite’s youngest sister, Mary Ann Power, and a retinue of servants. In Paris, Blessington employed himself happily in acquiring various travelling carriages and getting them equipped with mattresses, pillows, chaises-longues, toilet necessaries, writing desks, a canteen of plate and glass, a medicine chest, a batterie de cuisine. Horses were bought, coachmen, footmen, outriders engaged. Some witty onlooker watching the carriages being loaded outside their Paris hotel aptly christened the cortège ‘the Blessington Circus’ – a name that stuck.


Before they left London, Lady Blessington had written, and Longman’s had published, a slight volume entitled The Magic Lantern, or Sketches of Scenes in the Metropolis. Two of the sketches had appeared earlier in the Literary Gazette. The book was issued anonymously, but the identity of the author soon leaked out. It contained four sketches: an auction at an elegant private house; a walk in Hyde Park; a visit to the Egyptian Tomb; and an evening at the Opera. This sketching of fashionable scenes may have given Colburn the idea that there were great possibilities in making London’s West End the scenario for novels written by titled authors. Lady Blessington followed The Magic Lantern in the same year with a volume called Sketches and Fragments, which did not appear until after the Blessingtons had started on their European travels. In this book, the subjects were not of social scenes but of fashionable attitudes to such things as marriage, friendship, egotism, sensibility, fastidiousness – the kind of subjects which might be dealt with in a women’s magazine. The Magic Lantern had earned no profit, and Sketches and Fragments made just twenty pounds, which Lady Blessington gave to charity.


Eleven years were to elapse before her first full-length novel, The Repealers, was written; yet these two small volumes need to be noted in order to disprove what has always been said: that Lady Blessington wrote only because she needed money. At the time of these first two books she was the cossetted wife of an extremely wealthy husband who poured out money on her and on their princely style of living. It must surely have been the urge to be an author as well as a hostess, an irresistible desire to write, that made her find time in the gay round of her London life to put pen to paper. And although these little volumes do not seem to have excited much attention at the time, the first sketch in The Magic Lantern was recalled many years later by her friends as having been strangely prophetic. It is an account of an auction at a private house in a fashionable London square. Its owner, simply called B., has been financially ruined, and the sale of his valuable furniture, pictures and precious objets d’art is to be held. The house is crowded with inquisitive fashionables, many of them friends of the unfortunate B. Lady Blessington ends her sketch: ‘And this is an auction! A scene that has been so often the resort of the young, the grave and the gay, is now one where those who have partaken of the hospitality of the once opulent owner of the mansion, now come to witness his downfall, regardless of his misfortune, or else to exult in their own contrasted prosperity.’


Twenty-seven years later, it was the contents of Lady Blessington’s Gore House that were being auctioned to pay her creditors, and the scene was described by her friend and biographer, R. R. Madden: ‘Every room was thronged. The well-known library saloon, in which the conversaziones took place, was crowded…. People as they passed through the room, poked the furniture, pulled about the precious objects of art and ornaments … and some made jests’. And Thackeray lamented in a letter to Mrs. Brookfield: ‘I have just come away from a dismal sight – Gore House, full of snobs looking at the furniture. Foul Jews; odious bombazine women; brutes keeping their hats on in the kind old drawing-room – I longed to knock some of them off and say: “Sir, be civil in a lady’s room!” Ah, it was a strange sad picture of Vanity Fair!1 But that strange sad picture was twenty-seven years and a thousand unforeseen happenings after the Blessington Circus drove out of Paris in all its glittering splendour.






1. W. M. Thackeray. A Collection of Letters, 1847–1855.
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