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Introduction

Vanity Fair has strong claims to be the greatest novel in the English language. It is also the only English novel that, in scope and theme, challenges comparison with Tolstoy’s War and Peace. This Introduction will relate it to Thackeray’s life, and will consider its planning, its psychological realism, its morality, its treatment of sex, and the respects in which it is superior to and a source for Tolstoy’s masterpiece.

But first, a warning. Like soap operas, Victorian novels published in monthly parts used suspense to grip their readers from episode to episode. Vanity Fair is no exception. Its excitement depends on the reader not knowing what will happen next. However, to write an Introduction that avoided mentioning the events of the plot would be cripplingly cumbersome, and I have not attempted it. My Introduction gives the plot away. If you have already read Vanity Fair that does not matter, of course. But if you have not you should on no account allow yourself even to leaf through the remainder of this Introduction until you have read the novel to the very last paragraph. Nothing will be lost by reading the Introduction as an Afterword. Indeed, it will mean more that way. The explanatory notes, on the other hand, reveal no secrets and can safely be consulted while reading the novel.

1

Nothing could be more surprising than that Thackeray should have suddenly become capable, in the mid-1840s, of writing a novel with the sustained depth and maturity of Vanity Fair. His earlier fiction and journalism has many merits. It is witty, vivacious and often brilliantly observed. But it lacks seriousness and human feeling. It adopts a sneering superiority towards its subjects, and this is true as much of novellas such as Catherine, Barry Lyndon and Mrs Perkins’s Ball as it is of Thackeray’s reviews of books and art exhibitions and his reportage in, for example, The Irish Sketch Book or The Second Funeral of Napoleon. The facetious pseudonyms under which the early Thackeray wrote – Michael Angelo Titmarsh, The Fat Contributor, and so on – themselves function as disavowals of serious purpose, and imply contempt for the whole business of authorship. Thackeray had been born a gentleman, and had a gentleman’s education at public school (Charterhouse) and Cambridge. But he had lost his fortune through gambling and unwise investments, and was reduced to writing for magazines and periodicals. The harsh, derisive tone of the pre-Vanity Fair work seems to express his resentment at this indignity.

What, then, changed him? How did he become capable of the depth and pathos that, as contemporary reviewers of Vanity Fair observed, were absent from his previous output? It seems possible that the answer to this question is to be sought in his private life. The emotional centre of Vanity Fair is William Dobbin’s long-unrequited love for another man’s wife, and in the years of the novel’s conception and composition Thackeray was experiencing something similar. Early in 1842 he met and fell in love with Jane Brookfield, the wife of a college friend. By this time his own wife had become incurably insane, which must have intensified his need for a woman’s companionship. Jane was twenty-one, ten years younger than him, and she seems to have strung him along much as Amelia does Dobbin, accepting his devotion, but brandishing her wifely loyalty the moment he looked for any return. ‘I have been in love with her these four years,’ he admitted to his mother in 1846 (Letters, II. 231). To a woman friend, he confided the agonies of frustration he suffered in bed at night, thinking of Jane (Ray, Wisdom, 79). He was half mad (‘moitié fou’) with love. Writing to Jane he addresses her as an angel, with himself as a soul in hell, begging her for a single drop of water (‘Bénis moi o Madame, o mon ange’). When she looks at him or thinks of him, he is in paradise (Harden, I. 244).


Brookfield, Jane’s husband, grew increasingly sulky at this fixation. He was offended to learn that Thackeray kept a piece of paper, on which Jane had signed herself ‘Yours affly’ – a demure abbreviation for ‘affectionately’ – in his purse as a charm. Thackeray protested that his love was ‘pure’. But the indications are otherwise. In November 1847 when the Brookfields, who were hard up, contemplated moving in and sharing Thackeray’s house, he vetoed the scheme. ‘Loving her as I do’, he acknowledged, ‘that would be dangerous’ (Letters, II. 322). To make matters worse, Brookfield (like George Osborne) treated his wife – or so it seemed to Thackeray – with coldness and neglect. Yet apparently it only intensified her devotion to him. At his command she sent Thackeray chill letters, and assured her husband that she was always willing to throw such ‘snowballs’ if they earned a kiss from him. In the end, Thackeray became disenchanted. ‘I wish I had never loved her. I have been played with by a woman, and flung over at a beck from the lord and master’ (Harden, I. 429). But that was written in 1851, three years after he finished Vanity Fair. While he was writing the novel he was increasingly in the grip of helpless infatuation, while also feeling, it seems, some of the exasperation that Dobbin eventually expresses in his lecture to Amelia about her lack of generosity and her inferiority as a human being (Chapter 66).
 
There are other signs that Dobbin was, to some degree, Thackeray’s alter ego. Like Dobbin, he was physically ungainly, a ‘big blubber man’, and vocally odd, his falsetto matching Dobbin’s lisp. They share, too, a Christian name: Thackeray was Jane’s ‘dear William’, as Dobbin is Amelia’s. The resemblance between life and art was apparent to Thackeray – and others. Writing to his mother, he confessed he had probably made Amelia too like Jane, and he told Brookfield that, had he not known Jane, he could never have invented Amelia. Amelia’s maid Payne was called after Jane’s maid, as a letter to Jane from Thackeray points out (Letters, II. 394). Given this openness, Jane could hardly have avoided reading Dobbin’s lecture as addressed to her by her William. Nor, of course, does the possible relevance of the novel to their relationship stop there. Amelia’s foolish and obstinate attachment to a husband unworthy of her; William’s superior worth and noble restraint; her eventual capitulation – all these had the potential of speaking to Jane of Thackeray’s passion and hope, just as, for Thackeray, they could give his heartache a fictional outlet and a fantasy triumph.

2

In the composition of Vanity Fair the introduction of Dobbin was the crucial step, not only because he links the narrative to Thackeray’s deepest personal feelings, but also because he single-handedly redeems the novel from the miasma of scorn and negativity that had hung over Thackeray’s earlier work. It is Dobbin that makes Vanity Fair great. He came to Thackeray as an afterthought, and necessitated a complete recasting of the novel he had originally planned. When the writing of Vanity Fair began is not certain. It may have been late 1844 or early in 1845. But before May 1845 Thackeray had submitted to the publisher, Colburn, a first instalment of the projected novel, consisting of an early version of Chapters 1–4, followed immediately by an early version of what is now Chapter 6. In this narrative, Dobbin does not feature. Becky and Amelia leave Miss Pinkerton’s; Becky goes to stay with the Sedleys and sets her cap at Jos; and then the disastrous expedition to Vauxhall, where Jos gets drunk, plunges everyone into humiliation and farce. This was exactly the kind of sour, ridiculous catastrophe, from which no one emerges with credit, that Thackeray’s earlier fictions had specialized in. Colburn, perhaps thinking that it was merely more of same, rejected it. But another publisher, Bradbury and Evans, agreed to bring it out in monthly parts, and the first instalment, still in its Dobbin-less form, was set up in type by April 1846. Then something happened – it is not known what – to postpone publication for eight months. In this interim Thackeray reworked the instalment and introduced Dobbin. He inserted what is now Chapter 5 (schoolboy Dobbin’s magnanimous defence of little George Osborne, and his victory over Cuff in the playground fight; grown-up Dobbin losing his heart to Amelia), and he rewrote Chapter 6, adding Dobbin to the Vauxhall party as Amelia’s lonely, put-upon worshipper and her dignified defender in the drunken fracas.

At the stage when Thackeray submitted its unrevised first instalment to Colburn and Bradbury and Evans, he had not thought of calling his novel Vanity Fair. The book was provisionally titled ‘Novel without a Hero’ and ‘Pen and Pencil Sketches of English Society’. The latter of these provisional titles became the subtitle of Vanity Fair when it was published in monthly parts; the former became the subtitle of the 1848 first edition. But though both these early titles survived as subtitles, the entrance of Dobbin, and his repercussions on the plot, changed their meaning. Without Dobbin Vanity Fair would truly be a novel without a hero, depicting, as Thackeray wrote to his mother, ‘a set of people living without God in the world … greedy pompous mean’ (Letters, II. 309). Dobbin’s arrival renders ‘Novel without a Hero’ ironic. Dobbin is a hero, but not in the conventional novelistic way.

The other provisional title, ‘Pen and Pencil Sketches of English Society’, suggests that in its pre-Dobbin form the book may have been conceived as a loosely connected series of satirical sketches like Thackeray’s Book of Snobs. Dobbin gave Thackeray a centre of interest and consequently a new, unified design. In its final form the shape of Vanity Fair is beautifully lucid and symmetrical, unlike any earlier (or later) Thackeray fiction. It is based on two pairs of contrasted characters – Dobbin and George, Amelia and Becky – and its action divides almost exactly into two halves, before and after Waterloo. At a crucial point in each half is another, private combat – Dobbin versus Cuff; Rawdon felling Steyne. Between the two halves, at the midpoint of the whole novel, comes the most shattering sentence in English literature: ‘Darkness came down on the field and city; and Amelia was praying for George, who was lying on his face, dead, with a bullet through his heart.’ Nothing has prepared us for this. To remove a major character so casually, in a mere subordinate clause, was unprecedented – sudden, callous, unreasonable and shocking, like real death.
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This brings us to Thackeray’s realism. Vanity Fair belongs to the great movement of European realism that began in the 1830s, and was dominated, in France, by Balzac and Flaubert and, in Russia, by Gogol and Tolstoy. In terms of cultural history, the development can be seen as a reaction against Romanticism and its attendant beliefs, political and aesthetic. But though it belongs to this cultural trend, Thackeray’s realism is distinctive, and needs analysis.

The impact of Vanity Fair depends on psychological realism. Unless we believe that Amelia would resist Dobbin as she does, that Becky would scheme, that George could be so proud and foolish, the novel will fall flat. It lives because it is realistic, and Thackeray makes it realistic by giving it leading characters who are basically types, not individuals. Rawdon, Becky, Amelia, George and Dobbin are all types – the rake, the adventuress, the pure, simple girl, the young dandy, the gawky Galahad. That they are types makes them lifelike. The people we meet in real life are types first, individuals afterwards. That is how types come to be types. They account for the majority of actual cases. Realism, as a literary movement, emphasized typicality, as Romanticism had emphasized individuality.

The fact that Thackeray’s characters are types has encouraged readers to spot real-life ‘models’. Various originals have been suggested for Becky, among them a disreputable ex-governess called Pauline whom Thackeray met, and probably had an affair with, as a young man in Paris. He describes her in ‘Shrove Tuesday in Paris’ (The Britannia, 5 June 1841), and she is certainly vividly Beckyish in some respects. Jos Sedley has been equated with Thackeray’s old schoolfriend, the flirtatious gourmet George Trant Shakespeare, and Miss Crawley with Thackeray’s sharp-tongued, snobbish grandmother Mrs Butler, who recognized the ‘portrait’ and was flattered by it. Thackeray said that Amelia resembled his wife Isabella as well as Jane Brookfield. Steyne may embody aspects of the second or third Marquis of Hertford (see Chapter 37, note 13) – and so on. But these figures are not the characters in Vanity Fair. They merely belong to the same types.


In life we get to know people first as types, then as individuals. To make his novel lifelike Thackeray had to ensure that the same happens in Vanity Fair. A weakness of his earlier work was that it never did this. The people remained types, often with type-cast character-names (‘Yellowplush’ for a footman, ‘Deuceace’ for a card-sharper, and so on). The implication of such writing is that people can be slotted into categories, and this precludes individuality. But in Vanity Fair for the first time he overcame this tendency, and began to feel that the characters were real. Writing to Jane Brookfield from Brussels, he tells her that he is on his way to the Hôtel de la Terrasse, where Becky stayed: ‘How curious it is! I believe perfectly in all those people and feel quite an interest in the Inn in which they lived’ (Letters, II. 407). He begins to distinguish them, early in the action, by their words and gestures. Becky, throwing Johnson’s Dictionary out of the carriage in Chapter 1, dissociates herself from a whole spectrum of values that that hallowed volume enshrines – a common language, male authority, social cohesion, respect for precedent.

As the action unfolds, its reality is assured by countless vivid moments of speech and action, which stay in our mind much more fixedly than generalizations about human types. Dobbin’s shocked ‘George, she’s dying’ (Chapter 18), when Amelia is pining away for her worthless idol, old Osborne crossing out his son’s name and then waiting for the ink to dry before replacing the family Bible (Chapter 24), George bragging, with simulated nonchalance, about the restaurant dinner he gave for the snobbish Bareacres – ‘rather a nice thing’ (Chapter 29), Amelia, distraught, holding to her breast the crimson sash which drops like a stain of blood (Chapter 30), Rawdon, playfully tossing his little boy in the air and knocking his skull against the ceiling, and begging him not to wake mamma (Chapter 36), Becky admiring her husband, ‘strong, brave and victorious’, when he knocks Lord Steyne down, despite the fact that it spells the end of all her hopes (Chapter 53) – ‘When I wrote that sentence,’ Thackeray recalled, ‘I slapped my fist on the table, and said “that is a touch of genius!”’ (Letters, II. 352). These moments, and hundreds more, authenticate the narrative. They stay with us like something lived.


Psychological realism is not kind. When the news of George’s death reaches London, Thackeray inspects the feelings of the bereaved father:


It is hard to say which pang it was that tore the proud father’s heart most keenly – that his son should have gone out of the reach of his forgiveness, or that the apology which his own pride expected should have escaped him. (Chapter 35)



Dickens could never have written such a passage. He would have thought it cruel and unseemly. Instead, he would have surrounded the death with pious reflections. But Thackeray’s relentless honesty cuts through Victorian niceties to the black heart of self-regard that lurks in parental love. Contemporary readers were divided in their response to such writing. Charlotte Brontë gloried in the ‘Greek fire’ of Thackeray’s sarcasm. More squeamish critics were repelled. Thackeray does not, it is worth adding, privilege any class of society. Whereas Dickens, generally speaking, presents warmth of heart as increasing – rather like the temperature in a chimney – as one descends the social scale, Thackeray is as likely to find envy and malice in a basement kitchen as in a baronet’s drawing-room. Mrs Clapp brilliantly illustrates this. As the Sedleys, their fortunes restored, ride away to a new life in Jos’s carriage, Mrs Clapp and her daughter weep. ‘The tears that were shed by the landlady and the landlady’s daughter at the event were as genuine tears of sorrow as any that have been outpoured in the course of this history’ (Chapter 59). That is just as Dickens would have wished it. But then Thackeray’s realism rips the pretence apart. Amelia, he tells us, has been wretched in the Clapp house. She has always detested Mrs Clapp’s ‘coarse familiarity’. In the ‘vulgar sycophant’ who now pays court to her, she recognizes the tyrant who, in her days of need, had ‘seen her humble and trampled on her’. Mrs Clapp’s tears, we realize, are indeed ‘genuine’, marking the departure of subservient tenants, too well-bred to return her abuse.

But are there gaps in Thackeray’s psychological realism? Are there aspects of Vanity Fair’s characters we do not believe in? His weak point, arguably, is the depiction of siblings and, to a lesser degree, of parents and children. That Jos is really Amelia’s brother is hard to credit. They seem to have nothing in common, and share virtually no childhood memories. Granted, Jos is twelve years older. Granted, too, Victorian middle-class readers, who traditionally sent their sons away to school, may have had lower expectations of sibling-bonding. Nevertheless, if we compare George Eliot’s depiction of Maggie Tulliver and her brother in The Mill on the Floss, the thinness of Thackeray’s characterization at this point is instantly evident. The same goes for Pitt and Rawdon Crawley. It is easy to forget that they are brothers, and nothing whatsoever relates them to Sir Pitt who is ostensibly their father. Similarly nothing relates Jos to Mr and Mrs Sedley. He might as well be a foreign visitor as their son. Even George Osborne’s relationship to his father is tenuous. When we see the inside of old Osborne’s study in Chapter 24, we are told that ‘George as a boy had been horsewhipped in this room many times; his mother sitting sick on the stair listening to the cuts of the whip’. Is this credible? From what we see, old Osborne indulges his son lavishly in order to turn him into a gentleman and gratify his own snobbery. Later, when he receives George’s son into his house, there is no inkling that the child is subjected to corporal punishment or that old Osborne favours such measures. The horsewhipping seems a graphic detail thrown in by Thackeray but off-key. Thackeray himself was an only child. His father died when he was too young to remember, and his mother sent him back from India to school in England when he was five. These factors may help to explain his failure to represent families convincingly.

In addition to psychological realism, Vanity Fair employs panoramic realism. It surrounds the major figures with a seemingly endless cast of minor characters, to create an impression of life proliferating in all directions. This is what gives Thackeray’s writing its air of knowingness. When Chesterton said of Vanity Fair that ‘the chief character is the world’, he had its panoramic realism in mind. Like psychological realism, this technique draws strongly on types. The figures are individualized only enough to make them seem typical of humans in general. When Miss Crawley’s downtrodden companion Briggs casts her mind back twenty-four years to the ‘hectic young writing-master’ whose lock of yellow hair, and letters ‘beautiful in their illegibility’, she cherishes in her desk upstairs (Chapter 15), the sadness of the moment depends on our feeling how common lost love is, not that it is something special to Briggs. The panoramic technique often focuses, as here, on material objects – a lock of hair, letters. The minor characters are identified by what they collect, wear, buy or sell. When Becky’s maid Fifine absconds, in Chapter 55, she takes a minutely catalogued haul of loot, including four richly gilt Louis Quatorze candlesticks and a gold enamelled snuff-box ‘which had once belonged to Madame du Barri’. Fifine’s objects have exact identities and histories, whereas Fifine herself exists only as a type. So too, while Lady Bareacres remains a shadowy presence, the contents of her home are firmly specified – the Vandykes, the Lawrence portraits, and the ‘matchless Dancing Nymph of Canova, for which Lady Bareacres had sate in her youth’ (Chapter 49). With both Fifine and Lady Bareacres, the material objects that identify them are works of art. But that is coincidental. Any kind of commodity will do. With Raggles – Becky and Rawdon’s unfortunate landlord – it is the milk, cream, eggs and ‘country-fed pork’ he sells in his shop that define him, and suffuse him with wholesome innocence. The minor characters are in effect composed of the material objects they possess, and this illustrates Realism’s tendency to represent the nature of reality as material.
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Thackeray was a moralist as well as a realist. The two do not necessarily go together. In scientific realism (or ‘naturalism’ as it was called in the later nineteenth century), which presents case-studies of social phenomena, moralizing would be out of place, just as it would be in a scientific experiment. But Thackeray’s psychological realism is moral. It sees through people’s hypocrisy to their true motives, it watches them scheming and scrambling for life’s prizes, and it shows how ephemeral and worthless those prizes are in the long run. Even Dobbin’s great prize, Amelia, proves a disappointment. On the very last page she realizes with a sigh that he is fonder of his little daughter than of her, and Thackeray intones his moral (quoting Ecclesiastes 1:2): ‘Ah! Vanitas Vanitatum! Which of us is happy in this world? Which of us has his desire? or, having it, is satisfied?’

The title Vanity Fair, which signals his moral purpose, was a brainwave. It came to him in the middle of the night and he jumped out of bed and ran three times round the room in celebration. He was right to be pleased. It is a brilliantly memorable title. But it is also, if we relate it strictly to its source, inappropriate – and inappropriate in ways that help us to define Thackeray’s morality. The title is borrowed from John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), a work of severe Calvinist piety, presenting the world, and all it holds, as a snare and temptation. It begins with Bunyan’s protagonist, symbolically named Christian, running away from his wife and children to save his soul, and stuffing his fingers in his ears so that he cannot hear them calling to him to come back. Vanity Fair is one of the symbolic locations Christian passes through on the way to the Celestial City. It is a fair set up by the devils Beelzebub, Apollyon and Legion, in the town Vanity. The merchandise on sale, designed to tempt pilgrims from the true path, comprises not only ‘Honours, Preferments, Titles’ and ‘Silver, Gold, Pearls’, but also ‘Wives, Husbands, Children’. Any human attachment, Bunyan means his readers to understand, seduces us from God.

Thackeray was far from being an evangelical Calvinist in the Bunyan mould. He did not expect husbands and fathers to forsake their families in order to save their souls, and would have condemned them as irresponsible fanatics had they done so. Bunyan’s brand of Christianity was repugnant to much that he held dear. He cherished personal relationships and eagerly appreciated the pleasures of the flesh. A lifelong connoisseur of haute cuisine, he recorded its delights in his Memorials of Gormandizing (Fraser’s Magazine, June 1841). In his youth, as his diary shows, he frequented the brothels and gaming houses around London’s fashionable Regent’s Quadrant. He loved expensive and beautiful commodities. Writing about shopping in Paris, the year after Vanity Fair, he rhapsodizes about the dressing-gowns, ‘more splendid and gorgeous than any tulips’, and the bonnets with ‘ravishing plumes of marabouts, ostriches and birds of paradise’, in the shops around the Palais Royal (Punch, 10 February 1849).

On religion, too, his views differed from Bunyan’s. He certainly accounted himself a Christian, and he subscribed, in letters to his dogmatically religious mother, to some sort of belief in immortality. But the biblical God was unacceptable to him. Reading through the Old Testament in 1845, he was outraged to find so much ‘murder and crime’ attributed to the Almighty. He did not, he protested, believe that God ordered Abraham to kill Isaac, or the she bears to devour the little children who laughed at Elisha’s baldness (II Kings 2:24). In the Old Testament there was neither ‘gentleness’ nor ‘humility’, only exclusiveness, pride, curses and arrogance (Letters, II. 203). Bunyan would have deplored such criticisms as blasphemy.

Vanity Fair enjoins its ‘young reader’ to ‘learn to love and pray’ (Chapter 14), and Rawdon’s reformation, under Lady Jane’s influence, leads to one of the novel’s most touching moments – ‘“I’d like to change somehow. You see I want – I want – to be —”. He did not finish the sentence, but she could interpret it’ (Chapter 53). That night Lady Jane prays for the ‘poor wayworn sinner’, which suggests that she chooses a Christian interpretation. But Rawdon may simply be expressing a desire for moral improvement. To make his declaration Christian in Bunyan’s terms, the missing words would have to be ‘I want to be saved’, and nothing we are told about Rawdon, either here or later, leads us to suppose that is what he would have said. The novel’s idea of immortality differs from Bunyan’s too. It is much vaguer. Mr Sedley, nearing death, is said to be ‘about to go seek for his wife in the dark land whither she had preceded him’ (Chapter 61). This suggests a pagan version of the afterlife, perhaps deriving from Virgil, not a Christian one. Vanity Fair, then, is not like Pilgrim’s Progress either in its morality or in its religion. That is greatly to its advantage, since it is able to appeal to a far wider spectrum of people, of all religions and cultures, than a narrow Calvinist tract could do.

It is able to appeal most powerfully because Thackeray’s moral, the ultimate vanity of worldly things, is one that spans many different belief-systems. Given the facts of human mortality, that is hardly surprising. Thackeray found the theme creatively alluring from his earliest days as a writer. He relished seeing the sham behind the splendour, the tawdry props and greasepaint behind the glittering spectacle. His first published book Flore et Zéphyr was a set of lithographs exposing ballet’s squalid, backstage realities – a choice that might seem perverse, since he loved ballet, and particularly the dancer Marie Taglioni (see Chapter 51, note 47) whom Flore et Zéphyr designedly degrades. He enjoyed being cynical and dismissive, especially about high art and the masterpieces that cultivated people celebrate. ‘Very few pictures or statties [statues] are worth a pin’, he assured a woman friend; ‘Nothing is so overrated as the Fine Arts’ (Letters, IV. 440). He especially disliked tragedy. He rated King Lear ‘a bore’, and when he went to see Macready in Hamlet he found the play so preposterous that he could scarcely wait for it to be over (Letters, II. 292, 703). He scoffed at mankind’s pretensions to sublimity. All enjoyments, he insisted, are sensual, and Shakespeare and Raphael never invented anything to equal champagne and oysters (The Corsair, 26 October 1839). When he visited Athens he felt a ‘gloomy joy’ in discovering that the much-vaunted glories of Greece were, as he had suspected, ‘humbug’, and that the marble of the classical temples resembled mouldy Stilton cheese (Punch, 25 January 1845).

The difference between Thackeray and Bunyan is that Bunyan thinks the world is vain by comparison with God and heaven. But Thackeray thinks it is vain, period. That, again, broadens his appeal, for, whatever name we give it (ennui, taedium vitae, the Freudian death-wish), a sense of worldly vanity is far more widespread than belief in God. It is quite compatible, too, with keen enjoyment of worldly pleasures – as Thackeray’s example shows.

Although a sense of life’s vanity can be interpreted as a moral attitude, it does not, of course, provide a moral code to live by. For that, something else is needed – an aim that the individual can believe in. In Pilgrim’s Progress, the aim of life is to save one’s soul. In Vanity Fair, it is to be a gentleman. As Thackeray uses the term, it is far from trivial. It denotes not social class but a fine moral sensibility. When, in Chapter 66, Amelia arrives in Pumpernickel (Weimar), Thackeray states that she ‘had never met a gentleman in her life until this present moment’. That means that figures such as Rawdon Crawley and Lord Bareacres, whom the world would account gentlemen, are not gentlemen in Thackeray’s estimation. Nor, of course, is poor foolish George Osborne. Nor, if Thackeray’s stricture were left unqualified, would Dobbin be. But he hastens to explain, as narrator, that Dobbin is one of the very few true gentlemen he knows. He does not specifically identify gentlemanliness as Christian, but Dobbin’s virtues as Thackeray depicts them are roughly those described by St Paul in I Corinthians 13 as the hallmarks of Charity. He is not puffed-up or self-seeking. He bears the insults of George (Chapters 13 and 25) and old Osborne (Chapter 35) with humility. He does good by stealth (Chapter 61). In this respect, the novel’s ideals might be called Christian, but only if Christianity is stripped of its spiritual and supernatural elements, of which Dobbin shows no signs, and is redefined as morality. Dobbin has a moral delicacy that causes him to feel shame when others act shamefully. He is ashamed to see old Sedley brought low, as if he were responsible (Chapter 20). The sight of Amelia’s suffering on the eve of battle gives him a ‘guilty shock’ and haunts him ‘like a crime’ (Chapter 30). Even he is not perfect. He hastens the marriage between George and Amelia to save himself pain – or Thackeray suggests that he does (Chapter 24). As we have seen, he is deluded about Amelia, and his love for her does not last. So he is a genuine inhabitant of Vanity Fair, as Thackeray reinterpreted Bunyan’s term. ‘If I had made Amelia a higher order of woman,’ he wrote, ‘there would have been no vanity in Dobbin’s falling in love with her’ (Ray, Buried Life, 31).
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Becky Sharp is Vanity Fair’s most complex character. She is condemned by its morals, but makes its morals seem inadequate. So long as Thackeray allows Becky to speak and act for herself, the novel has depth and veracity. The moment he starts preaching about her ‘tainted’ life, we hit the shallows. In few other Victorian novels is a woman so clearly the most intelligent character. She is Vanity Fair’s brain as Dobbin is its heart. Thackeray created her to a large extent in his own image. Like her, he relished the company of artists and bohemians. Like her, he had brilliant gifts of satire and caricature. Like her, he was bored by tame domesticity and enjoyed the splendour of high society. Like her, he had suffered poverty and knew what shifts it could reduce you to. At his lowest ebb he had run a shady bill-discounting business, which he never liked mentioned. Becky’s claim that she could have been a good woman if she had had five thousand a year (Chapter 41) was endorsed by Thackeray in a letter to G. H. Lewes, who questioned it: ‘If Becky had had 5000 a year I have no doubt in my mind that she would have been respectable’ (Letters, II. 353). It was, as a matter of fact, his own claim. In 1839, writing to his mother, he had acknowledged that a mutual acquaintance was ‘good, sober and religious, a fine English squire’, adding, ‘if I had 3000 a year I think I’d be so too’ (Letters, I. 397).

Thackeray is divided over Becky – and it shows. He has two distinct ways of writing about her. To exemplify them at their most extreme, consider, first, Becky in lodgings in Pumpernickel (Weimar):


Becky liked the life. She was at home with everybody in the place, pedlars, punters, tumblers, students and all. She was of a wild, roving nature, inherited from father and mother, who were both Bohemians, by taste and circumstance; if a lord was not by, she would talk to his courier with the greatest pleasure; the din, the stir, the drink, the smoke, the tattle of Hebrew pedlars, the solemn, braggart ways of the poor tumblers, the sournois talk of the gambling-table officials, the songs and swagger of the students, and the general buzz and hum of the place had pleased and tickled the little woman, even when her luck was down, and she had not wherewithal to pay her bill. (Chapter 65)



This is warm, genial, admiring. But place beside it a passage that occurs only a few pages earlier, where Thackeray represents himself as exercising restraint in the description of Becky’s wickedness:


In describing this siren, singing and smiling, coaxing and cajoling, the author, with modest pride, asks his readers all round, has he once forgotten the laws of politeness, and showed the monster’s hideous tail above water? No! Those who like may peep down under waves that are pretty transparent, and see it writhing and twirling, diabolically hideous and slimy, flapping amongst bones, or curling round corpses; but above the water-line, I ask, has not everything been proper, agreeable, and decorous, and has any the most squeamish immoralist in Vanity Fair a right to cry fie? When, however, the siren disappears and dives below, down among the dead men, the water of course grows turbid over her, and it is labour lost to look into it ever so curiously. They look pretty enough when they sit upon a rock, twangling their harps and combing their hair, and sing, and beckon to you to come and hold the looking-glass; but when they sink into their native element, depend on it those mermaids are about no good, and we had best not examine the fiendish marine cannibals, revelling and feasting on their wretched pickled victims. (Chapter 64)



This strangely unguarded outpouring of pathological fear, with its physical loathing of female sex organs (‘tail’, ‘slimy’), tells us more about Thackeray’s psyche (or, to be fair, about the stereotypes his male culture encouraged his psyche to contain – see, for example, Tennyson’s ‘The Mermaid’, which he may have had in mind) than about Becky. It is indicative that he uses the passage to signal what he cannot, or will not, write about her. Compared to the Bohemia passage, the discourse on sirens expresses generalized disgust, not a vivid, particular ambience. That is characteristic of his method of blackening Becky – when he does blacken her. She is blamed for failing to conform to general standards of behaviour thought proper for women. Had she been a man she would have been far more excusable. Her greatest sin is that she is not motherly. Motherliness is presented as the highest virtue achievable by women. They are expected to have ‘stealthy and intense raptures of motherly love, such as God’s marvellous care has awarded to the female instinct’ (Chapter 35). This award makes up for their not being very clever, in Thackeray’s view. It is ‘far higher and lower than reason’. It interferes with the way their brains work – they insist on making ‘darlings of their ugliest thoughts, as they do of their deformed children’ (Chapter 13) – but it is admirable and divinely ordained nevertheless. Becky, we sense, would scream with laughter at all this. But one half of Thackeray, the half that condemns her, believes it, just as one half of him believes (though the other half will not let him say so outright) that Becky murders Jos for his life-insurance.

The more thoughtful half of Thackeray sees exactly why Becky develops, and has to develop, as she does. Her poverty earns her the ultimate humiliation of being sneered at by servants (Chapter 2). No wonder she resolves to escape from it by every means in her power, and her only means are intelligence and sex-appeal. Though no unchastity is specifically pinned on Becky, it is suggested she is looser than she should be. The novel’s general attitude towards sexual pleasure is that it is something women – or the women Thackeray sympathizes with – do not experience:


O you poor women! O you poor secret martyrs and victims, whose life is a torture, who are stretched on racks in your bedrooms, and who lay your heads down on the block daily at the drawing-room table; every man who watches your pains, or peers into those dark places where the torture is administered to you, must pity you – and – thank God that he has a beard. (Chapter 57)



True, it is not absolutely clear here that the women stretched on racks in their bedrooms are having sex. They might just be ill or in childbirth. But since the theme under discussion is the pain inflicted on women by men, the sexual interpretation seems the more likely. Becky, again, would have no doubt yelped with mirth at this adult male who imagined that sex, for women, was having ‘the torture’ administered. In his saner persona Thackeray saw, of course, that Becky would make marriage pleasurable both for her husband and herself – as she does. Rawdon enjoys true wedded bliss.


All former delights of turf, mess, hunting-field, and gambling-table; all previous loves and courtships of milliners, opera-dancers, and the like easy triumphs of the clumsy military Adonis, were quite insipid when compared with the lawful matrimonial pleasures which of late he had enjoyed. (Chapter 30)




This is about as explicit as Thackeray could afford to be, and it certainly does not sound as if anyone is being tortured.

As for Becky’s ‘virtue’ – the question of whether she goes to bed with Lord Steyne has been much debated, and Thackeray seems to have left it in the balance because, as with the murder of Jos, he could not decide. But from what is said at the final showdown it seems likelier she does not. Her appeal to Steyne, ‘I am innocent. Say I am innocent’, is met with harsh derision. But what Steyne charges her with, in response, is extortion, not unchastity (‘You innocent! Why, every trinket you have on your body is paid for by me. I have given you thousands of pounds’). These could well be the accents of thwarted lust. Steyne’s terrible rage and lasting resentment would be the more explicable if he had not even got what he had paid for. That would make him Dobbin’s – and Thackeray’s – counterpart, kept on a string by a calculating married woman. This interpretation would also be a greater tribute to Becky’s cleverness, for the longer Steyne is led by the nose, the more gifts can be extracted from him.

Irrespective of what happens to Jos or Steyne, both murky areas, Becky does in the end perform one shining act of sheer magnanimity which sets the whole novel to rights. She tells Amelia of George’s infidelity (Chapter 67) – a revelation that sends the poor simpleton’s idol crashing, and brings back Dobbin to a happy bride. Becky herself has nothing to gain by telling the truth, quite the contrary, and since she knows Dobbin to be her enemy she could hardly be expected to ensure his future happiness. Further, Thackeray had no need to allow Becky to control the plot at this juncture. He might have brought about the reconciliation of Dobbin and Amelia in some other way – indeed we find that Amelia had already written a letter asking Dobbin to come back, before Becky’s bombshell. The gratuitous decision to make Becky responsible for the happy ending represents a remarkable tribute by an author to his creature, an acknowledgement of her acuteness in reading the human heart, and a demonstration of her ultimate lack of malice.
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‘There is one fact I must remind myself of as often as possible,’ wrote the thirty-year-old Tolstoy towards the end of 1853: ‘at thirty, Thackeray was just preparing to write his first book.’ As a matter of fact he was over-optimistic: Thackeray’s first book, even if we discount the pictorial Flore et Zéphyr (1836), was the Paris Sketch Book, published in 1840 when he was twenty-nine. But Tolstoy probably had Vanity Fair in mind, and his own masterpiece, War and Peace, written in the 1860s, has some obvious parallels with Thackeray’s. It, too, chooses the Napoleonic campaigns as its historical setting. Its hero, Pierre, is physically awkward but well-meaning, like Dobbin – indeed, as a bespectacled non-combattant surrounded by glamorous, swashbuckling soldiery, Pierre takes the idea of an ‘unheroic’ hero even further than Thackeray had done. As Waterloo is the climax of Vanity Fair, so Borodino is of War and Peace, and just as George’s death at Waterloo allows Amelia and Dobbin eventually to come together, so Andrei, mortally wounded at Borodino, leaves Natasha free to wed Pierre. Natasha’s family, the Rostovs, are ruined by the father’s financial irresponsibility, as are the Sedleys, Amelia’s family. It is at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball in Brussels that the dramatic message ‘The enemy has passed the Sambre’ (Chapter 29) arrives, throwing the allies into a frenzy of preparation, and, correspondingly, it is at a ball given at Count Bennigsen’s villa in Vilna that, in War and Peace (III. i. 3), the news is received that Napoleon has given orders to cross the Niemen and enter Russia. In addition, occasional details in War and Peace remind one of the earlier novel. When Ensign Spooney tries on a bearskin cap, it makes him, Thackeray notices, look ‘savage beyond his years’ (Chapter 24), and Pierre likewise observes how the soldiers’ shakos and buttoned chin-straps alter their familiar faces (IV. ii. 13). In both novels, carts of wounded men, begging to be taken in, trundle into town after the battle (Chapter 32; III. iii. 13–14), and Nikolai Rostov, wounded, drifts into semi-consciousness and dreams of home just as Ensign Stubble does (Chapter 32; I. ii. 21). Realism is Tolstoy’s aim, as it was Thackeray’s. Some critics of War and Peace were irritated by this, among them Turgenev, who complained that ‘all those little details so cleverly noted and presented in the name of verisimilitude’, trivialized the grand historical subject. Thackeray had anticipated the same criticism in Vanity Fair, apologizing ironically for his ‘trivial’ subject-matter.

Despite these similarities, the two works are very different – and pre-eminently in two respects. First, the social level of Tolstoy’s novel is far more elevated than that of Vanity Fair. In War and Peace we mingle with princes and princesses; Napoleon and the Tsar Alexander appear in person. No one of the merchant class, to which the Sedleys and Osbornes belong, could expect to be received in such company. The reason for this is partly that Tolstoy was an aristocrat and Thackeray was not. Each was true to his class. But the effect is a political chasm between the two novels. Thackeray’s decision not to gratify his readers’ snobbishness with scenes of upper-class life is a component of his political design that finds no counterpart in War and Peace.

The second main difference is that Vanity Fair is, at best, War and Peace without the war. In Tolstoy, the descriptions of battle, from the first tentative engagement at the crossing of the Enns, through Schön Graben and Austerlitz to Borodino, are brilliantly graphic and exciting. Thackeray, by contrast, deliberately disclaims any place among ‘the military novelists’ (Chapter 30). He describes only civilian events. His decision can be seen as a disappointment. But it can also be seen as principled, and as contributing to Vanity Fair’s moral strength. Tolstoy, of course, had seen battle. He had served with distinction in the Crimea. Thackeray had not. For him to write battle-narrative would be a pretence – and a pretentiousness. It would be on a par with Jos Sedley dressing up in a frogged coat and wearing moustaches (Chapter 22) – and Vanity Fair shows us the outcome of that kind of braggadocio. Long ago, in Weimar, Thackeray himself had sent home for a militia uniform, feeling dowdy in his civilian dress among the other young bloods. Some guilty memory of that folly may have contributed to the creation of Jos. It is tempting to take Jos as, to some degree, Thackeray’s self-justification for not aping ‘the military novelists’.


It was a decision that accorded with beliefs and principles which had been maturing for some years. His scorn for military glory and patriotism grew from rational and humane observation of their causes and effects. Writing in Fraser’s Magazine in July 1841 he denounced patriotism as ‘the faith of dullards’, and decried the triumphalism inspired by successful mass-murder as both wicked and stupid. ‘Accursed be all uniform coats, guns, shrapnels, musketoons … What right have I to plume myself because the Duke of Wellington beat the French in Spain?’ Poets and historians who glorify the ‘noble art of murdering’ are held up to ridicule in his verse-satire ‘The Chronicle of the Drum’. Even worse are writers who aim to stir up their countrymen to military endeavour, such as Victor Hugo, whose sabre-rattling poem ‘The Rhine’ was mocked by Thackeray in The Foreign Quarterly Review (April 1842), and the German poet George Herwegh, the unfortunate recipient of one of Thackeray’s most hilariously cutting attacks in the same journal (April 1843). When conscripted into the German army, Herwegh had deserted and fled to Switzerland, which gives Thackeray an irresistible excuse for mocking his fire-eating verses. Novelistic battle-writing repelled not only Thackeray’s sense of decency but also his instinct for realism. In Rebecca and Rowena he derides Scott’s novels, in which battles ‘pass off agreeably’, with ‘no unpleasant sensation to the reader’. When, in his own Barry Lyndon, he allows Barry some first-hand memories of the battle of Minden, the aim is to show how squalid and despicable warfare is.

The absence of battle-writing from Vanity Fair is, then, principled, and contributes to the book’s meaning. Thackeray’s disdain for patriotism and military glory contrasts with the undisguised and self-deluding chauvinism of Tolstoy in War and Peace. Napoleon, in Tolstoy’s version, is a fat, perfumed egomaniac, with no military ability; the Tsar Alexander is intelligent, kindly and sensitive; and Kutuzov, the Russian general, is deeply good and wise, representing the mystical soul of the Russian people. The book’s intellectual standing suffers radically from these simplicities. But the differences between Vanity Fair and War and Peace do not end there. Tolstoy’s view of human relations is ultimately benign, even sentimental. It is a facet of his utopianism that he wants to imagine a loving, harmonious existence, and this is achieved, in War and Peace, in the marriage of Pierre and Natasha.

Thackeray had less faith in the human potential for happiness, and throughout Vanity Fair the principle behind human relationships is conflict. Instead, that is, of concentrating hostility into scenes of battle, Thackeray omits the battle-scenes and shows how hostility permeates the whole of life. The similarity of ‘peaceful’ life to warfare is explicitly stated at times, as when the playground fight between Cuff and Dobbin is compared to the last charge of the Guard at Waterloo (Chapter 5), or when the chapter following Rawdon’s manhandling of Steyne is entitled ‘Sunday after the Battle’. But even without these pointers it would be hard to miss Thackeray’s persistent technique of securing narrative tension by developing potentially peaceful situations into personal antagonism. His most ingenious coup, in this respect, is the row between Mrs Sedley and Amelia over Daffy’s Elixir (Chapter 38). The lull in the action after Waterloo was a danger for Thackeray. He had to keep his readers’ interest alive, with nothing more gripping to tell them about than the bringing up of a child. His solution is to make Georgy’s growth a focus of continual, bitter conflict. Mrs Sedley’s rage at being accused of ‘poisoning’ Georgy, and the persistence with which, till the very end of her life, she hoards and capitalizes on this insult, are marvellously lifelike, and illustrate how misleading it is to imagine war and peace as separate areas. The same ingrained resentments, the same self-gratifying obstinacy operate, we are made to see, in peace as in war.

Old Osborne’s hatred for his daughter-in-law and for those, like Dobbin, who take her side (Chapter 35), and his determination to wrest little George from her, fill the post-Waterloo pages with the venom, suffering and excitement of combat, souring the relations between Amelia and her parents and tearing her heart in two. Osborne hails his final triumph as if it were the end of a military siege: ‘Reg’lar starved out, hey?’ (Chapter 50). Meanwhile Becky and Rawdon’s affairs, culminating in the great rebellion of Becky’s servants (Chapter 55), bristle with their own hatreds and antagonisms. It is characteristic of Thackeray that he will not let even the relation between Rawdon and his friend and would-be second, Macmurdo, settle into placid alliance. Wenham’s visit sets them at loggerheads, with Rawdon fuming and Macmurdo telling him he would be a damned fool not to accept Wenham’s offer (Chapter 54). The bitter recriminations between Jos and his father, and between Dobbin and his brother officers, over the old man’s unfortunate excursion into the wine-trade (Chapter 38), the pitiless insults with which Lord Steyne bullies his womenfolk into inviting Becky to dinner (Chapter 49), the envy and hatred engendered in the Bullock family by Georgy’s elevation (Chapter 56) – these and many similar scenes show Thackeray turning peaceful social transactions into battlefields.

It is the key to his narrative strategy in Vanity Fair. An examination of the pre-Waterloo chapters reveals the same systematic conversion of peace into war. In this first half of the book the main catalyst releasing hostile passions is the failure of old Sedley’s business, and old Osborne’s determination to end George’s engagement to Amelia. This spawns among other things the book’s most breathtaking insult, George’s retort to his father, ‘I am a gentleman though I am your son’ (Chapter 21). The hatreds within the Crawley family and the shock-waves following Becky’s marriage to Rawdon keep up the level of dispute and altercation. Wherever you look in Vanity Fair you see that relations between people lead naturally to violent animosity. By this means Thackeray instructs his readers more accurately about war and peace than War and Peace. He shows their interconnection rather than their separation. For him war is not, as it is for Tolstoy, something into which innocent mankind is suddenly plunged by the machinations of a ruthless tyrant. War is implicit in the greed and self-seeking of what we call peace. Vanity Fair is not, then, War and Peace without the war. It spreads war through its whole design.
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To conclude: Vanity Fair is a landmark in the development of European realism, and a reaction against the ostentation and hero-worship of high romanticism. It may be that without the inspiration of Thackeray’s novel Tolstoy would not have written his own realistic masterpiece. Yet War and Peace retains an attachment to military heroism and blind patriotism that Vanity Fair has outgrown. Vanity Fair is also a love-story, with its roots seemingly in Thackeray’s longing for a younger married woman, and this distinguishes it from anything he had written before. Its title invites comparison with Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. The differences between the two works are glaring, yet Vanity Fair is permeated by a contempt for worldly things – for titles and nobility and celebrity, for glitter and fame and wealth – that is as intense and more knowledgeable than Bunyan’s, and is not counterbalanced, as his is, by other-worldly spiritual fervour. Thackeray shows how envy, hatred, resentment and self-regard govern human behaviour, bringing the ethics of the battlefield into the drawing-room, the servants’ kitchen, the school
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A Note on the Text

The present edition follows the text of the first cheap edition, revised by Thackeray and published in 1853. The other sources for the text of Vanity Fair are:


	Thackeray’s original MS, with many corrections and deletions, which survives only for 12 chapters and some fragments (Pierpont Morgan Library, New York).

	The first edition, which appeared in monthly parts from January 1847 to July 1848, and in book form, from the same typesetting, in July 1848.



I have recorded in the Notes what seem to me the more interesting divergences between these texts and that of 1853. I have recorded in Textual Variants the occasions (18 in all) when I have followed the reading of the MS or of 1848 in preference to 1853, and also the occasions (19 in all) when I have emended the 1853 text without support from the MS or 1848. I have also altered the punctuation of 1853 where necessary to comply with modern conventions. The punctuation in Thackeray’s MS is sparse, and he seems to have been happy to leave the punctuation of the 1848 and 1853 editions to the print-shop compositors, so there is no reason to regard it as sacrosanct.

Asterisks at the end of a chapter indicates the conclusion of one of Vanity Fair’s original monthly parts.


Illustrations

Thackeray illustrated Vanity Fair himself. The contract specified that he should supply two etchings with each MS number and ‘as many drawings on wood as may be thought necessary’. The 1853 edition omits illustrations, however, and this raises the question of whether to include them in the present edition. The strongest argument for inclusion is that they supply Thackeray’s pictorial commentary on his own text. That might seem decisive. But it is counterbalanced by other considerations.

First, Thackeray’s idea of his novel and its characters changed, in some respects, as he wrote, so the early illustrations preserve images that later developments render inappropriate. This applies, for example, to the depiction of Dobbin, whose physical clumsiness is crudely emphasized at first, whereas in later illustrations he becomes far more presentable. Second, the illustrations, especially those incorporated into the initial capitals for each chapter, are often heavily facetious, in a way that belies the subtlety of the text.

But the strongest argument against including the illustrations is that they never approach the degree of mastery displayed by Thackeray’s writing, and at their worst they are embarrassingly bad. The depictions of Amelia and Becky are generally the least successful. By no stretch of the imagination could they be considered worthy accompaniments to a great work of literature. There are several reasons for this. Thackeray was a poor artist. He could not draw the human figure, animals or vegetation. As an illustrator he was even worse, since he could not handle the techniques involved. He etched the plates himself, but an etching needle did not suit his sketchy mode of composition. In the summer of 1848 he employed the French artist Louis Marvy to try to improve the Vanity Fair plates after the initial printing. For the wood-blocks he sent drawings to a professional wood-engraver to be copied and engraved, or drew directly on to the block and sent that. He complained about the results, but the fault lay in his drawings, which were not accurate enough for the engraver to follow the lines. Thackeray justly characterized his Vanity Fair illustrations as ‘tenth or twentieth rate performances having a meaning perhaps, but a ludicrous badness of execution’ (Letters, II. 387). Their inclusion in a modern edition would give it the air of an antique or a curiosity. Today’s reader, accustomed to a high degree of proficiency in illustration, is likely to enjoy Vanity Fair more without them.

Further, the argument that they represent Thackeray’s commentary on the text loses much of its force when his incompetence as an artist, and the technical difficulties that prevented his conceptions from being transferred to the printed page, are taken into account. Besides, there is only one illustration that could even plausibly be construed as adding information that is not already in the text. This is the final etching, entitled ‘Becky’s Second Appearance in the Character of Clytemnestra’, which appears towards the end of the last chapter. It shows Jos, haggard and suppliant, with Dobbin, in a top hat, bending over him solicitously. Eavesdropping behind a curtain is Becky, with an evil grimace on her face and something that might – or might not – be a bottle of poison in her hand. Clearly this accords with suggestions in the text that Becky murdered Jos. But equally clearly it does not settle the matter. Becky was not actually a murderer in her first appearance as Clytemnestra (during the charades), and may not be in her second. There is anecdotal evidence that Thackeray did think of Becky as Jos’s murderer. A friend who asked him what he meant by the final etching records him as replying, ‘I mean she had committed murder – but I didn’t want anything horrible.’ The fact remains, however, that neither the text nor the illustration puts Becky’s murder of Jos beyond doubt. As always, if we choose to accept the author’s purported opinion, we introduce a certainty that the work itself does not sanction.

Thackeray was content to let his masterpiece appear in 1853 without illustrations. That is how it appears here.
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Before the Curtain

As the Manager of the Performance sits before the curtain on the boards, and, looks into the Fair, a feeling of profound melancholy comes over him in his survey of the bustling place. There is a great quantity of eating and drinking, making love and jilting, laughing and the contrary, smoking, cheating, fighting, dancing, and fiddling: there are bullies pushing about, bucks ogling the women, knaves picking pockets, policemen on the look-out, quacks (other quacks, plague take them!) bawling in front of their booths, and yokels looking up at the tinselled dancers and poor old rouged tumblers, while the light-fingered folk are operating upon their pockets behind. Yes, this is VANITY FAIR: not a moral place certainly; nor a merry one, though very noisy. Look at the faces of the actors and buffoons when they come off from their business; and Tom Fool washing the paint off his cheeks before he sits down to dinner with his wife and the little Jack Puddings behind the canvas. The curtain will be up presently, and he will be turning over head and heels, and crying, ‘How are you?’

A man with a reflective turn of mind, walking through an exhibition of this sort, will not be oppressed, I take it, by his own or other people’s hilarity. An episode of humour or kindness touches and amuses him here and there; – a pretty child looking at a gingerbread stall; a pretty girl blushing whilst her lover talks to her and chooses her fairing; poor Tom Fool, yonder behind the waggon, mumbling his bone with the honest family which lives by his tumbling; but the general impression is one more melancholy than mirthful. When you come home you sit down, in a sober, contemplative, not uncharitable frame of mind, and apply yourself to your books or your business.

I have no other moral than this to tag to the present story of ‘Vanity Fair’. Some people consider fairs immoral altogether, and eschew such, with their servants and families: very likely they are right. But persons who think otherwise, and are of a lazy, or a benevolent, or a sarcastic mood, may perhaps like to step in for half-an-hour, and look at the performances. There are scenes of all sorts: some dreadful combats, some grand and lofty horse-riding, some scenes of high life, and some of very middling indeed; some love-making for the sentimental, and some light comic business; the whole accompanied by appropriate scenery and brilliantly illuminated with the Author’s own candles.

What more has the Manager of the Performance to say? To acknowledge the kindness with which it has been received in all the principal towns of England through which the Show has passed, and where it has been most favourably noticed by the respected conductors of the public Press, and by the Nobility and Gentry. He is proud to think that his Puppets have given satisfaction to the very best company in this empire. The famous little Becky Puppet has been pronounced to be uncommonly flexible in the joints, and lively on the wire: the Amelia Doll, though it has had a smaller circle of admirers, has yet been carved and dressed with the greatest care by the artist: the Dobbin Figure, though apparently clumsy, yet dances in a very amusing and natural manner: the Little Boys’ Dance has been liked by some; and please to remark the richly dressed figure of the Wicked Nobleman, on which no expense has been spared, and which Old Nick will fetch away at the end of this singular performance.

And with this, and a profound bow to his patrons, the Manager retires, and the curtain rises.

London, June 28, 1848.
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