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MELMOTH THE WANDERER

CHARLES ROBERT MATURIN was born in Dublin in 1782, and educated at Trinity College. He took orders and was a curate in Loughrea and Dublin, and also, for a time, worked as a teacher until literary success enabled him to give this up. His first novel, The Fatal Revenge (1807), was published under a pseudonym to protect his reputation as a clergyman. A series of other novels followed, and his tragedy Bertram (1816) met with great success when it was produced by Edmund Kean at Drury Lane, after recommendation by Sir Walter Scott and Lord Byron. His next plays, Manuel (1817) and Fredolfo (1819), were failures, and Maturin returned to writing novels. Melmoth the Wanderer appeared in 1820, but in the last years of his life his works were neglected, and he died in poverty in 1824. In the 1890s his literary reputation in England was revived, and his works were reprinted in various editions.

Maturin’s Calvinist upbringing lent to his work a strong sense of the soul’s relationship with God, which can also be seen in the work of James Hogg, William Godwin and Godwin’s daughter, Mary Shelley. He was also influenced by comic writers of epics and romances, such as Cervantes, Swift, Sterne and Diderot. His strongest influences were the authors of Gothic romances of the late eighteenth century, in particular, Matthew Lewis and Ann Radcliffe. Maturin’s tales were, however, always more extravagant and macabre, and led to his reputation as one of the foremost writers of the Gothic school.

VICTOR SAGE is Reader in Literature in the School of English and American Studies at the University of East Anglia, Norwich. He is the author of two novels, A Mirror for Larks (1993) and Black Shawl (1995), and a collection of short stories, Dividing Lines (1984). He has published several studies of the Gothic tradition, including a study of the religious contexts of the Gothic novel, Horror Fiction in the Protestant Tradition (1988), and he is the editor of the casebook The Gothick Novel (1990).
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INTRODUCTION

Literary Background: The Genre
and the Moment

In literary histories, Melmoth the Wanderer (1820) often marks the end of the Gothic romance proper, as a genre. Its author, the Irish clergyman Charles Robert Maturin, was a conscious inheritor of the late eighteenth-century Gothic novel of ‘Monk’ Lewis and Ann Radcliffe, seeking to outdo them in dark extravagance. His vastly ambitious first novel, Fatal Revenge (1807), written (to protect his cloth) under the pseudonym of Dennis Jasper Murphy, forms a concrete link between this earlier Gothic romance and the fully-fledged romanticism of Byron and Shelley. Writing to Sir Walter Scott in 1813 about another lost or never completed work, Maturin declares his enduring ambition: ‘…and in my Romance I have determined to display all my diabolical resources, out-Herod all the Herods of the German school, and get the possession of the Magic Lamp with all its slaves from the Conjuror Lewis himself’.1 This is evidently a playful metaphor for the fiction market (‘slaves’ are readers) and his dream is to write a best-seller, but the romantic idea of the author as a seriously aspiring diabolist still meant something to him six years after his first effort.

Five years after that, in 1818, and after a battering by the reviewers, when he came to write his masterpiece, it was a somewhat defiant act. He had spent the time in between writing a series of much gentler forms of hybrid romance, in which he expressed his own Irish nationalism alongside the only other romance-writer of note in Dublin, his friend Lady Morgan. Maturin’s novels are better than hers as novels, but she was the one to strike a chord with the public, and her romance, The Wild Irish Girl (1806), was a cult success in London. Maturin followed with The Wild Irish Boy (1807), The Milesian Chief (1812), and then a strange and rather interesting blend of satire and romance, Women; or Pour et Contre (1818). This sequence of works forms, to some extent, an anatomy of Ireland after the Act of Union (1801) and these novels, all of which display Maturin’s unique brand of stylistic fireworks, have a surprising amount of direct social comment in them.

But during that period Maturin was far from giving up his Gothic ambitions. In 1816, we find him giving private vent to his frustration in another letter to Scott: ‘…I have no power of affecting, no hopes of instructing, no play or other production of mine will ever draw a tear from the eye, or teach a lesson to the Heart, so I wish they would let me do what I am good for, sit down by my magic Cauldron, mix my dark ingredients, see the bubbles work, and the spirits rise, and by the pale and mystic light, I might show them “the best of my delights”.’2 This time, against the crew of reviewers and theatre managers (‘them’), all seeking to make him conform to sentimental or didactic orthodoxy, the author becomes one of the witches from Macbeth, even quoting from the play.

In the meantime, the audience for high metaphysical romance had not yet disappeared, despite the emergent claims of a new age of realism. Faust was in the air. Mme de Staël’s De L’Allemagne was published in English in 1813. This essay, which contained large chunks of Goethe’s Faust and a description of the play, Goethe credited with having ‘demolished the Chinese wall of antiquated prejudice’ the English had built up about German literature. To her notoriety, in 1818 Mary Shelley published her Faustian Frankenstein, which was instantly turned into one of the century’s longest running melodramas, and Jane Austen’s posthumous satire on the Gothic romance, Northanger Abbey (it was written in the 1790s, but not published till 1818), which had the paradoxical effect of calling attention to its target, and thus momentarily raising it from the dead, also appeared in the year that Maturin began work on Melmoth. By 1819, Goethe had become the centre of another critical controversy (started by John G. Lockhart, Sir Walter Scott’s son-in-law) between the Edinburgh Review and Blackwoods, the latter publishing in subsequent issues essays and reviews of Faust. So the scene was set for the appearance of the Gothic romance to end all Gothic romances, Melmoth the Wanderer.3

Moreover, the obscure, maligned and poverty-stricken author had suddenly and unexpectedly become famous through the success of his tragedy, Bertram, at Drury Lane in 1816, which earned him enough money (about £1,000) to allow him to stop teaching (his second day-job) and work on, among other things, his Faustian romance.

Maturin and Scott

We are fortunate to have some of the letters that passed between Maturin and Sir Walter Scott, and so can form an idea of the relationship between the two writers. Their friendship gives us a glimpse not only into their personal relationship (they never met, except on paper) but also into the difference between their commercial or tactical sense of the writer’s career, and, most importantly, their aesthetic expectations. Effectively, their correspondence is a dialogue between two different traditions: Maturin’s Gothic, his characteristically hyperbolic and perverse development of what he came to call ‘the Radcliffe-Romance’, and Scott’s own rationalized and modernized ‘historical romance’, a genre shrewdly aimed towards the changing taste of the period.

Scott was interested in the Godthic Romance because it covered one of his own subjects – superstition. He reviewed, and was judiciously critical of, many of the major productions (including Radcliffe herself, and, later, Mary Shelley) and he read the minor ones by the hamper. Out of one such hamper, he picked Maturin’s first novel, Fatal Revenge, immediately sporting the talent of the author, and reviewed it anonymously and favourably in the Quarterly. Late in 1812, Maturin heard that Scott was the reviewer and wrote to him. Scott’s reply is significant:

My attention was indeed very strongly excited both by the House of Montorio and the Irish tale [i.e. The Wild Irish Boy] which it was impossible to confound with the usual still of novels as they bear strong marks of a powerful imagination and excite upon the whole a very deep though painful interest. I have regretted if you will forgive me writing with so much freedom that the author has not in some respects renderd his fictions more generally acceptable by mitigating some of their horror…4

Characteristically, at the outset, Scott seeks to ‘tone down’ Maturin’s penchant for grotesque and ‘wild’ hyperbole, and to get rid of the horror. This is kindly and worldly personal advice, but it also reveals the gap between the two writers: Scott, on the threshold himself of a vastly more successful novelistic career than Maturin, is concerned for probability and decorum in narrative – that, as he puts it in one of his reviews, using a characteristic financial metaphor, the writer should not ‘draw too much upon the credit of the reader’. He regards excess as a narrative fault. He fears that the old Gothic will appear pasteboard and Grand Guignol in this post-revolutionary modern age. Maturin, on the other hand, wants to ‘out-Herod Herod’.

After he began to correspond with Scott (who was indefatigable, it should be said, in supporting him, acting as both patron and agent), Maturin came under pressure to ‘lower’ his effects and introduce greater realism into his writing. One can see this from the letters in 1816 about his play, Bertram. Maturin had introduced a Schilleresque character into the original version called the Black Knight of the Forest, who seduces the hero, Bertram, into murdering his lover, Imogine’s husband. Scott pounces on the Black Knight and says he must go, and, when the play is sent to them, Byron and George Lamb at Drury Lane echo his views: the Devil cannot be represented directly on the stage – either he will not be understood to be the Devil, or, if he is, he will be booed off the stage. And no doubt they were right: the play was the greatest commercial success of his writing life. But when Maturin read the cuts that the Hon. George Lamb had carried out on his behalf, he cried out in a letter to Scott: ‘they have un-Maturined it completely’.5 What he partly meant by this was that they had cut out the play’s source of inexorable evil, its Gothic heart, and rationalized it; and privately Scott, who had a sneaking admiration for the first version (and afterwards published the restored passages), agreed that the Knight’s ‘influence and agency gave to the atrocities of Bertram an appearance of involuntary impulse…’6

This division of taste and methods of narration tells us something at least about what Maturin did not want to achieve. Scott’s reviewing project had the effect of making primitive forerunners to his own fiction out of the old Gothic romance: his new Historical romance (Waverley (1814), for example) is written in a confident inclusive third person which creates the fiction of an even, panoptical survey of its material – the customs and superstitions of the Scottish Borders, or the Highlands, for example – and the use of footnotes in the later editions of Scott tends to confirm the authority of the author, not to interrupt, but to be continuous with the text, adding encyclopedic confirmation to the narrative. Historical romance negotiates a rational agreement with the reader about the superstitions of the past, and of remote geographical areas, whose language and beliefs are different from the standard English variety, a fiction of a common and stable distance. Scott’s comfortable Enlightenment narrative persona is usually on hand to give the informed and rational overview, to explain and prepare for events, and generally mediate elegantly from a central position making all clear, however complex the issues or murky the events.

Maturin, by contrast, cultivates in all his work, and particularly in Melmoth, the immediate, the violent, the sublime, the grotesque, and the comic, many of these effects occurring simultaneously. Compared with Scott, his methods seem untidy, if not ramshackle. His narrative persona as author soon gives way to his characters who tell their own stories at such length, each giving way, in their turn, so abruptly to another, that we have to check where we are. He starts at a remote point in the action and then cultivates a labyrinthine form without a centre, embedding his stories one within the other until we are dizzy. He is acutely aware of the new expectation of probability in his audience created by Scott, and writes footnotes which are either defiant, nervous, self-defeating jokes – ‘Anachronism, n’importe’ (‘but a minor one’); ‘Anachronism prepense’ (‘deliberate anachronism’); or which inject horror into the narrative, as in the graphic account of the death of Viscount Kilwarden, trampled to death by Robert Emmett’s insurrectionists in Dublin, or the death of Dr William Hamilton the naturalist. The distance of his discourse from the reader is, in Scott’s terms, too radically variable – we always seem to be either too close or too far away from ‘events’.

All of this is summed up in the adjective for Maturin which rings through the criticism of his contemporaries: ‘wild’. Thus the idea is born, which subtly persists, of a ‘wild untutored genius’ possessed of talent, but lacking in self-consciousness, and without discipline or method. Maturin himself colluded in this image, partly because ‘wild’ is code for ‘Irish’, and in following Lady Morgan’s Rousseauistic exploitation of ‘wildness’ he was (although satirically) playing a Nationalist card. Since Lady Morgan was an embattled figure herself, Maturin drew attention to himself as her ally, and he was caught in the crossfire, certainly in the case of the Quarterly. The epithet turned out to be a two-edged sword: from the English point of view, it raised the ‘Celtic’ stereotype of‘wild eloquence’ or ‘natural spontaneity without discipline’ and it opened the way, among many of his English reviewers (with the noble exception of Scott, who was not English), for a patronizing attitude.

The most hostile reviewers, however, were deeply offended by the persistent blasphemy of Melmoth, holding against him as a writer the contradiction of his profession as a clergyman in the Church of Ireland. No doubt they were, in part, taking their cue from Coleridge, who in Biographia Literaria had mounted a vitriolic attack on the revised Bertram (1817) for its immorality and impiety. In 1821, the Quarterly reviewer of Melmoth accused Maturin of nonsense, want of veracity, blasphemy, brutality, and ‘dark, cold-blooded, pedantic obscenity’.7

The French Reception

In England, the novel and its author fell into neglect by the mainstream after Maturin died in poverty in 1824. There were some biographical reminiscences in the 1830s and 1840s. In Ireland, the poet and translator J. C. Mangan tried to revive his reputation with an enthusiastic piece in The Irishman in 1849. An attempt was made to revive his reputation by another Irish writer in the Irish Quarterly Review in 1852, but essentially he languished until the end of the century, when George Saintsbury published Tales of Mystery, Mrs Radcliffe, Lewis, Maturin in 1891, which contained excerpts from Maturin; and Melmoth was at last reprinted by Richard Bentley in 1892, with a memoir of the author, for which Oscar Wilde and his mother, who was Maturin’s niece by marriage, supplied details.

It was left to the French to provide critical insight and boost his reputation, which had been high in France from the success of Bertram. Unbeknownst, it seems, to Maturin, this play was an international hit. Translated in 1821 by M. M. Taylor and the novelist Charles Nodier, it was put on in 1822 as a three-act melodrama at the Panorama Dramatique as Bertram, ou le Pirate, by ‘M. Raimond’ (i.e. Taylor), and ran for fifty-three straight nights. A third version by Franconi went to the Cirque Olympique. Subsequently it was made into an opera, Le Pirate. From there it moved to Italy, where Felice Romani used it as the basis of his II Pirata, the libretto of which he offered to the young Bellini, who had just contracted to compose for La Scala, and the opera, first staged in October 1827, was an immediate success and was the real beginning of Bellini’s career. Victor Hugo admired the play and used quotations from it as epigraphs in Han d’Islande. Balzac admired it, and it was the inspiration for Dumas’s Antony in 1831. In Germany, Goethe wanted to translate it. It was also a great hit in America, going through three editions in New York, Philadelphia and Boston and running all through the Civil War years.8

Melmoth was also translated into French in 1821 and became a classic of the Romantic Sublime, influencing the ‘roman frénétique’ in the 1830s. In 1833 Gustave Planché dedicated an article to Maturin in Revue des Deux Mondes, in which Maturin’s Irishness was characterized as an advantage. In 1835 Balzac wrote his famous parody, Melmoth Reconcilié. In the Preface, he gives some idea of the magnitude and the originality of Melmoth: ’This novel is taken up with the same idea to which we already owe the drama of Faust, and out of which Lord Byron has cut his cloth since Manfred; the work of Maturin is no less powerful than that of Goethe, and it rests on what is perhaps a more dramatic premise, in the sense that it contains the pre-existent weariness of human feeling, and that the interest comes from a clause in the pact which allows a certain hope to the one who is damned.’ That is, the Wanderer’s freedom to find a substitute for himself.9

But Balzac ironically reproaches Maturin for not sending his hero to Paris, ‘where he would have found a thousand persons to one who would have accepted his power’. So he rewrites Melmoth and sets his story in the Paris banking world and Stock Exchange, ‘a civilization which’, as he put it, ‘since 1815, has replaced the principle of honour by the principle of money’.10 In this post-heroic world Melmoth cannot fail to make a deal with someone, and that someone is Castanier, ex-military man and now a cashier in a bank, whom he catches forging a cheque.

Some of Balzac’s story is a burlesque of the romantic trappings of the figure of Melmoth with his cold and glittering eyes and of the hyperbolic style of Maturin. But the parody is not even, and besides some very funny episodes, there are some sublime passages about the paradoxical state, after the ability to possess any woman Castanier pleases has destroyed desire even before it can be born, in which even this vulgar ex-soldier still feels a ‘horrible thirst for love’, a desire for desire, passages which seem close to the perverse vocabulary and conception of Maturin. Balzac seems powerfully attracted here to the ‘weariness of feeling’ which arises, and this perhaps pulls against his satirical intentions.

But it is Baudelaire who remains perhaps the real source of critical insight into Maturin’s achievement in Melmoth. Baudelaire converts Maturin from a romantic into a modern. Modern art, as he conceived it, was demoniac, oppositional, perverse. Maturin becomes one, like Beethoven in music, who has set the standard by exploring the inner universe of man. As he wrote in ‘Reflections on my Contemporaries’: ‘Maturin in the novel, Byron in poetry, Poe in poetry and in the analytic novel…have admirably expressed the blasphematory aspect of passion; they have projected splendid and shimmering beams on to that latent Lucifer who is installed in every human heart.’11 Baudelaire proposed on a number of occasions to translate Maturin, but the project was never accomplished. He used the vocabulary of the novel of terror in his own writings to describe human psychology, and he identified clearly from the outset with Maturin’s understanding of perversity as the root form of human consciousness. Above all, Baudelaire derived his theory of the satanic nature of laughter from Maturin’s Melmoth. He writes in ‘Of the Essence of Laughter’ in 1855 about the rictus sardonicus of the ‘famous wanderer, Melmoth, the great satanic creation of reverend Maturin’:

And this laughter is the perpetual explosion of his anger and his suffering. It is, to speak plainly, the necessary result of his double, contradictory nature, which is infinitely great in relation to the human, and infinitely vile and base in relation to absolute Truth and Justice. Melmoth is a living contradiction… It is a laughter which never sleeps, like an illness which pursues its course continually and carries out a providential order.12

Baudelaire responded to the self-conscious nature of Maturin’s project, understanding that his romantic satanism was a description of the contours of the modern psyche in all its complexity and perversity. All of those features which were picked out by the English reviewers as old-fashioned, eccentric, wild, revolting and obscene, Baudelaire regarded as traits of greatness.

It is no surprise, then, to find Oscar Wilde, when he came out of jail and headed for the last hellish phase in Paris, taking the name of ‘Sebastian Melmoth’, his great-uncle’s creation, an erotically martyred Wanderer.13

Narrative Methods

Maturin’s reference to Aladdin’s Lamp in his letter to Scott is significant, because one of the marked formal originalities of Melmoth is his habit of ‘nesting’, or embedding, his narratives, telling stories within stories within stories after the model of The Arabian Nights, in such a way that the text is interrupted by multiple points of view, teasing the reader’s desire for overview and authority, just as the power of a new story sweeps us away. We are dynamically, but often confusingly, involved in a chain of narrators who are witnesses. The publishers, who were sent reams of manuscript as it came hot off the press of the author’s imagination, without any title or external indication of how it hung together, seem to have assumed, after some pained attempts to get the author to explain, that it was a novel, and printed it accordingly, as a rather oddly continuous four-decker. It has been conjectured, however, that it was originally designed as a series of interlinked tales, with a continuance built in, since Maturin needed the money so desperately. Apparently, his working title was ‘Tales’, and the first story was christened ‘Melmotb’ by the printers as they set it.14

Melmoth the Wanderer himself is a hybrid figure, a mixture of Faust and Mephistopheles. Gradually, we are invited to piece together his story through a chain of people who have glimpsed his existence which stretches back in time and away in space from early nineteenth-century Ireland to seventeenth-century Spain and London. We have no access to the original Faustian bargain, but it appears that he has acquired, either from Satan direct, or by ‘satanic’ knowledge acquired from his own acquaintance with Dr John Dee (556), an extension of his natural life of 150 years, with the unusual clause in the agreement noticed by Balzac that, if he can find someone to take his place, then he will be allowed to escape his wandering condition, and (presumably) the a natural death. He is thus the agent of another, and a genuine protagonist at the same time, both a metaphysical being and a human. He is simultaneously both inside and outside human history, and the narrative deliberately and teasingly exposes the reader to different versions of this paradox:

He constantly alluded to events and personages beyond his possible memory, – then he checked himself, – then he appeared to go on, with a kind of wild and derisive sneer at his own absence. (254)

The Wanderer appears at crises of suffering and despair in the lives of a range of men and women. In the main (and with the devastating exception of Immalee), he does not cause their predicament, but he predicts it, witnesses it, and makes his offer: if they will change places with him, their fleshly sufferings will cease. His peals of demonic laughter partly register his inexpressibly self-contradictory emotion at the suspicion that he is predestined to fail over and over again, and therefore to remain where he is, neither properly in nor outside human history.

In the allegory, this failure is ambiguous: the early reviewers were sarcastic about it, suggesting that the author couldn’t create a devil clever enough to persuade anyone. But the text hints that the Wanderer is not allowed to use any means he wishes to persuade his prospective victims; beyond a certain point, he is ‘perhaps constrained by a higher power’ (330). So he is not allowed to lie to Immalee about the superiority of Catholicism (as a form of Christianity, however corrupt) to Islam or Hinduism. He must be a true witness. This is both a diabolic satirical point (because by doing this he sadistically plunges her back into both history and unnecessary suffering), and a notion that Maturin the propagandist would agree with: i.e. that the corrupt forms of Christianity, even Catholicism, as he would view it, will ultimately wither away into an Enlightened Protestantism (399, note 8). That enigmatic ‘higher power’ is therefore not necessarily Satanic: the doctrine of Providence plays a role in Maturin’s plot too, whereby the Wanderer is also a kind of Holy Fool, a Christ-figure, whose failure ‘proves’ the strength of faith in the other characters, even if this test results in their destruction, as in the appalling, tragic case of Immalee/Isidora.

The instability of Maturin’s narrative techniques helps to create these ambiguities in his central allegory. The effect of his curious and distinctive use of embedding is to play freely between worlds that are conventionally separate in the act of narration; the text continually crosses the borders between the world of which these narrator-witnesses tell, and the world in which they tell. When Monçada, the Spaniard, formulates this transgression as an axiom: ‘we are all beads strung on the same string’ (332), the text implicitly invites us to include ourselves as listeners or readers too.

The reading experience, however, begins in a relatively simple fashion: it starts almost at the end of the historical sequence, in 1816, with a wonderfully atmospheric piece of Gothic: young John Melmoth’s trip to his dying, miserly Uncle’s house in County Wicklow and the reading of a manuscript in a room there, which he subsequently burns at the request of the dead man. The manuscript is the story of a man called Stanton’s incarceration in a madhouse in seventeenth-century London, and the visitation he receives, at the height of his despair, from the Wanderer. Stanton refuses the Wanderer’s request, the terms of which are not revealed at this stage, but he spends the rest of his life seeking for him. Eventually, having traced the Wanderer’s family, he brings the manuscript to Ireland and deposits it with Uncle John Melmoth, as the descendant of the Wanderer.

As Young John reads the manuscript, he becomes aware of the haunting presence, in the house, of the figure he is reading about, his ancestor the Wanderer. When he has finished reading the manuscript, there is a shipwreck nearby on the coast and a young Spaniard, Alonzo Monçada, is brought ashore, who tells Young John his story, which involves recounting a manuscript he has copied for an old Jew. The narrative from the outset conflates the oral and the written into a double effect, and as we go on, the narrative method frequently confounds the two, so that when there is a ‘historical’ gap in the transmission of the story, where the chain of witnesses is stretched to the limit – or even, apparently, broken – it is preserved by the presence of a written text. But the written text is also ‘performed’ by an oral recounting.15

Here is a simplified scheme of the first embedded ‘Tale of the Spaniard’ – the longest and most complex tale in Melmoth – which extracts the sequence of embedded narrations in linear ‘historical’ form:



	Date
	Message
	Medium



	1680
	Exchange between Immalee and Wanderer
	Oral



	n/d
	Adonijah collects parchments, listens to Tale
	Oral/written



	n/d
	Adonijah writes out MS
	Written



	c. 1814
	Monçada copies MS
	Written



	1816
	Monçada to John Melmoth
	Oral



	1820
	Maturin’s edited text
	Written




There is a hint that Adonijah has prolonged his life like the Wanderer himself, by consulation with ‘Egyptian sorcerers’ (300). We do not know who told him what happened between the Wanderer and Immalee on the remote island off the coast of the Indian subcontinent in 1680. Nor how they could possibly have known, unless the Wanderer himself recorded the incidents, or told someone else, unknown to us, about them. But this is typical of the questions provoked by the relentless fragmentation of the process of transmission. This process includes the author himself, who sometimes seems only to have the authority of an editor of the text, pointing out anachronisms (sometimes when they are not present), and adducing his own eye-witness corroboration for events that are plainly fictional, in a manner that seems like abad parody of Scott.

I have said that the above schema is a simplified version of the major tale. So far, the Wanderer is the object of all the tales within tales. But towards the end of the text, in ‘The Lovers’ Tale’ – subordinated, paradoxically, within that of the Spaniard, Monçada – he tells his own story to Isidora’s father, becoming subject and object of his own narration, jumping out of the frame and rebelling against the novel’s own adopted narrative convention. A similar paradox is revealed, at another level, when the author, rebelling against his own God-like authority, jumps into the frame and testifies as an eye-witness (even using the legalistic formulas: me ipso teste’ with myself as witness’ (223); andsMO periodo’at the peril of his own soul’ (14)16), to the facts contained in his fictions.

Representation and History

Maturin’s book breaks at every point the conventional assimilation of fiction to history – the very archness of his imagination, which both revels in paradox and finds the subjective act of narration essential to its effect, suggests that there is for him almost no analogy between the writing of a sweeping historical narrative and the intense self-dramatization of fiction: history is present in the novel, painfully present, but it is not represented as a steadily cumulative process with linear narrative as its point of overlap. If we look again at the scheme above, we see that the novel is a juxtaposition – really a confrontation and polemical repetition – between the late seventeenth and the early nineteenth centuries, rather than a cumulative process of development from one to the other.

History is a subject, but not a process at all. Maturin thinks in large blocks of historical texture – seventeenth-century London after the Civil War, early nineteenth-century Madrid – seeking to render a picture of a whole society, through a sketch of its major institutions, and then passing on to an entirely different time and place. The reader is always starting again, forced to look for and make comparisons between different characters and cultural settings. In 1800, the Marquis de Sade isolated two universal subjects for romance: ‘everywhere man must pray; everywhere he must love’. These are the subjects of Maturin’s embedded narratives, the conduits down which ideology will travel and to which fiction will respond.

Culture in this text is repeatedly represented as a kind of theatre: the effort in the seventeenth century, for example, is to get the feel of the period by describing the public space as a sort of play – Maturin even raids the minor comedies of obscure English dramatists such as Cowley and Nathaniel Lee for details of seventeenth-century London. The account of the ‘half-feudal’ manners of seventeenth-century Spain, for example, is represented as a masquerade in a Shakespearian comedy (364). When Monçada enters the convent in nineteenth-century Madrid, the place is ‘in masquerade’ – both literally and metaphorically (86). For the Wanderer, moving across history and geography is like moving through the auditorium of a theatre:

The world could show him no greater marvel than his own existence; and the facility with which he himself passed from region to region, mingling with, yet distinct from all his species, like a wearied and uninterested spectator rambling through the various seats of some vast theatre, where he knows none of the audience…(397)

Places and times are represented through a spread of public institutions, which are structurally compared: courts, jails, madhouses, theatres, convents, monasteries: the theatre turns out to be the common denominator between them all. The comparisons the reader is invited to make are all based on a kind of theatrical metaphor in which these institutions are performances – hallucinatory, death-dealing masquerades of power, which, when seen or narrated (witnessed) through the (Protestant) lens of candour, reveal their artifice or mechanism in disturbingly similar ways.

In the theatre, we are always in (at least) two places at once. The anecdote in Chapter X (246) about the actor who was playing the Devil and crossed himself when a religious procession went by outside is instructive. Actors are all ‘hypocrites’ (from Greek ypokritos), and this actor, in ceasing to be an actor for a moment, represents truly the hypocrisy of the character he is playing, the ultimate hypocrite, the Devil. This joke about representation, however, has a cultural and thematic aspect: religion, for Catholic Spain, as Monçada explains to Young John (181), is a national drama and therefore the exterior stimulus of a bell ringing or the passing of a procession, which apparently causes any Spaniard, from the actor in question to the Director of the Madrid Convent, to cross himself automatically, is itself part of a larger kind of theatrical action. Ritual, conceived of repeatedly as a form of representation, is converted satirically into theatre.

Cultures, like Maturin’s perverse version of the individual human psyche, are not homogeneous: they are portrayed by reference to the principal dramatic oppositions between their different parts – religious differences, for example. Like Milton, whom he quotes continuously in the most powerful and touching allegory of the whole collection – the love affair between the Wanderer and Immalee – Maturin was a propagandist. His index of a culture is its religious differences: Puritanism, Anglicanism, and Catholicism in late seventeenth-century England, for example; or Judaism, Islam and Catholicism in nineteenth-century Spain; or Hinduism, Islam and Catholicism in the seventeenth-century Indian subcontinent; or Protestant landowners and Catholic peasants in nineteenth-century Ireland.

These heterodoxies are mapped on to one another and presented as struggles for power, both within and outside the individual psyche. One of this novel’s great achievements, something which gives it a contemporary voice, is its ability to make us absorb sketches of the logic of the excluded position, the underground ‘other’, the horrors of being cast away into utter darkness because one is born into a certain creed. It is in the raw edges between belief-systems where the stories of the novel take place. For instance, consider the puzzle of the ‘superstition’, which rebounds upon the supposedly ‘rational’ miser, Uncle John Melmoth, at the beginning of the novel. What the novel only hints to us (29) is that he has become a miser because he is the passive inheritor of Cromwellian land-appropriations in the seventeenth century. He has neglected himself and everyone else in his guilty and secret obsession with the Wanderer, the elder brother of his ancestor, the first settler in Ireland; the Wanderer is a living witness in favour of the family’s other, Royalist (high Anglican, or even Catholic), side, who chose to exile himself on the Continent. Uncle John is afraid that the Wanderer can therefore always testify to the inauthenticity of his claim to be a landowner.

So it is not just a question of Protestant and Catholic, but of Abel and Cain, and Esau and Isaac – i.e. the intimate struggle between sects within Protestantism, and the tortured history of the seventeenth century during which Ireland was settled and its modern politics emerged. Maturin chooses the later period – the Restoration, and the stubbornly surviving oppositions between Catholic-friendly (Arminian) cavaliers and old Puritans (Calvinists), a period of recrimination, in which old scores remain to be settled. The novel’s central allegory ensures that this picture exists in analogy with the struggle in Counter-Reformation Spain between ‘old Christians’ and the excluded Jews and Moors (‘conversos’), centring on the role played by the Inquisition in the violent reduction of difference.

These historical blocks of narrative are looked at across the battle lines of ‘superstition’; and the excluded other, the one cast away into outer darkness, is intimately represented in the act of narration.

Allusion and quotation in the text are the shards of Maturin’s broken mirror: they work not by strict verbal accuracy, but by structural comparison. As a preacher, Maturin was trained to use quotation from the Bible to make analogies between issues. In the pulpit, biblical allusion is almost always adapted; and this is the technique he uses in writing. In Melmoth, however, the biblical quotations are often twisted ‘satanically’ – i.e. blasphemously. The early reviewers noticed the effect of his hyperboles and were outraged or saddened.17 A classical medallist at Trinity College Dublin, Maturin is fiendishly learned and his well-stocked mind makes baroque analogies as grotesque and oddly beautiful as those of the English seventeenth-century poets. The habit often adds symbolic depth to the characters. The main areas in which biblical allusion, for example, seems to group itself are: heresy, idolatry, testimony, and the issue of perjury or bearing false witness. Some excellent work has been done on the repeated allusions to the Book of Job, for example, which, when looked at as a chain of preoccupations, throw light on the relation between faith and doubt in the text.18 Classical allusion often provides an implicit comparison with the Christian culture that is in the foreground, via the theme of Empire. Maturin’s choice of epigraph for each chapter is often revealing, because it maps one culture on to another. Allusions to painting are frequent and allow the theme of reverse mimesis between life and art (that extraordinary anticipation of decadence which so attracts the French) to surface more or less continuously.

Religious Background: Calvinism

As a Huguenot, Maturin was brought up a Calvinist, and the Calvinist tradition is an important presence in the history of fiction, because, as the most extreme wing of Reformation thought, it assumes a radically internalized account of the soul’s relation to God, a narrative of the first person, which has proved significant both in the development of realism (the use of diaries, for example, and the emphasis on a record of the quotidian) and, equally, in the history of the Gothic romance. The sophisticated dynamics of confession present in the Calvinist autobiographers, Bunyan and Rousseau in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, for example, are appropriated by Godwin (himself an ex-Calvinist) in Caleb Williams (1797) and St Leon (1799), Mary Shelley, his daughter, in Frankenstein (1818), and James Hogg, who parodies extreme Scottish Calvinism in his nightmarish Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner (1838). In the novels of these writers, both individual psychological states and systems of belief are subjected to ironic critique, through a series of terror- or horror-driven, first person testimonies. Maturin belongs to this tradition of ironic self-witnessing. ‘Truth is told us by any mouth sooner than our own’ (215): the many narrators of his book, and the reader too, are subject to this tricky, ironic maxim. Yet, in this religious tradition, the soul is alone with God, the unseen listener – an invisible, eternal, self-existent presence, whom all symbolical representation, even writing, must degrade. In Maturin, this mind-set is the source of paradox: it fuels his savage satire and forms at the same time the basis of his Satanic critique of belief-systems.

So the focus on written documents – the parody of legal process – sooner or later gives way to an oral recounting of experience. Maturin has a special gift for making us hang on to the single phrase – the spark of energy is in the flow of narration itself, passing from moment to moment in the highest passion, or from interruption to interruption. First-hand testimony has a different kind of authority, the authority of the living witness which is a powerful Reformation principle, constantly brought against the corruption of’authority’, derived from dead legalistic procedures – documents relying upon documents, hidden, inaccessible authority, handed down by blind repetition (‘candour’ is opposed in the text to ‘mechanism’), rituals of all kinds designed to dull the mind and induce acceptance – all this is consciously parodied in the novel’s narrative method.

Calvinism, however, born after the death in 1563 of its founder, John Calvin, itself became a rigid system, particularly after the reinterpretation of Theodore Beza (1519–1605), acquiring its own systematic rules which became the subject of theological dispute, ossifying them in the process. In Maturin’s text, these disputes (between Arminians and Calvinists, for example) are parodied in the figure of the weaver in the madhouse, telling over and over again his ‘five points’. Despite the fact that Maturin boasted perversely to Scott in 1813 that he would never gain preferment in the Church because he was a ‘high Calvinist’ in his religious opinions ‘and therefore viewed with jealousy by Unitarian Brethren and Arminian Master…’, Maturin’s relation to Calvinism is more distant than this would seem to imply. Five years earlier, in The Wild Irish Boy (1808), we find this passage:

The system of Calvin is amazingly splendid and awful. A youthful mind in its first pursuit of religion, neither inquires for evidence, nor wishes conviction; it demands something that may fill to the utmost its capacity of the marvellous; something under which its faculties may succumb in mute acquiescence; something that requires not the labour of ascent[sic]; but the passiveness of prostration. To such demands, the Calvmistic system is abundantly adequate.19

The scepticism is evident here; the irony is directed towards the idea of‘systems of belief’, what Blake calls ‘organiz’d Religion’. Significantly, belief (‘assent’) is not automatic, not the starting point, but ‘a labour’.

In Melmoth, in the narrative of Monçada, Maturin conducts a fierce propaganda war against the Catholic monastic system, lifting some of his account of monastic life from the first part of Diderot’s anti-clerical La Religieuse (1760). But he also includes parody of the Calvinist system too, in the madhouse in which Stanton finds himself incarcerated in the second Tale, and in the figure of Elinor’s Puritan aunt in ‘The Lovers’ Tale’, who can no longer tell the Bible from the system. Equally, he satirizes, through the Wanderer’s account to Immalee, the Buddhist and Muslim systems, too. The real subject is the absurd distortion of the psyche created by systems of belief.

The Comic Tradition: Parody
and Romantic Irony

Maturin’s literary precedents are epic and romance, and their parodies in the sceptical and encyclopedic book-making jokes – the corrupted manuscripts, absurd footnotes, and shaggy-dog stories – of the eighteenth-century novel, which followed Cervantes: Swift, Sterne, and Diderot. Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605–15) is a strong presence in the novel; alluded to on a number of occasions, it forms a kind of subtext. For example, at one point Cervantes tells us that the whole of Part II is a translation of a manuscript found in a lead casket, written in Arabic, by a Moorish historian called Cide Hamid Benengeli. Cervantes poses as the editor of a text translated by someone else, and reports the marginalia of this translator who sometimes cuts out materials because they are improbable or includes them with a question mark. Parts of this prior historical text are even written ‘in Gothic script but in Castilian verse’. Even in their original context, these devices are not just comic literary jokes, but they raise and keep before the reader the question of a divided society, based on institutionalized intolerance, which suppresses languages and beliefs, and the habits of people who rely on underground codes. In Melmoth it is the Jew Adonijah, hunted by the Spanish Inquisition, who writes his manuscript in Greek characters to disguise its Spanish contents.

It is Maturin’s distinction as a writer (as it is Byron’s, too) that he grafts this comic and sceptical Enlightenment self-consciousness about the representation of history and the inevitably asymmetrical relation between readers and texts on to a high Romantic, sublime mood which seeks perversity and obsession because they live outside, or in the gaps between, conventional psychological and cultural formulas. So, for example, in ‘The Lovers’ Tale’, Chapter XXIX, the pathos of Elinor’s abandonment by her lover, which is perfectly expressed by the chance playing of a peasant boy, is interrupted by a footnote from the author/editor, in which he provides the reader – since the story is based, he insists, on fact – with the actual score of the pathetic tune which Elinor hears (545). The tactic is reminiscent of Sterne, and offers a similar scrutiny of mimetic representation. The exposure of the fiction of sentiment creates the same kind of radical ambiguity between comedy and pathos as the incident of Maria and the Goat displays in Sterne’s The Sentimental Journey.

Likewise, after Melmoth has expounded with brilliant ferocity and passion to Immalee, his innocent interlocutor, the corruption of institutionalized religion, and the ‘unequal division of the means of existence’ in a manner worthy of Blake or Shelley, the author suddenly puts a footnote at the bottom of the page (Chapter XVII, 338) in which he declares that these sentiments are diametrically opposite to his own. It is hard to know what the ‘diametrical’ opposite of this passionate republican attack on ‘bloated mediocrity’ would be. An appeal to Maturin’s supposed Anglican toryism will fail to reverse this satirical double-take. It leaves the reader uneasy.20 The difficulty here is akin to the interpretation of Swift’s ‘Digression on Madness’ from The Tale of a Tub, where the standards of madness and sanity, although they are supposed to, no longer reverse themselves in a comfortable and ‘diametrical’ fashion.

These instances and many others show how cuspid, or tightrope-like, the relation between the reader and this extraordinarily hybrid text is. The style has many pleasures, including a pithy, apothegmatic undertow (‘terror has no diary’; ‘this atheism of bigotry’; ‘extacy only smiles – despair laughs’), recalling the gnomic wit of eighteenth-century writers. Laughter is essentially reflexive for Maturin: it rebounds upon the one who laughs, as we can see from Melmoth in Chapter XVIII, when faced with the beauty and pathos of Immalee’s innocence. To her astonishment, he sheds tears, dashing them away the next moment with the hand of despair: ‘… and grinding his teeth, burst into that wild shriek of bitter and convulsive laughter that announces the object of its derision is ourselves’ (354). The reflex of self-awareness is accompanied not by wisdom but by despair: the ability to know ourselves, traditionally from the Greeks onwards represented by laughter, is, absurdly, laughably, precisely what cuts us off from the face of God and leaves us in limbo.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

The text is that of the first edition of 1820, with the following exceptions:

1. Misprints and obvious slips have been corrected.

2. In the 1820 edition, the chapter numbering went wrong in Volume III; after Chapter XVI came XIV, XVII (twice) and then XVIII–XX. The chapters after Chapter XVI have therefore been re-numbered so as to run consecutively.

3. The 1820 edition was divided into four volumes (bound in two volumes) but this was for the convenience of the publishers; the volume divisions had no connection with the structure of the narrative. Indications of the division into four volumes have therefore been removed, as they are no longer relevant when the novel is printed in a single volume and the chapter numbers run consecutively throughout.

Text

Arabic numerals in the text indicate the editor’s notes at the end of the volume. Asterisks etc. indicate the author’s notes at the foot of the page.

Archaic or obsolete spellings such as ‘stupify’, ‘indispensible’, ‘faulter’, ‘choaking’, ‘atchievements’, ‘strait’, ‘haram’, ‘groupe’, etc., and grammatical mistakes such as ‘neither/or’, sentences without a verb, etc., have been left in deliberately, as they are part of Maturin’s characteristic headlong style. Corrections have only been made where they were necessary to make the sense clear.




PREFACE

The hint of this Romance (or Tale) was taken from a passage in one of my Sermons, which (as it is to be presumed very few have read) I shall here take the liberty to quote. The passage is this.

At this moment is there one of us present, however we may have departed from the Lord, disobeyed his will, and disregarded his word – is there one of us who would, at this moment, accept all that man could bestow, or earth afford, to resign the hope of his salvation? – No, there is not one – not such a fool on earth, were the enemy of mankind to traverse it with the offer!

This passage suggested the idea of ‘Melmoth the Wanderer’. The Reader will find that idea developed in the following pages, with what power or success he is to decide.

The ‘Spaniard’s Tale’ has been censured by a friend to whom I read it, as containing too much attempt at the revivification of the horrors of Radcliffe-Romance,1 of the persecutions of convents, and the terrors of the Inquisition.

I defended myself, by trying to point out to my friend, that I had made the misery of conventual life depend less on the startling adventures one meets with in romances, than on that irritating series of petty torments which constitutes the misery of life in general, and which, amid the tideless stagnation of monastic existence, solitude gives its inmates leisure to invent, and power combined with malignity, the full disposition to practise. I trust this defence will operate more on the conviction of the Reader, than it did on that of my friend.

For the rest of the Romance, there are some parts of it which I have borrowed from real life.

The story of John Sandal and Elinor Mortimer is founded in fact.

The original from which the Wife of Walberg is imperfectly sketched is a living woman, and long may she live.2

I cannot again appear before the public in so unseemly a character as that of a writer of romances, without regretting the necessity that compels me to it. Did my profession furnish me with the means of subsistence, I should hold myself culpable indeed in having recourse to any other, but – am I allowed the choice?3

DUBLIN,

31 August 1820

Melmoth the Wanderer




CHAPTER I

Alive again? Then show me where he is;
I’ll give a thousand pounds to look upon him.1

SHAKESPEARE

In the autumn of 1816, John Melmoth, a student in Trinity College, Dublin, quitted it to attend a dying uncle on whom his hopes for independence chiefly rested. John was the orphan son of a younger brother, whose small property scarce could pay John’s college expences; but the uncle was rich, unmarried, and old; and John, from his infancy, had been brought up to look on him with that mingled sensation of awe, and of the wish, without the means to conciliate, (that sensation at once attractive and repulsive), with which we regard a being who (as nurse, domestic, and parent have tutored us to believe) holds the very threads of our existence in his hands, and may prolong or snap them when he pleases.

On receiving this summons, John set immediately out to attend his uncle.

The beauty of the country through which he travelled (it was the county Wicklow2) could not prevent his mind from dwelling on many painful thoughts, some borrowed from the past, and more from the future. His uncle’s caprice and moroseness, – the strange reports concerning the cause of the secluded life he had led for many years, – his own dependent state, – fell like blows fast and heavy on his mind. He roused himself to repel them, – sat up in the mail, in which he was a solitary passenger, – looked out on the prospect, – consulted his watch; – then he thought they receded for a moment, – but there was nothing to fill their place, and he was forced to invite them back for company. When the mind is thus active in calling over invaders, no wonder the conquest is soon completed. As the carriage drew near the Lodge, (the name of old Melmoth’s seat), John’s heart grew heavier every moment.

The recollection of this awful uncle from infancy, – when he was never permitted to approach him without innumerable lectures, – not to be troublesome, – not to go too near his uncle, – not to ask him any questions, – on no account to disturb the inviolable arrangement of his snuff-box, hand-bell, and spectacles, nor to suffer the glittering of the gold-headed cane to tempt him to the mortal sin of handling it, – and, finally, to pilot himself aright through his perilous course in and out of the apartment without striking against the piles of books, globes, old newspapers, wig-blocks, tobacco-pipes, and snuff-cannisters, not to mention certain hidden rocks of rat-traps and mouldy books beneath the chairs, – together with the final reverential bow at the door, which was to be closed with cautious gentleness, and the stairs to be descended as if he were ‘shod with felt’.3 – This recollection was carried on to his school-boy years, when at Christmas and Easter, the ragged poney, the jest of the school, was dispatched to bring the reluctant visitor to the Lodge, – where his pastime was to sit vis-a-vis to his uncle, without speaking or moving, till the pair resembled Don Raymond and the ghost of Beatrice in the Monk,4 – then watching him as he picked the bones of lean mutton out of his mess of weak broth, the latter of which he handed to his nephew with a needless caution not to ‘take more than he liked,’ – then hurried to bed by daylight, even in winter, to save the expence of an inch of candle, where he lay awake and restless from hunger, till his uncle’s retiring at eight o’clock gave signal to the governante5 of the meagre household to steal up to him with some fragments of her own scanty meal, administering between every mouthful a whispered caution not to tell his uncle. Then his college life, passed in an attic in the second square,6 uncheered by an invitation to the country; the gloomy summer wasted in walking up and down the deserted streets, as his uncle would not defray the expences of his journey; – the only intimation of his existence, received in quarterly epistles, containing, with the scanty but punctual remittance, complaints of the expences of his education, cautions against extravagance, and lamentations for the failure of tenants and the fall of the value of lands. All these recollections came over him, and along with them the remembrance of that last scene, where his dependence on his uncle was impressed on him by the dying lips of his father.

‘John, I must leave you, my poor boy; it has pleased God to take your father from you before he could do for you what would have made this hour less painful to him. You must look up, John, to your uncle for every thing. He has oddities and infirmities, but you must learn to bear with them, and with many other things too, as you will learn too soon. And now, my poor boy, may He who is the father of the fatherless look on your desolate state, and give you favour in the eyes of your uncle.’ As this scene rose to John’s memory, his eyes filled fast with tears, which he hastened to wipe away as the carriage stopt to let him out at his uncle’s gate.

He alighted, and with a change of linen in a handkerchief, (his only travelling equipment), he approached his uncle’s gate. The lodge was in ruins, and a barefooted boy from an adjacent cabin ran to lift on its single hinge what had once been a gate, but was now a few planks so villainously put together, that they clattered like a sign in a high wind. The stubborn post of the gate, yielding at last to the united strength of John and his barefooted assistant, grated heavily through the mud and gravel stones, in which it left a deep and sloughy furrow, and the entrance lay open. John, after searching his pocket in vain for a trifle to reward his assistant, pursued his way, while the lad, on his return, cleared the road at a hop step and jump, plunging through the mud with all the dabbling and amphibious delight of a duck, and scare less proud of his agility than of his ‘sarving a gentleman.’ As John slowly trod the miry road which had once been the approach, he could discover, by the dim light of an autumnal evening, signs of increasing desolation since he had last visited the spot, – signs that penury had been aggravated and sharpened into downright misery. There was not a fence or a hedge round the domain:7 an uncemented wall of loose stones, whose numerous gaps were filled with furze or throns, supplied their place. There was not a tree or shrub on the lawn; the lawn itself was turned into pasture-ground, and a few sheep were picking their scanty food amid the pebblestones, thistles, and hard mould, through which a few blades of grass made their rare and squalid appearance.

The house itself stood strongly defined even amid the darkness of the evening sky; for there were neither wings, or offices, or shrubbery, or tree, to shade or support it, and soften its strong harsh outline. John, after a melancholy gaze at the grass-grown steps and boarded windows, ‘addressed himself’ to knock at the door; but knocker there was none: loose stones, however, there were in plenty; and John was making vigorous application to the door with one of them, till the furious barking of a mastiff, who threatened at every bound to break his chain, and whose yell and growl, accompanied by ‘eyes that glow and fangs that grin,’ savoured as much of hunger as of rage, made the assailant raise the siege on the door, and betake himself to a well-known passage that led to the kitchen. A light glimmered in the window as he approached: he raised the latch with a doubtful hand; but, when he saw the party within, he advanced with the step of a man no longer doubtful of his welcome.

Round a turf-fire, whose well-replenished fuel gave testimony to the ‘master’s’ indisposition, who would probably as soon have been placed on the fire himself as seen the whole kish8 emptied on it once, were seated the old housekeeper, two or three followers, (i.e. people who ate, drank, and lounged about in any kitchen that was open in the neighbourhood, on an occasion of grief or joy, all for his honor’s sake, and for the great rispict they bore the family), and an old woman, whom John immediately recognized as the doctress of the neighbourhood, – a withered Sybil,9 who prolonged her squalid existence by practising on the fears, the ignorance, and the sufferings of beings as miserable as herself. Among the better sort, to whom she sometimes had access by the influence of servants, she tried the effects of some simples, her skill in which was sometimes productive of success. Among the lower orders she talked much of the effects of the ‘evil eye’, against which she boasted a counter-spell, of unfailing efficacy; and while she spoke, she shook her grizzled locks with such witch-like eagerness, that she never failed to communicate to her half-terrified, half-believing audience, some portion of that enthusiasm which, amid all her consciousness of imposture, she herself probably felt a large share of; still, when the case at last became desperate, when credulity itself lost all patience, and hope and life were departing together, she urged the miserable patient to confess ‘there was something about his heart’; and when this confession was extorted from the weariness of pain and the ignorance of poverty, she nodded and muttered so mysteriously, as to convey to the bystanders, that she had had difficulties to contend with which were invincible by human power. When there was no pretext, from indisposition, for her visiting either ‘his honor’s’ kitchen, or the cottar’s hut,10 – when the stubborn and persevering convalescence of the whole country threatened her with starvation, – she still had a resource: – if there were no lives to be shortened, there were fortunes to be told; – she worked ‘by spells, and by such daubry as is beyond our element’.11 No one twined so well as she the mystic yarn to be dropt into the lime-kiln pit, on the edge of which stood the shivering inquirer into futurity, doubtful whether the answer to her question of ‘who holds?’ was to be uttered by the voice of demon or lover.

No one knew so well as she to find where the four streams met, in which, on the same portentous season, the chemise was to be immersed, and then displayed before the fire, (in the name of one whom we dare not mention to ‘ears polite’12), to be turned by the figure of the destined husband before morning. No one but herself (she said) knew the hand in which the comb was to be held, while the other was employed in conveying the apple to the mouth, – while, during the joint operation, the shadow of the phantom-spouse was to pass across the mirror before which it was performed. No one was more skilful or active in removing every iron implement from the kitchen where these ceremonies were usually performed by the credulous and terrified dupes of her wizardry, lest, instead of the form of a comely youth exhibiting a ring on his white finger, an headless figure should stalk to the rack, (Anglicè,13 dresser), take down a long spit, or, in default of that, snatch a poker from the fire-side, and mercilessly take measure with its iron length of the sleeper for a coffin. No one, in short, knew better how to torment or terrify her victims into a belief of that power which may and has reduced the strongest minds to the level of the weakest; and under the influence of which the cultivated sceptic, Lord Lyttleton,14 yelled and gnashed and writhed in his last hours, like the poor girl who, in the belief of the horrible visitation of the vampire, shrieked aloud, that her grandfather was sucking her vital blood while she slept, and expired under the influence of imaginary horror. Such was the being to whom old Melmoth had committed his life, half from credulity, and (Hibernicè speaking) more than half from avarice. Among this groupe15 John advanced, – recognizing some, – disliking more, – distrusting all. The old housekeeper received him with cordiality; – he was always her ‘white-headed boy,’ she said, – (imprimis,16 his hair was as black as jet), and she tried to lift her withered hand to his head with an action between a benediction and a caress, till the difficulty of the attempt forced on her the conviction that that head was fourteen inches higher than her reach since she had last patted it. The men, with the national deference of the Irish to a person of superior rank, all rose at his approach, (their stools chattering on the broken flags), and wished his honor ‘a thousand years, and long life to the back of that; and would not his honor take something to keep the grief out of his heart;’ and so saying, five or six red and bony hands tendered him glasses of whiskey all at once. All this time the Sybil sat silent in the ample chimney-corner, sending redoubled whiffs out of her pipe. John gently declined the offer of spirits, received the attentions of the old housekeeper cordially, looked askance at the withered crone who occupied the chimney corner, and then glanced at the table, which displayed other cheer than he had been accustomed to see in his ‘honor’s time.’ There was a wooden dish of potatoes, which old Melmoth would have considered enough for a week’s subsistence. There was the salted salmon, (a luxury unknown even in London. Vide Miss Edgeworth’s Tales, ‘The Absentee’).17

There was the slink-veal,18 flanked with tripe; and, finally, there were lobsters and fried turbot enough to justify what the author of the tale asserts, ‘suo periculo,’19 that when his great grandfather, the Dean of Killala,20 hired servants at the deanery, they stipulated that they should not be required to eat turbot or lobster more than twice a-week. There were also bottles of Wicklow ale, long and surreptitiously borrowed from his ‘honor’s’ cellar, and which now made their first appearance on the kitchen hearth, and manifested their impatience of further constraint, by hissing, spitting, and bouncing in the face of the fire that provoked its animosity. But the whiskey (genuine illegitimate potsheen,21 smelling strongly of weed and smoke, and breathing defiance to excisemen) appeared, the ‘veritable Amphitryon’22 of the feast; every one praised, and drank as deeply as he praised.

John, as he looked round the circle, and thought of his dying uncle, was forcibly reminded of the scene at Don Quixote’s departure, where, in spite of the grief caused by the dissolution of the worthy knight, we are informed that ‘nevertheless the niece eat her victuals, the housekeeper drank to the repose of his soul, and even Sancho cherished his little carcase.’23 After returning, ‘as he might,’ the courtesies of the party, John asked how his uncle was. ‘As bad as he can be;’ – ‘Much better, and many thanks to your honor,’ was uttered in such rapid and discordant unison by the party, that John turned from one to the other, not knowing which or what to believe. ‘They say his honor has had a fright,’ said a fellow, upwards of six feet high, approaching byway of whispering, and then bellowing the sound six inches above John’s head. ‘But then his honor has had a cool since,’ said a man who was quietly swallowing the spirits that John had refused. At these words the Sybil who sat in the chimney corner slowly drew her pipe from her mouth, and turned towards the party: The oracular movements of a Pythoness24 on her tripod never excited more awe, or impressed for the moment a deeper silence. ‘It’s not here,’ said she, pressing her withered finger on her wrinkled forehead, ‘nor here, – nor here;’ and she extended her hand to the foreheads of those who were near her, who all bowed as if they were receiving a benediction, but had immediate recourse to the spirits afterwards, as if to ensure its effects. – ‘It’s all here – it’s all about the heart;’ and as she spoke she spread and pressed her fingers on
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