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“Marriage affords great collective excitations: if we managed to suppress the Oedipus complex and marriage, what would be left for us to tell?”

—ROLAND BARTHES, Roland Barthes
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Prologue

When Leslie Stephen, the Victorian man of letters, read Froude’s biography of Carlyle in the early 1880s, he was shocked—as were many people—by its portrait of the Carlyles’ marriage. He asked himself if he had treated his wife as badly as it seemed to him that Thomas Carlyle had treated Jane. With the Carlyles in his mind, Stephen, after his wife’s death, enshrined his self-exoneration in a lugubrious record of his domestic life which posterity has dubbed The Mausoleum Book and I, reading it, conceived the idea for this book.1 Froude’s life of Carlyle is a masterpiece, but much biography shares its power to inspire comparison. Have I lived that way? Do I want to live that way? Could I make myself live that way if I wanted to? Nineteenth-century Englishmen read Plutarch’s Parallel Lives of the Greeks and Romans to learn about the perils and pitfalls of public life, but it occurred to me that there was no equivalent or even vaguely similar series of domestic portraits.

So this book began with a desire to tell the stories of some marriages as unsentimentally as possible, with attention to the shifting tides of power between a man and a woman joined, presumably, for life. My purposes were partly feminist (since marriage is so often the context within which a woman works out her destiny, it has always been an object of feminist scrutiny) and partly, in ways I shall explain, literary.

I believe, first of all, that living is an act of creativity and that, at certain moments of our lives, our creative imaginations are more conspicuously demanded than at others. At certain moments, the need to decide upon the story of our own lives becomes particularly pressing—when we choose a mate, for example, or embark upon a career. Decisions like that make sense, retroactively, of the past and project a meaning onto the future, knit past and future together, and create, suspended between the two, the present. Questions we have all asked of ourselves such as Why am I doing this? or the even more basic What am I doing? suggest the way in which living forces us to look for and forces us to find a design within the primal stew of data which is our daily experience. There is a kind of arranging and telling and choosing of detail—of narration, in short—which we must do so that one day will prepare for the next day, one week prepare for the next week. In some way we all decide when we have grown up and what event will symbolize for us that state of maturity—leaving home, getting married, becoming a parent, losing our parents, making a million, writing a book. To the extent that we impose some narrative form onto our lives, each of us in the ordinary process of living is a fitful novelist, and the biographer is a literary critic.

Marriages, or parallel lives as I have chosen to call them, hold a particular fascination for the biographer-critic because they set two imaginations to work constructing narratives about experience presumed to be the same for both. In using the word parallel, however, I hope to call attention to the gap between the narrative lines as well as to their similarity.

An older school of literary biography was concerned to show how “life” had influenced an author’s work. My own assumption is that certain imaginative patterns—call them mythologies or ideologies—determine the shape of a writer’s life as well as his or her work. I therefore look for connections between the two without assuming that reality is the template for fiction—assuming, if anything, the reverse. In first approaching this material, I looked for evidence that what people read helped form their views of their own experience. Some emerged. Jane Welsh, for example, being courted by Thomas Carlyle, derived her view of their relationship from reading La Nouvelle Héloïse. Dickens’s management of his separation from his wife seemed influenced by the melodramas in which he was fond of acting. But what came to interest me more was the way in which every marriage was a narrative construct—or two narrative constructs. In unhappy marriages, for example, I see two versions of reality rather than two people in conflict. I see a struggle for imaginative dominance going on. Happy marriages seem to me those in which the two partners agree on the scenario they are enacting, even if, as was the case with Mr. and Mrs. Mill, their own idea of their relationship is totally at variance with the facts. I speak with great trepidation about “facts” in such matters, but, speaking loosely, the facts in the Mills’ case—that a woman of strong and uncomplicated will dominated a guilt-ridden man—were less important than their shared imaginative view of the facts, that their marriage fitted their shared ideal of a marriage of equals. I assume, then, as little objective truth as possible about these parallel lives, for every marriage seems to me a subjectivist fiction with two points of view often deeply in conflict, sometimes fortuitously congruent.

That, sketchily, is the ground of my literary interest in parallel lives, but there is a political dimension as well. On the basis of family life, we form our expectations about power and powerlessness, about authority and obedience in other spheres, and in that sense the family is, as has so often been insisted, the building block of society. The idea of the family as a school for civic life goes back to the ancient Romans, and feminist criticism of the family as such a school—the charge that it is a school for despots and slaves—goes back at least to John Stuart Mill.2 I cite this tradition to locate, in part, my own position: like Mill, I believe marriage to be the primary political experience in which most of us engage as adults, and so I am interested in the management of power between men and women in that microcosmic relationship. Whatever the balance, every marriage is based upon some understanding, articulated or not, about the relative importance, the priority of desires, between its two partners. Marriages go bad not when love fades—love can modulate into affection without driving two people apart—but when this understanding about the balance of power breaks down, when the weaker member feels exploited or the stronger feels unrewarded for his or her strength.

People who find this a chilling way to talk about one of our most treasured human bonds will object that “power struggle” is a flawed circumstance into which relationships fall when love fails. (For some people it is impossible to discuss power without adding the word struggle.) I would counter by pointing out the human tendency to invoke love at moments when we want to disguise transactions involving power. Like the aged Lear handing over his kingdom to his daughters, when we resign power, or assume new power, we insist it is not happening and demand to be talked to about love. Perhaps that is what love is—the momentary or prolonged refusal to think of another person in terms of power. Like an enzyme which blocks momentarily a normal biological process, what we call love may inhibit the process of power negotiation—from which inhibition comes the illusion of equality so characteristic of lovers. If the impulse to abjure measurement and negotiation comes from within, unbidden, it is one of life’s graces and blessings. But if it is culturally induced, and more particularly desired of one segment of humanity than another, then we may perhaps find it repugnant and call it a mask for exploitation. Surely, in regard to marriage, love has received its fair share of attention, power less than its share.3 For every social scientist discussing the family as a psychopolitical structure,4 for every John Stuart Mill talking about “subjection” in marriage, how many pieties are daily uttered about love? Who can resist the thought that love is the ideological bone thrown to women to distract their attention from the powerlessness of their lives? Only millions of romantics can resist it—and other millions who might see it as the bone thrown to men to distract them from the bondage of their lives.

In unconscious states, as we know from Freud, the mind is astonishingly fertile and inventive in its fiction-making, but in conscious states this is not so. The plots we choose to impose on our own lives are limited and limiting. And in no area are they so banal and sterile as in this of love and marriage. Nothing else being available to our imaginations, we will filter our experience through the romantic clichés with which popular culture bombards us. And because the callowness and conventionality of the plots we impose on ourselves are a betrayal of our inner richness and complexity, we feel anxious and unhappy. We may turn to therapy for help, but the plots it evokes, if done less than expertly, are also fairly limiting.

Easy stories drive out hard ones. Simple paradigms prevail over complicated ones. If, within marriage, power is the ability to impose one’s imaginative vision and make it prevail, then power is more easily obtained if one has a simple and widely accepted paradigm at hand. The patriarchal paradigm has long enforced men’s power within marriage: a man works hard to make himself worthy of a woman; they marry; he heads the family; she serves him, working to please him and care for him, getting protection in return. This plot regularly generates its opposite, the plot of female power through weakness: the woman, somehow wounded by family life, needs to be cared for and requires an offering of guilt. Mrs. Rochester, the madwoman in the attic in Jane Eyre, is a fairly spectacular example.5 The suffering female demanding care has often proved stronger than the conquering male deserving care—a dialectic of imaginative visions of which the Carlyles provide a good example—but neither side of the patriarchal paradigm seems to bring out the best in humanity. In regard to marriage, we need more and more complex plots. I reveal my literary bias in saying I believe we need literature, which, by allowing us to experience more fully, to imagine more fully, enables us to live more freely. In a pragmatic way, we can profit from an immersion in the nineteenth-century novel which took the various stages of marriage as its central subject.

We tend to talk informally about other people’s marriages and to disparage our own talk as gossip. But gossip may be the beginning of moral inquiry, the low end of the platonic ladder which leads to self-understanding. We are desperate for information about how other people live because we want to know how to live ourselves, yet we are taught to see this desire as an illegitimate form of prying. If marriage is, as Mill suggested, a political experience, then discussion of it ought to be taken as seriously as talk about national elections. Cultural pressure to avoid such talk as “gossip” ought to be resisted, in a spirit of good citizenship. In that spirit, then, I offer some private lives for examination and discussion. I will try to tell these stories in such a way as to raise questions about the role of power and the nature of equality within marriage, for I assume a connection between politics and sex. In the interests of objectivity, I offer the joint lives of some Victorian men and women for whom the rules of the game were perhaps clearer than they are for us.

To many people the word Victorian means prudish, repressive, asexual, and little more. This popular understanding has been wholly unaffected by over two decades of scholarship which have tried to destroy the notion of a monolithic Victorian culture in Britain, pointing out, to begin with, that a span of over sixty years (Victoria ruled from 1837 to 1901) is highly resistant to responsible generalization. It has also been unaffected by a surge of memoirs, biographies, and scholarly studies, led off by Steven Marcus’s The Other Victorians, whose goal as a group has been, speaking crudely, to show the kinky side of Victorian life. (More accurately, I’d describe Marcus’s study of pornography and sexuality as aiming to suggest the tremendous amount of sexual energy which the Victorians were sublimating in the interests of civilization.) Strange and marvelous stories have come to light, a remarkable number having to do with double or hidden lives. Arthur Munby (Munby: Man of Two Worlds), a respectable barrister, was obsessed with working-class women, collected their life stories and photographs, and was secretly married to his household servant for many years. J. R. Ackerley (My Father and Myself) discovered that his father, another person of seemingly irreproachable respectability, had maintained a separate household, with second wife and children, a few blocks from the family home. But even more important to Ackerley, a homosexual, was the discovery that his father, like many other Guardsmen, had been enthusiastically homosexual in his youth.

Such books (I have mentioned a couple I found particularly absorbing) get talked about now in the amused or astonished tones children use for discussing evidence of their parents’ sexuality. The comparison is appropriate, since the Victorians—or more precisely our imagined condensation of Victorian culture—still constitute our parental generation in the largest sense and we rebel against a partly real, partly invented nineteenth-century sexual code. But we are the flip side of the same pancake. If Marcus began the process of re-sexualizing the Victorians by suggesting the power of what they repressed, Foucault has more recently and from a more radical perspective attacked the whole notion of Victorian prudery.6 Whether one talks about sex encouragingly (as we do) or discouragingly (as the Victorians did) is of no significance to Foucault; the Victorians, like every generation since the eighteenth century, participated in the transformation of sex into “discourse.”

When I said that the rules of the game were somewhat clearer for the Victorians than for us, I had in mind primarily the difficulty of divorce. Before the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857, divorce was possible in England only by Act of Parliament, a process so expensive and unusual as to place it virtually out of reach of the middle class, although, in special cases such as non-consummation, annulments were possible through the ecclesiastical courts. Even after 1857, when secular courts were established to grant divorces, relatively few people could bring themselves to submit to the scandalous procedure: adultery had invariably to be one of the grounds. So these unions, however haphazardly undertaken, were intended to last for life. Comparatively, our easy recourse to divorce seems—to adopt Robert Frost’s image—like playing tennis without the net. John Stuart Mill, who advocated divorce, nevertheless believed that re-marriage was an inefficient remedy for certain kinds of marital distress, those caused by the human tendency to grow unhappy in the course of years and to blame this unhappiness on one’s spouse. The sufferer, after the initial elation brought by change, would reach the same point eventually with a second mate, said Mill, and at what a cost of disrupted life! It has become a story familiar enough today. But the Victorians, with no easy escape from difficult domestic situations, were forced to be more inventive.

Few were more inventive than Mill’s eventual wife, Harriet Taylor, who, for twenty years, arranged to live in a virtual ménage à trois with her husband and Mill, a companion to both, lover to neither. Her inventiveness depended on a de-emphasis of sexual fulfillment which it requires effort to perceive as useful rather than merely pinched. But I think the effort must be made. Of the five marriages I discuss, at least two of them, and possibly a third, were sexless, and it will not do just to say “How bizarre.”

In fact, scholars in our own post-liberated age who interest themselves in innovative living arrangements are beginning to discover that people a hundred years ago may have had more flexibility than we do now. Lillian Faderman, for example, has described with great sympathy the nineteenth-century American practice of the “Boston marriage,” a long-term monogamous relationship between two women who are otherwise unmarried.7 The emotional and even financial advantages of such a relationship are immediately evident, whether or not—and this is something we shall never know—sex was involved. The important point is that such relationships were seen as healthy and useful. Henry James, for one, was delighted that his sister Alice had some joy in her life, in the form of her Boston marriage to Katherine Loring. But what seemed healthy and useful to the nineteenth century suddenly became “abnormal” after the impact, in the early twentieth century, of popular Freudianism. With all experience sexualized, living arrangements such as those Boston marriages could not be so easily entered upon or easily discussed; they became outlaw, suppressed, matters to hide. By the mid-1920s, it was no longer possible to mention a Boston marriage without embarrassment. By sexualizing experience, popular Freudianism had the moralistic result of limiting possibilities.

I prefer to see the sexless marriages I discuss as examples of flexibility rather than of abnormality. Some people might say they are not really marriages because they are sexless; it’s a point I’d want to argue. There must be other models of marriage—of long-term association between two people—than the very narrow one we are all familiar with, beginning with a white wedding gown, leading to children, and ending in death, or, these days increasingly often, in divorce.

Many cultural circumstances worked against the likelihood of sexual satisfaction within Victorian marriages. The inflexible taboo on pre-marital sex for middle-class women meant, among other things, that it was impossible to determine sexual compatibility before marriage. The law then made the wife absolute property of her husband and sexual performance one of her duties. Imagine a young woman married to a man she finds physically repulsive. She is in the position of being raped nightly—and with the law’s consent. The legendary Victorian advice about sex, “Lie back and think of England,” may be seen as not entirely comical if we realize that in many cases a distaste for sex developed from a distaste for the first sexual partner and from sexual performance which was essentially forced. In addition, the absence of birth control made it impossible to separate sex from its reproductive function, so that to be sexually active meant also the discomforts of pregnancy, the pain of childbirth, and the burden of children. For men, the middle-class taboo on pre-marital sex meant sexual experience could be obtained only with prostitutes or working-class women, an early conditioning which Freud said breeds dangers in the erotic life, by encouraging a split between objects of desire and objects of respect.8

We would seem to have a greater chance of happiness now. Theoretically, men and women can get to know each other in casual, relaxed circumstances before marrying. More young people feel free to sleep together, to live together before marriage. They do not have to wait until they are irrevocably joined to discover they are incompatible. Nor are they so irrevocably joined. If we discover, as we seem to, early and late, that despite all our opportunity to test compatibility, we have married someone with whom we are not compatible, we can disconnect ourselves and try again. Perhaps most important, women can hold jobs, earn a living, own property, thereby gaining a chance for some status in the family. Birth control is reliable and available, so women needn’t be, quite so much as formerly, the slaves of children. Nor need men be so oppressed by the obligation of supporting large and expensive families. We can separate sex from reproduction; it can be purely a source of pleasure. If all this does not ensure that, cumulatively, we are happier in our domesticity than the Victorians, then perhaps we expect even more of our marriages than the Victorians did—perhaps we place too much of a burden on our personal relationships, as Christopher Lasch, among others, has suggested.9 Or perhaps the deep tendency of human nature to unhappiness is even harder to reach by legislation and technology than one might have thought.

Neither in novels nor in biographical material can I find much evidence that people of the last century placed less emphasis on their personal relationships than we do. Romantic expectations seem to know no season, except the season of life. Dickens and Carlyle offer examples of one connubial dream: that an idealized woman will reward the young man for his professional labors. Of the five Victorian couples I have written about, the Mills and the Leweses, for various reasons, expected less out of marriage and found greater satisfaction in it than the others. Temperament and ideological bent seem more important in determining happiness than whether one lived in the nineteenth or the twentieth century.

We should remind ourselves, I think, of the romantic bias in Anglo-American attitudes towards marriage, whether of the nineteenth or the twentieth century. Effie Ruskin, travelling in Italy, discovered how much more comfortable Continental ways of being married were than English. For the English assumed you loved your husband and were loved by him and wanted to be with him as much as possible, whereas the Europeans made no such extraordinary assumption. They knew they were making the best of a difficult situation often arranged by people other than the participants and for reasons quite apart from love, and so they gave each other considerable latitude. One hardly knows whether the Victorians suffered more from their lack of easy recourse to divorce or from the disappearance of the brisk assumptions of arranged marriages. At least when marriages were frankly arrangements of property, no one expected them to float on an unceasing love-tide, whereas we and the Victorians have been in the same boat on that romantic flood.

In general, the similarities between marriages then and now seem to me greater than the differences. Then as now certain problems of adjustment, focussing usually on sex or relatives, seem typical of early stages of marriage, and others, for example absence of excitement, seem typical of later stages. In good marriages then as now shared experience forms a bond increasingly important with time, making discontents seem minor. And then as now, love also tends to walk out the door when poverty flies in the window. Conditions I would have thought unreproducible today—Ruskin’s total innocence of the female nude and consequent shock when confronted by one—turn out to have been reproduced in the lives of people I know. I have been reminded continually in these Victorian marriages of marriages of friends: strong women still adopt a protective coloring of weakness as George Eliot did; earnest men with strongly egalitarian politics are still subject to domination by shrews, as John Mill was; men like Dickens still divorce in middle age the wives they have used up and outdistanced; clever women like Jane Carlyle still solace themselves for their powerlessness by mocking their husbands. Moreover, attitudes towards marriage which I would have thought outdated prove not to be. Apparently it is still possible to assume that the man is without question the more important partner in a marriage. That is, the patriarchal paradigm still prevails. Indeed, as fundamentalist religion and morality revive in contemporary America’s ethical vacuum, we are likely to find ourselves fighting the nineteenth-century wars of personal morality all over again. Since we have not come so far as some of us fear and some of us hope we have, people who want to legislate morality back to an imagined ideal should, at the least, learn some humility in the face of the conservatism of human nature.

The following chapters on the marriages of Jane and Thomas Carlyle, of Effie Gray and John Ruskin, of George Eliot and George Henry Lewes, of Harriet and John Stuart Mill, and of Catherine and Charles Dickens are selective. That is, I do not attempt to cover the chronology of any marriage. If every marriage is, as Jessie Bernard puts it, two marriages—the man’s and the woman’s—a satisfactory treatment would require two books, one from his point of view and one from hers, or at least one novel with a high degree of complexity. So I have focussed on one period or problem per chapter, providing for the most part two chapters on each couple. These chapters are consecutive except for the ones on the Carlyles, which frame the others—the first on their courtship and Thomas’s ascendance, the second on the later stages and Jane’s. When read in sequence, the chapters offer a somewhat chronological spectrum of marriage. That it is a perverse spectrum I hardly need underline. Not all courtships are quite so epistolary as the Carlyles’, nor conclude with quite so dramatic a reversal of all the conventions of the preceding months. Not all wedding nights are so traumatic as the Ruskins’, and not all newlyweds have quite so much trouble adjusting to each other’s families. The Ruskins allow me to write about the triangle, that recurrent feature of marriage, although many triangles prove to be more stable arrangements than that of the Ruskins and John Everett Millais. In the chapters on Harriet Taylor and John Stuart Mill, I deal with the lassitude that develops after some years of marriage and one scenario for coping with it. Departing from chronology, I also deal with the issue of equality in marriage, which was important to the Mills and must be to anyone who thinks critically about marriage. Dickens comes next, as an example of what we would now call “mid-life crisis” and one way of dealing with it—taking out his dissatisfactions entirely on his wife and ending his marriage. George Eliot and George Henry Lewes follow, providing an example of a couple who stayed together happily until death parted them. I admit this is my favorite couple, and I do not find it accidental to their happiness (or to my pleasure) that their marriage wasn’t a legal one. The book concludes with an exploration of the Carlyles’ marriage at a late stage, when tensions and jealousy had entered it, and an exploration of how, after Jane’s death, she avenged herself, through her diary, for all the wounds her husband gave her when she was alive.

I set out to choose my subjects on the grounds of variety and intrinsic narrative interest. My two goals were not entirely compatible, and narrative interest won out. Still, two of my subjects (Dickens and George Eliot) are novelists and three, in different ways, are social critics (Carlyle, Ruskin, Mill). Two are liberal (George Eliot and Mill) and three are what I would call romantic authoritarians (Dickens, Ruskin, Carlyle). I wanted happy and wretched couples, stable and unstable couples, couples with children and couples without. I wanted examples of various configurations of power—dominant men, dominant women, and, if it existed, equality. But my couples are more unhappy than happy, more unstable than stable, more childless than parental, more sexless than sexually fulfilled. Perhaps my own mythology appears in my choices, but I feel, too, that I discovered for myself the specific truth of Tolstoy’s generalization: “happy families are all alike”—in offering the world less interesting stories than the unhappy families. This rule of narrative is a shame, leading to the proliferation of images of misery and a paucity of models of happiness. For my part, to counteract it, I have included Mr. and Mrs. Darwin (about whom I had originally intended to write a long chapter) in the concluding chronology, Mrs. Darwin regularly giving birth to another child with Mr. Darwin, dear, loving, unable to witness her pain without pain to himself, hovering over her, anxious and concerned.

Finally, I have chosen to write about writers not because they live more intelligently—or less so—than other people, nor in the belief that they are representative. I expect, quite the contrary, that writers, like other people who must push their psychic development to extremes, are less able than most people to live comfortably within the constraints of the customary. But, however they live, writers tend to report on it more amply than most people—in their letters and journals, and, to some extent, in their imaginative work. I wanted to work with couples about whom a lot was known so that I could direct my efforts, biographically, to the shaping of narratives rather than archival research. To Victorianists, no new facts will be revealed, yet I hope the work as a whole will suggest new truths, especially the extent to which all living is a creative act of greater or lesser authenticity, hindered or helped by the fictions to which we submit ourselves.

Although I began the book with no thesis to prove, merely with a feminist skepticism about marriage, a taste for the higher gossip, a distaste for the rhetoric of romantic love, and a desire to look at marriages as imaginative projections and arrangements of power, I ended with a bewildered respect for the durability of the pair, in all its variations. Perhaps predictably, I became more convinced than ever about the sterility, for men as well as women, of the patriarchal ideal of marriage and more skeptical about the chances of any particular marriage to escape its influence.

Psychologically, the purpose of marriage is not obscure. It provides limits within which one defines oneself, against which one can usefully rebel. It enforces depth. One’s relationship to a person known over years is unlikely to be “happier” than one’s relationship with a stranger (hence the perpetual appeal of strangers), but it is qualitatively richer, deeper. As in the relationship between parents and children, meaning develops simply because of time and intimacy. The social purpose of marriage, however, has gotten increasingly murky since the mid-nineteenth century. (By the end of the century, George Bernard Shaw could get a laugh, in Misalliance, from the refreshingly simple idea that couples should marry for money. Shaw had no truck with the sentimental burden which the institution of marriage has been made to bear.) Divorce, far from clarifying things, makes marriage even more problematic. What does the promise of a permanent commitment mean when everyone knows it’s provisional?

I am tempted to say that divorce makes marriage meaningless—which doesn’t mean I would wish there to be less divorce, just less marriage. When divorce is possible, people no longer need to conform themselves to the discipline of the marital relationship. Instead the law is presssured to authorize more personalized and meaningful forms of relationship. This is the wrong way round. People should be able to hide within the thickets of the law, in Thomas More’s phrase. The attempt to make laws supple enough to accommodate the wrinkles of their personalities and desires may be quixotic. Since it was in the nineteenth century that the attempt was first made to humanize the marriage laws, it was in the nineteenth century that marriage as an institution began to lose meaning. Bad enough to choose once in a lifetime whom to live with; to go on choosing, to reaffirm one’s choice day after day, as one must when it is culturally possible to divorce, is really asking a lot of people. Perhaps better the old way, indissoluble unions with a great deal of civilized behavior—in other words, secrecy, even lying—for the sake of harmony.10 Or the way of the future, frankly personal unions entered into personally, with carefully articulated and individualized pledges of fidelity, if any.

Late-nineteenth-century feminists urged the public to accept the idea that all women were not made for marriage, that other ways of living should be encouraged. This was the point of George Gissing’s novel The Odd Women; the oddness of the protagonists consists in their not wanting to marry. But despite Gissing and feminist interest, remote and more recent, in unmarried lives, the pressure to marry has not much abated. Since the 1890s society has seen to it that it is easier and easier to get out of marriage, but it has made it only a little easier to avoid getting into it in the first place. My own feeling is that marriage still displaces too many other possibilities in our culture, at least in part because of its narrative appeal, the clear-cut beginnings and endings it offers, the richly complicated middle. As Barthes says, if we managed to suppress marriage, what would we have left to tell? Perhaps someday this will change, and our descendants, looking back at us from a marriage-less, anarchic, free-form or post-modern future, will find our attempts to live parallel lives deliciously quaint.

I hope this book will have a mirroring effect similar to the effect that Froude’s biography of Carlyle had on Leslie Stephen, but not exactly. For I do not want to move readers either to self-blame or the blame of others. I would like them to be prompted by these stories to question how the presumption of marriage, the fiction of marriage, has affected the shape of their lives, for I believe that marriage, whether we see it as a psychological relationship or a political one, has determined the story of all our lives more than we have generally acknowledged. The extent to which these particular marriages serve as parallels to lives closer to their own in time and place readers must of course decide for themselves.
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The Carlyles’ Courtship

Take the case of an heiress, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and a happy disposition, who has lived some twenty years in the world with very little to distress or vex her. I borrow Jane Austen’s description of her most willful heroine, Emma Woodhouse, in order to present another heiress, Jane Baillie Welsh, roughly her contemporary, living in the Scottish town of Haddington, and, like Emma, a young woman with rather too much the habit of having her own way.

Jane Welsh at eighteen seemed a fortunate being. She was the only child of prosperous parents who adored her. They were kindly people, between whom there was no discord, who lived comfortably but not ostentatiously, who were well respected in Haddington, a thriving county seat, some sixteen miles from Edinburgh. The Welshes indulged Jane, but she knew how far her power went with them. Unquestioning and absolute obedience to her parents, she said in later years, was the foundation of everything valuable in her character.

Jane particularly loved her father, a physician, and wanted to please him. Since what seemed to please him most were precocious displays of wit, that was what Jane labored to produce. At the age of thirteen she wrote a novel. At fourteen she wrote a five-act tragedy which Dr. Welsh admired so much that he sent it on to a friend. Words, clever words, written and spoken, were Jane’s way of winning her father’s approval, an approval she came to depend on. In 1819, when Jane was eighteen, Dr. Welsh died suddenly. He contracted typhoid fever from a patient and was dead within four days. It was a devastating blow to Jane, who was left with no one to work for, no one to improve herself for. “I had no counselor that could direct me,” she wrote, “no friend that understood me—the pole-star of my life was lost, and the world looked a dreary blank.”1

Her misery was profound, her consolations superficial; but there were consolations. Jane was attractive, with perky good looks and a liveliness of spirit which made her dark eyes sparkle and caused her to look even prettier than she was. Her light body, her small face with its pointed uptilting chin, her mocking eyes—everything about her suggested sprightliness and a buoyant confidence in her social worth. Her best friend in later life, Geraldine Jewsbury, was to say that Jane enjoyed flirtation. Thomas Carlyle vehemently denied it. No, Jane was simply a charming woman who liked to charm young men. She was witty, playful, irresistible. She was also moderately rich, for her father had passed most of his property on to her. No wonder so many men were attracted to her, and Jane enjoyed the attention, however much she liked to present herself as a Penelope, bothered by pesky suitors, kept by them from her serious business, the making of her web. For her, the life of the mind would always exist in tension with, resisting as it were, her social existence.

Like many other women raised in the Anglo-Saxon tradition until very recently, Jane assumed that the life of the mind was basically a male preserve. In her childhood, she wanted to study Latin, as boys did. Her parents would not allow it. Furtively, Jane consulted a local scholar and managed to teach herself the declension of a Latin noun, choosing—with unerring emphasis—the word penna. One night, when she was presumed to have gone to bed, she hid herself under a table in the drawing room and surprised her parents by reciting the purloined declension. “Penna, the pen; pennae, of the pen.” In conclusion, she said, “I want to learn Latin; please let me be a boy.”2 Jane got her wish, at least to the extent that she was allowed to study Latin, but her pen envy did not diminish with the years. Until she decided to marry a writer, she wanted to be a writer herself, and from time to time it occurred to her that her courage and daring, her lively intelligence and ambition were wasted on a girl. She was fond of quoting an old woman of Haddington who said, after watching her skip along the mill-dam, that in Jane nature had “stickit a fine callant,” that is, thwarted a fine boy. A feminist consciousness flickers in Jane’s letters. But flickers merely. She saw the way that women were encouraged to waste themselves in social trivia, and she envied the cultural advantages of men, but she never realized that the barriers to achievement for women were internal as well as external. She would come to blame a lack of talent for her failure to achieve her goals, whereas the problem may have been a lack of confidence in her talent. Ignoring the difference between provincial Scotland and cosmopolitan France, between the middle class and the aristocracy, she took as her heroine and inspiration Madame de Staël.

If Jane was to turn herself into Madame de Staël, education was necessary—not such an education as a boy would get, but better than that given to most girls. The man whom Dr. Welsh engaged to teach Latin to the ten-year-old Jane was Edward Irving, then nineteen and master at the Haddington school. He was fair-skinned, dark-haired, and, except for a squint, very handsome, a man of some charisma. He spent two years in Haddington before moving in 1812 to another school in Kirkcaldy, where his appointment proved to be controversial. Some of the parents of his pupils disliked his methods. They broke away and hired a rival schoolmaster, recommended by the same professors in Edinburgh who had recommended Irving. This man was Thomas Carlyle, three years Irving’s junior, and, like him, an Annandale lad. He had followed Irving’s educational path and arrived at the same place.

Irving chose to treat Carlyle not as a competitor but as a friend, a fellow countryman happily met in a town far from home. They discussed books; they went on walking trips together. It was from Irving, who was probably in love with her at the time, that Carlyle first heard of Jane Welsh and her father. Irving spoke of Dr. Welsh as “one of the wisest, truest and most dignified of men,” and Jane as “a paragon of gifted young girls.” To Carlyle they became “objects of distant reverence and unattainable longing.”3 The seeds, it seems, had been planted before he ever met Jane, and it is not surprising that he fell in love with her immediately.

By May of 1821, Dr. Welsh was dead, Irving was preaching in Glasgow, and Carlyle, who was to say that it was better to perish than to continue schoolmastering, had abandoned the school at Kirkcaldy for a wretched but independent life in Edinburgh. He was studying law halfheartedly and writing reviews to make money. His only pleasure was reading Goethe. He was lonely. He couldn’t sleep. His health was poor. When Edward Irving came by on a visit and proposed a brief jaunt to Haddington, he agreed with pleasure. They walked out on a sunny afternoon and paid a call on Mrs. Welsh and Jane. The ladies seemed sad, still conscious of their loss. Carlyle found Mrs. Welsh beautiful but “not of an intellectual or specially distinguished physiognomy.” The drawing room, however, seemed to him the finest apartment he had ever been in, bearing the stamp of the late owner’s solid temper. “Clean, all of it, as spring water; solid and correct,” although there was perhaps on the tables of the drawing room “a superfluity of elegant whim-whams.” He felt “as one walking transiently in upper spheres,” where he had “little right even to make transit.”4

That night, back in the room they had taken at the George Inn, Carlyle and Irving discussed young ladies, beginning with Augusta Sibbald, a tall and shapely person, but giggly and foolish.

“What would you take to marry Miss Augusta now?” Irving asked.

“Not for an entire and perfect chrysolite the size of this terraqueous globe.”

“And what would you take to marry Miss Jeannie?”

“Hah, I should not be so hard to deal with there I should imagine.”

They stayed for three days, with daily visits to the Welshes. The two ladies were “very humane” and listened benevolently while the young men talked, Jane managing to convey even while silent, as intelligent people can, a lively understanding of all shades of meaning. Upon returning to Edinburgh, Carlyle wrote to his brother, “I came back so full of joy, that I have done nothing since but dream of it.”5

He sent Jane a parcel of books and included a letter, a mixture of pedagogy, sentimentality, and absurdity in the form of a reading list, some flattering comparisons of Jane to Madame de Staël, and some references to the “Elysian hours” they had spent together in Haddington. In returning the books a few weeks later, Jane cut off his attempt to establish a romantic correspondence with the curtest of notes: “with Miss Welsh’s compliments and very best thanks.”6 She misspelled his name. If it was not apparent to him that he was ineligible, it was clear enough to her. He was the son of a stonemason in the meager town of Ecclefechan. She was the daughter of the leading man of Haddington. The superfluity of elegant whim-whams in the drawing room ought to have suggested to Carlyle, if nothing else did, that more was respected in the Welsh household than intelligence, and Jane was enough her conventional mother’s daughter to find unthinkable marriage with a man who had no station, no money, no prospects of improving his worldly position—nor even much ambition to do so.

But if Jane did not want Thomas as a suitor, she wanted him very much as an intellectual companion. Her aspirations for literary achievement were serious, and there was no one in Haddington with whom to share them. It was pleasant, of course, to have young men admiring one’s person and wanting to marry one, but it was tedious, too. None of them cared about serious books or ideas. None of them valued her, as she wanted to be valued, for her judgment. Even Edward Irving thought that she was a little too snobbish, tended to cut herself off too much from the people around her, and he feared that more learning would only aggravate the problem.

So I suspect there was something of a struggle between Jane and Mrs. Welsh on the subject of the brilliant young man who knew so much about German literature. Jane would claim that she did not think of him in the light of a suitor, but Mrs. Welsh knew better, foresaw danger, and made Jane promise to correspond with him as little as possible, without absolutely cutting off the welcome flow of books from Edinburgh. So the curt note was succeeded, in response to the next parcel, by a note only slightly less curt, and when Carlyle asked if he might visit, Jane sent a polite refusal on her mother’s behalf. But she herself agreed to see him when she was in Edinburgh, in July of 1821 and again in November, and she had only to be in his presence to become his pupil. His idealism and largeness of mind overwhelmed her. With her eager, responsive intelligence, she adopted his way of seeing things, changed her vocabulary, forgot to be concerned with “prudence” and “the reasonable,” and agreed to a “Romantic Friendship.” No sooner did she get back to Haddington and her mother’s influence than the forces of prudence and the reasonable reasserted themselves, and she begged Carlyle not to make her honor the promise he had extracted to write to him, a promise involving “disobedience and deceit” to her mother.7 And yet, so great was her interest in Carlyle’s work, so great her need for him to be interested in hers, that she could not prevent herself from leaving a loophole: when he finished his essay on Faust, he might send it to her along with a letter.

Carlyle, lonely, poor, hopeless, liked the idea of working, in a sense, to win Jane. She was the grail, the object of his quest. If he were successful, if he made himself a name, perhaps he could gain her love. The very idea was enough to make him more buoyant than he had been in a long time. When he finished Faust, fulfilling the conditions for writing, he recklessly hinted at his secret hopes to Jane. “When I compare the aspect of the world to me now with what it was twelve months ago, I am far from desponding or complaining. I seem to have a motive and a rallying-word in the fight of life: … Alles für Ruhm und Ihr!”8

Jane replied with all the force of her wit.


“Alles für Ruhm und Ihr”!!—On my word, most gay and gallantly said—One would almost believe the man fancies I have fallen in love with him, and entertain the splendid project of rewarding his literary labours with myself. Really Sir I do not design for you a recompense so worthless. If you render yourself an honoured member of society … I will be to you a true, a constant, a devoted friend—but not a Mistress—a Sister—but not a Wife—Falling in love and marrying like other Misses is quite out of the question.9



Already a formidable prose stylist at the age of twenty-one, Jane deploys her mockery like a knife, slashing through Carlyle’s solemn Teutonic motto, cutting its idealism to ribbons. Like most of Jane’s letters, this one displays its cleverness self-consciously, and its primary message is “Admire me.” Carlyle saw this clearly enough and acknowledged it to be “very spirited and very satirical and altogether very clever.”10 His letter is sad, earnest. He doesn’t understand why their friendship can’t proceed directly. He sees her as lonely, knows he is lonely. Why can’t they solace one another? He does not understand that he is a danger. He does not feel dangerous at all. Nor will he immediately allow himself to be contained by the role Jane and her mother are creating for him, the emasculated tutor of German.

Jane was not being coy. Her interest in Carlyle was not romantic. Letters to her cousin Eliza Stodart show that the romantic drama she imagined herself enacting involved George Rennie, a year younger than Jane, who was later to achieve some distinction as a sculptor, a member of Parliament, and governor of the Falkland Islands. He had made some sort of declaration to Jane, exchanged letters with her, but now was leaving her to travel abroad. Jane wrote for her cousin a description of their leave-taking which features strong feeling at war with correct behavior—the kind of scene Jane Austen so loved to depict.


He took leave of my Mother then looked at me as if uncertain what to do—I held out my hand he took it and said “Good bye”! I answered him “Farewell” He left the house!—such was the concluding scene of our Romance!—Great God He left the house—the very room where—no matter—as if he had never been in it in his life before—unfeeling wretch!—It was a dreadful trial to me to be obliged to save appearances even for some minutes after he was gone but I went through it bravely!11



She returned his letters, scorning to keep them “like a sword over his head.” One doubts the weight of the sword, the depth of the romance, but not Jane’s delight in portraying herself the stoic, dignified, and tragically disappointed heroine of this domestic drama.

At about the same time, a much more powerful and unconventional paradigm of romance began to inform the way she imagined her own experience. She was reading Rousseau’s La Nouvelle Héloïse and was immensely moved by Julie’s passionate love for her tutor, Saint-Preux, whom she cannot marry because of his social inferiority, and by her resolution to marry the man of her father’s choice, M. de Wolmar. Julie’s passion is so strong that she cannot keep herself from yielding to Saint-Preux, but the instinct of duty is stronger yet, and she nobly compels herself to live the rest of her life as a virtuous wife and mother.

The first impact of this reading on Jane was to strengthen her resolve never to marry.


No lover will Jane Welsh ever find like St Preux—no Husband like Wolmar … and to no man will she give her heart and pretty hand who bears to these no resemblance—George Rennie! James Aitken! Robert MacTurk! James Baird!!! Robby Angus!—O Lord O Lord! where is the St Preux? Where is the Wolmar?12



A little further thought, however, suggested that Scottish reality might after all have something to measure up to the fictional world of Rousseau. Craig Buchanan was too lame, too bald, too given to puns and flattery to pass for Wolmar, but Thomas Carlyle was not a bad Saint-Preux. “He has his talents—his vast and cultivated mind—his vivid imagination—his independence of soul and his high souled principles of honour—But then Ah these buts! St Preux never kicked the fire irons—nor made puddings in his teacup.”13 “Want of elegance,” which Rousseau said was a defect no woman could overlook, was decidedly an obstacle in raising Carlyle to the level of a beau idéal. Imagination? Yes, he had that. Genius, brilliance, passion of a sort. But elegance? By no stretch of the imagination. The roughness, the cragginess of his physical appearance, so attractive to contemporary eyes, was not attractive to Jane. He was awkward, his manners uncouth. His physical presence—particularly his tendency to flail about with his arms and legs—made Jane so uncomfortable that she wished she could tie up all his “members,” leaving at liberty only his tongue.14

Against Jane’s wishes, Carlyle went to Haddington for a visit in early February of 1822. She had not wanted him to come because of the gossip it would provoke: people would think she was receiving him as a suitor. Since he insisted on coming, Jane made sure he would not mistake the nature of his reception. She was cold and formal. This visit, along with a few more letters of elegant mockery and a two-month silence, finally made Carlyle understand that if his friendship with Jane were to continue, he must accept the purely tutorial role she offered. And so, by a year after their first meeting, they had settled into a comfortable relationship based on the exchange of books and responses to books, a relationship which satisfied Jane entirely. By a judicious wielding of anger, mockery, and coolness, she had won the initial struggle for power between them, and it was a long time before the stronger power of his imagination could impose itself on hers.

The letters which Jane and Thomas wrote between 1821 when they met and 1826 when they were married are called by their first editor “love letters,” but that is misleading. Jane ruled out love or even passionate friendship as a subject for much of the correspondence, and if the letters form an epistolary novel, the genre they belong to is not romance but Bildungsroman, the novel of education. Carlyle had thought that if he worked hard to improve himself he might win Jane. That was not to be. His task instead was to educate Jane so that finally she would appreciate him. Without consciously setting out to do so, he trained his pupil so well, so transformed her values, that she was able to perceive him finally as the only fit object for her love.

And what an education he gave her! He corrected her translations of German, he set subjects on which they were both to write poems, he sent her books, he suggested others, they exchanged comments on their reading, he encouraged, criticized, cajoled. She must force herself to read more history, for which she had little inclination. Four hours of study every morning, held to regularly, would double her mental capacity within months. But Jane, who preferred the heroic cavalry charge to successful trench warfare, replied that four hours were not enough. She would do eight. Well, six, if she must, he countered, but no more than six. Regular application was the chief thing. Repeatedly, insistently, he urged her to set herself a large task of composition. Too much reading, too much research, too much in-taking with no creative reconstruction was, he told her wisely, not a good thing. Write a play, write an essay on Madame de Staël, do a translation of Don Carlos. The subjects he chose were cannily suited to appeal to Jane and to make use of her talents, of which he gave her a shrewd assessment. He saw that she was a keen observer of human foibles and concluded that her talent was essentially dramatic. Why not, then, write a tragedy on the subject of Queen Boadicea? He outlined the structure, spelled out the conflicts implicit in the action, gave her what film people call a complete “treatment” of the material, and you understand his hope that in this strong and high-spirited heroine of the British past his high-spirited friend would see a kindred soul.

But Jane’s talent—which he rightly saw was dramatic, wrongly hoped would be tragic—was already expressing itself in the only form it would ever take and in a form which suited it perfectly—her letters. For Jane was not disposed to write a tragedy on Queen Boadicea. She did not seem disposed to write a tragedy at all. And much as she adored Madame de Staël, she did not think she could write an essay on her. In fact she doubted she could write anything, and it is on this subject—the obstacles to her writing—that Jane produces her best and most characteristic prose.


I have neither genius taste nor commonsense—I have no courage no industry no perseverance—and how in the name of wonder can I write a tragedy—I am not at all the sort of person you and I took me for—I begin to think that I was actually
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