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CAN YOU FORGIVE HER?

ANTHONY TROLLOPE was born in London in 1815 and died in 1882. His father was a barrister who went bankrupt and the family was maintained by his mother, Frances, who resourcefully in later life became a bestselling writer. His education was disjointed and his childhood generally seems to have been an unhappy one.

Trollope enjoyed considerable acclaim as a novelist during his lifetime, publishing over forty novels and many short stories, at the same time following a notable career as a senior civil servant in the Post Office. The Warden (1855), the first of his novels to achieve success, was succeeded by the sequence of ‘Barsetshire’ novels Barchester Towers (1857), Doctor Thorne (1858), Framley Parsonage (1861), The Small House at Allington (1864) and The Last Chronicle of Barset (1867). This series, regarded by some as Trollope’s masterpiece, demonstrates his imaginative grasp of the great preoccupation of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century English novels – property – and features a gallery of recurring characters, Archdeacon Grantly, the worldly cleric, the immortal Mrs Proudie and the saintly warden, Septimus Harding. Almost equally popular were the six brilliant Palliser novels comprising Can You Forgive Her? (1865), Phineas Finn (1869), The Eustace Diamonds (1873), Phineas Redux (1874), The Prime Minister (1876) and The Duke’s Children (1880). Among his other novels are He Knew He Was Right (1869) and The Way We Live Now (1875), each regarded by some as among the greatest of nineteenth-century fiction.

STEPHEN WALL is an Emeritus Fellow of Keble College, Oxford, and edits the quarterly journal Essays in Criticism. His publications include Trollope and Character (1988) and Charles Dickens: A Critical Anthology (1970). He has also co-edited Dickens’s Little Dorrit for Penguin Classics.



Introduction

Can You Forgive Her? begins the series of novels which contain the most sustained exercise of Trollope’s imagination. During its course the marriage of Plantagenet Palliser and Lady Glencora, at first sight so shaky, becomes established firmly enough for Trollope to be able to develop it – intermittently but with complete confidence – throughout the so-called political novels which he was subsequently to write. The reader who follows the history of the Pallisers through Phineas Finn (serialized 1867–9), The Eustace Diamonds (1871–3), Phineas Redux (1873–4), The Prime Minister (1875–6), and The Duke’s Children (1879–80) will have traced the course of one of the most sensitively presented and profoundly understood relationships in nineteenth-century fiction. Palliser himself appears as a secondary character in The Small House at Allington (serialized 1862–4), where his affair – if that is not too warm a word for what never appears as more than a frigid predilection – with Lady Dumbello is treated as semi-comic relief to the main business of the novel, the loves of Lily Dale, Adolphus Crosbie and Johnny Eames. Can You Forgive Her?, begun only six months after The Small House was finished, develops Plantagenet into a character to be taken seriously; by the end of the novel the basis for Trollope’s claim that ‘Plantagenet Palliser stands more firmly on the ground than any other personage I have created’ becomes apparent.

This, at any rate, is what Trollope thought when he wrote his autobiography, in the winter of 1875–6; he began the final episodes in Palliser’s career (described in The Duke’s Children) immediately after finishing his memoir. The character was still much with him. Indeed the series of novels which Can You Forgive Her? initiates could not have been sustained without this sort of continuous presence in Trollope’s consciousness of their principal personages. Trollope’s remarks in chapter 10 of the Autobiography are a moving indication of both the intensity and the continuity of his imaginative life: ‘By no amount of description or asseveration could I succeed in making any reader understand how much these characters (the Pallisers) and their belongings have been to me in my latter life …’ It is sad that testimonies of this kind, which occur several times in the Autobiography, have attracted less attention than Trollope’s apparently suicidal revelations about his working methods – his early rising, his writing against the clock, his habit of starting the next novel as soon as its predecessor was finished, and so on. Trollope could hardly have written so continuously and so consistently had his inner life not been so active and so accessible. It was rooted in the fantasies he evolved as a protection from the miseries of his boyhood and adolescence: ‘I learned in this way to maintain an interest in a fictitious story, to dwell on a work created by my own imagination, and to live in a world altogether outside the world of my own material life.’ In Trollope’s view the novelist can only make his characters real if


he knows those fictitious personages himself, and he can never know them unless he can live with them in the full reality of established intimacy. They must be with him as he lies down to sleep, and as he wakes from his dreams. He must learn to hate and to love them. He must argue with them, quarrel with them, forgive them, and even submit to them. He must know of them whether they be cold-blooded or passionate, whether true or false, and how far true, and how far false. The depth and the breadth, and the narrowness and the shallowness of each, should be clear to him. [Autobiography chapter 12]



Trollope’s extraordinary achievement in maintaining and deepening his knowledge of the Pallisers over the best part of fifteen years was made possible by just the kind of knowledge and intimacy that he here describes.

But the story of Alice Vavasor – she whom the novel’s title asks us to forgive – had also been in his mind for a long time. Trollope’s first attempt to present her situation had been in a play written thirteen years earlier, in 1850, called The Noble Jilt. At that time he had just written a historical novel of very little interest entitled La Vendeée; the success of The Warden was still to come. The comedy was partly in prose and partly in blank verse; Trollope sent it to George Bartley, a well-known actor who was a friend of his mother’s. Bartley’s reasoned rejection of the piece was felt by Trollope as ‘a blow in the face’, although he fully accepted its justice. That he should not, after this, have abandoned the play’s material altogether, is a good illustration of the remarkable tenacity of Trollope’s imagination, once it had grasped something that seemed to him to be true. It is clear that at the heart of The Noble Jilt there was for him a human reality that he felt deserved expression, one way or another.

The correspondences between the play and the novel are considerable: the play’s heroine jilts her impeccable lover, as does Alice, not because she doesn’t love him but because she feels he will be too contemplative for her active spirit; she is encouraged to renew her relationship with an old lover more engaged in public life – as Alice does with George Vavasor – by his sister; he lets her down, and the heroine returns after much self-criticism to what in Can You Forgive Her? is called the worthy man. There is also a comic sub-plot involving a widowed aunt, hesitating between a substantial burgomaster and a swaggering captain. These become in the novel Cheesacre, the farmer from Oileymead, and the sold-out Captain Bellfield. Many of the window’s characteristics – her frequent references to her departed husband and her flagrant use of mourning, for example – also survive. The major difference between the play and the novel is that the former is historical and the latter contemporary. Like La Vendée, The Noble Jilt is set in the 1790s, and the action is bound up with the after-effects of the French Revolution; Can You Forgive Her? is a novel of the present day.

Trollope’s gifts were essentially for the modern and the familiar; unlike some of his contemporaries, he did not tend to place his stories in a period about a generation back from the time of writing. The fidelity with which he reproduced normal life was sometimes compared by early reviewers to the then relatively new art of photography. They recognized what Henry James called Trollope’s ‘complete appreciation of the usual’. As James said in a notice of The Belton Estate, the novel which followed Can You Forgive Her?, the characters in it ‘do, in short, very much as the reader is doing out of it’. This realism is particularly apparent in Trollope’s dialogue, which, at its best, uses a selection of the language really used by men with great expressiveness. The blank verse and period setting of The Noble Jilt cut him off from these resources. Any psychological truth Trollope may have perceived in the play’s situation is unable to get past the obstructions which the diction places in its way. In this extract Margaret, the heroine, is rejecting the ‘worthy man’, Count Upsel:


Sir, I know I’ve wronged you much,

deceived you past all pardon, injured you

most foully. ‘Twas in loving you I did so;

’twas when I took the hand you proffered me,

and made the promise which I now must break.

(Exit Margaret)



UPSEL:


I am amazed, and beyond my wont

put past all sober thinking. What, not mine!

Not be my wife, my friend, my soul, my all!

Hearts then are naught, and nothing can be trusted.

The earth is all one hell, peopled with angels;

the fairest are the furthest fallen from heaven.

Why, she has sworn she loved me, till her vows

were countless as the stars; has hung on me,

as tho’ she drew her life from out mine eyes;

has clung around me with such pretty love,

as well becomes a maiden bride betrothed,

but else were lewdness and rank harlotry.

[Act II, Scene Two]



Not much can be conveyed in the broken-down and diluted Shakespearianism of this idiom.

But by the time he came to write Can You Forgive Her? Trollope had had ten years of literary recognition and had published ten novels, including all the Barsetshire series except The Last Chronicle of Barset. According to the National Review for January 1863, Trollope had become ‘almost a national institution’. ‘So great is his popularity, so familiar are his chief characters to his countrymen, so wide-spread is the interest felt about his tales, that they necessarily form part of the common stock-in-trade with which the social commerce of the day is carried on … The characters are public property.’ As Trollope moves from the relatively restricted scope and comparatively immature technique of the Barset novels to the greater world and larger possibilities of the Palliser series, he is clearly a writer in command of his manner and in possession of his audience. It is an indication of his position that he gained £3, 525 by Can You Forgive Her?, the largest sum he ever received for a novel.

The title of the novel is itself in an odd way an indication of his confidence. It is as if he felt he could ask the question because he had himself become clear about the answer.


    But can you forgive her, delicate reader? Or am I asking the question too early in my story? For myself, I have forgiven her. The story of her struggles has been present to my mind for many years, – and I have learned to think that even this offence against womanhood may, with deep repentance, be forgiven. And you also must forgive her before we close the book, or else my story will have been told amiss. [Chapter 37]



To a present-day audience, of course, Alice’s ‘offence against womanhood’ is not likely to seem very dreadful, and even some of the first reviewers of the novel felt that Trollope was fussing rather. But to be called a jilt seems to have been a hard thing for a proper-minded mid-Victorian woman to take, and – however Alice’s conduct is viewed – it must be conceded that she behaves badly. Even if it might now be felt that the ‘penance’ she is made to undergo at the end of the novel is a bit much, it is clear that she has made two bad mistakes – breaking off her engagement to John Grey, and re-engaging herself to George Vavasor – which (given the moral tendency of mid-Victorian fiction) she ought to pay for.

But if we are to ‘forgive’ Alice as Trollope asks, it will not be because we are satisfied that moral justice has been meted out to her but because we have come to understand why she acted as she did, why she was – given her nature – bound to act as she did. For Trollope was, as usual, much more interested in the particular case than the general principle. Any authorial comments that he makes about the moral life and social convention tend to be of the kind illustrated in the second paragraph of chapter 11:


People often say that marriage is an important thing, and should be much thought of in advance, and marrying people are cautioned that there are many who marry in haste and repent at leisure. I am not sure, however, that marriage may not be pondered over too much …



The tone is a curious but typical mixture of the tentative and the bluff, and the attitude that emerges is of commonsense rescued from prejudice by observation. The conclusions are not insensitive, but neither are they strikingly intelligent; the generalizing gravities that give such weight to George Eliot’s authorial voice are not found in Trollope’s style, and he did not try to supply them. In fact, Trollope was a devoted friend of George Eliot, and his attitude to her work was deeply respectful; he made few claims for the durability of his own fiction, but a letter written to George Eliot just before he began Can You Forgive Her? assures her that Romola ‘will live after you. It will be given to very few latter-day novels to have any such life’. Nevertheless Trollope did feel that George Eliot was apt to write over her readers’ heads, and part of the conventionality of the authorial comments in his novels must be attributed to his respect – for it was a respect rather than a subservience – for the feelings of his public.

Trollope, then, has no intention of challenging the moral code which made the question whether Alice Vavasor can be forgiven a real one. Nor does he underline in a less orthodox but no less rigorous way the remorseless moral consequences of wrong actions, as George Eliot might have done. Alice is really let off very lightly: apart from a few lectures from Lady Midlothian and some other tickings-off, she is rewarded in the end for her errors by a husband who comes round to doing the very thing that he earlier enraged her by refusing to consider. John Grey stands for Parliament – and under much more favourable auspices than were ever available to George Vavasor. However, what happens to Alice in the end is not what interests Trollope most; indeed, the final chapters of many of his novels are as predictable, and one might almost say as perfunctory, as they are in this case. What, surely, kept Alice’s situation in Trollope’s mind for so long was not the way in which she finally resolved her dilemma, but what it was in her nature that precipitated it.

Like an interestingly large number of Trollope’s central characters, Alice is a vacillator. The question why Trollope was so fascinated by people who change their minds is a large one, but it is obvious that to follow the processes by which a person first comes to, and then reverses, a decision must be to discover a good deal about their personality. The reasons for vacillation will vary according to the individual case. Alice’s changes of mind might seem, in summary, very similar to those gone through by Clara Amedroz, the heroine of The Belton Estate, which immediately followed Can You Forgive Her?. Clara hesitates between a physically urgent cousin who is a gentleman farmer, and a correct, eligible, but cold M.P.; it is clear that she really loves the former, but she feels that she ought to marry the latter – a decision she later regrets and retracts. But the situation of the later novel is only superficially like that of the earlier; in fact, the experience offered by the two books is quite different, partly because the two heroines are quite different. And it is in what makes the difference that the fictional interest lies.

Although Trollope provides some descriptions of Alice’s temperament and suggests some of the factors by which she has been conditioned, it is important to pay as much, if not more, attention to what is dramatically shown as to what is analytically asserted. ‘How am I to analyse her mind, and make her thoughts and feelings intelligible?’ Trollope exclaims in chapter 37 – as if he felt he lacked the vocabulary to describe adequately the internal conflict he envisages so clearly. At any rate, it becomes plain early on that as soon as Alice makes a decision she feels trapped by it. Her engagement to John Grey is so eminently satisfactory – not least because she really is attracted by him – that she feels a perverse necessity to resist it. The factors involved in this recalcitrance are various and – as is so often the case in Trollope’s most sensitive portrayals – the motives behind it are not only mixed but inconsistent. One source of resentment against the admirable Grey is the feeling that he is too admirable. His reply to her letter announcing her proposed trip to Switzerland in the company of her cousin George could not be more proper – ‘she knew that he was noble and a gentleman to the last drop of his blood’ – but in Alice ‘there was almost a feeling of disappointment’ that he has behaved so correctly (chapter 3). During the scene between them in chapter 11, which takes place after she has asked to be released from her engagement, Alice wishes that Grey’s self-control were not so great; she is equally infuriated and mortified by his composure in chapter 63. All the same, his assumption of mastery, even his imperturbability, also attract her, and eventually in Switzerland she has to give in to their sustained pressure.

Another apparent source of dissatisfaction is Grey’s quietism. The noiseless tenor of a country life near Cambridge is not what Alice thinks she wants – even though her present life in London, with a father who takes little interest in and spends little time with her, could in effect hardly be more retired. And she dislikes Grey’s assumption that his life will suit her, just as she resents the conventional social judgment that it ought to suit her. She has the understandable feeling that her individuality is not being acknowledged. It is not a question of woman’s rights, however. Trollope brings up the question only to put it on one side: a ‘flock of learned ladies’, bold enough to ask the question what should a woman do with her life, are alluded to briefly in chapter 11, but a consciously adopted feminist position is not an effective element in Alice’s motivation. Her feelings that she would like to identify herself with a cause, her willingness to support the career of George Vavasor, are as much symptoms of self-negation as of self-assertion. Apart from a general inclination towards Radicalism, the most obviously militant force in the established politics of the period, she does not seem to spend her abundant leisure in the serious study of public issues and events; it is more given over to morbid self-analysis. When she is introduced to the world of wealth and power at Matching Priory, she is too socially inhibited to make very much of an opportunity that a more committed woman would surely have grasped – although she stands up to Palliser vigorously enough when her integrity is impugned.

Part of Alice’s difficulties come from her tendency to be attracted by possibilities which frighten her when they threaten to become realities. Her restlessness and what she diagnoses as frustrated ambition easily attach themselves to George Vavasor, whose energy and aggressiveness she is encouraged by his sister Kate to see as part of a heroic struggle to make his way in the world. But when George, not unreasonably, wants from Alice some sign that her renewal of her engagement to him means a revival of her physical feelings towards him, he is refused it. The latent sense of violence which George carries about with him (and of which his facial scar is the rather obvious signification) excites Alice as long as it remains latent, but it horrifies her when it surfaces into his attack on her in chapter 46. One is bound to wonder whether Alice’s troubles are partly due to sexual timidity and an instinct for self-preservation. Grey over-awes her physically: ‘It was the beauty of his mouth, beauty which comprised firmness within itself, that made Alice afraid of him’ (chapter 11). However, she feels something like panic when she contemplates the physical relationship with George that she finds herself committed to:


Was she able to give herself bodily, – body and soul, as she said aloud in her solitary agony, – to a man she did not love? Must she submit to his caresses, lie on his bosom, – turn herself warmly to his kisses ‘No,’ she said, ‘no,’ – speaking audibly as she walked about the room; ‘no; – it was not in my bargain: I never meant it.’ [Chapter 37]



She is perfectly prepared to let George have her money as long as he doesn’t touch her, as indeed a substitute for touching her. Given the conventions of fiction in his day, and given too the innate delicacy of his own mind, Trollope cannot be very explicit about such things, but the ungovernable attractions and repulsions of sexual feeling operate powerfully in his novels, even if actual references to them are often as restrained as they are in these passages.

Alice’s tendency to shrink from experience is partly rationalized (as we might now say) by her tendency to self-punishment. It is as if she ‘pays’ for her independence by self-accusation. Going back to Grey after the Vavasor episode is even more difficult for her than throwing him over in the first place, because she will be making herself happy in a way that she feels she does not deserve. As her reflections recorded in chapter 70 indicate, the initial argument that she was not fit for Grey must apply even more when she has added the insult of her engagement to George to the insult of jilting him. But her motives for resisting Grey for so long are, as usual, mixed and confused, as Trollope makes clear in one of his more searching pieces of analysis:


But there still clung to her what I fear we must call a perverseness of obstinacy, a desire to maintain the resolution she had made, – a wish that she might be allowed to undergo the punishment she had deserved. She was as a prisoner who would fain cling to his prison after pardon has reached him, because he is conscious that the pardon is undeserved. And it may be that there was still left within her bosom some remnant of that feeling of rebellion which his masterful spirit had ever produced in her. He was so imperious in his tranquillity, he argued his question of love with such a manifest preponderance of right on his side, that she had always felt that to yield to him would be to confess the omnipotence of his power. [Chapter 74]



As Trollope dryly concludes a few pages later, Alice grudgingly regarded her final happiness as an ‘enforced necessity’.

    The place where Alice first rebels against Grey is the balcony of the hotel at Basle, and she capitulates to him at the same place (chapters 5 and 75). It is when she is on her Swiss holiday with George and Kate Vavasor and later when she stays at the Vavasor home in the Lake District that Alice feels the appeal of romance, an appeal which is not exerted by the idea of domesticity with John Grey amidst the boring countryside of Cambridgeshire, in Trollope’s roundly expressed view (chapter 10) the least attractive country in England. What she has to come round to is the idea that George’s ‘romance’ is a specious and self-interested imitation and that underneath the gentlemanly decorum of Grey’s manner lurks the real thing. George is prepared to exploit the romantic tendencies in Alice and in his sister but he has no belief in any mode of conduct that is not purely opportunist; John Grey seems stuffy, but his constancy and honourableness are in reality deeply chivalrous. Trollope’s use of the Swiss settings to underline the fact that in the end he is the more romantic of the two lovers shows a care and consistency in the use of landscape that is not always present in his novels (although apparent in the Highland scenery of another of the ‘political’ novels, Phineas Finn).

But Can You Forgive Her? is in general one of Trollope’s most coherently organized novels. In a book like The Last Chronicle of Barset (written two years later) the relation between the Barset parts of the book and its London scenes is only of a tenuous and nominal kind, and a critic has to work very hard to connect thematically the two areas of the book with any plausibility. The integration of different but concurrent plots into some sort of ‘organic’ unity may not be as necessary for artistic success as the modern criticism of Victorian fiction often presupposes, but the interrelation of the three stories in Can You Forgive Her? is too obvious to miss. The way in which Alice Vavasor hovers between male alternatives is clearly paralleled by the difficulty of Mrs Greenow in deciding whether to prefer Mr Cheesacre or Captain Bellfield, and by the temptation to desert her husband offered to Lady Glencora by Burgo Fitzgerald.

The parallelism of the three situations may soothe those who like a novel to have pattern, but the natures of the cases vary enough to make the discrepancies between them more important to the actual life of the book than the similarities. The dilemmas of Alice, Glencora, and Aunt Greenow partly differ simply because one is unmarried, the second is a wife, and the third a widow. Of course, Mrs Greenow is presented in a comic light to which the other two are not exposed. In the Autobiography Trollope speaks of her as being ‘very good fun’, adding rather cryptically, ‘as far as the fun of novels is’. Unlike Alice and Glencora, she finally chooses the more unsound of her two suitors, but then as a wealthy widow she can afford to please herself. She also realizes that a practical woman who knows that life rarely begins at forty might as well secure a bit of dash while she can. Although the Greenow part of the book is, from one point of view, a burlesque variant on the serious dramas played out elsewhere in its pages, Trollope can keep it going longer than many readers may feel is necessary because he feels no contempt for the actors involved. ‘The charm of the woman was in this, – that she was not in the least ashamed of anything that she did’ (chapter 7). Aunt Greenow’s patent enjoyment of her money, her disingenuous exploitation of her mourning and absurd invocations to her departed lord, her adroit manipulation of others and the general vulgarity of her style add up to a kind of vitality that makes tolerable what would otherwise have been a tedious distraction from what is important in the book.

And what is really important in Can You Forgive Her? is the situation of the Pallisers. Our sense of Lady Glencora’s nature is certainly sharpened by the continual contrast between her candour and Alice’s reticence, between her volatile spontaneity and Alice’s enclosed self-consciousness, between her provocations and Alice’s correctness. But although he often draws our attention to the comparisons to be made between the two women Trollope’s presentation of Glencora’s personality has from the first a remarkably independent life. By the end of the drive between the station and Matching, when Glencora is first introduced and chatters away so incessantly (chapter 22), Trollope has already indicated many of the main elements in her character. Alice herself hardly knows what to make of such a mixture of precociousness and immaturity, vivacity and underlying melancholy, principles and irreverence. Glencora fastens on Alice because – married against her will to Plantagenet Palliser and still in love with Burgo Fitzgerald – she needs a friend to keep her straight and she needs someone to love who will love her in return. One of Glencora’s difficulties – which here leads her to the brink of the tragedy which Henry James criticized Trollope for baulking and which recurs in the novels which trace her later career – is that she wants to be loved with the kind of reckless demonstrativeness that is natural to her own temperament. She has to learn to be satisfied with the inarticulate devotion which Palliser discovers in himself and which he can never quite forgive Glencora for arousing. Her affection for Alice has an element of unscrupulousness: she loves her for her own purposes. When she says to Alice, at the end of chapter 25, ‘Someone’s love I must have found, – or I could not have remained here’, it is both a tribute to Alice’s friendship, and an indication that another equally well-disposed person might have done equally well.

Glencora’s vulnerability and her resentment at having been bullied into a false position breed in her a certain ruthlessness which she applies as much to herself as to others. The scene in the Priory Ruins (chapter 27) is remarkable not only for the self-knowledge that Glencora there shows, but for the harshness of the judgements she passes on herself:


Alice, look here. I know what I am, and what I am like to become. I loathe myself, and I loathe the thing that I am thinking of. I could have clung to the outside of a man’s body, to his very trappings, and loved him ten times better than myself! – ay, even though he had illtreated me, – if I had been allowed to choose a husband for myself. Burgo would have spent all my money, – all that it would have been possible for me to give him. But there would have been something left, and I think that by that time I could have won even him to care for me. But with that man –.



It is hard not to sympathize with Glencora’s feeling that an irreparable wrong has been done to her when it is supported by such a shrewd assessment of Burgo’s character and by such economic realism. The ruins at Matching in which this scene takes place stand, for Glencora, for the suggestion of romance which makes Alice shiver at Basle, but despite the cold which she is said to have caught there her powers of resilience are much greater than her cousin’s.

It is her sense of things as they really are – in which, for all her childishness, she is so much more mature than her husband – that stops Glencora’s Bovaryisme from getting out of hand. Persecuted by Mrs Marsham and Mr Bott (whose characters she reads with more penetration than Palliser does), Glencora may console herself with fantasies about being on a marble balcony in Italy with Burgo (chapter 43), but her conduct on the crucial evening at Lady Monk’s party has a sanity which her former lover loses all sight of. Unlike Burgo, she does not forget where she is or who is watching them when they dance together, even if she would like to. His insistence that the old days of their love-affair must return recalls her to reality in a way that Trollope records with great simplicity:


But she had now recovered her presence of mind, and understood what was going on. She was no longer in a dream, but words and things bore to her again their proper meaning. ‘I will not have it, Mr Fitzgerald,’ she answered, speaking almost passionately …



When Palliser appears – as Burgo successfully pleads for one more meeting – Glencora displays that temperament which convincingly shows us the grande dame of the later novels in the making:


Lady Glencora, when she saw her husband, immediately recovered her courage. She would not cower before him, or show herself ashamed of what she had done. For the matter of that, if he pressed her on the subject, she could bring herself to tell him that she loved Burgo Fitzgerald much more easily than she could whisper such a word to Burgo himself. Mr Bott’s eyes were odious to her as they watched her; but her husband’s glance she could meet without quailing before it. ‘Here is Mr Palliser,’ said she, speaking again in her ordinary clear-toned voice. Burgo immediately rose from his seat with a start, and turned quickly towards the door; but Lady Glencora kept her chair. [Chapter 50]



The poised dignity of Glencora’s ‘Here is Mr Palliser’ is answered by her husband’s chivalry in leaving her with Burgo while he goes to fetch her scarf. Nothing in the novel shows more convincingly how well matched they are than this ability they both show to rise to the demands of the occasion.

It is a striking indication of the flexibility of manner which Trollope’s secure understanding of these characters permits, that when Palliser begins to lecture Glencora on the morning after (chapter 58) the dialogue begins as a comic tiff. But it wonderfully develops into a statement by both characters of their deepest feelings – feelings which they almost seem to discover for the first time as they voice them. Certainly Palliser can have had no intention of declaring his love for Glencora in the way that her desperation surprises him into, and his decision to give up the chance of the political office which means so much to him in order to take his wife abroad is taken with a beautifully convincing lack of premeditation. The butler’s knock at the end of the chapter allows an excellently judged return to normality. The whole passage is worth close attention as an example of Trollope’s art at its truest and most self-effacing. Not only is it intensely dramatized – it is the characters’ utterances rather than the author’s comments that tell us the most important truths – but the registration of gesture is extremely attentive. When Glencora goes up to Palliser and takes him by the coat, he, being much taller, looks down at her and ‘very gradually, as though he were afraid of what he was doing, he put his arm round her waist’; she shakes her head, ‘touching his breast with her hair as she did so’. These physical tentativenesses are not only, in their context, deeply touching: they mark the real beginning of the Palliser marriage, whose superficial instability but essential durability is studied further in the later Palliser novels. There are few more moving experiences in Victorian fiction than to recall this scene when reading the opening chapter of The Duke’s Children, which records Palliser’s sense of loss at his wife’s death:


It was as though a man should suddenly be called upon to live without hands or arms. He was helpless, and knew himself to be helpless … there had been no other human being to whom he could open himself … He had so habituated himself to devote his mind and his heart to the service of his country, that he had almost risen above or sunk below humanity. But she, who had been essentially human, had been a link between him and the world.



When the Duke, as he has now become, finds that his daughter has been encouraged by Glencora to love a man he regards as unsuitable because she could not bear to see the girl’s feelings frustrated as her own had once been, he becomes ‘almost beside himself with rage and grief’.

Trollope himself came to doubt whether the Palliser novels would ever be looked at in such a way as to allow cross-references of this kind to make their full point:


Who will read Can You Forgive Her?, Phineas Finn, Phineas Redux, and The Prime Minister consecutively, in order that he may understand the character of the Duke of Omnium, of Plantagenet Palliser, and Lady Glencora? Who will even know that they should be so read? [Autobiography, chapter 10]



And it is true that the full humanity of these novels only emerges when they are considered together, for only then do the effects of time on character become fully apparent. The study of such effects had been in Trollope’s mind from the beginning.


In conducting these characters from one story to another I realized the necessity, not only of consistency, – which, had it been maintained by a hard exactitude, would have been untrue to nature, – but also of those changes which time always produces. There are, perhaps, but few of us who, after the lapse of ten years, will be found to have changed our chief characteristics … But our manner of showing or of hiding those characteristics will be changed, – as also our power of adding to or diminishing their intensity. It was my study that these people, as they grew in years, should encounter the changes which come upon us all. [Autobiography, chapter 10]



This balance between superficial alteration and underlying continuity could only have been achieved by a novelist who lived as intimately and as intensely with his characters as Trollope did.

His relationship with Plantagenet Palliser was particularly close, and his later treatment of the man, especially in The Prime Minister and The Duke’s Children, movingly deepens the lines of the portrait drawn in Can You Forgive Her? Palliser was, for Trollope, partly the study of an ideal, but Trollope was too worldly not to concede that conduct which may be ideal in theory is often awkward in practice. Palliser’s nobility may be unexpected because his appearance is insignificant and his manner aristocratically aloof, but it is abundantly apparent in the generosity with which he sacrifices political office for Glencora’s sake, in the selflessness with which he assumes the blame for the fact that she does not love him and in the decency which he shows towards Burgo. His goodness is essentially unspectacular and free from self-regard. Against this must be put the fact that Palliser has very little sense of what other people are like and how they might feel, and – as the extract from The Duke’s Children already quoted makes clear – he becomes deeply dependent on Glencora because he finds relationships (other than professional ones) difficult. His unlikely and even quaint friendship with Lady Rosina de Courcy in The Prime Minister – based upon their joint devotion to corksoled boots – Palliser finds interesting because it is not demanding. (Glencora tells Alice that her husband is very particular about his shoes as early as chapter 22 of Can You Forgive Her?) He tends to shrink from other people because he is so easily upset by them; his tetchy reserve is the reverse of his wife’s robust indiscretion. An absorbing feature of their marriage, as Trollope develops it, is that they constantly irritate each other because their temperaments are so opposed, but they become ever more necessary to each other for the same reason.

Palliser’s honesty, like his nobility, is of an extreme rather than an everyday kind, and therefore the less visible. Glencora’s uncle-in-law, the old Duke of Omnium, describes it well in chapter 28 of The Prime Minister:


This husband of yours is a very peculiar man … His honesty is not like the honesty of other men. It is more downright; – more absolutely honest; less capable of bearing even the shadow which the stain of another’s dishonesty might throw upon it … He is very practical in some things, but the question is, whether he is not too scrupulous to be practical in all things.



It is his excessive scruple which makes his later career as Prime Minister in some ways an agonizing period for him, but it is also – as Trollope’s introductory description of him in Can You Forgive Her? makes clear – the foundation of his public character:


He was very careful in his language, labouring night and day to learn to express himself with accuracy, with no needless repetition of words, perspicuously with regard to the special object he might have in view. He had taught himself to believe that oratory, as oratory, was a sin against that honesty in politics by which he strove to guide himself. [Chapter 24]



Because of these qualities Palliser has moments of great moral authority. In the important breakfast scene already discussed (chapter 58), Glencora decisively loses the initiative when Palliser forces her to acknowledge the difference between saying that Mr Bott ‘watches’ her, and alleging that he ‘spies’ on her, with the implication in the latter case that he does so by her husband’s commission. It is Palliser’s refusal to suspect her that makes Glencora disgusted with her own deceit. But it must be added that Palliser’s scrupulousness sometimes makes him look absurd. Although he incorporates some of the qualities Trollope admired most, Palliser is not idealized in the sense that he is under the novelist’s special protection. His discourtesies to Alice are petty, his boredom when confined to his wife’s company for any length of time is undisguisable, and his anxieties about Glencora’s health when she is in an interesting condition are old-womanish; indeed his remarks to Grey to the effect that, while of course every man feels the importance of a coming child. no one can quite appreciate what the prospect of an heir must mean to a Palliser, is aristocratic in a way that would be objectionable if it were not so tolerantly presented as comic (chapter 73).

In public life, as we see particularly in The Prime Minister, Palliser’s qualities both qualify him and make him unsuitable for the highest office. Part of Trollope’s aim was to take him as representative of


those politicians in possessing whom England has perhaps more reason to be proud than of any other of her resources, and who, as a body, give her that exquisite combination of conservatism and progress which is her present strength and her best security for the future. [Chapter 24]



Historically Palliser typifies the political temper of a period that a modern historian has called ‘the age of equipoise’ (see the book of that title by W. L. Burn). Personally his political position is close to Trollope’s own. The conservatism Trollope refers to partly expresses itself as a devotion to the British constitution. When Grey, at the very end of the novel, observes that to Palliser ‘the British House of Commons is everything’, he replies, ‘with unwonted enthusiasm; – “everything, everything. That and the Constitution are everything” ’, The progressive side of his creed which is stated so forcefully in chapter 68 of The Prime Minister, where he asserts that ‘Equality would be a heaven, if we could attain it’, begins to be apparent in this novel in his attempts to persuade John Grey that it is not enough for men to be content to live for themselves only (chapter 77).

Palliser is also the product of Trollope’s long-held ambition to get into Parliament himself, an ambition which four years after Can You Forgive Her? unwisely led him to contest the notoriously corrupt constituency of Beverley in Yorkshire (his unhappy experiences there were used in his novel Ralph the Heir, 1870–81). He stood as an ‘advanced conservative Liberal’. Trollope’s intense but ultimately frustrated desire to sit in the House of Commons is expressed in an unusually exposed way at the beginning of chapter 45, where he describes its gate as


the only gate before which I have ever stood filled with envy, – sorrowing to think that my steps might never pass under it … as my slow steps have led up that more than royal staircase, to those passages and halls which require the hallowing breath of centuries to give them the glory in British eyes which they shall one day possess, I have told myself, in anger and in grief, that to die and not to have won that right of way, though but for a session, – not to have passed by the narrow entrance through those lamps, – is to die and not to have done that which it most becomes an Englishman to have achieved.



But although the sentiments in this passage are clearly those of Trollope himself, the character in the novel to whom they are relevant is George Vavasor. The fact illustrates the innate generosity of Trollope’s mind. George is, after all, the villain of the piece, but Trollope credits him with feeling ‘all the pride (in being an M.P.) of which I have been speaking’. It makes one realize afresh how inadequate terms such as ‘hero’ and ‘villain’ are for the realism of Trollope’s fiction. Vavasor is a violent man, certainly: not only does he throw Alice’s ring in the fire, break his sister’s arm, and take a pot shot at his rival, but he is apt to entertain homicidal fantasies. He is also sexually unscrupulous – his original engagement with Alice was broken off because of his ‘low lusts’, and his former mistress eventually makes a forlorn appearance in chapter 71. He cynically allows the turn of a coin to decide whether to send or to destroy his letter to Alice renewing his proposal. At the same time, one has only to compare him with real creatures of melodrama like Dickens’s Carker or Rigaud, to see that he belongs to the actual world, not to the theatre. Trollope’s characterization takes into account what a man might have been as well as what he does in fact become. His observation that ‘nature, I think, had so fashioned George Vavasor, that he might have been a good, and perhaps a great man’ (chapter 45) seems at first perversely indulgent, but it does justice to those unfulfilled powers in him which attract Alice and Kate. It is a paradox of Trollope’s fiction that in novels so apparently restricted by convention the characters should appear to be so free to choose for themselves the life they lead.

Again, there is not much to be said for Burgo Fitzgerald, but Trollope does say what can be said. Much of Burgo’s nature (as also of George Vavasor’s) is revealed in the hunting scene of chapter 17, and Trollope never exonerates Burgo from living ‘without conscience, without purpose’. But he does care about Glencora – insofar as he cares about anyone; he certainly does not care for himself, and is not vain of his spectacularly handsome appearance; he is not vicious enough to scheme in the way that his aunt Lady Monk does – even though he is ready enough to take advantage of her schemes; and he is oddly capable of the careless charity that is seen in his encounter with the street-girl in chapter 29, an episode presented by Trollope in a strikingly level and unflustered tone. One of the many benefits of Trollope’s modest view of his art is his readiness to give to moral weakness the same patient generosity of attention that he devotes to strength of character.

STEPHEN WALL



A Note on the Text

Can You Forgive Her? was published in monthly parts, following the precedent set by Dickens and Thackeray; the instalments, costing a shilling each, appeared between January 1864 and August 1865. In book form the novel was published in two volumes, the first appearing in October 1864, and the second in June 1865. The two volumes cost 22s. There was a re-issue in 1866 in one volume at 12s.

The first volume was illustrated by ‘Phiz’ (Hablot Knight Browne, Dickens’s principal illustrator). Trollope became so dissatisfied with Browne’s work that he had the second volume illustrated by ‘a Miss Taylor of St Leonards’.

The present edition follows the first two-volume edition. A few slips and a number of printer’s errors have been corrected, and some usages have been modernized. The end of each monthly part is indicated by asterisks.
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Volume I





Chapter 1

Mr Vavasor and his daughter

Whether or no, she, whom you are to forgive, if you can, did or did not belong to the Upper Ten Thousand1 of this our English world, I am not prepared to say with any strength of affirmation. By blood she was connected with big people, – distantly connected with some very big people indeed, people who belonged to the Upper Ten Hundred if there be any such division; but of these very big relations she had known and seen little, and they had cared as little for her. Her grandfather, Squire Vavasor of Vavasor Hall, in Westmoreland, was a country gentleman, possessing some thousand a year at the outside, and he therefore never came up to London, and had no ambition to have himself numbered as one in any exclusive set. A hot-headed, ignorant, honest old gentleman, he lived ever at Vavasor Hall, declaring to any who would listen to him, that the country was going to the mischief, and congratulating himself that at any rate, in his county, parliamentary reform had been powerless to alter the old political arrangements. Alice Vavasor, whose offence against the world I am to tell you, and if possible to excuse, was the daughter of his younger son; and as her father, John Vavasor, had done nothing to raise the family name to eminence, Alice could not lay claim to any high position from her birth as a Vavasor. John Vavasor had come up to London early in life as a barrister, and had failed. He had failed at least in attaining either much wealth or much repute, though he had succeeded in earning, or perhaps I might better say, in obtaining, a livelihood. He had married a lady somewhat older than himself, who was in possession of four hundred a year, and who was related to those big people to whom I have alluded. Who these were and the special nature of the relationship, I shall be called upon to explain hereafter, but at present it will suffice to say that Alice Macleod gave great offence to all her friends by her marriage. She did not, however, give them much time for the indulgence of their anger. Having given birth to a daughter within twelve months of her marriage, she died, leaving in abeyance that question as to whether the fault of her marriage should or should not be pardoned by her family.

When a man marries an heiress for her money, if that money be within her own control, as was the case with Miss Macleod’s fortune, it is generally well for the speculating lover that the lady’s friends should quarrel with him and with her. She is thereby driven to throw herself entirely into the gentleman’s arms, and he thus becomes possessed of the wife and the money without the abominable nuisance of stringent settlements. But the Macleods, though they quarrelled with Alice, did not quarrel with her à l’outrance. They snubbed herself and her chosen husband; but they did not so far separate themselves from her and her affairs as to give up the charge of her possessions. Her four hundred a year was settled very closely on herself and on her children, without even a life interest having been given to Mr Vavasor, and therefore when she died the mother’s fortune became the property of the little baby. But, under these circumstances, the big people did not refuse to interest themselves to some extent on behalf of the father. I do not suppose that any actual agreement or compact was made between Mr Vavasor and the Macleods; but it came to be understood between them that if he made no demand upon them for his daughter’s money, and allowed them to have charge of her education, they would do something for him. He was a practising barrister, though his practice had never amounted to much; and a practising barrister is always supposed to be capable of filling any situation which may come his way. Two years after his wife’s death Mr Vavasor was appointed assistant commissioner in some office which had to do with insolvents, and which was abolished three years after his appointment. It was at first thought that he would keep his eight hundred a year for life and be required to do nothing for it; but a wretched cheeseparing Whig government, as John Vavasor called it when describing the circumstances of the arrangement to his father, down in Westmoreland, would not permit this; it gave him the option of taking four hundred a year for doing nothing, or of keeping his whole income and attending three day a week for three hours a day during term time, at a miserable dingy little office near Chancery Lane, where his duty would consist in signing his name to accounts which he never read, and at which he was never supposed even to look. He had sulkily elected to keep the money, and this signing had been now for nearly twenty years the business of his life. Of course he considered himself to be a very hardly-used man. One Lord Chancellor2 after another he petitioned, begging that he might be relieved from the cruelty of his position, and allowed to take his salary without doing anything in return for it. The amount of work which he did perform was certainly a minimum of labour. Term time, as terms were counted in Mr Vavasor’s office, hardly comprised half the year, and the hours of weekly attendance did not do more than make one day’s work a week for a working man; but Mr Vavasor had been appointed an assistant commissioner, and with every Lord Chancellor he argued that all Westminster Hall, and Lincoln’s Inn3 to boot, had no right to call upon him to degrade himself by signing his name to accounts. In answer to every memorial he was offered the alternative of freedom with half his income; and so the thing went on.

There can, however, be no doubt that Mr Vavasor was better off and happier with his almost nominal employment than he would have been without it. He always argued that it kept him in London; but he would undoubtedly have lived in London with or without his official occupation. He had become so habituated to London life in a small way, before the choice of leaving London was open to him, that nothing would have kept him long away from it. After his wife’s death he dined at his club every day on which a dinner was not given to him by some friend elsewhere, and was rarely happy except when so dining. They who have seen him scanning the steward’s list of dishes, and giving the necessary orders for his own and his friend’s dinner, at about half past four in the afternoon, have seen John Vavasor at the only moment of the day at which he is ever much in earnest. All other things are light and easy to him, – to be taken easily and to be dismissed easily. Even the eating of the dinner calls forth from him no special sign of energy. Sometimes a frown will gather on his brow as he tastes the first half glass from his bottle of claret; but as a rule that which he has prepared for himself with so much elaborate care, is consumed with only pleasant enjoyment. Now and again it will happen that the cook is treacherous even to him, and then he can hit hard; but in hitting he is quiet, and strikes with a smile on his face.

Such had been Mr Vavasor’s pursuits and pleasures in life up to the time at which my story commences. But I must not allow the reader to suppose that he was a man without good qualities. Had he when young possessed the gift of industry I think that he might have shone in his profession, and have been well spoken of and esteemed in the world. As it was he was a discontented man, but nevertheless he was popular, and to some extent esteemed. He was liberal as far as his means would permit; he was a man of his word; and he understood well that code of by-laws which was presumed to constitute the character of a gentleman in his circle. He knew how to carry himself well among men, and understood thoroughly what might be said, and what might not; what might be done among those with whom he lived, and what should be left undone. By nature, too, he was kindly disposed, loving many persons a little if he loved few or none passionately. Moreover, at the age of fifty, he was a handsome man, with a fine forehead, round which the hair and beard was only beginning to show itself to be grey. He stood well, with a large person, only now beginning to become corpulent. His eyes were bright and grey, and his mouth and chin were sharply cut, and told of gentle birth. Most men who knew John Vavasor well, declared it to be a pity that he should spend his time in signing accounts in Chancery Lane.

I have said that Alice Vavasor’s big relatives cared but little for her in her early years; but I have also said that they were careful to undertake the charge of her education, and I must explain away this little discrepancy. The biggest of these big people had hardly heard of her; but there was a certain Lady Macleod, not very big herself, but, as it were, hanging on to the skirts of those who were so, who cared very much for Alice. She was the widow of a Sir Archibald Macleod, K.C.B., who had been a soldier, she herself having also been a Macleod by birth; and for very many years past – from a time previous to the birth of Alice Vavasor – she had lived at Cheltenham, making short sojourns in London during the spring, when the contents of her limited purse would admit of her doing so. Of old Lady Macleod I think I may say that she was a good woman; – that she was a good woman, though subject to two of the most serious drawbacks to goodness which can afflict a lady. She was a Calvinistic Sabbatarian in religion, and in worldly matters she was a devout believer in the high rank of her noble relatives. She could almost worship a youthful marquis, though he lived a life that would disgrace a heathen among heathens; and she could and did, in her own mind, condemn crowds of common-place men and women to all eternal torments of which her imagination could conceive, because they listened to profane music in a park on Sunday. Yet she was a good woman. Out of her small means she gave much away. She owed no man anything. She strove to love her neighbours. She bore much pain with calm unspeaking endurance, and she lived in trust of a better world. Alice Vavasor, who was after all only her cousin, she loved with an exceeding love, and yet Alice had done very much to extinguish such love. Alice, in the years of her childhood, had been brought up by Lady Macleod; at the age of twelve she had been sent to a school at Aix-la-Chapelle, – a comitatus of her relatives having agreed that such was to be her fate, much in opposition to Lady Macleod’s judgement; at nineteen she had returned to Cheltenham, and after remaining there for little more than a year, had expressed her unwillingness to remain longer with her cousin. She could sympathize neither with her relative’s faults or virtues. She made an arrangement, therefore, with her father, that they two would keep house together in London, and so they had lived for the last five years; – for Alice Vavasor when she will be introduced to the reader had already passed her twenty-fourth birthday.

Their mode of life had been singular and certainly not in all respects satisfactory. Alice when she was twenty-one had the full command of her own fortune; and when she induced her father, who for the last fifteen years had lived in lodgings, to take a small house in Queen Anne Street, of course she offered to incur a portion of the expense. He had warned her that his habits were not those of a domestic man, but he had been content simply so to warn her. He had not felt it to be his duty to decline the arrangement because he knew himself to be unable to give to his child all that attention which a widowed father under such circumstances should pay to an only daughter. The house had been taken, and Alice and he had lived together, but their lives had been quite apart. For a short time, for a month or two, he had striven to dine at home and even to remain at home through the evening; but the work had been too hard for him and he had utterly broken down. He had said to her and to himself that his health would fail him under the effects of so great a change made so late in life, and I am not sure that he had not spoken truly. At any rate the effort had been abandoned, and Mr Vavasor now never dined at home. Nor did he and his daughter ever dine out together. Their joint means did not admit of their giving dinners, and therefore they could not make their joint way in the same circle. It thus came to pass that they lived apart, – quite apart. They saw each other, probably daily; but they did little more than see each other. They did not even breakfast together, and after three o’clock in the day Mr Vavasor was never to be found in his own house.

Miss Vavasor had made for herself a certain footing in society, though I am disposed to doubt her right to be considered as holding a place among the Upper Ten Thousand. Two classes of people she had chosen to avoid, having been driven to such avoidings by her aunt’s preferences; marquises and such-like, whether wicked or otherwise, she had eschewed, and had eschewed likewise all Low Church tendencies. The eschewing of marquises is not generally very difficult. Young ladies living with their fathers on very moderate incomes in or about Queen Anne Street are not usually much troubled on that matter. Nor can I say that Miss Vavasor was so troubled. But with her there was a certain definite thing to be done towards such eschewal. Lady Macleod by no means avoided her noble relatives, nor did she at all avoid Alice Vavasor. When in London she was persevering in her visits to Queen Anne Street, though she considered herself, nobody
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George Vavasor, the wild man
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Mr George Vavasor at home
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