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INTRODUCTION

ONE of Thackeray’s own illustrations for Pendennis is entitled ‘Does Anybody Want More?’ Pen’s infatuation with the young actress Miss Costigan has become a village scandal, and vulgar calumny is pursuing him. ‘The Clavering curs were yelping all round the house of Fairoaks, and delighted to pull Pen down.’ The curs include both factory lads and the older pupils at Mr Wapshot’s grammar school. As Pen passes through the churchyard the biggest of these latter, one Hobnell, the son of a small squire, who is twenty and thus Pen’s senior by some two years, flings himself into a theatrical attitude near a newly-made grave and begins repeating Hamlet’s verses over Ophelia:


The young fellow was so enraged that he rushed at Hobnell Major with a shriek very much resembling an oath, cut him furiously across the face with the riding-whip which he carried, flung it away, calling upon the cowardly villain to defend himself, and in another minute knocked the bewildered young ruffian into the grave which was just waiting for a different lodger.

Then, with his fists clenched, and his face quivering with passion and indignation, he roared out to Mr Hobnell’s gaping companions, to know if any of the blackguards would come on?


Of course none of them comes on, and Pen is left in command of the field, ‘looking death and defiance’ at the retreating curs.

This spirited scene belongs with the mythology of the English school story – the English public-school story. The young hero faces up to the bully, and either vanquishes him there and then or is defeated only after giving such a plucky performance that he is respected by his schoolfellows thereafter.

Thackeray was a good deal haunted by his school-days: initially at two private schools (the second not quite so nasty as the first) and then at Charterhouse. The schoolmasters in the novels are given names like Doctor Birch and Doctor Swishtail, and the bigger boys inflict upon the smaller boys the rough-and-ready unofficial cruelties soon to be so effectively canalised into Dr Arnold’s prefectorial system. At Charterhouse Thackeray had his nose broken by an older boy, George Stovin Venables, who was to become a Fellow of Jesus College, Cambridge, and the friend of Tennyson. Before the nose had properly set it was broken again by another boy, whose name has not come down to us. Twice was too much for healing Nature, and this is why Thackeray looks as he does look in all his portraits. Venables may, or may not, have worsted his younger opponent only after a battle royal. Certainly, when looking back on their schooldays, he described the novelist as ‘a pretty, gentle, and rather timid boy’.

Pendennis has a high autobiographical content; it might very reasonably have borne the title A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. It is true, indeed, that Pendennis has a story-line (although rather a vague one) which divagates from the exterior events of Thackeray’s own life in a fashion not to be remarked in Joyce’s shorter and much more formally introspective chronicle. But if one were making a list of, say, half-a-dozen essentially autobiographical English novels of lasting worth Thackeray’s book would be as likely to appear in it as Joyce’s. The relationship between Arthur Pendennis and William Makepeace Thackeray, moreover, is less simple than that between Stephen Dedalus and James Joyce. The mature Joyce is Joyce the adolescent as he writes, so that his work is a masterpiece, if the term be allowed, of self-empathy. Thackeray does not go back quite in this absolute fashion; rather he is looking back, so that the boy comes to us, as it were, refracted through the gaze of the man. The resulting pervasive tone of retrospection has alike its abundant hazards and opportunities.

The scrap in the churchyard, of course, is very simple autobiographical fantasy indeed: we dream up, disguise, embroider a scene in which we thrash the boy who once thrashed us. The loutish Hobnell (so mysteriously able to spout from Hamlet) ‘is’ the respectable Cambridge don, George Venables, for more than thirty years an esteemed contributor to The Times newspaper. Such are the less beautiful ways of the imagination, and they are not at all prominent in Pendennis. The wrapper of the original monthly numbers disclosed to vigilant readers that Arthur Pendennis’s ‘greatest enemy’ was himself, and this contention is enforced with a good deal of honesty throughout the novel. Thackeray is hard on himself, but yet tries to judge himself fairly. And a verdict of sorts is returned in the book’s final paragraph – of which enough may be quoted here to warn the reader at once that Thackeray will often preach at him:


If the best men do not draw the great prizes in life, we know it has been so settled by the Ordainer of the lottery. We own, and see daily, how the false and worthless live and prosper, while the good are called away, and the dear and young perish untimely – we perceive in every man’s life the maimed happiness, the frequent falling, the bootless endeavour, the struggle of Right and Wrong, in which the strong often succumb and the swift fail: we see flowers of good blooming in foul places, as, in the most lofty and splendid fortunes, flaws of vice and meanness, and stains of evil; and, knowing how mean the best of us is, let us give a hand of charity to Arthur Pendennis, with all his faults and shortcomings, who does not claim to be a hero, but only a man and a brother.


Pendennis immediately succeeded upon Thackeray’s first major work of prose fiction, Vanity Fair, on the title page of which we read that it is A Novel without a Hero, and the famous concluding paragraph of which, beginning ‘Ah! Vanitas Vanitatum!’ and four lines long, has the same elegiac tone as has this more extended peroration. But the two novels, taken as wholes, differ greatly from one another in both intention and effect. One might almost suspect them of having been published in reverse order of composition, since it is so frequently a man’s first novel that is markedly autobiographical – and also because it is in Vanity Fair that Thackeray seems most in command of his medium. But Vanity Fair, ventured upon after more than ten years of talented pseudonymous trifling, was very much a product of its author’s daemon. A work of which the earlier sub-title had been Pen and Pencil Sketches of English Society turned out to be among the greatest of English panoramic novels – full indeed of every idiosyncrasy of vision, mood, and utterance which we think of as Thackerayan, but in the highest degree an objective creation, and presenting in Becky Sharp one of the supremely ‘known’ characters of English fiction. Vanity Fair would alone have secured Thackeray his fame, as certainly as Wuthering Heights alone secured Emily Brontë hers. But it is a condition of writing for a living that the day after you have corrected the last proofs of a masterpiece – or even before that – you must turn to and begin something else.

Finding himself in this position, Thackeray – prudently, perhaps – decided to lower his sights. It did not, indeed, prove to work out that way, but it is almost certainly what he consciously proposed to himself. He would take the ready-made armature of his own career such as it had been, and hang on it a series of fictionalised sketches of childhood, schooldays, Cambridge, knocking about fashionable and unfashionable London, journalism, authorship, first love and perhaps second and third, with a decently contrived marriage at the close. And in Pendennis, in fact, he carries out his plan with reasonable efficiency, and with a dispatch only impeded by the accident of a three months’ illness when he was about half-way through. It is a commonplace of criticism that the resulting book is a very loosely constructed affair, a light stringing together of episodes some of which are brilliant and others of which are dull. But this is not quite true. As we read Pendennis – as distinct from poking about in it in the interest of critical disquisition – we seldom pause to complain that it is bitty. Thackeray’s style is important here: it is easy, flowing, and confident; we seem to be hearing the voice of a practised conversationalist and raconteur who knows himself to be welcome whenever he drops in on us (Pendennis dropped in, after all, in monthly parts); and we are quickly led, somehow, to acquiesce in the assumption that just this is what, at the moment, we require of a novel.

But there is a further occasion for our feeling an overriding unity in the book: our constant sense of the author’s presiding presence as the varying scenes with their varying quantum of comment and reflection unfold. It is unfashionable to regard anything of the kind as being a possible grace in prose fiction: and indeed we are likely, with the best will in the world, to find tiresome certain modes of authorial incursion in Pendennis. But the sense of the man as somehow implicated with his fable – indeed as almost trapped and struggling in it – would come to us and enhance our interest even if we knew nothing whatever about the career and personality of William Makepeace Thackeray. As it is, we will do well to glance briefly at these before moving farther into a consideration of the novel.

He was an Anglo-Indian child – more substantially so, in point of tradition and connections, than was another such destined to make a career in letters, Rudyard Kipling. Like Kipling and almost everybody else born into a similar situation, he was early packed off to relations in England. Death had separated him from his father when he was just four; this Draconic custom separated him from his mother two years later. He experienced nothing like the horror of domestication with unkind strangers which Kipling chronicles in ‘Baa, Baa, Black Sheep’, but in his early schooling, and during most of his time at Charterhouse, he must have been almost equally unhappy. Kipling was robustly to romanticise the United Services College in Stalky and Co., which may be regarded as a curious belated whistling in the dark. Thackeray managed nothing of the kind; the Grey Friars School of his fiction is never represented as a particularly agreeable or amusing place in which to be immured.

When his mother returned to England in 1819, it was as Mrs Henry Carmichael-Smyth. She had married an old flame, considerably her senior in years. He was a kindly and rather unworldly man; and that his step-son admired rather than resented him would be clear on one single testimony alone: the novelist was to draw his portrait in Colonel Newcome. Yet it is clear from the record that the boy had been looking forward with an almost fierce intensity to reunion with his mother, and it cannot have been nothing that he found he had to share her with a stranger. There is, moreover, a further fact of significance here. Mrs Carmichael-Smyth was only twenty-eight when she returned to England, and could still have been called a young woman when her son was passing through adolescence. In more than one place in the novels there percolates through their Victorian reticence the writer’s awareness that sexual jealousy and sexual attraction can operate in a diversity of ways. The creator of Helen Pendennis and of her relations with her son would not, in fact, have had a great deal to learn from the pages of Sons and Lovers. In Henry Esmond the hero eventually marries the mother of the girl he has thought to woo, and in doing so converts into a sexual union a relationship which has been initially felt by both partners as that of mother and son. The conception, although it has something of the grotesque quality of a short story by Thomas Hardy, was not so radically in conflict with established sentiments as some critics have maintained, since Victorian feeling found something normal and edifying in the presence of a maternal element in the wifely relationship, and indeed of a paternal element in the husbandly.

Since his mother remained, at a deep level, the emotional centre of Thackeray’s life, she was potent with him as a moral being. She was a model of that strict and repressive evangelical piety which was not only almost pervasive in the respectable middle class of the age but also widely subscribed to by persons of higher station and wider cultivation. And Thackeray was never to break away from her standards here, particularly in the field of sexual conduct. Indeed, since his mother and his public both pulled one way, it would have required far more strength of will than he possessed at all effectively to break away from taboos and restrictions which his intellect condemned as absurd. Like Henry James after him, he saw himself as the unwilling prisoner here of his country and his time – and this he expresses roundly in the preface to Pendennis:


Even the gentlemen of our age – this is an attempt to describe one of them, no better nor worse than most educated men – even these we cannot show as they are, with the notorious foibles and selfishness of their lives and their education. Since the author of Tom Jones was buried, no writer of fiction among us has been permitted to depict to his utmost power a MAN. We must drape him, and give him a certain conventional simper. Society will not tolerate the Natural in our Art.


But this in itself is pulling its punches – just what is covered by ‘notorious foibles and selfishness’? – and there is even something a little comical about ‘a MAN’. Thackeray would not have been a bit happy with a MAN, any more than James would have been. He did, of course, admire Fielding, and even lectured on him – an activity which his own admirer, Charlotte Brontë, judged wholly reprehensible, even although he hedged his bet by an ungenerously censorious picture of Fielding in his personal character. The truth seems to be that the thought of sexual irregularity threw Thackeray into unreasoning panic not only as a purveyor of commercially viable Victorian fiction but in his own inmost being. However it might be with Tom Jones, he was very reluctant to see merit in any work concerned other than obliquely and fleetingly with sex outside the curtained sanctities of Christian marriage. He dismissed Madame Bovary as a ‘heartless, cold-blooded study of the downfall and degeneration of a woman’.

For nineteenth-century Anglo-Saxons, whether British or American, Paris was the place to be wicked in; and it is not improbable that Thackeray’s first adult sojourn there was undertaken in the interest of something other than proficiency in the French language. That he was not undeviatingly chaste when liberated from an English soil even peeps through the diary he kept at that time. But we can be very sure that he experienced any approach to sexual promiscuity as sinful and degrading, and that this honest view disposed him to bring his heroes, whenever possible, virgin to their brides. There is nothing improbable to the point of absurdity in such a course of things even today, and it cannot have been very uncommon in an age to which deeply inculcated religious tenets spoke on the matter as strongly as they did. When we follow the early history of Arthur Pendennis we may judge it implausible that a young man should live extravagantly, idly, ‘wildly’, and even as a devotee for a time of the gambling-table, while at the same time remaining sexually chaste as a consequence of having formed, mainly through the influence of his mother, a reverent regard for the feminine character. Of course the faults that Pen displays – say the vices he does allow himself – could have been presented as the compensatory consequence of some inhibitory process, whether religious or more or less morbid, in another sphere. But there is no suggestion of this. And we have to accept the young man as he is offered to us.

Thackeray attained no distinction at Charterhouse, and maintained that he carried away from the place nothing more useful than a deep dislike of the classics; he had the same recollection of Greek, he said, that he had of castor oil. On making his escape in 1828 he enjoyed a pleasant and prolonged sojourn with his mother and stepfather at their country house, Larkbeare, in Devon: it was to become very clearly the Fairoaks of our novel. At Trinity College, Cambridge, he came into his own as clever enough to make his way among the very clever young men who were then, as commonly, to be found within the shadow of that fortunate foundation. He gave himself fashionable airs, however; represented or implied that he was to come into considerable property; piled up college and tradesmen’s bills with the best; and in academic matters was dauntlessly idle. In 1830 he took a fourth in the May examination, an achievement requiring little interpretation, and resulting in his being withdrawn from Trinity by misdoubting guardians, and packed off to Weimar to learn – thus at a remove from any sustaining family support or scrutiny – new habits of industry and frugality. This, of course, didn’t quite come off. He returned to England, like Pen went through the motions of reading for the bar, tried Paris because he felt he had the makings of an artist, lost his quite substantial patrimony through improvidence, gambling, and a sheer bad luck in which his guileless step-father unfortunately shared. Eventually he scrambled into miscellaneous journalism in London. But having a strong feeling that a journalist couldn’t be a gentleman, he treated the trade somewhat de haut en bas and concealed his activities behind something like thirty pseudonyms. It was scarcely a course of things likely to lay the foundations of a literary reputation.

In 1836, being then twenty-five and without either private income or any very definite professional prospects, he married Isabella Shawe, an Irish girl of respectable family whom he had met in Paris. His first daughter was born in 1837; his second, born in the following year, died in infancy; his third was born in 1840. Within months of this last event his wife became insane, and in that condition remained until many years after the death of her husband. The marriage had been imprudent and, in a loose sense, romantic: Thackeray had chosen his bride in accordance with those canons of the sweet, the pure, and the submissive which obtained in Victorian fiction, and without much pausing to consider whether Isabella possessed those qualities of intelligence, good judgement, and firmness of character upon which a stable and enduring relationship might be built. When she had to be placed under permanent custodial care it is very likely that he was in two minds about her worth and quality but this might be far from mitigating the crushing impact of the disaster. There was to be a vast deal of penetration and disillusion in his vision of the feminine character, but a guilty sense that in exercising this he was in some way being treacherous to his mother, his wife, and his daughters perpetually swept him into those gushing sentimentalities about the sainted role of Woman which modern readers find so hard to take. We may even be inclined to misinterpret them as a cynical man’s deliberate concessions to a prevalent public taste. But this is not so. What Thackeray failed of was not honesty, but a maturely integrated character. His head and his heart remained at least intermittently at war with each other, so that he sometimes didn’t know what he meant, intended, or believed. The most striking instance of the artistic ill consequence of this is to be found not in Pendennis but in Vanity Fair. Amelia Sedley appears to be offered to us now by one Thackeray and now by the other. There is probably a good deal of Isabella Shaw about her.

His wife’s insanity placed Thackeray in a deeply unfortunate situation. He was virtually a widower, and with young daughters to bring up; but for as long as Isabella lived he could not lawfully marry again. As might be predicted, he came to depend a good deal on general society, and for the enjoyment of this at a stimulating level he gained wider opportunities as his fame grew. But he owned, and acknowledged to his intimates, a strong need for feminine support within the simplest domestic context. Brilliant and clever women, such as one sits beside at a dinner-table or spars with in a drawing-room, made comparatively little appeal to him. He respected women, he said, ‘when they are occupied with loving and sentiment rather than with other business of life.’

These words come, as it happens, from a letter to Jane Brookfield, the third of the three women who were of cardinal importance in his career. She was the wife of William Brookfield, a contemporary and friend of Thackeray’s at Cambridge, who had become first a fashionable preacher and second, upon failing to gain ecclesiastical preferment, an inspector of schools. Mrs Brookfield was beautiful, quick-witted, and a good listener; and these endowments enabled her to form a salon of sorts, at which Thackeray became a regular attender. He had for long been something more than this – in fact a constant visitor, confidant, and correspondent – before he and Mrs Brookfield realised that they were in love with each other. Finally a stage came at which Brookfield took their intimacy amiss; there was a total breach for a time; and then acquaintanceship was renewed in a more circumspect fashion. Perhaps Mrs Brookfield, too, went into the character of Amelia: Thackeray certainly told her that she did. But so, he believed, did his strong-willed and dominating mother! Thackeray made a sufficient number of odd identifications of this kind to suggest that his female characters were frequently not wholly lucid to him; to suggest either this or a certain levity of regard when speaking of his own creations.

The earnest Victorian child who was to become Mrs Humphry Ward is represented in a well-known cartoon of Max Beerbohm’s as asking her uncle Matthew Arnold why he was not always wholly serious. She might well have been disposed to ask Thackeray the same question. Today novelists tend to be wholly serious – even, one is tempted to add, when they are wholly nasty as well. Almost to a man they are what Henry James would have them be: historians at grips with a world no less real than that of Thucydides or Tacitus, Clarendon or Macaulay. Thackeray inherited from Fielding, among others, some sense of the standing a novelist may legitimately seek here. He was convinced that it was his business to search out the truth, and that he was pursuing that business as well as the conditions of his age allowed. In the preface to Pendennis he fires off a sequence of rhetorical questions designed to make this point:


So of a writer, who delivers himself up to you perforce unreservedly, you say, Is he honest? Does he tell the truth in the main? Does he seem actuated by a desire to find out and speak it? Is he a quack, who shams sentiment, or mouths for effect?… I ask you to believe that this person writing strives to tell the truth. If there is not that, there is nothing.


This is not perplexing. But immediately he goes on:


Perhaps the lovers of ‘excitement’ may care to know that this book began with a very precise plan, which was entirely put aside. Ladies and gentlemen, you were to have been treated, and the writer’s and the publishers’ pocket benefited, by the recital of the most active horrors. What more exciting than a ruffian (with many admirable virtues) in St Giles’s, visited constantly by a young lady from Belgravia? What more stirring than the contrasts of society? the mixture of slang and fashionable language? the escapes, the battles, the murders? Nay, up to nine o’clock this very morning, my poor friend, Colonel Altamont, was doomed to execution, and the author only relented when his victim was actually at the window.


Mrs Ward would not, indeed, have been puzzled by this obvious fun, but she might have been left a little uneasy by it. Thackeray professed himself disdainful of what he called ‘the professional parts of novels’, by which he meant the stage-carpentry of some standard artificial plot: ‘Ask me, indeed, to pop a robber under a bed, to hide a will which will be forthcoming in due season!’ Yet in due season we find in Pendennis that Colonel Altamont, although he does not indeed suffer execution, is involved in a plot of intrigue even more ‘professional’ than one turning merely upon a lost will. In this I see no occasion for launching an indictment against Thackeray. The fact is that he came to the writing of novels after a good many years devoted to another sort of professionalism. He had contributed more than 400 articles to Punch, and both there and elsewhere had expended much wit and high spirits in ridiculing contemporary fiction of one sort and another. Silver fork novels, sentimental novels, romantic novels, Newgate novels: he had a go at all of them. It is his relation to the last of these categories that is perhaps most interesting.

Thackeray found (rather as Dickens did) a strong attractiveness in low life and criminal practice; he detested the popular fiction that sentimentalised matter of this kind (ruffians ‘with many admirable virtues’); and in a number of places – particularly Catherine and Barry Lyndon – he essayed to depict scoundrelism unsophisticated in this way. The interest is carried over into his major fiction to the extent that we meet in it a somewhat surprising crowd of rascals and their dupes: they are all over the place in Vanity Fair, and Pen meets a good many in Pendennis. This contributes to the atmosphere of disenchantment and disillusion which the novels generate, and which was to earn Thackeray his reputation for cynicism. When Ruskin declared of him that he ‘settled like a meat fly on whatever one had got for dinner and made one sick of it’, the judgement was only more graphic, not more decided, than many baffled and irritated readers pronounced. But equally puzzling was the play of Thackeray’s sentimentality. Often he wrote sentimentally because, as we have seen, he was sentimental within certain areas of feeling; over mothers and babies he could be as honestly maudlin as his most lachrymose reader. But he could also write sentimentally with his tongue in his cheek. He may be parodying himself, or parodying other novelists, or making fun of his own characters, or even making fun of us. And this can be very upsetting.

There is something more. We may ask ourselves – certainly many of his first readers asked themselves: What is the man after? What is he trying to do? Would he persuade us that nobody is happy in this world, nobody obtains his desire, or, having it, is satisfied? Are we simply to be persuaded how mean the best of us is? There are places in which Thackeray pretty well acknowledges that these are indeed his designs upon us: ‘I want to leave everybody dissatisfied and unhappy at the end of the story – we ought all to be, with our own and all other stories.’ This is from a letter, and Thackeray is no doubt being lightly provocative. But the novels yield a similar pessimism abundantly enough. In Pendennis itself we come to a point at which Pen, partly because worked upon by his worldly uncle the Major (who is surely among the half-dozen best of Thackeray’s creations), is being drawn towards a loveless match with Blanche Amory. The couple meet and part with each other in perfect good-humour:


‘And I,’ thought Pendennis, ‘am the fellow who eight years ago had a grand passion, and last year was raging in a fever about Briseis!’


That is Pen’s reflection; his creator’s follows:


Yes, it was the same Pendennis, and time had brought to him, as to the rest of us, its ordinary consequences, consolations, developments. We alter very little…. The scorn and weariness which cries vanitas vanitatum is but the lassitude of the sick appetite palled with pleasure.… Our mental changes are like our grey hairs or our wrinkles – but the fulfilment of the plan of mortal growth and decay…. Are you not awe-stricken, you, friendly reader… to think how you are the same You, whom in childhood you remember, before the voyage of life began? It has been prosperous, and you are riding into port, the people huzzaing and the guns saluting, – and the lucky captain bows from the ship’s side, and there is a care under the star on his breast which nobody knows of: or you are wrecked, and lashed, hopeless, to a solitary spar out at sea: – the sinking man and the successful one are thinking each about home, very likely, and remembering the time when they were children; alone on the hopeless spar, drowning out of sight; alone in the midst of the crowd applauding you.


Behind writing like this we can feel only a sombre temperament, even a congenital melancholy, the most authentic issue of which, in one critic’s words, is ‘a sort of pervasive world-sorrow for man’s pathetic lot, for his puny egotisms, his self-deceptions, his frustrated ambitions and his abortive achievements’. One might say something very like this of the basic attitude of George Eliot; maintain that her best work is much more fully integrated than Thackeray’s; and conclude that she possessed, as he did not, the intellect, or the high critical ability, to discern with what kind of novelist’s stance this fundamental bent of mind was compatible. Yet if we try to compare these two – which it is perhaps profitable to do only in a glancing way – we may arrive at a different sense of the matter, and one leaving us not altogether confident as to which is the ‘greater’ novelist. Thackeray nowhere approximates to the controlled architectonic power exhibited in Middlemarch. Yet I find myself believing that, strange as it may seem, Thackeray’s novels ‘date’ less than George Eliot’s do. If this be so, is it because hers is the way of the sage and his the way of the clown? The sage invests heavily in the approved wisdom of his contemporaries; if he is an artist, he tries, in the words of Thomas Hardy (himself such a sage), ‘to spread over art the latest illumination of the time’. The clown (and Thackeray as clown educed the most exquisite of Thackeray’s small drawings) claims no understanding of these high matters; he is a mere spectator and an alienated one at that; what he sees is sombre and he sees it as perennial; he turns it to a perennial laughter as he may.

But it is possible to distinguish the peculiar power of Thackeray – which we find in its freest and fullest operation in Vanity Fair, Pendennis, and Henry Esmond – without recourse to such speculation. The method of his fiction is commonly described as panoramic or pictorial, and is thus distinguished from the dramatic or scenic method of such a novelist as Henry James. The distinction is just and useful; and in terms of it Percy Lubbock in The Craft of Fiction achieves a sustained and penetrating examination of the nature and scope of Thackeray’s genius. Thackeray, Lubbock says, is ‘a painter of life, a novelist whose matter is all blended and harmonised together – people, action, background – in a long retrospective vision’. His manner is that of ‘musing expatiation, where scene melts into scene, impressions are foreshortened by distance, and the backward-ranging thought can linger and brood as it will’. But the kind of consecutive tale into which all this fullness of memory can be directed will always tend to a subordination of the instance and the occasion to the broad effect of the mass of life, of life’s innumerable goings-on, of these as forming that totality of an individual’s experience which constitutes Thackeray’s essential subject. For Lubbock this represents a drastic limiting condition upon Thackeray’s achievement. The novels ‘turn upon nothing that happens’; big scenes approach but are refused:


It is as though he never quite trusted his men and women when he had to place things entirely in their care, standing aside to let them act; he wanted to intervene continually, he hesitated to leave them alone save for a brief and belated half-hour.*


Lubbock is insistent that Thackeray is among the great English novelists, unchallenged in his own field. Only it has to be a kind of honorary greatness, since in the novel the pictorial is inherently inferior to the dramatic method.

Lubbock writes confessedly under the shadow of James, and many critics uncommitted to this particular loyalty will accept much that he says while finally arriving at a somewhat different and – as they may feel – more catholic point of view. Thus Geoffrey Tillotson writes in his admirable study of Thackeray:


For him the novel form was a vast ground inviting him to know it as a Cockney knows London, with knowledge that is the result of explorations coming to an end simply because they stop. The lack of edged shape in his novels is not a negative thing, but deliberate and positive, the achievement of an aspiration towards rendering the vastness of the world and the never-endingness of time. He was at home in vastness and never-endingness.*


And an American critic, Professor John W. Dodds, similarly sees a positive virtue in Thackeray’s disinclination to stage things:


With Thackeray the characters are the plot, or at least the plot springs easily and unostentatiously from the relationships in which the characters stand to one another. This casualness and steady avoidance of manipulated drama yields that lack of scenic tension which is basic to Thackeray’s method…. Out of Thackeray’s panoramic method, then, comes an effect which is expanding and cumulative. We seem to catch the very ebb and flow of life, which is itself, for the most part, un-dramatic…. Novels like this live by something else than plot and their action has no need of final resolution or denouement. They stop, but their life goes on…. It is this sense of expansion beyond the limits of the story itself which gives an impression of deep reality to Thackeray’s best work.†


The effect of Pendennis is ‘expanding and cumulative’, and it is this that invalidates what is perhaps the most commonly expressed stricture on the novel. Edward FitzGerald, one of Thackeray’s oldest friends, was in a better position than most to remark how much of Thackeray’s private life was flowing into it. Thackeray, FitzGerald said, was ‘always talking so of himself’, and in Pendennis he seems to have felt that the result was a progressive boredom. In December 1849, when the novelist was recovering from the severe illness which had held up the serial publication of the novel, FitzGerald wrote:


I saw poor old Thackeray in London: getting very slowly better of a bilious fever that had almost killed him.… People in general thought Pendennis got dull as it went on; and I confess I thought so too: he would do well to take the opportunity of his illness to discontinue it altogether. He told me last June he himself was tired of it: must not his readers naturally tire too?*


‘Poor old Thackeray’ was thirty-eight, so if his novel had gone wrong it was scarcely as a consequence of the mists of senescence closing over him. And it is not really true that Pendennis grows dull as it goes on; it is only true that it does in a way grow duller. Macbeth grows duller; and so, I rather think, does Hamlet – this in the sense that they do not continue absolutely upon the pitch at which they open. The long first episode in Pendennis (which apparently came to Thackeray as a second thought) is incomparably brilliant, and the account of Pen at Oxbridge which succeeds it is scarcely less so. After that, there does come what may be called a change in the kind of pleasure being afforded us. Pen’s designed tiresomeness continues to be rendered with the most attractive skill – only (like Stephen Dedalus when he gets into Ulysses) he is undesignedly a little tiresome too. And with manhood his emotional and intellectual limitations become apparent to us: his straight sex is side-stepped; he is going to be a successful author, yet plainly hasn’t an idea in his head. But as our interest in Pen wanes, and our interest in Laura fails to develop from the near-zero at which it started, the novelist reveals that he has other compelling powers to employ. We are being made free of a very large and various world which is also a singularly real one. But it is not only real. It is also familiar and normal. Proust believed that there must be something bizarre and unmeasured, some fundamental strangeness, in the greatest art, so that we are conscious of being admitted for the time to a world that is the artist’s own. The world of Dickens, as of Meredith, is like that; the world of Thackeray, as of Scott, is not. Thackeray, with Punch behind him, sometimes writes in the tradition of caricature; and technical inexpertness made it impossible for him to draw effectively except in that tradition. But essentially his scrutiny is of our own daylight world. Lubbock, again, considering this, draws a parallel (surprising for a moment) with Tolstoy:


With Tolstoy’s high poetic genius there went a singularly normal and everyday gift of experience.… [He] seems to look squarely at the same world as other people, and only to make so much more of it than other people by the direct force of his genius, not because he holds a different position in regard to it. His experience comes from the same quarter as ours.… His people, therefore, are essentially familiar and intelligible; we easily extend their lives in any direction.*


This is certainly true of the author of Pendennis. Even the last clause is true in the sense that we do feel (should we care to perform the exercise) that we know just how Major Pendennis, or Captain Costigan, or Mr Bungay, or the Fotheringay, or Helen Pendennis, or even Pen himself would behave in some new and imagined situation. But what chiefly comes to us as extensible in any direction is, above all, the crowded and various scene our author commands. Thackeray is like a landscape painter not much in love with the stricter canons of composition or with aerial perspective; only a fragment of his enormous canvas is within our full vision at any one time, but we are always conscious that there is more on the periphery, and that we have only to shift our glance to find other parts of the total scene recorded in the same detail, with the same masterful particularity.

Or better, perhaps, Thackeray’s art has the character of a camera obscura: of such a one as I myself recall from boyhood as erected in a commanding situation above the city of Edinburgh. We entered a darkened chamber and stood round a circular white table. The apparatus above our heads was opened, and there beneath our gaze, in brilliant detail, was the Castle on its rock. Then, as the mirror moved thus or thus at the whim of its proprietor, was the palace of Holyrood, or Princes Street, or the Royal Mile, or the Pentland Hills or the shores of Fife in the distance, or our own familiar school and its playing fields, or our own familiar church. Pendennis is such a camera obscura, but commanding a vaster scene: London and all England in their habit as they lived when William Makepeace Thackeray was a boy.

And with what consummate ease and confidence this larger and more magical mirror moves! Here is the Fleet prison, with Charley Shandon dashing off that clarion call to the gentlemen of England which is to be the prospectus of the Pall Mall Gazette. For a space ‘the history still hovers about Fleet Street’, and then we are at dinner in Paternoster Row, and then again we are in Belgravia, where it is revealed to us (very close to the first mutterings of some dark intrigue) that young Pen has miraculously delivered himself of a masterpiece called Leaves from the Life-book of Walter Lorraine. Hard upon this Harry Foker (who has been rested for a good many chapters) turns up again, and sighs after Blanche Amory when he ought to be sighing after his cousin, Lady Ann. Then it is Captain Costigan’s turn to reappear: yet we are still, half-way through the novel, no more frequently reminded of old faces than we are introduced to new. It is all rather like a big party – not quite the kind of affair we choose to attend every day, but great fun now and again. And fun is something about the prizeableness of which Thackeray is explicit in more than one place. It would not have occurred to him that when we seek amusement we are seeking merely to kill time (which is one severe modern critic’s view of the matter). Amusement is recreative, and we are refreshed by wit. A long book that is steadily and multitudinously entertaining, and which at the same time everywhere bears the imprint of a complex and highly invididual mind – sombre, high-spirited, disenchanted, sentimental, ironic – at play upon a society intimately known to it and tenaciously held in memory: such a book is likely to maintain its place on no unfrequented shelf; and such a book is Pendennis.




NOTE ON THE TEXT

Pendennis was issued by Bradbury & Evans in monthly shilling parts (indicated in this edition by [No. 1], [No. 2], etc. at the head of the first chapter in each part) from November 1848 to December 1850; its serialisation was interrupted for three months, from October to December 1849, when Thackeray was seriously ill. Each part, illustrated by the author and bound in yellow wrappers, contained thirty-two pages. The last part, according to custom, was a double number, and so the twenty-three monthly parts contained twenty-four instalments in all. The first twelve instalments formed Volume I, which was published by Bradbury & Evans on 31 December 1849. In December 1850 the complete novel was published in two volumes, with the Dedication and Preface at the beginning of the second volume.

In 1856, Pendennis was published by Bradbury & Evans in one volume, without illustrations and with a much-revised text, which is used for this Penguin edition. The revision mostly took the form of cutting; about 10,000 words were excised from the first edition, including padding, crudities, and inconsistencies, which had arisen from Thackeray’s hasty, piecemeal method of composition for the monthly parts.


The principal omissions were:

(1) From the end of Chapter 16 of the first edition (‘More Storms in the Puddle’), accounts of the gossip in Fairoaks about Pen, Miss Fotheringay, Mrs Pendennis, and Smirke; from the beginning of Chapter 17 of the first edition (‘Which Concludes the First Part of this History’), Mrs Portman’s revelation to Mrs Pendennis of Smirke’s long-standing engagement to a Miss Thompson of Clapham Common. These two chapters were then amalgamated into one, the present Chapter 16.


(2) From the beginning of Chapter 19, a description of Bloundell-Bloundell, and an account of his impudent behaviour towards Major Pendennis at the dinner Pen gave for his uncle.


(3) From Chapter 23, a description of Blanche Amory’s maid Pincott.


(4) From Chapter 45, following the existing first paragraph, a rambling passage of reflection on the pursuit of love, giving advice, and the ‘diversity of the tastes of mankind’. (See note 1 on Chapter 53, p. 803, below).


In addition, many phrases, sentences, and paragraphs were removed; these were mostly superfluous parentheses and descriptions.

The wording in places was slightly amended for the purposes of consistency or refinement. Some representative changes were as follows: (1) ‘Oxford’ or ‘Cambridge’ to ‘Oxbridge’. At first, Thackeray did not hit upon ‘Oxbridge’ (apparently his own coinage), and in Chapter 41 there is still an ‘Oxford’ which has not been changed. (2) ‘Chatteries’ to ‘Chatteris’ throughout. (3) In Chapter 2, at the end of the account of Mr Pendennis’s marriage, ‘… of which Mr Pendennis bragged to the last day of his life’ to ‘… of which Mr Pendennis talked to the last day of his life’. (4) In Chapter 18, ‘Dillon Tandy’s bill’ to ‘Dilley Tandy’s bill’. (5) In Chapter 23, at the beginning, ‘ “Egad, Strong” ’ to ‘ “I say, Strong” ’. (6) In Chapters 28 and 59, the ‘Megatherium’ club to the ‘Polyanthus’ club. (7) In Chapter 56, at the end, ‘… in the dark pew of his own heart’ to… in the dark crypt of his own heart’.

The wording and punctuation of this Penguin text are those of the 1856 edition, but hyphenation and a few archaic spellings have been modified in accordance with modern conventions. Errors and some inconsistencies have been silently corrected.
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TO DR JOHN ELLIOTSON


MY DEAR DOCTOR,

Thirteen months ago, when it seemed likely that this story had come to a close, a kind friend brought you to my bedside, whence, in all probability, I never should have risen but for your constant watchfulness and skill. I like to recall your great goodness and kindness (as well as many acts of others, showing quite a surprising friendship and sympathy) at that time, when kindness and friendship were most needed and welcome.

And as you would take no other fee but thanks, let me record them here in behalf of me and mine, and subscribe myself
Yours most sincerely and gratefully,
W. M. THACKERAY





PREFACE

IF this kind of composition, of which the two years’ product is now laid before the public, fail in art, as it constantly does and must, it at least has the advantage of a certain truth and honesty, which a work more elaborate might lose. In his constant communication with the reader, the writer is forced into frankness of expression, and to speak out his own mind and feelings as they urge him. Many a slip of the pen and the printer, many a word spoken in haste, he sees and would recall as he looks over his volume. It is a sort of confidential talk between writer and reader, which must often be dull, must often flag. In the course of his volubility, the perpetual speaker must of necessity lay bare his own weaknesses, vanities, peculiarities. And as we judge of a man’s character, after long frequenting his society, not by one speech, or by one mood or opinion, or by one day’s talk, but by the tenor of his general bearing and conversation; so of a writer, who delivers himself up to you perforce unreservedly, you say, Is he honest? Does he tell the truth in the main? Does he seem actuated by a desire to find out and speak it? Is he a quack, who shams sentiment, or mouths for effect? Does he seek popularity by claptraps or other arts? I can no more ignore good fortune than any other chance which has befallen me. I have found many thousands more readers than I ever looked for. I have no right to say to these, You shall not find fault with my art, or fall asleep over my pages; but I ask you to believe that this person writing strives to tell the truth. If there is not that, there is nothing.

Perhaps the lovers of ‘excitement’ may care to know, that this book began with a very precise plan, which was entirely put aside. Ladies and gentlemen, you were to have been treated, and the writer’s and the publishers’ pocket benefited, by the recital of the most active horrors. What more exciting than a ruffian (with many admirable virtues) in St Giles’s visited constantly by a young lady from Belgravia? What more stirring than the contrasts of society? the mixture of slang and fashionable language? the escapes, the battles, the murders? Nay, up to nine o’clock this very morning, my poor friend, Colonel Altamont, was doomed to execution, and the author only relented when his victim was actually at the window.

The ‘exciting’ plan was laid aside (with a very honourable forbearance on the part of the publishers) because, on attempting it, I found that I failed from want of experience of my subject; and never having been intimate with any convict in my life, and the manners of ruffians and gaol-birds being quite unfamiliar to me, the idea of entering into competition with M. Eugène Sue was abandoned. To describe a real rascal, you must make him so horrible that he would be too hideous to show; and unless the painter paints him fairly, I hold he has no right to show him at all.

Even the gentlemen of our age – this is an attempt to describe one of them, no better nor worse than most educated men – even these we cannot show as they are, with the notorious foibles and selfishness of their lives and their education. Since the author of ‘Tom Jones’ was buried, no writer of fiction among us has been permitted to depict to his utmost power a MAN. We must drape him, and give him a certain conventional simper. Society will not tolerate the Natural in our Art. Many ladies have remonstrated and subscribers left me, because, in the course of the story, I described a young man resisting and affected by temptation. My object was to say, that he had the passions to feel, and the manliness and generosity to overcome them. You will not hear – it is best to know it – what moves in the real world, what passes in society, in the clubs, colleges, mess-rooms, – what is the life and talk of your sons. A little more frankness than is customary has been attempted in this story; with no bad desire on the writer’s part, it is hoped, and with no ill consequence to any reader. If truth is not always pleasant; at any rate truth is best, from whatever chair – from those whence graver writers or thinkers argue, as from that at which the story-teller sits as he concludes his labour, and bids his kind reader farewell.

KENSINGTON: Nov. 26, 1850




CONTENTS

1. Shows how First Love may Interrupt Breakfast

2. A Pedigree and other Family Matters

3. In which Pendennis Appears as a Very Young Man Indeed

4. Mrs Haller

5. Mrs Haller at Home

6. Contains both Love and War

7. In which the Major Makes his Appearance

8. In which Pen is kept Waiting at the Door, while the Reader is Informed who Little Laura was

9. In which the Major Opens the Campaign

10. Facing the Enemy

11. Negotiation

12. In which a Shooting-Match is Proposed

13. A Crisis

14. In which Miss Fotheringay Makes a New Engagement

15. The Happy Village

16. Which Concludes the First Part of this History

17. Alma Mater

18. Pendennis of Boniface

19. Rake’s Progress

20. Flight after Defeat

21. Prodigal’s Return

22. New Faces

23. A Little Innocent

24. Contains both Love and Jealousy

25. A House Full of Visitors

26. Contains some Ball-Practising

27. Which is both Quarrelsome and Sentimental

28. Babylon

29. The Knights of the Temple

30. Old and New Acquaintances

31. In which the Printer’s Devil Comes to the Door

32. Which is Passed in the Neighbourhood of Ludgate Hill

33. In which the History still Hovers about Fleet Street

34. A Dinner in the Row

35. The ‘Pall Mall Gazette’

36. Where Pen appears in Town and Country

37. In which the Sylph Reappears

38. In which Colonel Altamont Appears and Disappears

39. Relates to Mr Harry Foker’s Affairs

40. Carries the Reader both to Richmond and Greenwich

41. Contains a Novel Incident

42. Alsatia

43. In which the Colonel Narrates some of his Adventures

44. A Chapter of Conversations

45. Miss Amory’s Partners

46. Monseigneur S’amuse

47. A Visit of Politeness

48. In Shepherd’s Inn

49. In or Near the Temple Garden

50. The Happy Village Again

51. Which had very nearly been the Last of the Story

52. A Critical Chapter

53. Convalescence

54. Fanny’s Occupation’s Gone

55. In which Fanny Engages a New Medical Man

56. Foreign Ground

57. ‘Fairoaks To Let’

58. Old Friends

59. Explanations

60. Conversations

61. The Way of the World

62. Which accounts perhaps for Chapter 61

63. Phillis and Corydon

64. Temptation

65. In which Pen Begins his Canvass

66. In which Pen Begins to Doubt his Election

67. In which the Major is Bidden to Stand and Deliver

68. In which the Major neither yields his Money nor his Life

69. In which Pendennis Counts his Eggs

70. Fiat Justitia

71. In which the Decks Begin to Clear

72. Mr and Mrs Sam Huxter

73. Shows how Arthur had better have taken a Return Ticket

74. A Chapter of Match-Making

75. Exeunt Omnes




[No. 1]

Chapter 1

SHOWS HOW FIRST LOVE MAY INTERRUPT BREAKFAST

ONE fine morning in the full London season, Major Arthur Pendennis came over from his lodgings, according to his custom, to breakfast at a certain Club in Pall Mall, of which he was a chief ornament. At a quarter past ten the Major invariably made his appearance in the best blacked boots in all London, with a checked morning cravat that never was rumpled until dinner time, a buff waistcoat which bore the crown of his sovereign on the buttons, and linen so spotless that Mr Brummel himself asked the name of his laundress, and would probably have employed her had not misfortunes compelled that great man to fly the country.1 Pendennis’s coat, his white gloves, his whiskers, his very cane, were perfect of their kind as specimens of the costume of a military man en retraite. At a distance, or seeing his back merely, you would have taken him to be not more than thirty years old: it was only by a nearer inspection that you saw the factitious nature of his rich brown hair, and that there were a few crow’s-feet round about the somewhat faded eyes of his handsome mottled face. His nose was of the Wellington pattern. His hands and wristbands were beautifully long and white. On the latter he wore handsome gold buttons given to him by his Royal Highness the Duke of York, and on the others more than one elegant ring, the chief and largest of them being emblazoned with the famous arms of Pendennis.

He always took possession of the same table in the same corner of the room, from which nobody ever now thought of ousting him. One or two mad wags and wild fellows had, in former days, endeavoured to deprive him of this place; but there was a quiet dignity in the Major’s manner as he took his seat at the next table, and surveyed the interlopers, which rendered it impossible for any man to sit and breakfast under his eyes; and that table – by the fire, and yet near the window – became his own. His letters were laid out there in expectation of his arrival, and many was the young fellow about town who looked with wonder at the number of those notes, and at the seals and franks which they bore. If there was any question about etiquette, society, who was married to whom, of what age such and such a duke was, Pendennis was the man to whom everyone appealed. Marchionesses used to drive up to the Club, and leave notes for him, or fetch him out. He was perfectly affable. The young men liked to walk with him in the Park or down Pall Mall; for he touched his hat to everybody, and every other man he met was a lord.

The Major sate down at his accustomed table then, and while the waiters went to bring him his toast and his hot newspaper,2 he surveyed his letters through his gold double eye-glass, and examined one pretty note after another, and laid them by in order. There were large solemn dinner cards, suggestive of three courses and heavy conversation; there were neat little confidential notes, conveying female entreaties; there was a note on thick official paper from the Marquis of Steyne, telling him to come to Richmond to a little party at the Star and Garter; and another from the Bishop of Ealing and Mrs Trail, requesting the honour of Major Pendennis’s company at Ealing House, all of which letters Pendennis read gracefully, and with the more satisfaction, because Glowry, the Scotch surgeon, breakfasting opposite to him, was looking on, and hating him for having so many invitations, which nobody ever sent to Glowry.

These perused, the Major took out his pocket-book to see on what days he was disengaged, and which of these many hospitable calls he could afford to accept or decline.

He threw over Cutler, the East India Director, in Baker Street, in order to dine with Lord Steyne and the little French party at the Star and Garter – the Bishop he accepted, because, though the dinner was slow, he liked to dine with bishops – and so went through his list and disposed of them according to his fancy or interest. Then he took his breakfast and looked over the paper, the gazette, the births and deaths, and the fashionable intelligence, to see that his name was down among the guests at my Lord So-and-so’s f




















* Lubbock, Percy, The Craft of Fiction, Cape, 1965, p. 103.



* Tillotson, Geoffrey, Thackeray the Novelist, Methuen, 1965, p. 12.
† Dodds, J. W., Thackeray: a Critical Portrait, O.U.P., 1941, pp. 110–12.



* Fitzgerald, Edward, Letters and Literary Remains, ed. Wright, A. W., 1902–3. vol. ii p. 288.



* Lubbock op cit., pp. 48–9.
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