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MISS MARJORIBANKS


MARGARET OLIPHANT WILSON OLIPHANT (1827–97) was born Margaret Wilson near Edinburgh. She acquired the name Oliphant from her mother, though she married her cousin Francis Oliphant, an artist, in 1852. She was enormously prolific, writing almost a hundred novels and many works of non-fiction. Her first published work was Passages in the Life of Miss Margaret Maitland (1849), but it was after the death of her husband in 1859 and her subsequent need to repay debts and support her family that she wrote the majority of her books. Her best-known novels and short stories are collectively known as The Chronicles of Carlingford (1863–76) and include among their number Salem Chapel (1863), The Perpetual Curate (1864) and Miss Marjoribanks (1866). Her fictional range encompasses domestic realism, the historical novel and tales of the supernatural. Her many works of non-fiction include biographies, literary histories, historical sketches of major cities and translations: two notable works, Annals of a Publishing House (1879) and her Autobiography (1899), were published posthumously.
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A BRIEF CHRONOLOGY OF MARGARET OLIPHANT’S LIFE AS A WRITER

This listing is intended to contextualize the Chronicles of Carlingford series in which Miss Marjoribanks appeared. References to bibliographies of Oliphant’s astonishingly prolific output can be found in Further Reading. This highly selective list attempts to indicate fresh departures in her writing and note a few of her more generally acclaimed works. (F) denotes fiction, (NF) non-fiction and (CC) indicates a work in the Carlingford series.



	
1828

	
4 April: Margaret Oliphant Wilson born at Wallyford, Midlothian. Youngest child in clerk’s family.



	
1838

	
Family moved to Liverpool.



	
1845

	
Margaret’s fiancé emigrated and relationship foundered. Wrote her first novel, subsequently published as Christian Melville (1856), and attributed, as three of her other novels were to be, to William Wilson, her middle brother.



	
1849

	
Passages in the Life of Margaret Maitland, her first published novel.



	
1851

	
Caleb Field: A Tale of the Puritans, her first historical novel. Introduced, on a visit to Edinburgh, to the family publishing firm of Blackwood’s.



	
1852

	
4 May: married a maternal cousin, Frank Oliphant (1818–59), artist and stained-glass window designer, and moved to London. July–Nov.: Katie Stewart, her first novel to be published in serial form in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine.



	
1853

	
21 May: birth of first child, Margaret Wilson Oliphant (Maggie). Over the next two years a further daughter and son were born and died.


	
	
June: ‘The Shadow on the Way’, her first poem to be published in Blackwood’s.



	
1854

	
June: ‘Mary Russell Mitford’, first article in Blackwood’s. A regular non-fiction contributor for the rest of her life, she acquired a name as Blackwood’s ‘general utility woman’.



	
1856

	
16 Nov.: birth of fourth child, Cyril Francis (Tids).



	
1858

	
Sundays, first non-fiction book.


	
	
May: death of nine-week-old son.



	
1859

	
20 Oct.: death of husband in Italy where they had gone for his health. She was pregnant, in debt and with two young children to support.


	
	
12 Dec.: birth of son, Francis Romano (Cecco).



	
1861

	
May: ‘The Exectutor’, in Blackwood's (CC).
	

	
	
Sept.: The Rector’, in Blackwood’s (CC).


	
	
Oct.–Jan. 1862: ‘The Doctor’s Family’, in Blackwood’s (CC).


	
	
Authorized translation of first of Count de Montalembert’s seven-volume Monks of the West (NF).



	
1862

	
Feb. 1862–Jan. 1863: Salem Chapel, in Blackwood’s (CC). May: The Life of Edward Irving, her first biography, published (NF).



	
1863

	
June–Sept. 1864: The Perpetual Curate, in Blackwood’s (CC).



	
1864

	
27 Jan.: death of Maggie, oldest child.



	
1865

	
Agnes (F).


	
	
Feb.–Dec.; Jan.–May 1866: Miss Marjoribanks, in Blackwood’s (CC).


	
	
Dec.: settled in Windsor where she lived for thirty-one years.



	
1866

	
Jan.–Dec.: Madonna Mary, in Good Words (F).



	
1869

	
Historical Sketches of the Reign of George II, first of two collections of historical character studies (NF). The Minister’s Wife (F).



	
1870

	
Assumed total responsibility for her eldest brother and three of his children.



	
1872

	
Jan.–Dec.: At His Gates, in Good Words (F).



	
1874

	
Jan.–Feb. 1875: The Story of Valentine and his Brother, in Blackwood’s (F).


	
	
March–Aug.: A Rose in June, in Cornhill Magazine (F).



	
1876

	
Aug.–Jan.1877: The Curate in Charge, in Macmillan’s Magazine (F).



	
	
Phoebe Junior. A Last Chronicle of Carlingford (CC). The Makers of Florence, first of five ‘lives and times’ histories of cities (NF).



	
1877

	
Dante, first of her three contributions to the Blackwood series Foreign Classics for English Readers, of which she was editor (NF).



	
1879

	
Jan.: A Beleaguered City, in New Quarterly Magazine, an experimental narrative of the supernatural, of which she and fellow writers thought highly (F).



	
1882

	
The Literary History of England in the End of the Eighteenth and Beginning of the Nineteenth Century (NF). A further work in this genre appeared in 1892, charting the Victorian period. May: ‘A Little Pilgrim in the Unseen’, in Macmillan’s Magazine, first of a series of stories about the afterlife (F). Nov.–March 1884: The Wizard’s Son, in Macmillan’s Magazine. Only novel of the supernatural (F).



	
1883

	
Hester: A Story of Contemporary Life (F). April–May: ‘The Ladies of Lindores’, in Blackwood’s (F).



	
1884

	
Enjoyed her first recorded mystical experience.



	
1885

	
Jan.–Feb. 1886: A Country Gentleman, in Atlantic Monthly (F).



	
1887

	
Jan.–Dec. 1892: new monthly series entitled ‘The Old Saloon’, in Blackwood’s (NF).



	
1888

	
Jan.–Aug.: supplied weekly articles for St James’s Gazette.



	
1889

	
Aug.–Aug. 1890: Kirsteen, in Macmillan’s Magazine (F). Dec.: began a year’s supply of weekly articles for the Spectator.



	
1890

	
Death of her elder son.



	
1891

	
Jan.–Dec.: The Marriage of Elinor, in Good Words (F). Janet (F).



	
	
Dec.–Nov. 1892: The Cuckoo in the Nest, in Victorian Magazine (F).



	
1894

	
Aug.–Oct. 1896: replaced ‘Old Saloon’ series with the wider-ranging contributions of ‘The Looker-on’ in Blackwood’s. Oct.: death of last surviving child, Cecco.



	
1895

	
June–May 1896: Old Mr Tredgold, in Longman’s Magazine (F).



	
1896

	
Jan.: ‘The Library Window’, in Blackwood’s, a fine tale of the supernatural (F).



	
	
April: moved to Wimbledon Common.



	
1897

	
25 June: death of Margaret Oliphant Wilson Oliphant. The Ways of Life: Two Stories, with a preface by MOWO entitled ‘On the Ebb Tide’ (F).



	
	
Annals of a Publishing House: William Blackwood and his Sons: Their Magazine and Friends, first two volumes by MOWO.



	
1898

	
A Widow’s Tale and Other Stories (F), posthumous collection of short stories introduced by J. M. Barrie.



	
1899

	
The Autobiography and Letters, arranged and edited by Mrs Harry Coghill.






INTRODUCTION

If there were ever a novel to discountenance the notion that fiction provides a transparent window into the author’s prevailing emotions, Miss Marjoribanks is that work. When Margaret Oliphant began Miss Marjoribanks in late 1864 she was wintering in Paris, having rented an apartment in the Champs-Elysées. Since the sudden death of her beloved ten-year-old daughter, Maggie, in Rome on 27 January 1864, she had been wandering with her two younger children through Italy and Switzerland, too shaken by this apparently random fatality to commit herself to taking the major decisions that would eventually be necessary to provide for the boys’ schooling. A blank-verse poem, written out of her desolation, expressed her world-weary dejection:



All things are changed; but this most changed of all,

That I have learned the busy day by heart

And lived my hour and seen the marvels fade.1



In these circumstances there was much to be said for returning to the commercially rewarding territory of her Chronicles of Carlingford to produce a short story suitable for publication over four numbers in Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. This series of discrete short stories and novels, chronicling the middle-class mores of the professional classes in an imaginary English provincial town, had served her well since, almost four years before, recently widowed, with three young children to support, and similarly doubtful of her capacity to surmount her immediate troubles, she had ‘sat up nearly all night in a passion of composition, stirred to the very bottom of my mind’2 writing the first Carlingford short story, ‘The Executor’. The fifth story, The Perpetual Curate, which she had been half-way through writing when Maggie died, had earned her £1,500, the highest fee she was ever to earn for a three-volume novel. The series, she reflected towards the end of her life, ‘almost made me one of the popularities of literature’.3 As a regular literary reviewer for Blackwood’s she had swiftly developed a sense of commercially successful publishing trends. Anthony Trollope’s success with the seemingly infinitely extendable Barchester series played its part in persuading her of the virtues of carving out a comparable fictional niche for herself; and, despite assuring John Blackwood, as she began writing Salem Chapel, that she was about to ‘go into the Dissenting interests in the next Carlingford story, hoping that nobody will imagine me to be copying George Eliot’,4 she was markedly less distressed than George Eliot when the Saturday Review made exactly this assumption.5

In February 1865, when the second episode of Miss Marjoribanks had been completed, she told John Blackwood, ‘I meant it to be only four or five numbers, but I have already put in too many details to make that possible, and it seems to suit my demon best to let it have its way.’6 Her literary ‘demon’ was currently driving her hard, as had become habitual for this notable exemplar of the Scottish Puritan work ethic. When she began Miss Marjoribanks she was also writing the harrowing concluding chapters of Agnes (1865), in which she relived a mother’s sufferings at the bedside of her dying child. By the summer of 1865 she had accepted her first commission from Good Words, for whom she was writing Madonna Mary (1866), a novel in which she rehearsed the problems confronting the widowed mother of young boys. The short story ‘A Hidden Treasure’ was the harvest of summer months passed on the north-west coast of France and again bore strong traces of her recent ordeals.7 Back in Paris that autumn, she met Count Charles de Montalembert, and set about negotiating a contract by which she could continue with her translation of his many-volumed Les Moines d’Occident (Monks of the West). She had also recommenced work as Blackwood’s ‘general utility woman’,8 producing reviews for August, October and November 1865, and February 1866. Meanwhile, after a flurry of consultation with the literary men of her acquaintance and various headmasters, she had resolved to raise her boys in England. So she supervised the Channel crossing at the end of September 1865, the leasing of a temporary base at 15 Bayswater Terrace, opposite Kensington Gardens, and, finally, in November, the move to Clarence Crescent, Windsor, which was to be the family home for the next thirty years.

Part of what makes Miss Marjoribanks the great comic novel it is was the simple but brilliant idea of creating its world as a type of reverse or ‘mirror’ image of the author’s own. Realizing that she was once again at a turning point in her life, when she might choose either to commit her small family to the bohemian life of the expatriate writer, or to establish a home in the heart of the quintessentially English milieu of Windsor, where lip service, at the very least, would have to be paid to all the conventions and proprieties of upper-middle-class English society, Oliphant decided to take ‘a full look at the worst’ and for the flux, restless travel, depression and constant professional application of her own life she substituted the security, rootedness and limited horizons of Grange Lane, Carlingford.

This fictional mirror, however, has two sides, the one reflecting and the other transparent: while Lucilla Marjoribanks, the eponymous heroine, pirouettes self-admiringly to the mirror of her own admiration, we stand behind the mirror, with her creator, watching every manoeuvre. This device has a series of related consequences. It contrives to make Lucilla at one and the same time the most and least self-conscious of heroines, always unaware of that larger audience of readers able to perceive the brightly lit stage upon which she so often ‘rehearses’ her miniature dramas, as also of her cage. Although the Grand Tour offers her a glimpse of the emancipatory pleasures and risks of Rome and Alpine glaciers, she never seriously contemplates leaving her small realm again. Endowed with all her creator’s energy and drive, she expends them in a rigidly circumscribed world, in which usurping her father’s seat ‘before the urn and the coffee pot’ appears as an act of ‘unparalleled audacity’. The constriction and reduced opportunity, first felt when Lucilla is sent back to boarding school where her ‘active mind was to be condemned over again to verbs and chromatic scales, though she felt within herself capacities so much more extended’, are later described as ‘the beneficial restraints of society’. Whether they are viewed positively or negatively, these constraints are repeatedly shown immobilizing or rendering impotent her subjects’ natural impulse for development. The Archdeacon’s ‘savage wrath is contained’, while Mr Cavendish, whose worst crime is to disguise his social origins, no more has it in him to attain the status of a classic villain than Barbara Lake, the art master’s daughter, does to become a full-blooded reprobate. Indeed Carlingford dampens the aspirations of these last two characters so effectively that their final state enacts a jaded replay of their initial encounters, and even the diminished scale of the bohemian afterlife the novel permits them can only be achieved in the obscurity of a European exile upon which Lucilla had so firmly turned her back.

When Lucilla first takes her ‘little reconnaissance’ of ‘the country she had come to conquer’, the boundaries of her kingdom are marked out in a way that readers of previous stories in the Carlingford series cannot fail to recognize as excluding rather than exclusive. This is a Carlingford untouched, until electioneering begins, by the economic expansion which produced the new northern quarter around the canal and necessitated the building of St Roque’s chapel-of-ease. In the second instalment a whole chapter is devoted to Lucilla pacing out the dimensions of her throne-room, the drawing-room in which ‘a lady has to spend her life’. Her cousin Tom’s manly strides, which repeatedly play havoc with Lucilla’s domestic arrangements, are a measure of the doll’s-house world to which Lucilla’s active spirit will be increasingly confined.

By the end of her first year’s reign (ch. xxxiv) it looks as if the novel’s impulse towards development must fail from want of ‘new possibilities’ offering themselves to Lucilla’s imagination. She is left with only the trace of a series of potential suitors who have depleted rather than expanded her circle as ‘one by one she was disembarrassing herself from the complications which had grown round her’. A sense of waste seizes her as she thinks ‘with a momentary vexation of all the plants that had been put into the beds’ of Mrs Mortimer’s garden at her behest and, when she finds herself under ‘the friendly lights of an autumn evening’ isolated ‘in that most perfect of all positions for mutual confidence’ with the newly chastened Mr Cavendish, readers might be forgiven for resigning themselves to him as the bitter-sweet harvest of her year’s cultivation of Carlingford society. Instead it is ‘amid universal demolition’ that ‘the first portion of her eventful career’ has its ending and, true to this reductive impulse, the author closes down Lucilla’s world for ten years.

When ‘the second period of her career’ begins (ch. xxxvi), it is ‘amid mists of discouragement, and in an entire absence of all that was calculated to stimulate and exhilarate’. Time is running out: the ten years Lucilla allotted to repaying her father have elapsed and a novel that had seemed to promise a female Bildungsroman has reached apparent stasis.9 The much vaunted ‘stages’ of Lucilla’s experiments, opportunities and mission, initially fraught with unreleased potential, are ‘almost a bore to her in her present stage of development’ when all her ‘means’ have been perfected without further ‘ends’ opening up. Worse is to come. Her father’s death not only reveals these ‘means’ to have relied as much on his financial provision as her social adroitness, but it shows her decision to ‘stay put’ behind the drawn blinds of a household in mourning threatening to deprive her of the freedom of the royal progresses through her realm in which she has so delighted. Her diminished prospects are given material expression as she sits with her ‘worsted-work’, recording the passage of time by adjusting the marker in her book of sermons, which she reads under the dimmed lighting of a once radiant house, while the noise and excitement of the election hustings ebb and flow in the streets outside. We might almost anticipate an ending as disillusioned as that of Henry James’s Washington Square (1880), in which we take our leave of another doctor’s daughter, permanently immobilized by the conflict between her cynical father and her shallow fortune-hunting suitor, ‘in the parlour, picking up her morsel of fancy-work, [where] she had seated herself with it again – for life, as it were’. Lucilla and her creator, however, are made of sterner stuff and, at the very moment when it looks as if Lucilla must inevitably succumb to accepting the escape from living and dying ‘a single woman on two hundred a-year’ that marriage to the chillingly suitable Member for Carlingford will ensure, her cousin Tom opportunely returns from his decade of banishment in India, upsetting, in his headlong rush upstairs, the table upon which rests the great bowl of visiting cards, sole witness to the long years of Lucilla’s arduous social campaign.

And yet the last two chapters of the novel, while offering the marriage that the plot of romantic desire demands and giving Lucilla ‘time to consider the prospect which had suddenly opened up before her’, also quietly undermine Lucilla’s conviction that this is ‘a new beginning’. The newcomers to the community, who have traditionally served as the harbingers of necessary change and stimulation in the social novel, have all been banished and even Lucilla is led to reflect that ‘I have been doing the best I could for Carlingford for ten years… and if anyone were to examine into it, where is it all now?’ Tom’s labours in India do repair the financial leakage brought about by the collapse of Dr Marjoribanks’s investments, but even moving to the house to which the Doctor had intended to retire will only render Tom ‘Marjoribanks of Marchbank, like our great-great-grandpapa’. The Indian presents he brings home with him ‘were chronological in character’ and thus mark the passage of the years by their very unsuitability to his now rather mature – by the standards of Victorian romantic novels – sweetheart, just as does his touching but misguided gesture of refurbishing the drawing-room of Marchbank ‘with the same well-remembered tint of pale green which had been found ten years ago to suit so well with Lucilla’s complexion’. As with those other pairings in the novel, of the Archdeacon to Mrs Mortimer, and Cavendish to Barbara, Lucilla and Tom’s marriage reminds us that second chances have to be paid for by the toll of the intervening years. Despite Lucilla’s invincible optimism, which allows her to nurse ‘celestial visions’ for their future, the novel’s conclusion allows ‘malcontents’ a more sceptical response. If Lucilla is indeed ‘As she was in the first freshness of her youthful daring… as she goes forth into the County to carry light and progress there’, then her failure to learn from her earlier enterprise is all the more to be pitied.

Oliphant’s habit of using her concluding paragraphs to offer resistance to the conventional happy endings of domestic romance by refusing closure or suggesting an alternative reading of the novels’ events, was to become almost her defining signature.10 Her success in embedding this distinguishing feature in the very core of the structure of Miss Marjoribanks may explain why this ironic comedy of scale and manners has so frequently been hailed as her greatest achievement, and why it has been subject to so many conflicting interpretations.

Her first reader, her editor John Blackwood, was in no doubt as to the narrative’s ironic focus, but, finding its sustained acerbity less to his taste than the more varied level of emotional engagement invited by The Perpetual Curate, paid her £500 less for it. In defending her artistic prerogative Oliphant claimed,


As for what you say of hardness of tone, I am afraid it was scarcely to be avoided. I hate myself the cold-blooded school of novel-writing, in which one works out a character without the slightest regard to whether it is good or bad, or whether it touches or revolts one’s sympathies. But at the same time I have a weakness for Lucilla, and to bring a sudden change upon her character and break her down into tenderness would be like one of Dickens’s maudlin repentances, when he makes Mr Dombey trinquer with Captain Cuttle. Miss M. must be one and indivisible, and I feel pretty sure that my plan is right.11


The grounds of her defence are interesting in raising two separate but, for her, intimately related issues. ‘Hardness of tone’, she suggests, should not be confused with either a refusal to make moral judgements or a total withholding of sympathy. As a reviewer, Oliphant gave considerable thought to alternative satirical models. By repudiating the ‘cold-blooded school’ she was distancing herself from Jane Austen, whose fall from favour with the mid-Victorian reader she attributed to ‘her fine vein of feminine cynicism’ which showed itself in ‘the soft and silent disbelief of a spectator… who has learned to give up any moral classification of social sins, and to place them instead on the level of absurdities’. Only Emma, ‘a kinder, more mature’ novel, is excepted from Oliphant’s view of Austen’s humour as essentially non-redemptive.12 Although Miss Marjoribanks has been similarly criticized for the limitations of a negative irony, lacking ‘the power to create new patterns of action’,13 the novel does contain its own critique of an unrelievedly cynical interpretative stance. Dr Marjoribanks’s satirical appreciation of his daughter’s ‘cleverness’ is a reading that is repeatedly represented as falling wide of the mark. The extent to which Lucilla is moved by her father’s uncharacteristic gesture of tenderness on the eve of his death is a poignant measure of the way in which her upbringing has been deprived of a sympathetic moral understanding. By depriving Lucilla of confidantes or lovers capable of fully appreciating or rebuking her, Oliphant has created a gap in which she hopes to persuade the reader to share her own ‘weakness’ for this heroine.

Another obvious literary model to hand for the portrait of a ‘heroine’ designed to show society its true values was Thackeray’s Becky Sharp, the cynically successful manipulator of Vanity Fair. Oliphant had found fault with Thackeray, ‘who does not seem acquainted with anything feminine between a nursery-maid and a fine lady – an indiscriminate idolater of little children, and an angler for a rich husband’.14 An implicit rebuff to the stereotyping produced by Thackeray’s alternating cynical and sentimental readings is once again embedded early in the text of Miss Marjoribanks. When Lucilla paces her drawing-room to reckon the carpeting required, her long step and large figure combine, the narrator tells us, to produce a ‘tragedy-queen effect’; and yet her father’s assumption that she is ‘rehearsing Lady Macbeth’ and the sentimental reading that leads Tom to suspect a rival in her affections are both mistaken. Lucilla’s designs have nothing of Lady Macbeth’s, or Becky Sharp’s viciousness, and she is at that moment supremely convinced that she requires no man ‘unless it might be Mr Holden the upholsterer’ to put her plans into effect. Not only is Lucilla’s real power to affect other people’s lives, let alone her own, always under discreet interrogation (even the wrecking of Rose Lake’s artistic ambitions might have been achieved, without Lucilla’s intervention, by the force of Barbara’s determination ‘to see something of the world’), but she is consistently deprived of both the passion and the circumstances required for tragic stature.

Some critics have seen the narrative insistence on Lucilla’s almost inhuman command of her nerves and emotions as a poor substitute for the rigours of comic plotting; but Oliphant offered Blackwood an early warning that the novel would in no way depend upon ‘complications of plot’ or melodrama, but upon bringing out the character of its heroine.15 Lucilla’s ‘oneness and indivisibility’ were to be both the secret of her success and the measure of her ‘monstrosity’. Contemplating her own ‘unbroken health, and a spirit almost criminally elastic’, Oliphant reflected that it had led her into ‘an immoral, or at least an un-moral, mode of life, dashing forward in the face of all obstacles and taking up all burdens with a kind of levity, as if my strength and resource could never fail’.16 Lucilla enjoys this same robust constitution and confidence in Providence’s approval, unimpeded by her creator’s capacity for self-criticism. The ‘successes’ and ‘triumphs’ she is awarded are based upon a sense that they stand out from the norm, but that very ‘abnormality’ can be variously perceived as ‘extraordinary’ or pitiably ‘freakish’ and ‘unfeminine’. When she is first described we are told that ‘she was large in all particulars’, but that, when she had overheard the verdict that she might ripen into the ‘grandiose’, ‘the word had taken possession of her imagination’ and she had used it to solace herself ‘when she made the discovery that her gloves were half a number larger, and her shoes a hairbreadth broader, than those of any of her companions’. Blessed with a self-nurturing optimism that brooks no deflation, Lucilla dismisses the disparaging suspicion that she may merely be a slightly ‘over-inflated’ version of the norm and chooses rather to interpret herself as offering material proof of largeness of plan and nobility of design. The more pathetic truth may be that Lucilla comes to hold unparalleled sway in Carlingford because, representing the goals and moral weaknesses of that community ‘writ large’, she is the perfect barometer of the community’s desires.

The risk that Oliphant took was in relying upon her readers to supply the moral discrimination, sympathy and sense of alternative standards of judgement so notably absent from the society she is depicting. The extent of the risk she took with an audience accustomed to the moral upbraidings of sage discourse can be seen by comparing the tone and focus of her narrative perspective with that offered by George Eliot in The Mill on the Floss (1860).


It is a sordid life, you say, this of the Tullivers and Dodsons – irradiated by no sublime principles, no romantic visions, no active, self-renouncing faith – moved by none of those wild, uncontrollable passions which create the dark shadows of misery and crime… Observing these people narrowly, even when the iron hand of misfortune has shaken them from their unquestioning hold on the world, one sees little trace of religion, still less of a distinctively Christian creed. Their belief in the Unseen, so far as it manifests itself at all, seems to be rather of a pagan kind; their moral notions, though held with strong tenacity, seem to have no standard beyond hereditary custom. You could not live among such people; you are stifled for want of an outlet towards something beautiful, great, or novel… I share with you this sense of oppressive narrowness; but it is necessary that we should feel it, if we care to understand how it acted on the lives of Tom and Maggie – how it has acted on young natures in many generations… The suffering, whether of martyr or victim, which belongs to every historical advance of mankind, is represented in this way in every town, and by hundreds of obscure hearths; and we need not shrink from comparison of small things with great; for does not science tell us that its highest striving is after the ascertainment of a unity which shall bind the smallest things with the greatest? (Book IV, ch. i)


Both novels display that consuming interest in self-analysis that characterized mid-nineteenth-century middle-class society. Thecontours of their provincial milieux may differ, but the symptoms of spiritual malaise are the same. In Lucilla’s marriage to her cousin Tom we see how the Dodson spirit, which measured virtue by means of ‘linen and china’, could have survived if Tom Tulliver had been allowed to marry his cousin, Lucy Deane. Eliot’s project, however, is morally overt: she is determined that we shall ‘not shrink’ from accompanying her through the stages of recognition, from observing, to understanding, to caring for the individual suffering endured by obscure hearths. Oliphant, by contrast, determinedly deflects our interest from just those compassionate accounts of other centres of interest within the novel that Eliot would have us attend to. Rose Lake’s sacrifices, Barbara Lake’s touchy pride and long years of learning the extent of her powerlessness, Cavendish’s ‘going off’, Colonel Chiley’s nieces Mary and Susan, the one unhappily married and the other resisting marriage for her parents’ sake, are ruthlessly sidelined.17 A society prepared to admire the resiliently complacent Lucilla cannot but regard the discontented as failures: a lesson that is suggested to us on the novel’s first page where Lucilla’s mother fades away as the logical consequence of ‘not feeling herself of much account in this world’. This is a world where, because so much is done by mirrors, success is judged by a man or woman’s capacity to sustain the direct gaze of others’ eyes. Lucilla can always sustain or throw back the gaze because she has no inner self or feelings that she would not be willing, if the need arose, to expose publicly. By contrast Barbara Lake’s alternate posturing and grimacing into the mirror at home reveals her deep unease as to whether she can achieve any social identity, while her uncontrolled display in public of her real, if shallow, feelings, results in making ‘an exhibition of herself’ that shows how little she understands the mirror world in which social identity has to be framed and controlled. The brittleness and latent hysteria felt by those who are always conscious of the need to control facets of their lives that threaten their mirror identity is finely realized in the portrait of Mrs Woodburn, whose very name hints at the threat of ‘self’ destruction. Her brother, Cavendish, suggests the real vacuum or absence that lies behind her mimicry when he claims ‘you can assume any part you like’. Her ‘playing the fool’ places her at the centre of the public gaze, but also ensures that the spotlight never falls upon her, or the men upon whose reputation her own depends on, but always upon a disguise, a likeness of another. Cavendish, whoselife has also been devoted to creating a distorted image of himself, finds that his experience in outfacing the distrustful serves him well enough with Rose’s Gorgon stares, but he is less able to read the gullible Mr Lake’s trust or deceive the Doctor’s professional expertise. Able to deny having ‘gone off’ to all other critics and even himself, ‘the truth was that he did not feel sure that he was quite well after he had seen the critical look in Dr Marjoribanks’s eye’. The worldly-wise Doctor is only too painfully aware how these matters work. ‘People at our time of life don’t go off in that accidental kind of way,’ he tells Lucilla on the eve of his death. The ‘great crash’ has not affected his real medical expertise, but it has killed his reputation as a successful practitioner. Before Carlingford hears the rumour of the crash it is dumbfounded by his inexplicable collapse:


Dr Marjoribanks was one of the men who, according to external appearance, need never have died. There was nothing about him that wanted to be set right, no sort of loss, or failure, or misunderstanding, so far as anybody could see. An existence in which he could have his friends to dinner every week, and a good house, and good wine, and a very good table… seemed in fact the very ideal of the best life for the Doctor. There was nothing in him that seemed to demand anything better, and it was confusing to try to follow him into that which, no doubt, must be in all its fundamentals a very different kind of world. He was a just man and a good man in his way, and had been kind to many people in his lifetime – but still he did not seem to have that need of another rectifying, completer experience which most men have. (ch. xliii)


This also suggests a community whose ‘belief in the Unseen, so far as it manifests itself at all, seems to be rather of a pagan kind’, but where Eliot, in the passage quoted from The Mill on the Floss, deploys a series of pronoun shifts (‘you’… ‘one’; ‘you’… ‘I’… ‘we’) culled from a sermonizing tradition to marshal her readers’ moral sensibilities into collusion with her own. Oliphant offers only an oblique gesture to an alternative cosmology. She relies upon the readers’ own sense of ‘another rectifying, completer experience’ to effect its own critique of Carlingford’s complacent materialism. Materialism, Oliphant believed, was the nineteenth century’s besetting sin: ‘It is all for materialism, for profit, for personal advancement – the most self-interested, the least ideal of ages.’18 Lucilla’s intensely pragmatic ‘vision’ repeatedly reduces the realm of abstract speculation, thought or emotion to material dimensions: political debate is dissolved into the competing colours of rival rosettes and cockades, and questions of loyalty, deceit and compelling love to careful ‘placement’ at the dinner table or in the drawing-room. As long as her society remains true to these ‘principles’, Lucilla, unfettered by latent spirituality, altruism or unflattering introspection, cannot fail to be its heroine. The standard she carries into war is formed from that hall of mirrors in which she exists, for it bears the device of that society’s own image.

Lucilla has gained her education in middle-class mores from the ‘novels and popular philosophy’ available at Mount Pleasant. Unlike Thackeray’s Rebecca Sharp, whose first act on leaving school is to throw overboard ‘the Dixonary’, which embodies the ethos of Miss Pinkerton’s Academy, Lucilla equally deliberately puts herself under the tutelage of a headmistress fond of bestowing annotated copies of Arthur Helps’s Friends in Council as a leaving prize. She is meticulous in following this popular manual’s lessons in social morality: procuring good social intercourse, it observed, demanded first organizing the immediate physical environment, then attending to such accomplishments as music, ‘to fill up that want of something to do besides talking’, and, fundamental to success, ‘educating’ the servants so that they might facilitate this programme. It is perhaps also to Helps’s observation that women’s education too often failed to make them courageous that we owe the war-like cast of Lucilla’s heroic endeavours.19

Helps was but one of many voices competing to offer advice upon the education of middle-class English women. The rhapsodic style of John Ruskin’s ‘Of Queen’s Gardens’, may have ensured that his voice has lasted longest, but it has also perversely left the impression that his talk of gendered spheres of moral influence, in which women were especially called to cultivate queenly powers, was exceptional.20 Rather, the apparently uncanny coincidence by which Oliphant also describes a ‘sovereign intelligence’ making itself felt by imposing order on households and gardens, and even, on occasion, ‘looking over her garden wall’ to exercise her redemptive and guiding powers, should remind us that Ruskin was appropriating and distilling an already familiar message and set of images. Behind Ruskin lay Sarah Stickney Ellis’s The Women of England: Their Social Duties and Domestic Habits (1839) and Daughters of England, their Position in Society, their Character and Responsibilities (1842), and Sarah Lewis’s Women’s Mission (1839), itself derived from an earlier French text. Lucilla fits Ellis’s targeted audience perfectly, being a daughter of the professional classes and belonging ‘to that portion of it who are restricted to the services of from one to four domestics’ and who may therefore expect to experience the fluctuations in class consequent upon their fathers’ dependence on the vagaries of a trading economy. Mount Pleasant prepares Lucilla, as Ellis recommended, for the prospect of meeting even those who undertake such active, but not unwomanly, gainful employment as engraving or designing dress materials. Lucilla’s return from the Grand Tour, focused upon a career of usefulness to her father, incarnates Ellis’s patriotic, not to say xenophobic, ideal of the English woman, content to concentrate upon the microcosm of the home, ‘habituated… to make it the first and last inquiry of every day, “What can I do to make my parents… more happy?” ’ and secure in the knowledge that ‘I am but a feeble instrument in the hands of Providence, to work out any of his benevolent designs.’ Nowhere, Ellis remarked, was a providential system of checks and counterbalances better discerned than in the all too often neglected study of ‘political economy’.21

‘Political economy’ was a catch-phrase susceptible to very broad, and sometimes conflicting, interpretations in mid-Victorian Britain. In so far as its principles were understood to foster self-reliance and the ability to sacrifice short-term pleasure to long-term gain, they found favour with the spirit of Victorian Protestant capitalist society, but these same virtues could be reinterpreted to suggest the complacent perpetuation of a selfish middle-class ethic. Thus Lucilla represents herself as acting in the ‘public interest’ for the benefit of a well-defined middle-class community; where these interests are threatened she employs maximum interventionism, but embraces laissez–faire economics with equal enthusiasm when ‘the beggar who… infested Grange Lane with her six children’ makes an appearance. Philosophically ‘political economy’ was variously deemed to show evidence of a providential guiding hand, and the materialist view that since economic forces shaped social policies, distinctions between public duty and private self-interest would, in all probability, gradually be dissolved. This elision between the public and the private is perfectly realized in Lucilla: her publicly declared intention of being a comfort to her father invariably coincides with a privately determined agenda and her ‘private thoughts’ focus upon her social campaign. Moreover, in the very midst of scenes which seem to be inherently ‘private’, such as the intimate conversation with her father after her mother’s death, or imminent proposal scenes, she is to be found busy ‘rehearsing’ them for later public consumption.

This confusion of spheres stemmed from the Victorians’ desire to enshrine female virtues within a domestic context, while also arguing that it was a part of ‘woman’s mission’ to transplant these values, which could apparently be nurtured only in a carefully protected environment, to a wider public arena. As Sarah Lewis, describing the purpose of woman’s education, expressed it:


This is the true secret of a woman’s political influence, the true object of her political enlightenment. Government will never be perfect till all distinctions between private and public virtue, private and public honour, be done away! Who so fit for the operation of this change as enlightened, unselfish woman?22


The novel contains its own implicit critique of a ‘female education’ by which, as the Archdeacon puts it, ‘we do our best to make our women idiots’. Lucilla’s own ignorance of anything that might pass for ‘learning’ is profound, and the energy she devotes to setting up a Dame School for Mrs Mortimer to run is motivated by her need to secure the widow alternative employment rather than by consideration of the pupils’ needs. Barbara Lake’s decision to ‘go for a governess’ offers a salutary comment upon what employers might expect of a governess’s cultural accomplishments. Yet the voice of moral and religious evaluation of women’s education and consequent mission, when it comes from within that society, is hopelessly compromised. Irritated beyond measure by Lucilla’s exercise of her pacifying mission of social containment and the General’s vulgar tribute to Lucilla’s ‘admirably got up’ entertainment, the Archdeacon explodes.


‘Yes, it is admirably got up,’ said the Archdeacon, with a snarl of concealed ferocity. ‘You never said anything more profoundly true. It is all got up, the women, and the decorations, and the gaiety, and all this specious seeming. And these are the creatures made in the image of God!… the future wives and mothers of England. It is enough to make the devils laugh and the angels weep!’ (ch. xxxiii)


Far from delivering a perspective based upon ‘another rectifying, completer experience’, the Archdeacon is speaking from a self-interest as profound as any other of Lucilla’s guests and so offers us no secure vantage point from which we can decide between seeing Lucilla as the innocent, and therefore pitiable, victim of her training, or as a clever and triumphant manipulator, capable of turning Victorian society’s worst excesses to her own advantage. Since Lucilla proclaims herself without a sense of humour, we must believe either that she never catches a glimmer of the ludicrous disproportion between her efforts and her achievements, or that she is clever enough to realize that if she ever admitted to herself the risible manoeuvres this society demands, the ‘game’ would be up. Judging by the most recent critical books and articles, the jury is still out and Miss Marjoribanksis in danger of changing its status from Mrs Oliphant’s great comic masterpiece to her ‘problem novel’. On the one hand we have Valerie Sanders asking, ‘Is Lucilla ridiculous to take her entertaining so seriously? Has she any notion of her own self-importance? Does Oliphant admire her, or find her preposterous?’ and deciding, ‘No clear answers emerge from the novel.’23 On the other hand we have Margarete Rubik firmly asserting, ‘In Miss Marjoribanks there can be no doubt that the author admires the brilliant heroine… her superior intelligence, her disdain for men and her scrupulous manipulation of her environment.’24

Although the nuances of textual decoding become ever more sophisticated, the battle lines were clearly drawn from the first twentieth-century attempts to grapple with this novel. In 1969 Q. D. Leavis, to whom due recognition should be paid for her unstinting championship of a then neglected author, claimed Lucilla as the ‘triumphant intermediary’ between Jane Austen’s Emma Woodhouse and George Eliot’s Dorothea Brooke, finding her ‘incidentally, more entertaining, more impressive and more likable than either’. Leavis contrived both to see Lucilla as ‘amiable and magnanimous’ and yet ‘to conclude that Mrs Oliphant’s purpose in writing this novel was to campaign against false Victorian values where women are concerned’.25 A decade later Patricia Stubbs castigated the novel for being ‘trivial in a way that Emma is not, and it is so because of the author’s attitude, endorsing as she does Lucilla’s exploitation of her traditional female role’. Conceding ‘a degree of amused irony’ in the authorial attitude, she nevertheless claimed that Oliphant colluded with ‘Lucilla’s admiring entourage of kindly matrons’ in finding ‘her pursuit of success as a hostess a worthwhile, even commendable occupation’.26 Careless though Stubbs’s reading was, her verdict helps to demonstrate the faultlines along which the debate has opened up: it is the precise nature and direction of those qualities of ‘admiration’, ‘sympathy’ and ‘amused irony’ that are at stake.

Elizabeth Langland’s recent study attributes Oliphant’s exclusion from the canon to the very deliberateness with which a novel like Miss Marjoribanks set out to reveal how chastity and gentility, those values most deeply embedded in the Victorian ideology of ‘the feminine’, were manufactured and managed by a manipulation of signs. She represents Oliphant as demystifying the chaste sexuality of Victorian heroines by exposing a ‘pragmatic sociosexual desire that has more to do with consolidating middle-class control than with loving a man’.27 Attractive as Langland’s theoretical analysis is, particularly to those anxious to fight Oliphant’s corner, her reading of Miss Marjoribanks seems overdetermined in that it allows no recognition of the many readings that find in Lucilla a sympathetic, if by no means admirable, creation. The novel surely encourages us to see Lucilla both as victim and active exponent of the mores governing this provincial society. Moreover, Langland’s celebration of Oliphant’s clear-headed insights into a world of domestic management where ‘men function as pawns and tokens’ never entirely recognizes that this world too is a literary construction, an illusory Amazonian matriarchy. The excitement and pathos of Lucilla’s case-history lie in the author’s pragmatic awareness that the energy and imaginative delight fuelling such acts of literary resistance take place in, and so expire in, an enclosed world of the imagination. After reading Trollope’s Autobiography, Oliphant professed herself ‘astonished… beyond measure’ by his way of talking about his characters as if they were real.28 Describing Lucilla’s warfare with paper tigers might provide a useful vent for the irritation, amusement and scorn that negotiating her sons’ entry into Windsor and Eton society afforded her, but it did nothing to persuade her that an alternative route to their success ‘in the real world’ could be found.

Lucilla herself is sophisticated enough to recognize that ‘cultivated society’ is just that, a carefully crafted production, but naïve in her failure to grasp that artistic productions produce only the illusion of power ina very strictly demarcated arena. Her endless enunciation of ‘rules and principles’ suggests a sovereign subconsciously anxious that ‘the reins of power’ may slip from her hands. The moments when she compliments herself upon following her ‘instincts’ are usually those where a possible threat has been surmounted by the device of resorting to an alternative set of rules. An early scene where Lucilla instructs an ingénue schoolfellow on the rules governing proposal scenes makes the point well. Anxious to refute the notion of love as a feeling to be awakened in a girl only by the proprietary kiss of a Prince Charming, Lucilla replaces this ‘rule’ with another more worldly-wise version: ‘I think, a girl can always stop a man when she does not care for him. It depends upon whether you intend him to commit himself or not.’ Lucilla’s adage has, for her, the advantage of appearing to give women control of the ‘production’ rather than men, but in the proposal scenes which follow, Lucilla’s ability to direct events is not always as assured as she would have us believe: as the narrator remarks, to learn ‘to take the characters of the other personae in her little drama into consideration… is a knowledge slowly acquired’. When Stubbs criticized Oliphant’s choice of Tom as Lucilla’s spouse she claimed it was a capitulation to sentimentality: ‘Bold and decisive, he is at once a simplification and an idealization of masculinity. Tailor-made to fit the literary stereotype.’29 Indeed he is, but that would appear to be Oliphant’s point. In the course of the novel Lucilla’s desire to do what society expects of her has led her to consider the claims of a series of bachelors who run the gamut of the socially sanctioned literary stereotypes from whom husband material might properly be sought by a middle-class girl. The lawyers, doctors and bankers of Carlingford having been disposed of in the previous books of the series, Lucilla has to review strangers, from whom the conventions of domestic romance and social comedy had taught readers to expect the promise of renewal and the prospect of revolution in equal proportion. Cavendish is a man anxious to secure an unambiguous place in good society. Neither Lucilla nor Cavendish’s sister, Mrs Woodburn, has any doubt that this is a legitimate ambition, but society expected women to weigh such bargains carefully. Accordingly, Mrs Woodburn ‘made a rapid private calculation as to who Dr Marjoribanks’s connections were, and what he would be likely to give his daughter’, while Lucilla ‘looked upon the matter as a superior mind, trained in sound principles of political economy, might be expected to look upon the possible vicissitudes of fortune, with an enlightened regard to the uses of all things, and to the comparative values on either side’. Cavendish, however,-is revealed as a lightweight, whose wavering ambitions and desires threaten to destabilize the social contract by which Grange Lane agrees that Lucilla shall remain as unchallenged social arbiter as long as she places ‘public interest’ above personal pleasure. At the moment of Cavendish’s first ‘defection’, Lucilla’s friend, Mrs Chiley, introduces a new contender. Although she knows nothing of the man himself, Mrs Chiley hints delicately that the agreed social cachet carried by the clergy can, if need arises, excuse a prospective wife from any need to view such an alliance romantically: 


‘My dear, he is a clergyman… and you know a nice clergyman is always nice, and you need not think of him as a young man unless you like. He has a nice property, and he is Rector of Basing, which is a very good living, and Archdeacon of Stanmore.’ (ch. xv)


This clergyman, however, turns out to be more of a loose cannon than a potential bishop. Despite a pedigree and career ‘as clearly traceable as if he had been killed in a railway accident and had had his memoir published in the “Times” ’, his disregard for the proprieties of female-regulated society, and his over-passionate nature render him ineligible for a position as Lucilla’s ‘auxiliary’. The General stands as merely the most illustrious representative of a dangerously temporary force of men whose roving interests in ‘a pretty face’ threaten to disturb domestic harmony. Since Lucilla combines in her own person the roles of Virgin Queen and Joan of Arc, she knows better than to encourage a potentially disruptive standing army at her gates.

When none of a novel’s eligible bachelors proves suitable, where is a reader of romantic novels to look? Although Carlingford’s inhabitants are initially disquieted by the thought that Lucilla has nursed a secret passion which has put her title of Virgin Queen in jeopardy, they eventually agree that she has ‘made an altogether original and unlooked-for ending for herself’: experienced novel readers, however, are more likely to concur in finding Lucilla’s choice striking by virtue of its very unoriginality. Tom, as even his name suggests, belongs to another well-known class of romantic hero whom Oliphant herself described as particularly beloved by male novelists, because he displayed the ‘frank animalism of Tom Jones’.30 Playing his type-cast role, Tom arrives just as he should, at the eleventh hour, to rescue a damsel in distress. Even Lucilla’s resources are then stretched to provide an afterlife for a hero so resolutely cast in romantic mode, whose offer to protect her from further anxiety shows ‘so little understanding of her, of himself, and of the eternal fitness of things’. Oliphant, who also seems to have experienced some hesitation in agreeing to marry her cousin Frank, seems here to share Florence Nightingale’s perception of the multi-layered ironies implicit in the Victorian construction of ‘natural’ relationships.


There are four ways in which people marry. First, accident or relationship has thrown them together in their childhood, and acquaintance has grown up naturally and unconsciously. Accordingly, in novels, it is generally cousins who marry; and now it seems the only natural thing – the only possible way of making any intimacy. And yet, we know that intermarriage between relations is in direct contravention of the laws of nature for the well-being of the race… 31


Where art had imitated nature, the doyennes of Victorian social conduct were engaged in producing a society that consciously employed the selective constraints of art while ignoring the deeper implications of the relations between nature and artifice. Art, or artifice, is indeed fashioned into a rhetorical trope every bit as pervasive as the much more frequently remarked mock-heroic metaphors of this novel. As a designing artist Lucilla is measured against two other female practitioners, Rose and Barbara Lake, most obviously in their relative attention to the art of dressing. ‘Dress’, as a contemporary article in Blackwood’s remarked, was for the great majority of women the one thing they could call their own and therefore obtained a significance wholly beyond the utilitarian, bearing witness to a complex network of aesthetic, moral and class issues. ‘Taste in dress’, readers were reminded, offered a moral guide because it was ‘essentially moderate and self-collected; never forgetting that the object of dress is not to exhibit itself but the wearer’.32 Lucilla’s decision to wear ‘a white dress high’ conveyed a series of messages to her guests: it demarcated the eligible virginal ‘entourage of white-robed angels’ from the married women, privileged fine fabric and elegant cut, and emphasized the extreme respectability of evenings at which day bodices, covering the chest up to the neck, rather than the increasingly indecorous, low-cut evening gowns of this period, were to be worn. The volume publication excised a couple of paragraphs devoted to Rose’s choice of dress on her first appearance at one of Lucilla’s ‘evenings’, where, having resolved to make do with her current wardrobe, she adapted a black dress trimmed with red by making ‘quaint little slashings at the shoulders and round the waist of an architectural character’.33 Where Lucilla uses neutral shades to set off her well-developed figure and personality, Rose sees the occasion as a display case for her art, for the borders and flounces over which she labours, and Barbara graduates from lamenting her inferior ‘six-times washed’ muslin, to dreaming of hand- rather than machine-made lace, and finally decks herself in ‘tinny’ cheap silks. When we first meet Barbara we are told that she suffers from ‘shortsightedness’: a defect that, while it can never damage the rich contralto voice that is her real gift, effectively blunts her aesthetic, moral and social antennae. However, by giving Barbara genuine social and physical handicaps, such as high colouring and the unabashedly defiant gaze that may relate to her myopia, Oliphant complicates our reading by raising the question of how far dress can ever be a reliable guide to morality. As the Blackwood’s article on dress suggested, costume was not the most serious moral touchstone and it might be well for mothers to permit their daughters latitude here to avoid rebellion in more serious areas. Barbara’s wearing of an inappropriately stylish train that becomes tawdry as it drags the streets,34 taken together with her unchaperoned interviews with Cavendish, and the suspicion that she may have accepted collars and gloves from her lover, are all markers used elsewhere in Victorian novels to denominate fallen women. Her musical gift carries similarly disturbingly equivocal moral resonances: the erotic potential of music and singing had been powerfully lodged in the Victorian mind by Holman Hunt’s picture, The Awakening Conscience (1854). Yet, despite Carlingford’s speculation as to how far she might have gone during her ten years of ‘wandering over the face of the earth’, we are left to wonder whether Barbara is merely the victim of a sign system she is ill-equipped to grasp, rather than a flagrant sinner. The point is an important one because it illuminates the unpleasant aspect of a system that Lucilla has mastered so well: she instantly recognizes Barbara’s musical abilities, which verge upon the professionalism that must deprive a woman of all claims to be a ‘lady’, as just the foil which will serve to guarantee her own genteel status. None of the pictures, scenes or gardens that Lucilla consciously creates are designed for their inherent beauty, but as vehicles for her own self-glorification. Her ‘cleverness’ resides in knowing precisely how to use art in a way that ultimately trivializes it. People, furniture, ‘arts’ and artistes are deployed with ‘enlightened impartiality’ in such a way as to glorify their ‘producer’ and render them down into the raw material for ‘the domestic arts’ or ‘accomplishments’ recommended to Victorian middle-class ladies as a certificate of eligibility. Her appropriation of Rose and her portfolio as a diversion for a middle-class party would have provided a recognizable sketch for Victorian readers of the way in which the Branch Schools of Design, intended to improve the technical expertise of the labouring classes, were too often being hijacked by ‘ladies’ classes’ in search of an amusing pastime.35

Although the long passage detailing Rose’s gauche misery at Lucilla’s party and her indignation when her brother Willie’s work is assumed to be hers was excised from the three-volume version, the serial account offers a clear allusion to the early period of Oliphant’s married life when she was sought out by lionizing hostesses and her own brother was allowing her work to be published under his own name. The cuts ensure both that we are not allowed to linger on Rose’s disappointments to the detriment of Lucilla, and that Rose’s part in the novel’s moral scheme is not too overtly heralded. The narrator’s inscrutable distance becomes dangerously compromised in the serialized version:


… they went on talking about the most unimportant matters; – where they were going, and what they were to wear, and what new amusements or occupations had been planned for the morrow – which two words indeed seemed to mean the same thing according to the Carlingford young ladies. As Rose Lake stood and listened, a few of her childish illusions began to leave her. In the first place, nobody said a syllable either about art, literature, or even music, which gave the lie to all her previous conceptions of conversation among educated people–and then it began slowly to dawn upon Rose, that a life like her own, full of work and occupation, which she had been used up to this moment to think a very good life, and quite refined and dignified in comparison with most of the lives she knew of, was in reality a very shabby and poor existence, of which a young woman ought to be ashamed when she came into society in Grange Lane. (ch. xviii)


In the revised version Rose’s espousal of High Art is not exempted from the gentle mockery playing over all the characters, but nevertheless serves to refer us to ‘another rectifying, completer experience’ beyond Carlingford’s imagination: she appeals to standards set by ‘the gentlemen in Marlborough House’, rather than by provincial Carlingford. She is swift to learn the lesson that Lucilla does not, of taking ‘the characters of the other personae in her little drama into consideration’, when she sees her pupils’ capacity each to find a ‘different way of putting the sublime features of the Belveder Apollo out of drawing’. As the years pass Rose becomes ‘unsure about the moral influence of art – except High Art’, which she concludes is not to be found in Carlingford, but, crucially, she never makes the mistake of confusing the demands of life and art. Art holds dignity for her because it is serviceable to others and, in extremity, it must be recognized as secondary to the needs of her family. It is Rose who urges Lucilla to look beyond her narrow horizons and establish a House of Mercy for ‘the poor people who do want something done for them’ – a suggestion that for once leaves Lucilla without an answer and Rose to go home ‘disappointed in Lucilla’.

In such moments of silence and deflation Oliphant allows the reader a brief taste of the unremittingly satirical critique to which this novel might have subjected Lucilla and her society, but the unobtrusively intelligent narrative commentary returns us to the more inclusive, balanced comedy that characterizes this novel. Lucilla’s self-absorption is, after all, only remarkable in its unerring consistency, and only the artist, in a flight of untrammelled visionary fancy, the author self-mockingly reminds us, can ever enjoy the freedom to refashion society according to his or her own wishes:


It was not unpleasant to feel that, for this moment at least, she was the centre of the thoughts of the community, and that almost everybody in Carlingford had taken the trouble to frame an ideal existence for her, according as he or she regarded life. It is so seldom that any one has it in his power, consciously and evidently, to regulate his life for himself, and make it whatever he wants it to be. (ch. xlvi)
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33. See Appendix I: ch. xviii of serial version.

34. Oliphant later spelt out her firm belief that this was indicative of class rather than morality:


Nothing can be a more certain indication that the wearer of a train is not a lady than the fact that she allows it to sweep the street behind her… The woman who lets her gown trail through the dust behind her, will, in all likelihood, not be even a pretty housemaid. She will belong to a class more independent, less well-mannered, with more money to spend… But one thing is certain – that she will not be a lady; and on this point we speak without hesitation or doubt. (Dress [1878] pp. 84–5)


35. This precise complaint was voiced to Henry Cole by George Wallis, newly appointed head of the Birmingham Government School of Design, in a letter of 28 October 1851, quoted in Q. Bell, The Schools of Design (RKP, London, 1963), p. 109. See also endnotes to ch. ii for Oliphant’s use of the debate over these schools.





FURTHER READING

Margaret Oliphant died in 1897, and a hundred years after her death scholars are beginning to tackle the enormous task of listing and studying all the work of this astoundingly prolific writer. A collected printed edition of her works has never existed, but further detailed study of her output has been made substantially easier by the recent microfilming of all her known fiction, and of twenty-two works of non-fiction. For details, consult A Listing and Guide to Parts 1–4 of the Microfilm Collection (Adam Matthew Publications, Marlborough, 1995). The National Library of Scotland holdings of her correspondence and literary manuscripts have also recently been placed on microfilm.

J. S. Clarke, Margaret Oliphant (1828–1897): A Bibliography. Victorian Fiction Research Guides XI (Dept of English, University of Queensland, 1986), continues to offer the fullest account of her published fiction; this will be supplemented in 1998 by a companion volume from the same author and publisher, Margaret Oliphant (1828–1897), Non-fictional Writings: A Bibliography.

On Miss Marjoribanks

A comprehensive listing of review essays and notices, including those that appeared whilst the novel was published in serial form, will be found in Margaret Oliphant: A Critical Bibliography, ed. J. S. Clarke and D. J. Trela (Locust Hill Press, West Cornwall, Connecticut, 1998).

Q. D. Leavis’s Introduction to the Zodiac Press edition (Chatto and Windus, London, 1969) was the seminal work in reviving twentieth-century interest in this novel and still repays reading. Penelope Fitzgerald wrote a brief but lively Introduction to the Virago Press edition of 1988. J. H. O’Mealy, ‘Mrs Oliphant, Miss Marjoribanks
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