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CASTLE RACKRENT and ENNUI

MARIA EDGEWORTH was born in 1768, the eldest daughter of Richard Lovell Edgeworth, a wealthy Irish landlord, who went on to marry three more wives after the death of Maria’s mother and had twenty-two children in all. Interested in education and in the practical applications of science, he had a considerable influence on his daughter and, together, they wrote Practical Education (1798). Maria Edgeworth went to school in England for some years and returned to Ireland at fourteen, spending the rest of her life there with her family. Her first publication was Letters to Literary Ladies (1795), a plea for women’s education; she went on to establish a high reputation with her writings over the next forty years. Castle Rackrent (1800), her first novel, centred on Irish life and pioneered the Anglo-Irish novel, and probably the colonial novel too. A second Irish tale, Ennui (1809), established her reputation as a realistic portrayer of Irish life. Her work was greatly admired by Scott, who acknowledged his debt to her Irish novels in the Postscript to Waverley in 1814. Her other works based on Irish life are The Absentee (1812) and Ormond (1817). She also wrote novels depicting contemporary English society, such as Belinda (1801), Leonora (1806), Patronage (1814) and Helen (1834), and many popular lessons and stories for and about children, including The Parent’s Assistant (1796-1800), Moral Tales (1801) and Popular Tales (1804).
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INTRODUCTION

Castle Rackrent and Ennui, the first of Maria Edgeworth’s four Irish tales, are two ambitious and deeply original novels. Castle Rackrent (1800), the shorter, has the bigger name. It features in literary histories as a comic masterpiece, a landmark in the European novel, an importantly innovative fiction. Ennui (1809), much less well known, will come to most readers as a genuine surprise. It is a fictional allegory on a sweeping scale, which represents an age of political revolution for Ireland as for France, and uncovers the social and economic revolution in train in Northern and Western Europe. When Castle Rackrent and Ennui are paired, as two related studies of the same historical process, they read as perhaps the boldest, most innovative and most influential contribution to English-language fiction by a woman writer before Charlotte Brontë and George Eliot. They have the best claim to pioneer the nineteenth-century social novel which, more self-consciously and more precisely than its eighteenth-century predecessor, criticizes and remoulds the reader’s perception of modern social life.

Castle Rackrent came out in January 1800 to very little critical notice, largely no doubt because it was anonymous and unconventionally short, but in April of the same year the Edgeworths were told that George III was amused by it; in 1805, that it was a favourite of Pitt, the Prime Minister.1 The third edition of 1801 carried Maria Edgeworth’s name on the title-page: henceforth none of her fiction or book-length non-fiction appeared anonymously, however unfeminine the topic. There were three more London editions before the first Collected Edition of 1825, as well as pirated editions in Dublin and America. A complete German translation appeared in 1802, following extracts in French from the Glossary in the influential Genevan journal, the Bibliothèque Britannique (‘Traits remarquables des mœurs des Irlandais’). After this more Irish works by Maria Edgeworth were always eagerly awaited, and Ennui (1809), The Absentee (1812) and Ormond (1817) all attracted more extensive and more favourable reviews than Castle Rackrent had been able to command.

Ennui was in its fourth edition by 1813, and had arrived at classic status, as incidental comments about it by well-placed literary intellectuals show. Germaine de Staël, the leading European woman of letters, ‘est charmée d’ Ennui’, Étienne Dumont, a Genevan intellectual and collaborator with Jeremy Bentham, told Edgeworth in 1813.2 Byron read and approved of it. Francis Jeffrey generally avoided noticing novels in his prestigious Edinburgh Review; he not only carried articles on each Edgeworth book as it came out in the first decade of the century, but himself praised Ennui as ‘perfect’ and up to ‘the best tales of Voltaire’.3 Sydney Smith suspected that her dissolute clergyman Buckhurst Falconer in Patronage (1814) was a caricature of himself, and he angrily complained in terms that show how high the reputation of Ennui then stood – ‘Everything else I have read of hers I thought very indifferent, even her tale [Ennui].’4

But the three later Irish tales have not weathered well, with the partial exception of The Absentee, which has benefited from being the usual choice to make up a volume with Castle Rackrent. The Everyman edition of these two tales, which first appeared with an Introduction by Brander Matthews in 1910, re-emerged at intervals later in the century. The two most scholarly and well-annotated editions of any Edgeworth novel are George Watson’s Castle Rackrent (Oxford: O.U.P., 1964, reissued in the World’s Classics series from 1971), and W.J. McCormack’s and Kim Walker’s The Absentee (Oxford: O.U.P., World’s Classics, 1988). There has been at least one modern edition of Ormond (Irish University Press, 1971). It is Ennui that seems to have fallen into almost total neglect. Apart from late nineteenth-century collected editions of Edgeworth’s fiction, it was last published (together with Castle Rackrent, Irish Bulls and two short tales) by Routledge in 1884.

With Castle Rackrent, ‘Tales and Sketches’ of the life of a particular locality became an important nineteenth-century form. Edgeworth had Irish contemporaries and successors in Sydney Owenson (later better known by her married name of Lady Morgan), the Banim brothers, Charles Lever, Samuel Lover and William Carleton; Scots successors in Scott, John Galt, James Hogg and J. G. Lockhart, and Continental successors from Balzac and George Sand in France to Turgenev, Gogol and Chekhov in Russia. The scale of these fictions of small provincial living has varied so much that we now have difficulty in thinking of a single tradition; too much of the best modern fiction is always provincial fiction, located anywhere from Bengal to Montana. Early nineteenth-century opinion responded to novels of national identity and nation-building of the size and range of Scott’s. Twentieth-century taste has preferred something more anecdotal, such as the delicately occasional short stories of Chekhov.

Nineteenth-century critics proved more willing over time to accept women writers as miniaturists than as national novelists. At first Scott, writing a Postscript to Waverley in 1814, warmly acknowledged Edgeworth’s Irish tales as the model for his own portrayal of Scotland on the big historical stage: ‘she may be truly said to have done more towards completing the Union [of Ireland with Britain, 1800] than perhaps all the legislative enactments by which it has been followed up’.5 But near the end of his life he distances himself from his women contemporaries Austen and Edgeworth by suggesting that he works on a bigger scale. ‘I can do the big bow-wow strain better than anyone going,’ he says, which sounds amiably selfmocking until it is related to his last compliments to his women rivals for their beautifully-done small work:

He spoke with praise of… Miss Austen…‘There’s a finishing-off in some of her scenes that is really quite above everybody else. And there’s that Irish lady, too…– Ay, Miss Edgeworth – she’s very clever, and best in the little touches too. I’m sure in that children’s story [‘Simple Susan’] – where the little girl parts with her lamb, and the little boy brings it back again, there’s nothing for it but just to put down the book and cry.’6

Out of Edgeworth’s substantial œuvre of three-decker novels, tales and prolific educational writings he picks one of the children’s stories as what is most memorable – because, as it happens, he is no longer remembering much. The irony is that Scott’s ‘big’ topics – social change, national identity, English hegemony – feature first in Edgeworth’s Castle Rackrent and Ennui. Indeed for modern readers Edgeworth’s handling of these themes often has the advantage because it is fresh, odd, complex and sceptical. Ireland was more a colony than Scotland, and Edgeworth wrestles with the practical, political and ethical consequences of her country’s colonial status. The contribution her nineteenth-century readers acknowledged, to the literature of class, for post-colonial readers takes on new shape as a contribution to the literature of class, race and gender: a remarkably intuitive, perceptive and far-reaching portrait of an unequal society.

Edgeworth herself writes so self-effacingly of Castle Rackrent that she gives the impression it is merely mimicry. She even implies that John Langan, the Irish steward of her father’s estate, took the lead and ‘dictated’ the tale:

The only character drawn from the life in Castle Rackrent is Thady himself, the teller of the story… I heard him when first I came to Ireland, and his dialect struck me, and his character, and I became so acquainted with it that I could speak it without effort: so that when, for mere amusement, without any ideas of publishing, I began to write a family history as Thady would tell it, he seemed to stand beside me and dictate and I wrote as fast as my pen could go, the characters all imaginary.7

This account, written in 1834, must not be taken at face value, even if its modesty has run like a contagion through the critical literature on Castle Rackrent.8 The reliable aspects of this letter presumably include its declaration that the tale had a very early provenance, and originated in speech rather than in writing. The first point matters because the date of publication of Castle Rackrent, 1800, has resounding implications in Irish history as the year of Ireland’s constitutional Union with England. Though Edgeworth had lived in Ireland for two years as a child, she must mean by ‘when first I came’ her return from an English school in 1782, at the age of fourteen, to live permanently on her father’s estate in County Longford. About a decade appears to have passed before she ‘began to write a family history as Thady would tell it’. In 1819, a relative by marriage reported that Castle Rackrent was written eight years before publication.9 Rather stronger family sources merely say the tale began as an attempt to amuse her favourite aunt and confidante, her father’s sister Mrs Margaret Ruxton, who lived within reach of Edgeworthstown in County Meath. In fact Maria Edgeworth was living in Bristol with her family in 1792 and for most of 1793. After her return home she spent part of the winter of 1793–4 renewing her friendship with Mrs Ruxton, who was convalescing from an illness, and the correspondence between the two households confirms that Edgeworth was telling Langan stories at this time. If the book was partly written well before publication, this winter would seem the earliest likely date.

As for the latest date of writing, Castle Rackrent must have been sent to the family’s London publisher (the celebrated Joseph Johnson, leading literary publisher of the 1790s) quite early in the autumn of 1799, since it was on sale by early January 1800. It was only while the text was being printed that the Edgeworths decided that an explanatory Glossary was necessary. The printer added it after the Preface, since the preliminaries were as usual the last part of the book to go to press.

But though the writing of the Glossary can be pinpointed in the autumn of 1799, there is almost no contemporary evidence about when Edgeworth worked on the narrative, Thady’s supposed contribution. Her letter to Mrs Stark in 1834 says that the annals of the last of the Rackrents, Sir Condy, which are longer than those of Sir Patrick, Sir Murtagh and Sir Kit put together, were added two years after the rest. In October 1798 Edgeworth wrote to D. A. Beaufort, an Irish statistician and geographer and the father of her new stepmother Frances Beaufort Edgeworth, to inquire if he had anything ‘to add alter or correct in the Rack Rent families’. Beaufort must have had a manuscript to read, and to be of a publishable length it would have had to include the sequel. Taking all the clues together, it seems likely that the annals of the first three Rackrents belong substantially or completely to a time that was relatively tranquil locally, 1794–5. The Condy part and the complete written version were composed in the years 1796–8, when Ireland’s endemic local unrest became politicized, and far more threatening to an England at war with revolutionary France. Their neighbourhood was drawn eventually into a state of armed rebellion in which the Edgeworths found themselves undesignedly caught up.

Few novelists of either sex were as well qualified to make the running with social realism as Edgeworth, put by her intellectual father through a training in what we would call economics and sociology, the new ‘sciences of man’ of the French and Scottish Enlightenment. In his youth R. L. Edgeworth had been to France and had even met Rousseau. Since then he had married, and lost, a strongminded second wife, Honora Sneyd, who had persuaded him of the unsoundness of the views Rousseau propounded in Émile (1762) on the education of women – which were, in short, that girls should be reared to be passive, submissive and attractive, the play-things and helpers of men. As a first project for his daughter in 1782, R. L. Edgeworth set her to translate for publication a moderately revisionist educational book of the Rousseauistic school, Mme de Genlis’s Adèle et Théodore. Though the book was withdrawn at the last moment when a rival translation appeared, it was now established that the fourteen-year-old Edgeworth was to be an author, and in the French Enlightenment mode. Much of the reading matter of this Irish household emanated from France, and it is an important, neglected fact about her apprenticeship as an artist that the French books that seemed to impress her most before 1800 showed how low-life topics could be handled with wit and style, as art rather than ideology.

Throughout her career Edgeworth drew on English novels she thought of as classics, by Richardson and Fielding, Burney and Inchbald. But she also knew the French encyclopedists, and from the outset her narrative art plainly relates to the theories as well as to the practice of French masters of the philosophic tale, Voltaire and J.-F. Marmontel. More charming, delicate and observant than Voltaire, Marmontel (1723–99) also supplied a celebrated series of articles on literature to Diderot’s Encyclopédie in the 1760s. His Contes moraux (Amsterdam, 2 vols., 1763), a collection of tales introduced by one of the author’s graceful essays, were quickly available in England in French and English. It was probably through this volume that Marmontel became Edgeworth’s literary mentor and model.

Marmontel’s most sustained account of the tale nevertheless occurs in his literary essays in the Encyclopédie, afterwards collected in a volume called Éléments de Littérature (1789). Here he places the form in a European tradition originating in the Renaissance with Ariosto and Boccaccio, but most completely mastered in modern times by the Frenchman La Fontaine; Prior in verse and Swift in prose are, some way behind, the best of the English.10 The form’s prerequisites are that it handles comic materials, and should be short; even La Fontaine can err by going on too long. The writer ‘must present to the mind’s eye the scene, the dumb-show, the action, but in choosing these details he must have regard only for what counts as truth to nature or to behaviour’. What he adds, by way of sophisticated commentary for his reader, offsets the scene by being ‘witty, subtle and arch’. Then:

The most striking parts of the tale are the scenes of dialogue. It is there that manners can be vividly caught, subtly indicated, delicately shaded; a skilful painter can with slight touches, brilliantly true to life, produce animated groups and living pictures. The better these groupings are composed, the more life and exquisite truth they will give to the dialogue. It is in situation that character is brought into play; it is in the play of character, and in their particularity, that the interest of the scene lies.11

The very essence of the tale, and certainly for Marmontel the source of its wit, resides in the social dialogue it conducts, a duplication and echo of the dialogues that make up much of the narration: a further play of voices, between the subjects on the one hand, the teller and the collusive reader on the other. The author must always seem aware of the distance between the polished world he or she inhabits together with the reader, and the rustic world they peep into. A tale’s effects necessarily include a sense of exclusion from a happy scene, nostalgia for a lost innocence; for Voltaire and Marmontel the social fissure becomes itself a prime matter for comment. A tale has then a point, often enforced by a sharp twist or ‘grain of salt’ at the end. A story which is not self-consciously intellectual and thematic, which instead aims to lose itself in a world of its own imagining, should be called by a different name – ‘a narrative which was nothing but a string of happenings without a common aim to join them together would be a novel and not a tale’.12

Edgeworth published one collection of fiction simply called Moral Tales. In the same year, 1801, she asked her readers to think of the three-volume Belinda, which certainly looks like a novel, as another moral tale. Her preference for the term has become an obstacle to many modern readers, and has given rise to all sorts of misunderstandings, exemplified by one modern critic’s odd belief that Edgeworth in her day was received as essentially the writer of conduct books.13 But the problem for us really lies in the word ‘moral’, which we associate with heavy didacticism; the French-style tale, quite another form, aims at lightness, contrast, subversiveness, surprise. Edgeworth’s main surprise for her English reader is to frame scenes of Irish peasant life – the ‘vulgarest’ stratum of British society – within this supremely elegant format. Her subversion is to bring Irish humour and French wit into conjunction.

However humble and ‘natural’ some of its origins, then, Castle Rackrent evolves as a sophisticated experiment directed at an existing slot in world literature. Like Marmontel’s stories, it comes supplied with a Preface which defends and in modern terminology ‘theorizes’ the domesticity of the materials: the public taste for anecdote is ‘philosophical’, the ‘fine fancy of the professed historian’ may be either artificial or mendacious, it is from ‘careless conversations’ and half-finished sentences that we can get at ‘real characters’. It is for his truth-telling capabilities that we prefer an informant like the illiterate Thady, who ‘pour[s] forth anecdote[s], and retail[s] conversations, with all the minute prolixity of a gossip in a country town’ (p. 62).

The notion that this fictional character tells ‘true history’, or anything resembling ‘a plain unvarnished tale’, is of course itself mendacious. In the Preface Edgeworth (or, to judge by the style, her father) is appropriating a vein of populist sentiment fashionable in revolutionary times, and usable not only by radicals but by conservatives, to imply that ordinary folk have a homely wisdom not found in their liberal, utopian betters. In practice, Castle Rackrent does not rely on Thady’s wisdom, but on our ability to see through his folly. The ‘true’ theme, the ruin of the estate, is apparent to us, the ‘philosophical’ interpreters whom the Preface addresses, but not to the characters, their memorialist Thady included. Wholly displaced in its intellectual concerns from the naive world-view of the small-town gossip, the story becomes a microcosmic version of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall, an inventive and bizarre study of a localized system in terminal decay.

Like Swift and Voltaire before her, Edgeworth with her ironic philosophic tale succeeds from the outset in making a fool of unwary commentators. Almost all earlier critics and some recent ones agree in finding Thady plain, simple and above all loyal. Recently, however, the consensus has begun to swing the other way. More and more critics are claiming that ‘the heart of the matter’ lies in his character and more particularly in his motivation, which is no longer found transparent. Is he loyal at all to the masters he professes to serve? Could he be a thieving rogue, the accomplice of his son Jason, who ends up in possession of his master’s estate? Whom does he represent? – for modern readers are quicker to see that Thady represents people other than himself. To Tom Dunne, he stands for the disaffected rural Catholic masses of the 1790s, the ‘peasant jacquerie’ which in real life accompanied an invading French army virtually to the gates of the town of Longford in 1798.14 To P. F. Sheeran ‘poor Thady’, ‘old Thady’, ‘honest Thady’ is most memorable as a man without a proper name or stable identity, an unpersoning that arises from his people’s defeat: he is ‘a superb portrayal of colonised man’.15 Dunne cordially picks up this reading, and uses it to make Thady seem unusually malignant, a direct threat to his colonial masters’ security: ‘Thady is a Caliban in the guise of a quaint stage-Irish Ariel, his devious and false servility a direct product of the colonial system, and destined, through his crucial aid for his son, to be its nemesis.’16

An unusually meticulous documenter, Edgeworth puts certain constraints on our freedom to interpret her work. Castle Rackrent narrates the annals of a landlord family which is not only of native Irish descent (and presumably Protestant in a very recent generation) but which continues to mix with other families of the same stock. It never avowedly locks on to a contemporary public event: instead, its ‘facts and manners’ are declared on the title-page to derive from the period before 1782. The Ireland drawn here by Edgeworth is visibly the product of a long history as an English colony; but by placing her fiction ‘in history’, Edgeworth asks us not to limit it to a commentary on Ireland in 1800. The book is complex, even kaleidoscopic, and however seductive the appearances we have to test further its typing as a colonial novel.

With their astonishing introduction of Thady’s voice, the opening pages of Castle Rackrent subvert the common expectations of their day. The Shandean irrelevance of the opening words, ‘Monday morning’, sends the first signal that classical order and formal convention have been suspended. As an act of mimicry the voice of Thady works on a number of levels, an idiolect influenced not only by linguistic factors such as the rhythms of Gaelic, but by ‘cringing and flattery’, as Edgeworth calls it in Ormond, or the ‘equivocating, exculpatory or supplicatory’ language of the lifelong inferior.17 Symbolically it is important that Thady does not play the part of a peasant or tenant (as most of Edgeworth’s sympathetic ‘lower Irish’ characters do), but that of a family servant, a universally recognizable figure for social inferiority. The strongest historical objection to interpreting Thady as archetypal colonial man is the fact that his literal role, that of serving man, is more generally familiar and has stronger ideological connotations in the eighteenth century.

Thady himself has an understanding of his own métier. Loyal servants get away with putting their fingers into the till, provided they exercise reasonable restraint. ‘Cuteness’ or ‘acuteness’ is a trait Thady acknowledges – in fact is proud of – in himself. During young Sir Kit’s absence abroad he connives with his son Jason and with the agent in buying up bits of the estate below the market price – ‘I spoke a good word for my son, and gave out in the country that nobody need bid against us’ (p. 74). Sometimes he admires a Rackrent for being ‘’cute’ in his own interest – like Condy when he orders a clod of earth to be transplanted to his neighbour’s estate, so that a Rackrent tenant can swear the land he stands on is Condy’s. While in theory Thady is naive, what he says and what he doesn’t say may plainly be determined by partisanship or cunning. When Sir Condy signs away a jointure of £500 to his wife Isabella, to be paid from the encumbered estate before any debts, Thady neither comments nor tells Jason about it, clearly to the surprise of Condy as well as Jason.

It takes a determined sentimentalist to find Thady consistently lovable. He lacks feeling for anyone except a born Rackrent and a born M’Quirk, and even towards the small group he is attached to his services are patchy. Whatever we may think of his coolness towards Jason, his willingness on two different occasions to act as Condy’s pandar with his own great-niece Judy M’Quirk is not wholly amiable. He is consistently out of sympathy with the Rackrent wives, and a de facto accomplice in Sir Kit’s seven-year incarceration of his young Jewish bride because she will not give up her jewels to him. His summing-up of Sir Kit’s career is remarkable for its economy with the truth – ‘he was never cured of his gaming tricks; but that was the only fault he had, God bless him’ (p. 81).

Even Thady’s love for the last Rackrent is first contaminated with self-interest: like his fellow-servant the huntsman, he sucks up to the boy Condy because he is the heir. Iain Topliss, in general a shrewd and observant reader of the Irish tales, finds Thady’s tears moving in the scene where Condy is driven by Jason to sign the estate away – ‘Jason said, which I was glad of, that I was no fit witness, being so old and doting.’18 Read primarily for these tears the sequence would seem sentimental; it manages to avoid being so largely through our prior knowledge that Thady has an unacknowledged role in Condy’s disaster. It was he who taught his ‘white-headed boy’ to gamble, and to consider the drunkard Sir Patrick Rackrent the model of a popular Irish gentleman. Condy will die in the act of imitating Sir Patrick’s feat of tossing off a full horn of claret, an echo of the scene with which Thady’s memoir opens, when Patrick kills himself by the same method.

While boasting of Sir Patrick’s feats in the drinking line, Thady seems on the point of acknowledging their futility:

He is said also to be the inventor of raspberry whiskey, which is very likely, as nobody has ever appeared to dispute it with him, and as there still exists a broken punch-bowl at Castle Rackrent, in the garret, with an inscription to that effect – a great curiosity. (p. 67.)

That quick slur on Sir Patrick’s achievements is for the knowing reader only. Thady cannot detach himself from the Rackrents, for reasons that become clear only with Condy’s ruin. If the last Rackrent funeral has an intensity foreign to all the previous ones, it is because it ends Thady’s feudal employment and so severs his relations with the land. Without Condy he ceases to be the equivocal figure, the landlord’s servant, who is actually part of the system, and begins to utter complaints that come a great deal nearer to speaking for the landless mass of the population. Marianne Elliott, in her valuable study of the 1798 Rebellion, argues that ‘big’ politics still had only a small part to play before the mid 1790s in the lawlessness endemic in so much of rural Ireland. Gangs of local terrorists such as the Whiteboys of the Irish Midland counties committed murders, killed or maimed cattle, and burned houses and crops, not directly on behalf of their religion, still less of their nationhood, but in resentment of landlords installed by English law as sole possessors of the land. Under the earlier Brehon law, the clan occupied the land, and those who were now tenants, cotters, labourers and beggars naturally interpreted this ‘remembrance’ in their own favour.19 A mythology of land and loss of land provides the topos of popular Irish culture, especially Gaelic song, ballad, folk-history and memory, in the eighteenth century.

Thady’s language has much more variety than most descriptions of it suggest. Edgeworth does not convey regional speech through the Victorian convention of misspelling, a device which signals the speaker’s ignorance and linguistic incompetence. Instead she adjusts her rhythm and syntax so that it seems possible for the reader to ‘hear’ an Irish inflection. This general technique allows for considerable shifts in vocabulary as Thady moves from the annals of one master to the next. The brilliantly condensed narrative of the regime of Sir Murtagh and his lady is given in a language thickened by Anglo-French legal terminology, the linguistically archaic remnant of a decayed feudal system. As Condy nears his sodden end Thady, a parodic bard, provides the native Irish caoinan or funeral song in praise of the dead chief – at once a gesture of traditional loyalty and a last act of courtly flattery.

Thady’s speech and also his character change as his world changes. Though his fictional lifespan binds the four Rackrents together over about half a century, their ‘manners’ suggest a considerably longer history, and Thady’s language hints at a longer one still. Sir Patrick’s lifestyle looks back to a tribal world; Sir Murtagh’s Anglo-French legal language reminds us that both Irish and English shared the experience of colonization by the Normans. By incorporating so much historical freight into this local version of English, Edgeworth gives Irish peasants a past roughly coexistent with Burke’s version of England’s past in his Reflections on the Revolution in France – a span of roughly six centuries back to the Conquest. Absorbing Sir Murtagh’s archaic terminology, Thady reminds us that English carries the evidence of not one but two Norman conquests a century apart, successful French invasions of the English as well as the Irish. The archaeological layering of Thady’s idiom provides a cultural history of his people, the hybrid stock of late eighteenth-century Ireland. Whatever the topic, the language also says that native and settler, colon and colonisé, have experienced centuries of coexistence.

For Edgeworth, unlike Burke, history is not a usable model. Thady’s nostalgia is what misleads him, and us; it is at the heart of his unreliability. He is one of the classic instances of that device so brilliantly handled in eighteenth-century narrative, the unreliable first-person narrator, a line with (again) the Swift of Gulliver’s Travels and A Modest Proposal at its head. Much nearer to Edgeworth in time, Godwin in Caleb Williams (1794) also provides a narrator who is a servant, and on that account an unreliable, morally corrupted exponent of his master’s character and actions. The themes of Caleb Williams and of Castle Rackrent are closely bound up with one another, since each is a hostile study of the class system and of its impact on the morals and attitudes of both the master and the servant class. But resemblances between Edgeworth’s work and Godwin’s may stem from their shared part in the discourse of class, which was fast becoming the master-discourse in representations of the public sphere. Edgeworth’s debts to Swift are more formal. His narrative writing gives her a variety of models not committed to the continuous plot and to naturalism: allegory or parable, as we shall see, and also the old comic tradition of the satirical critique or ‘anatomy’ of contemporary intellectual obsessions. Edgeworth could be seen as Swift’s end-of-century counterpart: where he as a Tory satirizes modern intellectual innovations, secularization, scientism and self-sufficiency, she as a Whig satirizes nostalgia, sectarianism, parochialism and blind loyalty.

While not binding on the reader, an author’s intentions and responses to her text are often deeply suggestive. Edgeworth did leave a clue that showed she had in mind the Swiftian mode of political allegory, even if the project was never completely implemented. ‘As I have lived so will I die, true and loyal to the family’ is Thady’s governing maxim, and in Edgeworth’s mind it appears to be associated with an Irish political figure. She indicates her interest in these sentiments in a list of pencilled manuscript corrigenda, most never executed, which appear in her handwriting on the first flyleaf of an Edgeworth family copy of the first edition of Castle Rackrent.20 The first entry reads ‘page fifth True & loyal to the family write a note on Loyal High Constable’. The real-life ‘Loyal High Constable’ is James Butler, 2nd Duke of Ormond (1666–1745), who in 1688 left the service of James II for that of William and Mary, served these monarchs and after them Queen Anne, but was attainted in 1715 by the new Whig ministry of George I. He fled to France, made contact with the Jacobite court in exile, and commanded a Spanish fleet taking supplies to the British Jacobite insurgents in 1718. A hero to some, a traitor to others, Ormond remained a focus of Irish Jacobite sentiment throughout the earlier eighteenth century.

How should we read the fact that Thady’s proudly proclaimed loyalty to an old family fallen on evil times reminded Edgeworth of Ormond’s loyalty to the Stuarts; additionally, or alternatively, of the loyalty of at least one of her Edgeworth ancestors to the exiled Ormond?21 Even if the Duke’s services to four successive Stuarts do offer tantalizing parallels to Thady’s services to the Rackrents, Castle Rackrent in its published form hardly reads like a fully sustained political allegory. This is too particularized a provincial estate easily to stand in for the politics of the nation. (Galt’s Annals of the Parish (1821), in so many ways a Scottish version of Rackrent, resembles it in ‘shadowing’ the sixty-year reign of George III, while stubbornly retaining its sense of locality.) Yet it is significant that some of the best recent commentators have seen Anglo-Irish fiction in general as characterized by ‘a tendency towards allegory’.22 Ennui confirms that in Edgeworth’s Irish tales allegory is indeed an important technique for introducing wider issues of Irishness. It reappears in most characters who represent traditional Celtic and Catholic Ireland, such as Thady, Ellinor the nurse in Ennui, Grace Nugent and Count O’Halloran in The Absentee, Corny in Ormond. Thady cannot be read adequately until he is read on two levels, the second of which elevates him socially to the level of the very different Irish servant still identifiable in the phrase ‘true and loyal to the family’.

Even without our knowing that many forms of intellectual conservatism, including Jacobitism, merged to make the portrait of his ‘loyalty’, Thady would prompt comparison with the narrator-heroes of a modern allegorist, Kazuo Ishiguro. In two remarkable studies of precarious twentieth-century empires, the Japanese (An Artist of the Floating World) and the British (The Remains of the Day), Ishiguro appoints a loyal servant of each system to narrate the process of its downfall. Like Ishiguro’s Mr Stevens, the English butler who tells the story of an English country house and its neo-Fascist owner in The Remains of the Day, Thady lacks a general social ethic. He believes that his responsibilities end at the boundaries of the estate, and within the boundaries he does as his master tells him. The reader becomes all the more aware of a world which is not the estate, of a politics the butler shuts out, of an entire ethical dimension which the system he serves works to deny. Provoked into compensating for the narrator’s complacency, we call up the tottering empire for ourselves. That is an appropriate reader’s response to Castle Rackrent. Edgeworth may be at her most persuasive as an unabashed critic of the dying feudal Ireland, rather than as the writer the Union made her, the utopian prophet of a new nineteenth-century commercial empire.

Thady’s Irish voice dominates the book for most readers, but never without competition. It first comes in the tones of the so-called editor, to whom Thady, being illiterate, is obliged to dictate his memoirs. The Preface establishes the editor as a scholar, presumably male, who frames the narrative within the general discourse (unknown to Thady) of private and public history. Next (in the first edition) the reader encounters the Glossary, in which the editor sets out in a thoroughgoing style to interpret Thady to us, and so ironizes and subverts his version of his masters and their world.

With the Glossary, Edgeworth takes to an extreme Marmontel’s goal of a cross-cultural dialogue. Entries range from the scholarly note on a linguistic usage to the short occasional essay on a social ritual, such as the Irish funeral. The editor is introduced not like Thady as someone with distinctive, vulnerable personal traits, but as the unassailable representative of more advanced culture. ‘He’ (again) is highly educated, knowledgeable, superior, worldly-wise and interested in everything, in strong general contrast with Thady’s ignorance of anyone’s affairs but his own. This emphatic disjunction between the narrative and editorial sections of the book makes Castle Rackrent quite unlike Beckford’s oriental tale Vathek (1787), a rare earlier example of an annotated prose fiction, where the voice of the narrator of the tale is as ironic and knowing as that of the editor of the notes. If in its weight of scholarly impedimenta Castle Rackrent resembles any near-contemporaneous narrative form, it is the long, annotated Romantic poem, commonly set in the feudal past or in the East. A distinction between the emotional, primitive, feminine, Eastern narrative poem and the rational, analytic, masculine and Western notes is made, for example, in Southey’s Thalaba the Destroyer (1801) and The Curse of Kehama (1810), in Byron’s Childe Harold I and II (1812) and The Giaour (1813), in Shelley’s Queen Mab (1813) and Moore’s Lalla Rookh (1817).

Just as the portrayal of Thady is illuminated by the comparativist insights of post-colonialist criticism, so is the overall structure of Castle Rackrent and the part played by its second voice – which can be seen as speaking through the Glossary, Preface and footnotes in the name of metropolitan knowledge and linguistic correctness, both forms of mental authority. We may see in the schizophrenic quality of the narration – one half warmly and humorously Irish, the other half coolly and rationally English – the split cultural personality of the colonizer.23

Castle Rackrent could from the outset have been classed as a tale about Ireland, a tale about the ‘lower orders’, a tale rather surprisingly written by a woman almost entirely about men: the feature common to all these topics is an unequal social relationship. Forms of modern criticism that draw on anthropology and particularly on structuralism, whether they are primarily concerned with class, race or gender, all potentially have something to contribute to the topic of Castle Rackrent. In the decade of the French Revolution, as the work of Paine and Godwin illustrates, class was easily the most visible and the most controversial of the inequalities, and its vocabulary was commonly borrowed in discussions of what we would call gender, religion and race. ‘Can man be free, if woman is a slave?’ demanded P. B. Shelley, following Wollstonecraft; and Henry Grattan, leading parliamentarian of Anglo-Ireland: ‘The Irish Protestant can never be free until the Irish Catholic has ceased to be a slave.’24 Approaching Castle Rackrent in the light of its own cultural politics means taking heed of the current language of class.

In 1800, when almost all fiction in English was first published in London, and all of it was written in standard English, what must have struck readers as most remarkable about Castle Rackrent was that the tale itself was written in a ‘provincial’ variant of the English language. Even its claims to a special authenticity as history and experience rest on the fact that it provides a space in which native Irish voices can appear to speak uncensored, uninterrupted – ‘out of the face’, in the Irish expression (see the Glossary, p. 133), which means, precisely, not edited by anyone else. By 1800 non-standard speech appeared, if anywhere, in dialogue given to minor characters: no dialect ‘speaker’ had enjoyed the fictional status, and licence, allowed to Thady. Rather than imposing herself (through the Glossary) on Thady’s world, Edgeworth in 1800 would surely read as a writer retiring to the margins of her own picture. Challenging and topical questions were raised by a text claiming to make a more philosophical history out of gossip, a new fictional world out of traditions, laws, feelings and ideas peculiar to Ireland and realizable only through an Irish form of language.

The Glossary admittedly opens as if its function is to ridicule Thady and the Irishness he stands for. It seems an act of aggression that his oratorical act of commencement – ‘Monday morning’ – is at once undercut by an editorial note which tells a landlord’s anecdote about lower-class Irish laziness. Again, it is easy to find the first footnote obnoxious, incorporating a dehumanizing description by Spenser of the people whose land he was taking by force. But, significantly, Spenser too wrote his tract on Ireland in the form of a dialogue. The very different views taken of the Irish cloak by Eudoxus and Irenius, Spenser’s two speakers, express deeply divided and old English responses to the Irish – sometimes an ancient, romantic, learned people, with an infinitely seductive history; at other times beggars and outcasts, thieves and murderers. That dichotomy surfaces once more in the first long Glossary entry, on the Ullaloo, or Irish funeral wail. Edgeworth quotes at length from a sympathetic article in Transactions of the Royal Irish Academy on ancient Irish funeral rites, and goes on to deflate it with an amused piece of rapportage on the customs of the present day. The penultimate Glossary note, on wakes, repeats the dialoguic pattern. In fact, all the substantial notes – other relevant ones deal with fairy-mounts, docking the entail, and the raking pot of tea – act out incompatible points of view. As though to demonstrate the hermeneutic function of the gloss, one interpretation follows another, without engaging in argument or moving towards a resolution.

Even more than Thady’s diversified idiolect, the Glossary is inconsistent and paradoxical. It intrudes on Ireland, often ungraciously, by professing to interpret it; logically it weakens its own position by its many internal contradictions. First cousin to the encyclopaedia and the general journal, the glossary is a form typical of the Enlightenment which more easily appears to destabilize a text than to impose coherent monolithic meaning. Certainly the Glossary to Castle Rackrent avoids those orthodox judgements, moralistic or polite, which women writers especially were under some pressure to adopt. A decade later Edgeworth compiled another Irish glossary – to the book of Mary Leadbeater, an Irish Quaker, Cottage Dialogues among the Irish Poor (1811). Edgeworth’s Preface on that occasion makes another strong declaration in favour of homely, informal knowledge, as opposed to classical knowledge, and in favour of the accurate reporting of what peasants really say, not what lady moralists want them to say. But in Edgeworth’s Glossary to the Leadbeater volume the improving tone is noticeably more insistent than in the Glossary to her own tale. One note in Castle Rackrent that keeps its power to surprise us is the Glossary entry on the raking pot of tea (pp. 135–6), which overturns a series of icons, including modern academic ones, about what a proper lady of 1800 should write and what she should not.

It is after midnight, and the end of an Irish party. The men are still drinking downstairs, or they have fallen asleep. Upstairs the women dash from room to room, gathering their correspondence (love-letters?), unlocking a torrent of gossip, laughter and complaint, admitting perhaps the occasional audacious male, and not forgetting a favourite woman servant: ‘The merit of the original idea of a raking pot of tea evidently belongs to the washerwoman and the laundry-maid.’ As in the annual late-medieval Feast of Fools, when the populace clowned in church, the women overturn orders they are expected to observe at other times. This is not conventional footnote material. Nor is its masculine complement, the note R. L. Edgeworth contributed on wakes (pp. 137–8), which gives an uncensorious account of the amorous finale of a lower-class Irish funeral. Nor is the touchingly rough translation of the Estonian poem of peasant protest (pp. 128–9), which seems to invade the Glossary on behalf of sub-cultures generally.

If parts of the Glossary celebrate a non-literate world, they side in this with Thady’s narrative – which is described in the Preface, as we have seen, as ‘domestic anecdote’ and ‘gossip’. The Preface goes on to hint that the ‘real-life’ materials out of which Thady’s story is made are themselves anecdotes, reminiscences, belonging to the Edgeworth family and their neighbours. It looks as if there can be no strict polarization between the ‘feminine’ gossip of an elderly Irish male narrator, and the ‘masculine’ commentary of an equally fictional English male editor. One view of the presence of an element such as gossip in polished fiction is that its charm and seductiveness is temporarily allowed, only to be contained after all by the writing around it.25 But Castle Rackrent includes material significantly close to the author’s heart which falls on the subversive side: not merely much of her own family history and not merely the women’s late-night party, but that other women’s party in which the tale originated, the conversational session on her aunt’s sofa which began the process of turning spoken anecdote into written narrative.

Some notes now neutralized by time must have struck early readers as risky. The Glossary’s second entry, on the Irish idiom ‘let alone’, cites as an authority the linguistic scholar and notorious democrat John Home Tooke, one of the three defendants in the treason trials of 1794. It is no accident that a theorist of language was also a leading radical intellectual in the period of the American and French revolutions.26 Dictionary-makers and grammarians, Samuel Johnson on the high-cultural side and Tooke and Francis Grose on the popular, took issue over the authority of polite, literary language or the ‘naturalness’ (and thus for some the legitimacy) of the vulgar spoken language, including dialect and slang. A novel published in dialect in 1800 enters this debate, inevitably on the popular side. Popular rhetorical positions already familiar to contemporaries include a taste for a vulgar domestic history – of the kind declared by the Preface from its opening sentence, and borne out in the Glossary, again virtually at the outset, when the second note declares its unabashed reliance on Tooke as an authority.

By the late twentieth century the best-known contribution to the debate about the historical relations of the masses with language and culture is William Wordsworth’s Preface of 1800 and 1802 to his Lyrical Ballads (1798). Wordsworth does not introduce the contentious name of Tooke, though Coleridge at this time was recommending Tooke’s theories to his friend. Nor does he allude to the prior existence of claims that the speech of the common people, in all its local variety, had its own history, its own expressiveness, its own value as a field of knowledge. As though hoping to steer clear of existing controversies, Wordsworth evades the problem that in real life bred inequality – the difference between provincial speech and slang on the one hand, and on the other educated speech and the formal written language. By claiming to believe in an essential simple language, that of people close to nature who speak from the heart, he denies this difference, and glosses over the real-life class hostilities and hierarchies associated with the claim of the upper orders alone to have the requisite competence to write and speak correctly. By distancing himself from the actual speech of the poor people whose visual features he and Dorothy Wordsworth render so graphically, by not letting their voices speak distinctly in his poetry, Wordsworth sidesteps the most stubborn obstacles to cross-class dialogue: the fact that educated speakers hear lower-class or provincial speakers as coarse or ignorant, while the uneducated hear the educated as domineering and contemptuous.

Though the Preface to Lyrical Ballads makes a case for demotic language, neither it, nor Wordsworth’s poems and letters, advance the claims of dialect;27 but dialect was precisely what was at issue and in use by most partisans of the simple side of the linguistic class divide. Edgeworth’s publications on dialect in essentially the same years as Wordsworth’s, Castle Rackrent (1800) and Irish Bulls (1802), give a much more precise representation of demotic or localized speech than Wordsworth, and do identify the issue as one of class and hierarchy expressed through language. They seek to persuade the educated reader to accept a plurality of (English) languages, varying both by region and by class.

In a letter to a schoolfriend written shortly after her return to Ireland in 1782, Edgeworth declares that English is the language used for transactions between tenants and landlords in County Longford but (revealingly) that Irish is the language preferred when the lower orders quarrel among themselves.28 The virtual absence of reference to the Irish language in the Irish tales is her equivalent of Wordsworth’s decision to steer clear of dialect. By 1800 some Celticists were developing a nationalist case for the historical Irish language as the authentic sign of ‘native Irish’ ethnic identity. In advancing her own claims for the expressiveness and dignity of the English used by the Irish lower classes, Edgeworth always implicitly opposes the notion that the Irish language has unique significance. On occasion she is franker, and openly declares that to encourage Irish would be retrograde and divisive.29

No part of Castle Rackrent goes far into the question of the language the book is written in. This issue, along with that of aristocratic cultural hegemony and metropolitan centrism, was opened by the Edgeworths for the first time in 1802 in their jointly authored Essay on Irish Bulls. Though half as long again as Castle Rackrent, Irish Bulls serves it much as Wordsworth’s Preface serves the Lyrical Ballads, as a theoretical commentary composed very much after the creative event. R. L. and Maria Edgeworth again attempt a Swiftian vein of irony for the essayistic opening and close of the new book, but by general consent handle Swift’s manner very awkwardly. The best that can be said of Irish Bulls is that it ought to be a much better book than it is, for its views on linguistic variation are admirably liberal, and it shows the potential of a form much in vogue at the political close of the eighteenth century, the learned and humorous anthology of vulgar materials. Later chapters are again cast as a dialogue – an Englishman, a Scotsman and an Irishman find themselves shut up together on a long coach journey, and they pass the time debating national identity, national difference, and language. As a whole the book examines the English preconception that the Irish frequently make blunders or ‘bulls’ when speaking English, and so betray their national or ethnic stupidity. It concludes that a nasty vein of cultural superiority accounts for English jokes about Irish–English speech – which deserves a new, imaginative style of analysis.

The so-called bull is found universally; some of the classic Irish ones also occur in other languages; the English lower-class idiom, which is less metaphorical and witty than the Irish, could more reasonably be considered stupid. The Edgeworths support their case by introducing along the way a dozen or so speeches by lower-class Irish men and women which were taken down, they say, shortly after they were heard. Most of these were given as testimony before a magistrate or judge – an educated auditor, then, and plainly often R. L. Edgeworth himself. The degree of plausibility in these oral materials varies a lot. Most sound too composed for accuracy and, because the book’s argument focuses not on linguistic particularity but on eloquence, relatively few dialect expressions are recorded. The result is surprisingly formal and correct from the author of Castle Rackrent and of the low-life scenes in Ennui. There is, however, a striking exception, a speech in an unusually particularized idiom which R. L. Edgeworth heard as it was publicly delivered. The speaker appeared

in a court of justice, upon his trial for life or death. A quarrel happened between two shoeblacks, who were playing at what in England is called pitch-farthing, or heads and tails, and in Ireland, head or harp. One of the combatants threw a small paving stone at his opponent, who drew out the knife with which he used to scrape shoes, and plunged it up to the hilt in his companion’s breast. It is necessary for our story to say, that near the hilt of this knife was stamped the name of Lamprey, an eminent cutler in Dublin. The shoeblack was brought to trial. With a number of significant gestures, which on his audience had all the powers that Demosthenes ascribes to action, he, in a language not purely attic, gave the following account of the affair to his judge:

‘Why, my lord, as I was going past the Royal Exchange I meets Billy – “Billy,” says I, “will you sky a copper?” – “Done,” says he – “Done,” says I; and done and done’s enough between two jantlemen. – With that I ranged them fair and even with my hook-em-snivey – up they go. – “Music!” says he – “Skulls!” says I; and down they come three brown mazards. “By the holy! you flesh’d ’em,” says he. – “You lie,” says I. – With that he ups with a lump of a two-year-old, and lets drive at me. I outs with my bread-earner, and gives it him up to Lamprey in the bread-basket.’30

The passage is straightway submitted to several pages of linguistic commentary, an analysis which aims simultaneously at wit and at seriously demonstrating how figurative the language of the Irish common people is. Almost all the shoeblack’s terms are correctly shown to be metaphors which are evidently accepted popular language. ‘Heads’ on a coin become for example ‘skulls’ and ‘mazards’, and (since the Irish halfpenny showed a harp) ‘tails’ could be ‘harp’ or ‘music’. The facetiousness apart, the analysis is sharp and effective, but it is the feat of hearing, remembering and labouring to record such language that really tells. As a guarantee of fidelity, some terms are still current in parts at least of Britain: verbs like ‘sky’, ‘ups’, ‘outs’, ‘flesh’d’ and the pithy ‘bread-basket’ for stomach. Moreover the racing term ‘two-year-old’ for a medium-sized rock seems to be a substitution typical of urban humour, and not at all typical of the country idiom in which Edgeworth’s Irish tales generally deal, a distinction which seems to confirm the accuracy of R. L. Edgeworth’s ear.

The Edgeworths clearly have skills necessary to scholars dealing with oral materials before the age of the tape recorder – powers of observation, of memory and of mimicry, all in relation to speech. To develop and exercise such powers one must respect variation in speech and believe in the value of accumulating knowledge of social behaviour. So-called ‘popular antiquarians’, the incipient anthropologists of the day, had become interested in fieldwork within the populace of the British Isles; novelists thus far had not. It is difficult for metropolitan writers, when putting words in the mouths of provincial or colonized people, not to introduce naive characteristics, the half-covert equivalent of the ‘bull’. The witnesses in Irish Bulls may flatter the Anglo-Irish magistrate or election candidate with whom they converse, but in the context of this argument they are not shown doing it in the wheedling, servile tones of the colonized. And like many of the eloquent talkers briefly encountered in the Irish tales, they benefit from the discontinuities of tone Edgeworth habitually uses, her practice of isolating a speech or an anecdote as a single event, unique to its place and time, which asks us to consider it just as it is. Avoiding absorption into the Edgeworths’ standard written English, the shoeblack and his kind never become ‘characters’ – as they might well do in a novel written by anyone but Edgeworth herself. They are more like passers-by snapped by a photographer, autonomous, resilient, and somewhat mysterious.

In 1802, the year Irish Bulls appeared, Maria Edgeworth spent some months with her father and stepmother in Paris, where she had her first experience of intellectual high society; they came home via Edinburgh and Glasgow, where she had her second. From her travels Edgeworth acquired her first intellectual correspondents, and a new notion of her ideal reader.31 The fiction Edgeworth writes from 1804 imagines for itself a cosmopolitan circle located in the metropolitan centres of Paris, London, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Geneva, Dublin. Even when set partly in Ireland, no later tale of hers restricts itself to a single Irish estate, or indeed to a single country. Her notion of society becomes expressly generalized, the modern cultural condition as defined by economics, sociology and social psychology. Meanwhile more London-oriented novelists, who soon included Austen and even Scott, concentrated for their main medium on the long narrative and its specialized techniques, such as the fluid rendering of time, and mood-management through the use of place. Because of the long ascendancy of the nineteenth-century novel, any previous experiments less blatantly signalled than those of Sterne have tended to look like naivety. Modern readers do indeed have to accept that Edgeworth’s tales will not rank as novels beside those of her successors and leading contemporary rivals. Instead they have to be read as texts with their own purposes, achievements, and projected clever readers.

The intellectual first fruit of Edgeworth’s tour of 1802–3 was the tale Ennui, drafted in 1804–5, though ‘two-thirds rewritten’ before publication in 1809.32 Her adoption of a theme as sophisticated as ‘ennui’, a significantly French word, indicates that she is putting much of her earlier work behind her. Where before she specialized mainly in ‘simple’ materials – tales about children or the lower orders – she now for some years wrote mainly about the wealthy. Her working notes for Ennui survive, five closely-written pages in a notebook which, to judge by its other contents, was probably compiled at the revision stage, 1805–7. Here she briefly lists anecdotes supplied from a cosmopolitan range of reading, her own and her friends’, to illustrate the upper-order pastimes of eating, drinking, gaming, spending, and boredom. The courts of the despots Louis XIV and Frederick the Great of Prussia figure more than other sources in both the notebook and the tale, partly because entertaining recent memoirs of old-regime societies were currently fashionable in post-revolutionary Paris. The first five chapters of Ennui, professedly Lord Glenthorn’s memoirs of his own first twenty-five years, are really a general essay on the uses and abuses of great wealth under late eighteenth-century aristocratic governments. They are given in the form of the ‘confessions’ of a wealthy man, a parodic equivalent of Rousseau’s Confessions of a provincial.

Following the five chapters set in English high life come twelve set in a world almost wholly unfamiliar, at least in literature before 1800: the mixed but generally very poor society that surrounds the hero’s vast estate in the west of Ireland. By reading Ennui in a single volume with Castle Rackrent we foreground these chapters and extract what is Irish in the tale. The first edition bound and sold it with quite different companion-works, and readers consequently read it somewhat differently. Ennui was published in 1809 as the first volume of the three-volume Tales of Fashionable Life, a collection of five stories of varying length. Three years later the second series of Tales of Fashionable Life appeared: five more tales, of which the longest was again Irish (The Absentee), and again had pride of place – in the sixth and last volume, which rounded off the series. Thus the two tales, which ambitiously represent Ireland as a complex society in the process of becoming modern, embrace eight more stories treating English life at its wealthiest and most incipiently decadent. One London-based story in each series – Madame de Fleury (1809) and Émilie de Coulanges (1812) – has a titled French emigrée as a heroine. Within each series, Edgeworth maintains a balance between the lives and vocations of women and of men. The goal is a stylish portrait of oligarchy or plutocracy not special to one country, but pointedly located within a Britain conceived as uncentred, many-layered, equally a home to Irish peasants and to Parisian aristocrats fleeing from revolution.

R. L. Edgeworth supplied a stiffly written General Preface to the first series, in which he claimed that the Fashionable Tales illustrated a project on which Maria Edgeworth had worked at his request – Professional Education (1808), a treatise on vocational education for sons of the gentry. R. L. Edgeworth seems to succumb here to the well-known temptation of valuing that aspect of someone else’s work that most resembles one’s own. It is true that as early as February 1805 he persuaded his daughter to embark on a course of ‘solid reading’ for Professional Education,33 and that reading for the chapters in the treatise on (for example) the education of princes and of lawyers fed details into the tale as well. But the thinking that has gone into The Tales of Fashionable Life, and especially Ennui, is much more capacious than the ideas needed for Professional Education, and it clearly should not be credited to the novelist’s father. Because it was not really relevant to family partnerships and projects, Edgeworth still wrote privately of her work as mere entertainment. But the text itself, complex and diverse, has left us with the evidence we need to understand the curious and exciting experiment in innovative social Action and sociology that she now embarked on.

These subtle, devious purposes were signalled by the Italian epigraph which first appeared on the title-page of the second edition (December 1809), probably supplied by a friend and reader (such as Lady Moira, knowledgeable in Italian) who spotted its appropriateness:

Everyone listened smilingly to the pretty little tales, in which they all saw the faults of other people rather than their own; or if they suspected their own, they believed that no one else would do so.

It is then at once ‘a pretty little tale’ and a narrative with hidden significance. In outward appearance a story of other people, it covers a story about oneself. Though formally a fictional travelogue, it is more profoundly – as an epigraph to one chapter hints – about happiness and self-realization at home. A novelty because of the way it represents one people, the Irish, it is also a parable of Western society in an age when its old regimes, dominated by property-owning magnates, are severely under challenge.

Among recent commentators on allegorical narrative, it is another Anglo-Irish writer, the poet Louis MacNeice, who seems to have launched a suggestive discussion of the Irish dimension of such ‘double-level’ writing. To this mode, for which he prefers the term ‘parable’, MacNeice recruits Spenser (The Faerie Queene) and Swift (The Tale of a Tub); a critic on whom he draws is a fellow-Ulsterman, C. S. Lewis, author of the study of medieval and Renaissance romance, The Allegory of Love.34 In the 1930s the most sceptical and matter-of-fact of leading English poets, MacNeice after the war worked in radio, and for his experimental radio dramas found himself increasingly drawn to devices which could give prose the same allusiveness and tension as poetry. Edgeworth did not share that motive with MacNeice, yet she may have shared others. Their Anglo-Irishness arguably throws up problems of personal and national identity, for which double meaning becomes an appropriate means of expression. And certainly she too is richly indebted to both Spenser and Swift. While her adoption of an unexpectedly complex narrative vehicle may be coincidence, she seems to use it far more elaborately in her Irish tales than in her English. It is through the allegorical plot of a tale such as Ennui that she is able to explore a subject hitherto unfamiliar in fiction, the schismatic nature of modern Irishness, and the problem this represents for individual men and women in the age of dawning nationalism.

One productive way of reading Ennui is as a re-writing of Castle Rackrent on terms intelligible to a liberal sophisticated cosmopolitan readership. The reading is all the more persuasive because it is clear that each of Edgeworth’s later Irish tales is in some sense explicitly a sequel to or re-working of Castle Rackrent.35 The Glossary to Castle Rackrent could stand in front of both tales, so thoroughly do its entries (and those of the footnotes) seem to pick out the inconsequential bricolage that in Edgeworth’s writing evokes Irish estate life. A footnote to Castle Rackrent comments on the fondness of the lower-class Irish for their by now old-fashioned wigs. In Castle Rackrent this fixes our attention on Thady’s characteristic gesture when puzzled, to remove his wig and scratch his head. But the same action occurs at a very significant point in the plot of Ennui, when the hero’s foster-brother the blacksmith has to be induced to remove his wig so that his bare pate can be examined for its tell-tale scars.

Again, Castle Rackrent has a satirical footnote about the banshee, ‘a species of aristocratic fairy’ which appears in the shape of ‘a little hideous old woman’ to warn the family in some great house that one of them is soon to die: old Ellinor’s sudden appearance before Glenthorn at his gate is the most striking manifestation of the banshee in either novel. Funerals play a commanding part in the Glossary, and also in both tales. There is even a repeat in Ennui of the scene in Castle Rackrent in which a leading character shams death in order to overhear what his dependants and supposed friends think of him. In Castle Rackrent there is no scene that really illustrates that most intriguing of Glossary entries, ‘the raking pot of tea’, but in Ennui the hoydenish behaviour of the ladies at Ormsby Villa, and especially their prank of locking up Geraldine with Glenthorn in a temple dedicated to a woman deity, Minerva, fits the Glossary’s description of an unlicensed, indecorous interlude snatched by women, ‘low life above stairs’.

Containing all this detail and more suggestive of a controlling allegory, Ennui repeats Rackrent’s framing plot – the annals of the last four members of a falling Irish dynasty, the arrival of a new regime. In each case a strongly characterized male narrator is used, who incidentally ‘confesses’, knowingly or unknowingly, a great deal about himself; readers become more or less aware of distortions of vision and unreliable interpretations, belying the tale’s pervasive matter-of-factness. Glenthorn, a less obvious ‘original’ than Thady, nevertheless matches Thady as his pair: in the first tale, the cheating servant looks up at his incompetent masters, in the second the incompetent master looks down on his cheating servants. Finally, the wild scenes in the latter days of Glenthorn castle, before its destruction by fire, seem to belong more naturally in Castle Rackrent than in Ennui, and to signal the end of an old world evoked by both tales together. On the level of allegory, this falling system signifies something obviously greater than a single estate, but it is Ennui, within Tales of Fashionable Life, which intimates that we should not think of the débâcle as peculiar to Ireland. The portrait fits ‘us’, not ‘them’. It represents the challenge to the old political order which had been felt in every Western European polity since 1790.

Though Edgeworth has passing affinities with the Godwin who wrote Political Justice and Caleb Williams, those hostile portrayals of ‘things as they are’, it would be altogether misleading to think of Godwin and the still more partisan Tom Paine as sources for Edgeworth’s circumspect, generalized study of revolutionary Ireland in Ennui. By far the most suggestive text for a political reading of the Irish tales is Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations (1776), the first major book R. L. Edgeworth gave her to read when he took her from her English boarding-school in 1782. Smith’s contemporaries were more aware than are many of his modern admirers of facets of his work that reappear in Edgeworth: his severe, satirical eye for non-productive people and practices in all walks of society, from the highest downwards, and an evolutionary model of history. The passages from The Wealth of Nations most relevant to Edgeworth are easy to find, since they tend to occur in the celebrated opening chapters which unfold his labour theory of value. Here Smith sets out in non-technical language why it is not gold, silver or paper money that constitute wealth: ‘labour… is the only universal as well as the only accurate measure of value’.36 In Book II he pursues some of the radical implications of this principle, especially in a provocatively written chapter which distinguishes between productive and unproductive labour. The labour of a ‘manufacturer’ (that is, a worker or factory hand) generally adds to the value of the material he works on, and so is productive. On the other hand the labour of the menial servant ‘does not realize itself… in any vendible commodity’; such services ‘perish in the very instant of their performance’. In this respect the menial servant has points in common with ‘some of the most respectable orders’ in society, who are similarly unproductive: ‘the sovereign’, suggests Smith imperturbably, ‘with all the officers of justice and war who serve under him’.37

Tom Paine developed the argument about the unproductivity of the monarch and the central bureaucracy to such notorious effect in his Rights of Man, Part II (1792) that Edgeworth probably had qualms about bringing the case home to the nation’s leaders. But she has taken hints from the list of unproductive occupations Smith gives, after royalty:

In the same class must be ranked, some both of the gravest and most important, and some of the most frivolous professions: churchmen, lawyers, physicians, men of letters of all kinds; players, buffoons, musicians, opera-singers, opera-dancers, &c.38

While Thady in Castle Rackrent and Joe Kelly in Ennui are both unproductive servants, it is Kelly who has Smith’s hallmark on him. He is a ‘buffoon,’ a kind of ‘player’, and idleness personified – as well as a cause of idleness in Glenthorn. Even Joe’s acknowledged qualities, without his covert hatred and treachery, come near to bringing down Glenthorn’s house, estate and order.

Before Hegel made the topic of the master-servant relationship his own, the French revolution generation knew it in Smith’s sharply politicized form as typically a backstairs alliance, by insinuation an unnatural liaison, which cuts right across the old hierarchical pride of rank, and also frustrates the concern of the new bourgeois order with production. Smith’s tone becomes polemical when he introduces the matter of the domestic favourite:

The rent of lands and the profits of stock are everywhere… the principal sources from which unproductive hands derive their subsistence… [Owners of land and stock] might both maintain indifferently either productive or unproductive hands. They seem, however, to have some predilection for the latter. The expence of a great lord feeds generally more idle than industrious people.39

Smith’s analysis of the curious reciprocity, the mutual support and mutual destructiveness prevailing between the ‘high’ and ‘low’ parties to a bad alliance, anticipates what the Tunisian Albert Memmi has to say of the interdependence of the colon and the colonisé within the colonial relationship. Smith, and after him the generation of Paine and Godwin, analyse ‘aristocracy’ the system much as Fanon, Memmi, Said and others analyse colonialism: as a relationship enslaving not only the dependants but the privileged, who are similarly reduced to passivity and weakness. Thus, disappointed of his hopes of marrying Geraldine, an Irishwoman and his social equal, the magnate Glenthorn demeaningly seeks the friendship of the entertaining, manipulative Kelly, who lures him away from his proper concerns on his estate, and for a while makes him the dupe of rebels who would take his life as well as his property.

When Adam Smith develops his discussion of the landed proprietors he associates himself with the work of the French ‘œconomists’, or physiocrats, headed by Quesnai. Drawing on the analysis of the French school, he puts land foremost as a source of national wealth. He also adopts the French division of agricultural producers into two groups – proprietors (landlords who draw rents and do not farm) and cultivators of land (farmer-owners, tenant-farmers and agricultural labourers). Again he mixes the classes, but this time in order to produce a large heterogeneous productive grouping which fills society’s middle ground, in the place normally occupied by the quite differently conceived middle class or ‘middling sort’. Smith in fact uses a utopian tone rare with him to describe the cheerful cooperation between the comfortably-off and the poor within productive rural communities.40 On the other hand he becomes more laconic than usual when he considers the contribution of his first group of landowners, the large proprietors. Their productive input is what they spend on maintenance and improvement. Since this expenditure earns the cultivator profits, Smith finds it reasonable that
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