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    A great novelist measures another, seeking the moral pulse beneath fame, fashion, and the fickle verdicts of time. In Thackeray, Anthony Trollope offers a portrait shaped by long practice in the same craft he evaluates. He approaches William Makepeace Thackeray not as a distant academic specimen but as a living artistic problem: how does a writer turn social observation into lasting art? Trollope’s perspective is at once intimate and restrained, attentive to method, motive, and the pressures of professional life. The result is a study that invites readers to think about the novelist’s vocation as a discipline of conscience as well as of style.

First published in 1879, Thackeray belongs to Macmillan’s English Men of Letters series, a landmark Victorian undertaking edited by John Morley. The series aimed to present concise, lucid accounts of major English writers to an educated general audience. Trollope, by then one of the best-known novelists in Britain, was an inspired choice to assess Thackeray’s achievement. His volume appeared soon after Thackeray’s death had consolidated a reputation built on Vanity Fair, Pendennis, Henry Esmond, and other works. That historical positioning gives the book special authority: neither remote hagiography nor contemporaneous journalism, but a considered mid-century judgment.

The premise is clear and unfussy. Trollope recounts the main lines of Thackeray’s career and offers a sustained appraisal of his art, with special attention to temper, technique, and purpose. He writes as a practitioner explaining practice, and as a critic weighing evidence without pedantry. The study does not depend on sensational revelations, nor does it reduce life to anecdote. Instead, it traces how a particular sensibility confronted the literary marketplace and the social world it mirrored. Readers new to Thackeray will find an accessible map of the terrain; admirers will recognize a discerning guide through familiar landmarks.

This book holds classic status because it helped shape how generations understood Thackeray’s originality and limits. Trollope’s prose is measured, exact, and hospitable, free of needless ornament yet attentive to nuance. He articulates standards for judging fiction that balance entertainment with ethical scrutiny, and he models criticism that treats a writer as both artisan and moral agent. In doing so, Thackeray advanced the English Men of Letters series as a touchstone of literary biography in English. Its influence resides not in jargon or theory but in clear principles, humane temper, and the authority of experience earned at the writing desk.

Trollope situates Thackeray within the Victorian print economy—serial publication, magazine culture, and the developing expectations of a mass readership. Without delving into private minutiae, he explains how the pressures and opportunities of periodicals and public taste shaped a novelist’s working rhythms. This attention to context reveals the prosaic scaffolding behind great books: deadlines, editors, and the evolving marketplace for fiction. Trollope neither romanticizes nor deplores these conditions. He shows how Thackeray’s voice, sharpened in journals and on the lecture platform, acquired its blend of urbanity, satire, and intimacy, and how professional habits influenced narrative form.

At the center of Trollope’s account stand the hallmarks of Thackeray’s art—social observation, irony disciplined by compassion, and a steady refusal to mistake glitter for gold. Without rehearsing plots, Trollope explains how Thackeray’s narrators expose vanities while preserving sympathy for human frailty. He considers the textures of a style that seems conversational yet is highly controlled, the draw of worldly surfaces countered by moral candor. The famous books are cited as exemplars, not dissected for shocks. That balance lets the study speak both to readers encountering Thackeray for the first time and to those returning with sharpened expectations.

Because Trollope writes as a near contemporary, he captures a living sense of Thackeray’s public presence—author, contributor to eminent periodicals, and widely recognized man of letters. He registers the dignity and labor of the professional writer without confecting a legend. The portrait respects boundaries while affirming that a writer’s character matters to the texture of his pages. Trollope understands reputation as a shifting negotiation among critics, readers, and time itself, and he shows how Thackeray’s bearing as a gentleman and craftsman informed reception without reducing art to personality.

One of the study’s strengths is its practical criticism. Trollope weighs questions of construction, pacing, and narrative stance, and he assesses how Thackeray managed beginnings and endings, digressions and design. He is keen on the use of an intrusive narrator, the management of tone, and the interplay of wit and sentiment. He also considers the historical novel as a testing ground for craft, where atmosphere, voice, and moral perspective must cohere. The analysis is never schematic. It aims to illuminate how choices on the page yield effects in the reader’s mind, and how those effects carry ethical weight.

Trollope addresses familiar misunderstandings head-on, notably the charge that Thackeray’s satire descends into mere cynicism. He argues that the apparent chill of exposure is warmed by a persistent regard for ordinary decency. The point is not to absolve but to clarify: a satirist can be severe without being cruel. Trollope’s defense is persuasive because it rests on close attention to tone, proportion, and the framing of judgment. By distinguishing disillusion from contempt, he recovers a moral seriousness that helps explain the enduring appeal of Thackeray’s best work.

The literary impact of Thackeray reaches beyond a single generation, and Trollope’s account helped establish the terms on which that impact was weighed. The book’s accessibility made it a gateway for readers forming first impressions, while its sobriety recommended it to teachers and critics building early Thackeray scholarship. The volume’s continuing circulation, aided by its public-domain status and reprints, reflects a sustained interest in Victorian fiction’s self-understanding. As part of a series that became a model for brief, authoritative lives, it contributed to a tradition in which criticism and biography reinforce one another.

For readers today, the value of this introduction lies in orientation and proportion. Trollope offers context without pedantry, admiration without compromise, and a sense of measure rare in assessments of major figures. He does not tell you how to feel about every page; he gives you tools to notice what matters—voice, structure, and the ethics of portrayal. The result is a primer in how to read a canonical novelist with attentiveness and fairness. It also exemplifies the genre of the novelist-critic, reminding us that technical knowledge can deepen, rather than narrow, generous judgment.

What, finally, makes Thackeray still speak to our moment is its steady interest in how art negotiates status, conscience, and the seductions of display. In an age crowded with opinion and performance, Trollope’s calm inquiry into character, craft, and responsibility feels newly bracing. He invites readers to ask what kind of truth fiction tells about social ambition and ordinary kindness, and how an author’s stance shapes that truth. By linking life to labor without sensationalism, this book achieves a quiet durability. It remains a companionable guide to Thackeray—and a durable essay on what makes literature last.
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    Anthony Trollope’s Thackeray, written for the English Men of Letters series, offers a compact literary biography and critical study of William Makepeace Thackeray. Trollope writes as a contemporary and fellow novelist, combining personal recollection with a survey of the works. He establishes an even, judicious tone: neither hagiographic nor hostile, intent on understanding method, temperament, and achievement. The book sets out to trace how Thackeray’s craft emerged from journalism and caricature, matured through major novels, and broadened with lectures and essays. From the outset, Trollope frames Thackeray as a moral observer of society, a satirist keen on exposing pretension, yet one whose sympathy continually tempers his ridicule.

Trollope begins with the life. Thackeray was born in India and educated in England, attending school and later Cambridge, which he left without taking a degree. Early inclinations toward art led him to study drawing on the Continent, and fluctuating finances pressed him into journalism. He wrote for magazines, adopted playful pseudonyms, and learned to sketch people with both pen and pencil. Trollope presents these apprenticeships as formative: the habit of close observation, the ease with periodical forms, and the cultivated eye of an artist would remain visible in the prose, especially in the ability to seize a telling gesture and frame a social scene.

The early writings, Trollope explains, show Thackeray testing satirical strength against fashionable taste. In short fiction and magazine series he confronted the glamour of crime and the sentimental allure of villainy, preferring moral irony to indulgence. Works such as Catherine and The Luck of Barry Lyndon demonstrate a willingness to inhabit troublesome minds while maintaining a steady ethical horizon. Trollope acknowledges unevenness and occasional coarseness in these experiments, but also finds the unmistakable voice: conversational, sceptical of theatrical effects, and ready to pivot between laughter and rebuke. The groundwork is laid for larger canvases without reliance on formulaic plots.

Vanity Fair, in Trollope’s account, marks the decisive advance from experiment to mastery. Serialized to immediate notice, it surveys a broad swath of society with an onstage narrator guiding the spectacle. Trollope emphasizes the union of comedy and conscience: a lively display of ambition, calculation, and tenderness arranged to reveal the pressures of rank and money. He is careful to stress how character, not incident, propels the interest. Figures famous to readers appear as studies in motive rather than emblems of virtue or villainy, and the narrative’s refusal to assign a conventional hero signals Thackeray’s commitment to a more candid realism.

Pendennis and The Newcomes extend this realism into the worlds of journalism, clubs, and family duty. Trollope reads them as inquiries into what it means to be a gentleman in practice, not slogan: the friction between public manners and private integrity. He admires the fidelity of scene, the ease with which Thackeray captures talk, and the human scale of the dramas. Yet he also notes structural looseness and a tendency to wander, traits he regards as integral to a method governed by observation rather than tight intrigue. Colonel Newcome, in particular, becomes for Trollope a touchstone of quiet pathos and upright conduct.

Turning to the historical mode, Trollope gives special attention to the novel set in the eighteenth century that imitates the cadence and idiom of the period with remarkable consistency. He praises the labor and restraint required to sustain that voice, and sees in it Thackeray’s scholarly curiosity about the past. The later fiction broadens the range further, while essays and Roundabout papers display the familiar, ruminative manner in miniature. Trollope also surveys the public lectures on English humourists and on a royal dynasty, which crystallized Thackeray’s role as a critic of manners and connected him with a wide audience beyond the novel-reading public.

A central section addresses recurring criticisms. Against the charge of cynicism, Trollope proposes that Thackeray’s satire arises from moral earnestness and from a preference for plain truth over rhetorical comfort. The targets are snobbery, cruelty masked as respectability, and the habit of worshipping success. Trollope balances this with remarks on tenderness, particularly in scenes of domestic feeling and in the quieter sorrows of ordinary people. He discusses style—its conversation with the reader, its digressions, its clear, unadorned phrasing—and considers the portrayal of women, noting both penetration of motive and limits set by contemporary expectations.

Trollope’s portrait includes the working life behind the books: the steady discipline of periodical writing, the pressures of serial publication, and the responsibilities of editorial stewardship. He records Thackeray’s leadership at a major magazine, his generosity to fellow writers, and the mutual encouragement that circulated within mid-Victorian literary society. Without dwelling on private details, Trollope acknowledges personal trials and ill health as part of the background against which the public career unfolded. The picture that emerges is of a man sociable yet self-questioning, humorous yet scrupulous, whose imaginative energy was sustained by an exacting conscience.

The study closes by considering position and legacy. Trollope places Thackeray among the principal makers of the nineteenth-century English novel, valued for truthful portraiture more than for contrived design. He argues that the books endure because they teach readers how to look: to recognize the comedy of manners, the seductions of vanity, and the dignity of modest conduct. Avoiding programmatic conclusions, Trollope suggests an enduring significance that lies in the steadiness of the gaze and the fairness of the verdict. Thackeray’s achievement, in this account, is a humane realism that continues to illuminate the texture of social life.
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    Anthony Trollope’s Thackeray appeared in 1879, when late‑Victorian Britain looked back on the social and literary transformations spanning roughly 1810 to 1863, the years of William Makepeace Thackeray’s life. The monarchy, Parliament, and the Church of England anchored public life; the British Empire, administered in part through the East India Company until the mid‑nineteenth century, framed global reach. London served as financial and cultural capital, its clubs, law courts, universities, and publishing houses organizing elite and professional networks. A burgeoning press and expanding reading public made authors visible public figures. Trollope situates Thackeray within these institutions, treating his career as both product and critic of them.

Thackeray’s Anglo‑Indian origins—born in Calcutta in 1811 to an East India Company official—symbolized the imperial circuits connecting Britain and South Asia. Like many colonial-born Britons, he was sent to England young for schooling, entering the world of public schools and university preparation that shaped the mid‑nineteenth‑century elite. The East India Company’s commercial governance and the wealth flowing from imperial office formed a background to the “nabob” fortunes often discussed in British society. Trollope’s account notes how such imperial proximities left their impress on Thackeray’s imagination, not as exotic spectacle but as a thread in the fabric of metropolitan life, money, status, and opportunity.

The early decades of Thackeray’s adulthood coincided with reform and social strain. The 1832 Reform Act modestly widened the electorate; the 1834 New Poor Law restructured relief; industrialization accelerated urban growth. Debates over patronage, corruption, and legitimacy animated newspapers and clubs. Trollope reads Thackeray’s persistent satirical attention to social climbing and cant against this context, where merit, money, and manners jostled for precedence. Vanity Fair, issued in parts in 1847–48, evokes the fluidity and anxieties of Regency and early‑Victorian society without allegorizing specific events; Trollope treats the novel’s worldly tone as a historically grounded critique of the spectacle of power rather than a program for political reform.

Periodical culture is central to Trollope’s portrait. Thackeray trained his pen in magazines such as Fraser’s Magazine (founded 1830), where he published Barry Lyndon in 1844, and in Punch (founded 1841), a leading satirical weekly. This ecosystem rewarded agility: essays, caricature, and fiction met a steady demand for timely commentary. The Book of Snobs (1848), drawn from Punch papers of 1846–47, popularized a vocabulary for observing pretension across classes. Trollope underscores how the magazine market encouraged Thackeray’s wry, episodic probing of status and morality, and how such venues—policed by libel sensitivities and public taste—both enabled and constrained his satiric edge.

Serialization shaped careers and texts. Vanity Fair appeared in twenty monthly parts (1847–48) from Bradbury and Evans, with authorial illustrations that heightened its market identity. The monthly or weekly installment cultivated reader anticipation and permitted authors to respond to reception while writing. Circulating libraries, notably Mudie’s (founded 1842), and the triple‑decker format steered length and propriety, as family reading and library selection standards filtered content. Trollope’s study attends to the craft and hazards of writing to the clock—pacing, recurrence, and moral tone—showing how the business structures of Victorian publishing formed the very rhythms of Thackeray’s realism and the constraints under which it worked.

The “Hungry Forties” framed Thackeray’s rise. Economic downturn, the Irish Famine (1845–49), and agitation for repeal of the Corn Laws (achieved 1846) unsettled politics and conscience. Chartism (late 1830s–1848) mobilized working‑class petitions for universal male suffrage and parliamentary reforms, culminating in mass demonstrations in 1842 and 1848. Trollope does not treat Thackeray as a political activist; instead he stresses how Thackeray’s skepticism toward bombast—political, aristocratic, or commercial—mirrored a public wary of grand promises. The satire of self‑interest, hollow philanthropy, and social display resonated in a Britain debating whether virtue derived from birth, belief, or productive labor.

Class structures and social mechanisms occupy Trollope’s pages because they anchor Thackeray’s themes. London’s clubs, drawing rooms, schools, and auction rooms choreographed connections between aristocracy, gentry, and a rising professional middle class. Credit, gambling, and fashionable consumption lubricated mobility yet carried ruin. Legal and economic frameworks—such as coverture, which vested a married woman’s property in her husband until reforms began in 1870 and 1882—made marriage a financial transaction as well as a sentimental bond. Trollope traces how Thackeray’s portrayals of courtship, inheritance, and reputation anatomize these pressures without preaching, exposing the moral ambiguities of success in a status‑obsessed society.

Trollope situates Thackeray among contemporaries—Dickens, Carlyle, Tennyson—while emphasizing stylistic distinctions. Where Dickens often dramatized wrongs through melodrama and caricature, Thackeray cultivated an ironic, observational realism attentive to mixed motives. Mid‑century criticism debated fiction’s moral obligations and truthfulness; Trollope presents Thackeray as a writer of manners who eschewed tidy moral closure while insisting on responsibility and sympathy. The comparison emerges not to rank rivals but to clarify a literary field in which readers, editors, and libraries demanded both entertainment and edification—demands that pressed upon narrative voice, subject choice, and the latitude granted to satire.

Editorial work further embeds Thackeray in institutional life. In 1860 he became the first editor of the Cornhill Magazine, published by Smith, Elder & Co., aiming at high‑quality, family‑friendly literature with strong illustration. The magazine quickly drew leading writers; notably, Trollope’s Framley Parsonage was serialized there (1860–61), evidencing professional networks and shared standards. Trollope’s biography shows how editorial stewardship involved balancing taste, circulation, and literary experiment. Cornhill’s success illustrates middle‑class respectability’s power in mid‑Victorian print culture, and helps explain the tonal moderation—serious but not sordid—that framed what could reach the largest audiences.

Thackeray’s authorship unfolded across an Atlantic marketplace without reciprocal copyright protection. British writers had no enforceable claim to American royalties until the 1890s, leading to widespread reprints. To reach readers and earn income, Thackeray lectured in North America in 1852–53 on English humorists and again in 1855–56 on the Four Georges. Steamships shortened travel times, and newspapers amplified celebrity. Trollope treats these tours as professional strategies in a globalizing culture of letters, where performance, journalism, and fiction overlapped. The lectures also clarified Thackeray’s historical sensibility, using eighteenth‑century figures to reflect on monarchy, manners, and the moral uses of satire.

Technological change broadened Thackeray’s audience. The railway boom of the 1830s–40s reorganized time and space, enabling national distribution of periodicals and novels; W. H. Smith’s bookstalls (from 1848) turned stations into reading markets. Postal reform—the Uniform Penny Post of 1840—cheapened correspondence, tightening networks among authors, editors, and readers. Improvements in printing and illustration fed the illustrated press. Trollope, long a Post Office official, understood how such infrastructures underwrote literary commerce; in his portrait, Thackeray’s punctual, public persona belongs to an era when the logistics of delivery shaped both the cadence of writing and the intimacy of readerly exchange.

Religious controversy set the ethical climate Thackeray navigated. The Oxford Movement (from 1833) and Evangelical currents sharpened debates over authority, ritual, and personal morality. Conceptions of “respectable” reading hardened in the orbit of families, chapels, and libraries, even as urban theaters and music halls thrived. Trollope emphasizes Thackeray’s moral seriousness—his impatience with cruelty and humbug—while noting his refusal of doctrinal partisanship. This stance suited a mass audience seeking probity without sectarianism. It also explains the tonal balance of works that expose vice and vanity but stop short of sensationalism, aligning with publishing venues compelled to placate diverse confessional sensibilities.

Press law and fiscal policy altered the field in which Thackeray wrote. The “taxes on knowledge”—including the newspaper stamp duty (abolished 1855), the advertisement tax (repealed 1853), and the paper duty (repealed 1861)—were progressively dismantled, enabling cheaper newspapers and magazines. The resulting expansion of titles intensified competition and diversified readerships. Trollope’s account locates Thackeray at the turning point when the prestige monthly coexisted with a proliferating cheap press, forcing writers to cultivate recognizable voices and reputations. Libel law and editorial prudence still constrained personal attack, channeling satire toward types and institutions rather than named individuals.

Gender norms and domestic ideology offer another essential backdrop. Mid‑Victorian “separate spheres” ideals placed women in the moral center of the home, yet economics made marriage a site of negotiation and risk. Employment options for middle‑class women remained narrow, with governessing a common, precarious resort. Thackeray’s portraits of courtship, motherhood, and female resourcefulness—famous examples include socially ambitious heroines navigating patronage and prejudice—reflect these constraints. Trollope highlights how Thackeray’s sympathy, even when ironical, depends on observing the legal and social disabilities of women, and how his plots turn on the credibility of virtue under pressure rather than on scandal or sensation.

Imperial and military contexts thread through Thackeray’s historical interests. The memory of the Napoleonic Wars lingered; later conflicts—the Crimean War (1853–56) and the Indian Rebellion (1857)—reshaped public debate on command, honor, and governance. Thackeray’s historical fiction, including The History of Henry Esmond (1852) and its sequel The Virginians (1857–59), returned to the eighteenth century to consider loyalty, lineage, and the making of British identity across the Atlantic world. Trollope reads these works as serious engagements with history’s moral texture rather than antiquarian display, illuminating how imperial reach and military culture informed mid‑Victorian meditations on nation and character.

Trollope’s biographical method belongs to a late‑Victorian moment that sought to codify a national literary canon. Edited by John Morley, the English Men of Letters series (launched 1878) offered compact, affordable lives and appreciations of major authors. Such volumes balanced fact, critical judgment, and moral exemplarity, assuming literature’s civic utility. Trollope’s Thackeray, published within this format in 1879, addresses general readers who knew the fiction from libraries and magazines. Its brevity reflects the series’ pedagogical aim: to fix reputations, supply trustworthy context, and reconcile admiration with measured critique, an approach consistent with contemporary expectations of biography as instruction.

Trollope also writes as a professional colleague within a maturing literary marketplace. Mid‑century saw authorship become a more viable calling through advances, royalties, and editorial salaries, even as volatility remained. Societies of mutual aid, better contracts, and the consolidation of reputable firms stabilized careers. Trollope’s emphasis on steady labor, craft discipline, and fair dealing frames Thackeray’s career as exemplary of the sober professionalism that replaced earlier bohemian images of the man of letters. The narrative thereby doubles as a history of practice—how copy is commissioned, timed, illustrated, and corrected—rooting aesthetic judgments in the workaday realities of Victorian print culture.Indeed one long paragraph? We must keep under 100. Oops fix. Wait editing in mind. We cannot include editorial notes. We'll rewrite properly. But the output is final; I must ensure it's correct.
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    Anthony Trollope (1815–1882) was a major English novelist of the Victorian era, renowned for his panoramic portrayals of clerical, political, and professional life. Over three decades he produced dozens of novels, notably the Barsetshire series and the Palliser sequence, creating interlinked communities that mirrored contemporary institutions. He balanced literary labor with a long career in the General Post Office, an experience that sharpened his interest in systems, routine, and public service. Trollope’s fiction is admired for its social realism, psychological tact, and humane irony, offering readers a sustained investigation of character under pressure without resorting to sensationalism or moral dogma.

He was educated at prominent English public schools, including Harrow, where the classical curriculum and disciplined routines typical of such institutions helped shape his prose and interest in public life. Entering government service as a young man, he was posted for years to Ireland, whose religious and social contrasts provided material and settings for his earliest fiction. Trollope read widely in earlier and contemporary novelists, and later wrote a critical study, Thackeray (1879), acknowledging a central exemplar in Victorian realism. His training and reading combined to produce a method grounded in observation, institutional detail, and a steady, craftsmanlike approach to narrative.

Trollope joined the Post Office in the 1830s and advanced to responsibilities that required extensive travel across Britain and abroad. To reconcile civil service work with authorship, he adopted a strict early-morning schedule, drafting a fixed allotment before breakfast—habits he described with unusual candor in his posthumously published An Autobiography. His first novels, The Macdermots of Ballycloran and The Kellys and the O’Kellys, drew on Irish life and appeared in the late 1840s. Their modest reception inaugurated a pattern of persistent production and gradual recognition, supported by a professionalism that treated writing as steady labor rather than sporadic inspiration.

His breakthrough arrived with The Warden (1855) and Barchester Towers (1857), inaugurating the Barsetshire novels. Through recurring characters and a provincial cathedral town, he explored ecclesiastical administration, patronage, reform, and personal conscience with humor and restraint. Subsequent volumes—Doctor Thorne, Framley Parsonage, The Small House at Allington, and The Last Chronicle of Barset—broadened the social canvas while exploiting the possibilities of serialization and interlocking plots. The series earned him a large readership and established his reputation as a chronicler of English provincial society, attentive to custom and compromise, and alert to the ways institutions shape, and are shaped by, everyday lives.

Turning to national politics, he developed the Palliser novels—beginning with Can You Forgive Her? and continuing through Phineas Finn, The Eustace Diamonds, Phineas Redux, The Prime Minister, and The Duke’s Children. These books address ambition, party allegiance, marriage, and finance, presenting Parliament as both workplace and theatre. Trollope’s own interest in public life led him to stand as a Liberal candidate in 1868, an experience that informed his depictions of elections and patronage. Alongside fiction he published travel writing, including studies of North America and of Australia and New Zealand, comparing manners and institutions with a civil servant’s eye for procedure.

Among his most discussed standalone novels are Orley Farm, He Knew He Was Right, and The Way We Live Now, the last a far-reaching study of speculation, journalism, and social appetite. His narrative manner blends a conversational, omniscient presence with close attention to domestic routine and professional detail, sustaining moral complexity without melodrama. An Autobiography, released after his death, startled some readers by disclosing earnings, schedules, and the mechanics of serial publication; contemporaries debated whether such frankness diminished literary mystique. Later criticism has often praised the same candor as evidence of a modern, pragmatic understanding of authorship and readership.

In later years Trollope continued to write across genres, issuing further novels, tales, and essays up to 1882. He died that year, leaving a body of work that maps Victorian institutions through ordinary lives and recurring social spaces. His reputation, which dipped after the 1880s, revived in the twentieth century as scholars and readers reassessed his realism, narrative control, and insight into gender, class, and governance. His series have remained in print and inspired adaptations for stage, radio, and television. Today he stands as a central figure in Victorian studies, exemplary for his fusion of bureaucratic knowledge with humane, durable storytelling.
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In the foregoing volumes of this series of English Men of Letters, and in other works of a similar nature which have appeared lately as to the Ancient Classics and Foreign Classics, biography has naturally been, if not the leading, at any rate a considerable element. The desire is common to all readers to know not only what a great writer has written, but also of what nature has been the man who has produced such great work. As to all the authors taken in hand before, there has been extant some written record of the man's life. Biographical details have been more or less known to the world, so that, whether of a Cicero, or of a Goethe, or of our own Johnson, there has been a story to tell. Of Thackeray no life has been written[1q]; and though they who knew him,—and possibly many who did not,—are conversant with anecdotes of the man, who was one so well known in society as to have created many anecdotes, yet there has been no memoir of his life sufficient to supply the wants of even so small a work as this purports to be. For this the reason may simply be told. Thackeray, not long before his death, had had his taste offended by some fulsome biography. Paragraphs, of which the eulogy seemed to have been the produce rather of personal love than of inquiry or judgment, disgusted him, and he begged of his girls that when he should have gone there should nothing of the sort be done with his name.

We can imagine how his mind had worked, how he had declared to himself that, as by those loving hands into which his letters, his notes, his little details,—his literary remains, as such documents used to be called,—might naturally fall, truth of his foibles and of his shortcomings could not be told, so should not his praises be written, or that flattering portrait be limned which biographers are wont to produce. Acting upon these instructions, his daughters,—while there were two living, and since that the one surviving,—have carried out the order which has appeared to them to be sacred. Such being the case, it certainly is not my purpose now to write what may be called a life of Thackeray. In this preliminary chapter I will give such incidents and anecdotes of his life as will tell the reader perhaps all about him that a reader is entitled to ask. I will tell how he became an author, and will say how first he worked and struggled, and then how he worked and prospered, and became a household word in English literature;—how, in this way, he passed through that course of mingled failure and success which, though the literary aspirant may suffer, is probably better both for the writer and for the writings than unclouded early glory. The suffering no doubt is acute, and a touch of melancholy, perhaps of indignation, may be given to words which have been written while the heart has been too full of its own wrongs; but this is better than the continued note of triumph which is still heard in the final voices of the spoilt child of literature, even when they are losing their music. Then I will tell how Thackeray died, early indeed, but still having done a good life's work. Something of his manner, something of his appearance I can say, something perhaps of his condition of mind; because for some few years he was known to me. But of the continual intercourse of himself with the world, and of himself with his own works, I can tell little, because no record of his life has been made public.

William Makepeace Thackeray was born at Calcutta, on July 18, 1811. His father was Richmond Thackeray, son of W. M. Thackeray of Hadley, near Barnet, in Middlesex. A relation of his, of the same name, a Rev. Mr. Thackeray, I knew well as rector of Hadley, many years afterwards. Him I believe to have been a second cousin of our Thackeray, but I think they had never met each other. Another cousin was Provost of Kings at Cambridge, fifty years ago, as Cambridge men will remember. Clergymen of the family have been numerous in England during the century, and there was one, a Rev. Elias Thackeray, whom I also knew in my youth, a dignitary, if I remember right, in the diocese of Meath. The Thackerays seem to have affected the Church; but such was not at any period of his life the bias of our novelist's mind.

His father and grandfather were Indian civil servants. His mother was Anne Becher, whose father was also in the Company's service[3]. She married early in India, and was only nineteen when her son was born. She was left a widow in 1816, with only one child, and was married a few years afterwards to Major Henry Carmichael Smyth, with whom Thackeray lived on terms of affectionate intercourse till the major died. All who knew William Makepeace remember his mother well, a handsome, spare, gray-haired lady, whom Thackeray treated with a courtly deference as well as constant affection. There was, however, something of discrepancy between them as to matters of religion. Mrs. Carmichael Smyth was disposed to the somewhat austere observance of the evangelical section of the Church. Such, certainly, never became the case with her son. There was disagreement on the subject, and probably unhappiness at intervals, but never, I think, quarrelling. Thackeray's house was his mother's home whenever she pleased it, and the home also of his stepfather.

He was brought a child from India, and was sent early to the Charter House[1]. Of his life and doings there his friend and schoolfellow George Venables writes to me as follows;


"My recollection of him, though fresh enough, does not furnish much material for biography. He came to school young,—a pretty, gentle, and rather timid boy. I think his experience there was not generally pleasant. Though he had afterwards a scholarlike knowledge of Latin, he did not attain distinction in the school; and I should think that the character of the head-master, Dr. Russell, which was vigorous, unsympathetic, and stern, though not severe, was uncongenial to his own. With the boys who knew him, Thackeray was popular; but he had no skill in games, and, I think, no taste for them.... He was already known by his faculty of making verses, chiefly parodies. I only remember one line of one parody on a poem of L. E. L.'s, about 'Violets, dark blue violets;' Thackeray's version was 'Cabbages, bright green cabbages,' and we thought it very witty. He took part in a scheme, which came to nothing, for a school magazine, and he wrote verses for it, of which I only remember that they were good of their kind. When I knew him better, in later years, I thought I could recognise the sensitive nature which he had as a boy.... His change of retrospective feeling about his school days was very characteristic. In his earlier books he always spoke of the Charter House as Slaughter House and Smithfield. As he became famous and prosperous his memory softened, and Slaughter House was changed into Grey Friars where Colonel Newcome ended his life."



In February, 1829, when he was not as yet eighteen, Thackeray went up to Trinity College, Cambridge, and was, I think, removed in 1830. It may be presumed, therefore, that his studies there were not very serviceable to him. There are few, if any, records left of his doings at the university,—unless it be the fact that he did there commence the literary work of his life. The line about the cabbages, and the scheme of the school magazine, can hardly be said to have amounted even to a commencement. In 1829 a little periodical was brought out at Cambridge, called The Snob, with an assurance on the title that it was not conducted by members of the university. It is presumed that Thackeray took a hand in editing this. He certainly wrote, and published in the little paper, some burlesque lines on the subject which was given for the Chancellor's prize poem of the year. This was Timbuctoo[2], and Tennyson was the victor on the occasion. There is some good fun in the four first and four last lines of Thackeray's production.


In Africa,—a quarter of the world,—

Men's skins are black; their hair is crisped and curled;

And somewhere there, unknown to public view

A mighty city lies, called Timbuctoo.


*****


I see her tribes the hill of glory mount,

And sell their sugars on their own account;

While round her throne the prostrate nations come,

Sue for her rice, and barter for her rum.




I cannot find in The Snob internal evidence of much literary merit beyond this. But then how many great writers have there been from whose early lucubrations no future literary excellence could be prognosticated?

There is something at any rate in the name of the publication which tells of work that did come. Thackeray's mind was at all times peculiarly exercised with a sense of snobbishness[2q]. His appreciation of the vice grew abnormally, so that at last he had a morbid horror of a snob—a morbid fear lest this or the other man should turn snob on his hands. It is probable that the idea was taken from the early Snob at Cambridge, either from his own participation in the work or from his remembrance of it. The Snob lived, I think, but nine weeks, and was followed at an interval, in 1830, by The Gownsman, which lived to the seventeenth number, and at the opening of which Thackeray no doubt had a hand. It professed to be a continuation of The Snob. It contains a dedication to all proctors, which I should not be sorry to attribute to him. "To all Proctors, past, present, and future—


Whose taste it is our privilege to follow,

Whose virtue it is our duty to imitate,

Whose presence it is our interest to avoid."




There is, however, nothing beyond fancy to induce me to believe that Thackeray was the author of the dedication, and I do not know that there is any evidence to show that he was connected with The Snob beyond the writing of Timbuctoo.

In 1830 he left Cambridge, and went to Weimar either in that year or in 1831. Between Weimar and Paris he spent some portion of his earlier years, while his family,—his mother, that is, and his stepfather,—were living in Devonshire. It was then the purport of his life to become an artist, and he studied drawing at Paris, affecting especially Bonnington, the young English artist who had himself painted at Paris and who had died in 1828. He never learned to draw,—perhaps never could have learned. That he was idle, and did not do his best, we may take for granted. He was always idle, and only on some occasions, when the spirit moved him thoroughly, did he do his best even in after life. But with drawing,—or rather without it,—he did wonderfully well even when he did his worst. He did illustrate his own books, and everyone knows how incorrect were his delineations. But as illustrations they were excellent. How often have I wished that characters of my own creating might be sketched as faultily, if with the same appreciation of the intended purpose. Let anyone look at the "plates," as they are called in Vanity Fair, and compare each with the scenes and the characters intended to be displayed, and there see whether the artist,—if we may call him so,—has not managed to convey in the picture the exact feeling which he has described in the text. I have a little sketch of his, in which a cannon-ball is supposed
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