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INTRODUCTION 

Before one can hope to gain an understanding of any 

author' s work:,- and certainly before one can make any valid 

criticisms or interpretations of his writings, one should 

learn as·much as possible about his life and his literary 

backgrounds. In studying the·works of.William·Makepeace 

Thackeray, one observes that the tremendous amount and va­

riety of his reading had a proportionate influence on the 

quality and range of his work. To date no serious study has 

been made of Thackeray's reading, although there have been 

numerous publications on his style, critical ability, humor, 

satire, travels, and personal life. Instead, one finds only 

such generalized, undocumented statements as these: 

• • •  He was, however, reading Scott and novels of Cor­
inthian life in London, and a while later, when his 
mother returned to England with a new husband, had 
evidently to control his tastes in this direction, 
for he writes: 

'I have not read any n�vel this term, except one 
by the author of Granby.' . 

In Paris he read widely-Volta:tre, Victor Hugo, 
Balzac, Gibbon, and Montaigne.2 
Thackeray's reading when he was abroad in the thirties 
was not very deep. Of the great French writers he found 
little to say.3 

The chapter in Louis Melville's book, from which the 

last quotation is taken, is headed "Thackeray's Reading"; but 

la. U. Ellis, Thackeray (London: Duckworth, 1933), p. 13. 
2Malcolm Elwin, Thackeray (London: Jonathan Capt, Ltd., 

1932), p. 50. 

3tewis Melville, Some Aspects of Thackeray (Boston: Little 
Brown and Company, 1911�. 31. 



·v 
although it brings out a few of the more obvious , well-known 

references , ·it is not a careful , primary study. The author 

comments that it_is strange "that .no one has thought it worth 

while to discourse of him [Thackera� as a reader and critic 

of books" ; 4 and Profes s or Harold s. Gulliver , whose scholarly 

book Thackeray's Literary Apprentic eship was published at 

Valdosta , Ge orgia, 1934 ,  writes as late as March of this y ear 

that as far as he knows , such a study has not been made . 5 

It is the purpose of this p aper to present the collec-

tion and classification of Thackeray's re ading as shown in 

his works. Identlfication of all the literary allusions w ould 

necessitate familiarity with a great amount of lite rature; 

especially that of the 18th and 19th century in English, French, 

and German; such a study is beyond the scope of this paper. 

Herein present ed are only references to works Thackeray cer­

tainly read ,  determined either by his own statement or by his 

obvious familiarity with their content·. In the s econd category , 

such a statement as " • • • she • • •  was to appe ar in Ophelia - Shake­

speare you know "6 is not considered , as it could e asily b e  

made from general knowledge ; how ever , the statem ent " • • •  s o  if 

he selected humble Esther inst ead of Queen Vashti, she would 

4 Page 22. 

5From a letter I r eceived from Professor Gulliver March 
31 , 1945. 

6Pendennis (Chicago: Belford , Clarke , and Co . ,  1 882) , 
p. 62. Unless otherwise state d, all refer ences to Thackeray's 
works are to this edition. 
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be content with his lordship's choice , 07 indicates by the 

descriptive adjectives and by the context that Thackeray was 

completely familiar with the Biblical book of Esther . Refer­

ences have been collecte d from all T.hackeray 's publ ished works , 8 

with the exception of his journalistic writings and reviews , 

most of which were not available . 

Thackeray was , all his life, an omniverous reader . He 

was also , and primarily, a lover of man , both as a person and 

as a peculiar example of God 's handiwork - to be thoughtfully 

classified and commented on . Now the Victorians did not enjoy 

being analyzed , nor did they enjoy having their reading tastes 

criticized . When Thackeray commented in satirical amusement 

that he was unimpressed by the " Shakespeare Improved" school , 

and that a breath of purer literary air was delightful a£ter 

any lengthy delving 1n the works of Wycherley,Congreve , or 

Farquhar , the Victorian c ritic was likely to assume th at 

Thackeray was a snob who was unable to read with discrimination. 

When he put in his stories of Lon don high-middle class 

clubmen and social climbers references to Egan 's �� Jerry 

and Bell's � instead of quotations from Milton , the literary 

critic decides that Thackeray did not appreciate Milton and 

concludes with the unfootnoted statement: "Indeed there is no 

7Pendennis , p. 75 . 

8A complete collection of Thackeray 's letters , including 
many not hitherto published , is in preparation by the Harvard 
University Press. 
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doubt but that, as a rule, he preferred second-rate books of 

the first class to the greatest.n9 Such an arbitrary judgment, 

vague and generalized as it is, needs to be authenticated. Cer­

tainly Thackeray read Milton, and there is no reason to doubt 

that he appreciated him. He was also honest enough to admit 

that at times he found Milton tedious and uninspiring. 

Thackeray hated p�tentiousness in all its forms, espe­

cially the literary. As the twentieth century club me�ber care­

fullY prepares his review of the latest Book-of-the-Month se­

lection, so did his Victorian prototype ostentatiously flavor 

his conversation with Miltonic1Shakespearean, or classical al­

lusions. Thackeray laughed --as he would laugh today. Intel­

lectual freedom has not yet been attained. Charles Dodgson was 

proud to claim Euclid and His Modern Rivals, relegating Alice's 
. . 

Adventures in Wonderland to the imaginary Mr. Carroll; but the 

late Frederick Faust, serious essayist and political writer for 

Harper's Magazine, did not publicize that he was the author of 

"Max Brand's" western novels. Rebelling against this lack of 

literary independence, Thackeray sometimes over-emphasized his 

liking for the less lofty literature, and took particular de­

light in exposing the actual reading of his contemporaries. 

Bulwer-Lytton represented the extreme in affectation for Thackeray, 

9 
Melville, �Aspects, p. 47. 
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and in satirizing him , Thackeray was condemn in g all lit erary 

snobbery . n • • • As I have heard the author of 'Richelieu,' 

'Siamese Twins ,'&c . ,  say, 'Poeta nascitur non fit ,' whi ch means 

that though he had tried ever so much to be a poet , it was all 

moonshine.n10 

Disregarding,  then, the fami liar , paradoxical generali­

zation that Tha ckeray was a fine scholar and ye t not a deep 

reader , tni s  paper will make a start toward clarifi cation of 

the problem with the study of some thousand spec ific r eferences 

from his works . 

10 Catherine ,  p. 514. 



CHAPTER I 

THE CLASSICS 

Since the classics form a natural s tarting point for 

general lit e rary study, as well as for Thackeray's own e arly 

reading, we shall consider first his studies in this field. 

Perhaps some of the failure to give particular cre dit to his 

classical background as an influenc e on his artistry with 

wordsl comes from his own accounts of his early experiences 

with Greek during his schooldays at Chart erhous e . From his 

lett e rs and from Pendennis --which is closely autobiographical­

it is int eresting to learn that Thackeray did dislike his clas­

sic studies intens ely and had much difficulty in constrain& · 

1Hugh Walke r, in Literature of the Victorian Era (Cambridge, 
1910), pp . 689-90, gives Th ackeray. credit for "k e en observation, 
humor, satire, fun, pathos, the gifts of a poe t  as well as those 
of a master of prose, " and says his creation of Barry Lyndon is 
"surely one of th e most rem arkable achievements in lit erature . "  
Professor Dodds, in Thacke ray, A Critical Port rait (London, 1941), 
pp . 173-7, speaks enthusiastica�ly of his Intensely personal, even 
style which , as Thackeray said of Swift's, is " elaborat ely sim­
ple • • •  h e  never indulges in nee dless ext ravagance of rhe toric, 
lavish epithets, profuse image ry . He lays his opinion before 
you with a grave simplicity and perfect ne atness. " These would 
seem to be basic classic qualities adapted to his own day ; ye t 
Dodds does not seem to feel that the cl assics had any g re at in­
fluence on his style, as he says that "it is useless to try to 
t race its sources in details, for there is nothing synthetic 
about it." He quotes Arnold as saying " Thackeray is not, I think, 
a gre at writer, but at any rate his style is that of one, " and 
Carlyle as st ating that "Nobodi in our day wrot e, I should say, 
with such perfection of style . Of cl assic studies and r esultant. 
influences there is no word . 



Greek plays. Eight separate references in Pendennis1 sup­

ported by comments in letters to his mother and in various 

other writings, show his attitude at this time, although ap­

parently the headmaster, Dr. Russell, more than the subject 

matter, was the cause of his bitterness. 

2 

His strongest statement comes in his essay on "Athens." 

• • •  but I was made so miserable in youth by a clas­
sical education, that all connected with it is dis­

·agreeable in my ey�s; and I have the same recolle�­
tion of Greek in youth that I have of castor oil. 

To his mother he wrote: 

I have got four hours of delightful Dr. Russell to­
day before me. Is it not felicitous? Every day he 
begins at me,'Thackeray, Thackeray, you are an idle, 
profligate,shuffling boy (beca�se your friends are 
going to take you away in Maj. 

In Pendennis Thackeray describes vividly one of these 

scenes in much more detail. The account of the berating given 

him by the "chief" reads like a verbatim report of embarrass­

ment and hurt which a sensitive child never forgets. Pen had 

disgraced himself by being unable to construe a word of his 

Greek play. Fixing him with a cold stare, the chief begins 

the attack: 
"' _,. 

A boy who construes Ot and instead of Ot but, at 
sixteen years of age, is guilty not merely of 
folly, and ignorance, and dulness inconceivable, 
but of crime, of deadly crime, of filial ingrati­
tude which I tremble to contemplate. A boy, sir, 

2 
"Athens," Cornhill to Cairo, p. 627. 

3 
Elwin, Thackeray, p. 30. 



who does not learn his Greek play che at [sic1 
the parents who spends (siCl money for his edu­
cation. A boy who che ats his parent is not very 
far from robbing or forging upon his neighbor. 
A man who forges on his neighbor pays th e pen­
alty of his crime at the gallows. And it is not 
such a one that I pity (for he will b e  deservedly 
cut off) ; but his maddened and heartbroken par­
ents, who are driven to a premature grave by his 
crimes, or, if they

4
live, drag on a wretched and 

dishonored old age .  

3 

As one re ads further in Pendennis, it becomes evident 

that m echanical school routine an d uninspired t eachers caused 

moat of the difficulty in Thacke ray's classical learning, and 

one obs e rves that his love for Greek literature began to flour­

ish immedi�tely aft er his decision to study by himself . Pen 

t ells that when the Doctor wrote his mothe r that it was most 

important for his success in aft e r  life that he should know 

a Greek play thoroughly, he told her what a wild place G rey 

F riars was so that she would not make him go back . 5 

When Pen gained his point and began studying at home 

with his tutor, his attitude toward his Greek studies became 

quite diffe rent . Grante d th at one is justifie d  in thinking 

"Thackeray " when reading "Pen, " one realiz es that Thacke ray 

soon came to lov e and appreciat e the classics as they deserved, 

whether h e  ever became adept 1n t ranslation or not. 

Pen nev e r  liked to halt, bu� made his tutor construe 
when he was at fault, and thus galloped through the 
Iliad and the Odyssey, the t ragic playwrite rs, and 

4Page 21. 
5page 27. 



the charming, wicked, Aristophane s (whom·he vowed 
to be the great est of all) . But he went s o  fast 
that , though he certainly galloped through a con­
s iderable extent of the ancient country , he clean 
forgot it in aft er life , and had only such a vague 
remembrance of his early cl as s ic course as a .man 
has in the Hous e of Commons, let us s ay ,  who st ill 
ke eps up two or three quotat ions ; or a reviewe r 
who just for decency ' s  s ake , hints a little Greek.6 

4 

Other references to Pen ' s  Greek studie s keep a con­

s istent tone ,7 and his account of his lat er career at Oxbridge 

emphas izes that his ant agonism is toward the school rout ine 

methods of clas s ics t each ing , not toward the class ics them-

s elves. At the beginning of his college caree r,  he decided 

to devot e himself to Greek and Roman lite rature , but he soon 

found that he learned little in class ical lectures . His 

tutors , he s ays , knew metre and grammat ical const ruct ion of 

Aeschylus and Aristophane s, but not the poetry . As a conse­

quenc e ,  he re turn ed to private study for both profit and 

pleasure .8 

Including the example s already.& iven,there are at least 

fifty obvious, s ignificant references to the Greek clas s ics  

scatt ere d  throughout Thackeray ' s  works which s eem to give .ample 

proof of that comfort ab le familiarity which comes only from 

6 

7 

Pendennb .,, p .  30 . 

Pendennis , pp . 33, 5� , 61. 

8 �., p .  175. 
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many read ings and much meditat ion . In some instances , he 

make s definite statements: wM aginn was with me all the morn ing , 

one of the pleas ant est I ev er pas sed. Maginn read Homer to me , 

and he made me adm ire it as I had never done before . "9 

And this was in 1832 , when Thack eray was only twenty-

one . It doe s sound, how eve r,  as if he enjoyed the stories most 

.when he did not have to do the trans lat ing . Comments on Ther­

sites lO could eas ily re fer to Shake speare' s character1zat ion , l1 

and certainly his favorite vers ion of the Iliad and Odyss ey 

were the trans lat ions of Pope , whose artist ry he de eply admired . 

He tells of spending de lightful night s with his fict ional favor­

it es , among them "Hector of Troy , whos e  adventur e s  and lament­

able de ath (out of Mr. Pope) I could recite by he art . nl2 

When Thacke ray says so frankly. that he has read a book , 

there is no ques tion of doubt ; and in anothe r type of reference-

in which he shows knowl edge of a book w ithout stating definitely 

that he has read it- the ev idence is often almos t  a s  strong . 

Such refe rences are part icu larly intere sting becaus e they par-

tray his happy faculty for interpolating apt quotat ions and for 

9 
Elw in,  Thackeray , p. 48. 

10 
Thacke ray , "Caricature s and Li thography in Paris , "  

Paris Sketch Book, pp . 151,  155 . 

11
The "cowardly , malignant , false. Thers it e s " sounds 

logically more Shakesp eare ' s  than Homer's. 

12 
Denis Duval , p .  679. 
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metamorphosing classical characters into his own creations 

by a single Greek name or an analogous situation --fo r example: 

" • • • He saw a little maid with round, sad eyes:- his Iphigenia 

whom he was stabbing.rrl3 " • • • let us pity Lady Iphigenia's 

father when that venerable chief is obliged to offer up his 

darling child . "14 

Besides the kinds of references just given and the ob­

vious one of describing or summarizing material which he has 

read -- as in the description of the Agamemnon sc enes in the 

charadesl5 Thackeray also has a unique custom of bringing 

his imaginary book-acquaintances into his own circle of friends 

and of enduing them with contemporary habits of life and speech. 

This delightful system - something like Van Loon's in th e 

present day - is not confined to classic references but to 

anything at all which he has read and which lends itself to 

such an interpretation. I n  one case, he remarks: 

It is known that Orpheus was torn to pieces by some 
justly indignant Thracian ladies for b elonging to 
an Harmonic Lodge. 'Let him go back to Eurydice ' 
they said, 'whom he is pretending'to regret so.•16 

In another instance, Thackeray is equally informal with 

13Phi1ip, p. 466. 

14 � .;.;N..;.e.;.;.w_c_o...,m-e ... s, p .  295 • 

15 Vanity �� pp. 506-7. 

16The � of Snobs, p. 373. 
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Jason and Medea,l7 and such references are typical, not rare. 

It is on such obvious familiarity with material that much of 

the evidence of his reading is based throughout this study. 

Metaphors, allegories, similes are too apt, too much a part 

of his thought to be anything but an integral part of his lit­

erary experience - synthesized with his own knowledge of hu­

manity. One other example - in a slightly different vein -

rounds out the types of references which Thackeray customarily 

used. 

There are ogres and ogres. Polyphemus was a great, 
tall, one-eyed, notorious ogre, fetching his vic­
tims out of a hole, and gobbling them one after 
another. There could be no mistake about him. But 
so were the Sirens ogres - pretty blue-eyed things, 
peeping at you coaxingly from out of the water, and 
singing their melodious wheedles. And the bones 
round their caves were more numerous than the ribs, 
skulls, ani

8
thighbones round the cavern of hulking 

Polypheme. 

Concerning Thackeray's Greek reading, one observes that: 

he was poorly conditioned for a love of the classics by his 

unfortunate beginnings under the sadistic Dr. Russell; he grew 

to love the Greek stories, the classic tradition, in spite of 

himself; perhaps because of his early experience, he was quite 

willing to take his Greek in translation; his classical book-

17 

18 

Esmond, pp. 91, 237-8. See also The Newcomes, p. 287. 

!'Ogres," Roundabout Papers, pp. 119-20. 
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friends became very much alive and contemporary - to be called 

on whenever he needed them; and while his references show a 

wide range of classical reading - especially to be noted in 

the essay on Athensl9_ the recurrence of certain characters 

and incidents indicates that his favorites were Homer (prob­

ably read moat often in Pope's translation), Medea, Agamemnon, 

the Cyclops, Helen, and the Iphigenia dramas, with Euripides­

as the author of four of these mentioned- his most admired 

author.20 

It appears that the term "classics" as Thackeray usu-

ally considered it, meant Greek literature, for there are in 

his prose writings few significant references to Latin works 

or authors. None of these indicates the appreciation which is 

shown so plainly in the Greek references. Two cursory state­

ments in Pendennis merely show the traditional grounding of 

any schoolboy;21 he tells the story of Regulus in a talk with 

19"Athens," Cornhill 12 Cairo, esp. pp. 626-7 . 

20The most significant Greek re�erenees, besides those 
mentioned,include: Philip, pp. 367 , 475; The Kickleburys on 
the Rhine, p. 145; "On the French School or-Paintin�," Paris 
Sketch Book, pp. 48, 53; "Epistles to the Literati, The 
Yellowpruah Papers, p. 527; Barry Lyndon, pp. 13 , 223;-Gatherine, 
p. 458; Mrs. Perkins' Christmas Ball, p. 2 4; Esmond, pp. 91, 109, 
125, 134-;---2"05 , 313 , 369; � virgrnians, pp. 153 ,  2oo, 209, 24·4, 
296, 317, 511, 528, 543 , 591-3 , 656; "Barnwell" Novels !2z 
Eminent Hands, p. 7; Irish Sketch Book, pp. 569-70; Character 
Sketches, pp. 569, 595. ----

21Pendennis, pp. 33 , 6 1 . 
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the ghost of Sterne and other famous men;22 in his Lectures 

�the English HU!orists, he talks about Prior's similarity . 

. to his "admired master, Horace," and quotes apt passages which 

show that he had made himself familliar with Horace, at least 

as Prior knew him; 23 in praising Pope's early scholarship, he 

indicates some familiarity with the Latin studied; 24 he men­

tions having turned some of Ovid's epistles into rhyme;25 but 

the Latin work which seems to have'made most impression on him 

was Virgil's Aeneid. In one place Thackeray does make a char­

acter say that the nGeorgics" are exquisite harmonies of line, 

sweet calm shapes in marble, while the "Aeneid" is but so many 

bas-reliefs, mural ornaments which are not much;26. on another 

occasion he brings Aeneas into his story with complete ease 

and affection. He is speaking about the lack of linguistic 

knowledge. 

Courage, mon jeune ami! Remember Trojans have a 
conquering way with them. When Aeneas landed at 
Carthage, I dare say he spoke Carthiginian with 
a ridiculous Trojan accent; but for all that, · 

22 . 
"Dessein's," Roundabout Papers, p. 232. 

23 "Prior, Gay and Pope," English Humorists, p. 463. 
See also Virginians, p. 97. 

24"Prior, Gay and Pope," English Humorists, p. 473. 

25 Esmond, p. 88. 

26The Newcomes, p. 375. 



poor Dido fell desperately in love with him. 
Take example by the son of Anchises, my boy. 
Never mind the grammar or the pronunciation, 
but tackle the lady, .and speak your mind to 
her as best you can.27 

One finds no mention of the great Latin dramatists. 

10 

Why Thackeray avoided. them is not at all clear; surely he 

would have preferred Terence to Congreve, Plautus to Wycherley. 

One possible explanation may lie in the attitude of the Latin 

writers toward women. Lady Castlewood, one of Thackeray's 

idealized characters, says: 

The men who wrote your books, • • •  your Horaces, 
and Ovids, and Virgils, as far as I know of them, 
al� thought ill of us, as �ll the heroes they 
wrote about used us basely. We were bred to be 
slaves always; and even of our own times, as you 
are still the only lawgivers, I think our sermons 
seem to say that the best woman is she who bears 
her master's chains most gracefully. 28 

Now it is common knowledge that Thackeray, while he may 

have created some insipid heroines, did idealize, almost ven-

erate, women. If it can be assumed that he thought what Lady 

Castlewood �, the reference is significant in explaining 

why he preferred Iphigenia, Helen, and even the vengeful but 

long-suffering Medea to the more superficial Latin heroines. 

Conclusionsto be drawn concerning Thackeray's reading 

of Latin authors are: that he was familiar with those writers 

who were a part of every schoolboy's studies in those days; 

27Philip, p. 350 . 

28Esmond, p. 92. 
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that Virgil and Horace were his favorites; that he cared much 

less for Latin than for Greek literature, displaying no inter­

est in the Latin dramatists; and that his choice in Latin lit­

erature was Virgil' s Aeneid - still really a Greek theme. · 



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE OF THE F .A·NCY 

As can be seen from Thacker�y's use of his readings in 

the classics, he seldom lost opportunity to exercise his im­

agination in adapting his literary experiences to his own writing. 

His simplicity and delight in the wonder-world is never childish, 

but child�like -with the naivete' of true greatness. It· is not 

surprising, then, to discover that of all the reading he did -­

from youth until his death -the one source which he draws up-

on most often, which clearly lies closest his heart and upper­

most in his memory, is the Arabian Nights. Besides the indirect 

glow which they cast over much of his work --that unexpected 

jumping into the realm of makebelieve which occurs so often, 

there are at least thirty definite references. 

Perhaps because of the unhappiness which cut so deeply 

into his own person�life, he found a proportionately greater 

pleasure in that magic land where the impossible could always 

come true. He took keen de l ight in those stories where unex­

pected romantic or financia l success brought happiness to the 

princip.-als. For those who found the Arabian Nights sensual 

instead of sensuous he had no patience. On one occasion, at 

least, he expressed this attitude very definitely: n • • •  I never 

knew the Arabian Ni�hts was an improper �ook until I happened 

once to read it in a "f'amily edit1on."1 

1non Two Children in Black," Roundabout Papers, p. 13. 
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Thackeray identifies his favorite edition as the tran­

lation made by Professor Antoine 
·
Galland in 1704,2 wh!ch Richard 

Burton calls delightful, although an abbreviation and adaptation.3 

The "family edition" was probably by the Rev . Forster or G .  ' 
Moir Bussey, both of whom, says Burton, degraded the stories 

into fairy tales --Thackeray does not mention the translations 

· of Dr . Jonathan Scott -one printed in London in lSOO, the other 

from the MS of Edward Wortley Montague in lSll . Burton says 

these were not good; Thackeray evidently held the same opinion . 

Some of his youthful favorites gradua�ly lost their fas­

c ination for Thackeray, but not the Arabian Nights . Writi ng from 

Syr1a, where he was on tour, he described the plain as another 

famous and brilliant scene from the Arabian Nights, regretting 

that the mosquitoes kept him from having dfe�s as delightful 

as those of Alnaschar, and exclaiming : ·n • • •  If it be but to read 

the "Arabian Nights" again on getting home, it is good to have 

made this little voyage and seen these strange places and faces .4 

Alnaschar and Sindbatlseem to have been his special-friends,5 

2 
Denis Duval, p .  679. 

3· 
Richard Burton, The Book of A Thousand Nights and a 

Night (Burton Club, Subsc·ription Printing, 1SS2), translat�ltf1s 
foreword, I, xvii1 . 

4
"A Day and Night in Syria, " Corrihill to Cairo, p. 6S4. 

5 
PftDdepnis, p. 73S; Vanity Fair, p .  24, 44; Denis Du�al, 

pp. 677- • 
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although there are references also to the adventurous Caliph 

Haroun Alraschid,6 Ali Baba,7 Scheherazade,8 Din�rzade,9 the 

Sultan,10 and others. 

The theme of sudden showers of wealth also.naturally 

fascinated Thackeray, who was something of a wishful thinker· 

himself when it came to money making schemes. For example, he 

once wrote his daughter, in connection with a proposed new 

magazine: 

Why shouldn't I sell.5,000, 10,000 copies? - they 
wil1'pay me 40 or 80 a week: SO a week is 4000 a 
year of which I would put by 3 at th! very least: 
See Alnaschar in the Arabian Nights. 1 

Thackeray's apt use of similes from the Arabian Nights 

the technique most strongly indicative of his reading interests -

is as prevalent here as in the Greek references. Once in dis-

cussing Swift he said: "Like Abudah in the Arabian story, he 

is always looking out for the Fury, and knows that the night 

6 . 
"Smyr�1 Corrihill � Cairo, p. 637; The Newcomes, pp. 

134-5; 569; "Jaffa to Alexandria," Cornhill� Cairo, p. 712; 
"To Cairo," Cornhill to Cairo, p. 732. 

7 . 
"Smy�j• Cornhill M. Cairo, :pp. 635-6; Men's Wives, 

601, 603; The Great Hogsarty Diamond, p. 3 10. 

8 
· T�e Newcomes, pp. 134-5. 

9 Ibid., pp. 134-5. 

10 � ., "Smyrna," Corrihill � Cairo, pp. 935-6. 

1�itchie, Thackeray� his Daughter, p. 13. 
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will come and the inevitable hag with it.nl2 

One other comment bears quoting as it illustrates the 

sly amusement with which Thackeray observed the people about 

him. He is telling of his romance with Ottilia in a satire 

on the customs and manners of society. 

Not a woman who eats a grain of rice, like Amina 
in the "Arabian Nights," is absurd and unnatural; 
but there is a modus ·in rebus: 'there is no reason 
why she should be a ghoul, a m�nster, an ogress, a 
horrid gormandizeress - faught � 

Most of the other references are more generalized, and 

show that for life-time book companions he preferred the 

Arabian Nightsl4 to less imaginat ive· literature. 

With the Arabian Nights should be classified the various 

legends and fairy tales which are obviously so much a part of 

Thackeray's experience that he is as likely to call his char­

acter Cinderella as Miss Raby --and actually ·does.l5 The in­

numerable allusions -many not definite enough to have been 

counted in this study --and the delightful parodies, like those 

12 
"Swift," English Humorists, p. 388 . 

1�tz�Boodle Confessions," Fitz-Boodle Papers, p. 583 . 

14rhe Newcomes, pp. 122-3; 126. Pendennis, p. 738. "John 
Leech's Ptetures," Critical·Reviews, p. 632. Vanity Fair

� 
pp. 

505-6. "On a Lazy Idle Boy," Roundabout Papers, p. 10. H o 
Cairo," Cornhill to Cairo, p. 732. "DeJuventute," Roundabout 
Papers, pp. 63-4. 

15"D r. Birch and His Young Friends," Christmas Stories,�83. 
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in the� and � Ring,l6 show that his reading in this 

field was wide and thorough,l7 but his favorite story of all 

is, apparently, Cinderella. It is satisfying to find --after 

. one has decided this from the greater number of references, 

that Thackeray himself is good enough to corroborate these 

findings and speak of Cinderella, on at least two occasions, 

as "the sweetest of fairy stories.n18 It is interesting; too, 

to observe that Cinderella is so close to his pen that she 

finds her way into a variety of similes. Usually Thackeray 

compares her to some feminine character, but on one occasion 

he says: l9 " • • •  but the fountain in the midst is dressed out 

like Cinderella for the night, and sings and wears a crest of 

diamonds!'20 

It is evident, in considering the general range of 

Thackeray's interest in fairy tales, that he was familiar with 

those of German and French origin, as well as those of English, 

16 TTThe Rose and the Ring," Christmas Stories, esp. 174ff. 

17The Virginians, pp. 190-1, 697; Sketches and Travels 
in London, p. 524. 

18A Shabby Genteel Story, p. 15; "George Cruikshank," 
Critical Reviews, p. 601. 

19As in those already mentioned, and in A Shabby Genteel 
Story, p. Jl. 

20 The Newcomes, p. 126. 
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and knew -to some extent, at least -which were which. He 

speaks more than once of the dreadful Bluebeard21- first writ­

ten in literary form by Perrault in French in 1697 --and says 

in another place: "how shall we enough praise the delight ful 

German nursery tales and Cruikshank's illustrations of them?n22 

He hopes that Cruiksha� will some day "revivify by his 

pencil" those special favorite�, "Jack the Giant Killer, Tom 

Thumb, Puss-in-Boots, Dick Whittingt�nr, and Ci�derella"; 

adding that: n...A_ man who has a true affection for these delight­

ful companionp of his youth is bound to be grateful to them if 

he can, and w� pray Mr. Cruikshank to remember them.n23 

Among the many other more casual fairy tale references 

both generalized and specific -are comments on Red Riding Hood, 24 

the Fox and the Wolf - from Aesop , 25 the Sleeping Beauty, 26 

2lvanit* Fair, 24; � Newcomes, pp. 122-J; nCaricatures · 
and Lithograp�y in Paris, "  Paris Sketch Book, p. 156. One 
notices how closely_correlated are Thackeray's reading and 
scholarship. Bluebeard is not carelessly brought into the 
Irish Sketches or the Rhineland Travels; he is introduced in 
the French setting where he belongs - in appropriate satirical 
simile. 

22nGeorge Cruikshank, " Critical Reviews, p. 601. 

2Jrbid., 6o. 

24The Newcomes, p. 9. 

25 
Ibid., 10-11. 

26 ' 
"The Kickleburys on the Rhine , "  Christmas Stories , p. 152. 



18 

Friar Tuck and Robinhood;27 such nuraery rhyme characters 

as the Old Woman ot Banbury Cross,28 the Queen of Hearts,29 

and the Froggy who would a-wooing go;30 and such general 

allegorical interpolations as of the young boy having the 

castle to storm and the princess to win,31 and the more typ­

ical: "So the wicked Fairy drove away disappointed in her 

chariot with the very dragons which had brought her away in 

the morning.32 

It may be argued that Thackeray's repetition of the 

Arabian Nights and fairy tale incidents and characters comes 

more from �pressions they once made on him than from any 

continued reading. Against this view, however, are his own 

statements about the joys of re-reading the Arabian Nights and 

the delightful childhood favorite, especially Cinderella. 

While classifications in a study of this sort are bound 

to be arbitrary and to overlap, Pierce Egan's Life in London 

2! the· Adventures 2f Corinthian �, Jeremiah Hawthorn, � 
their friend � Logic seems to belong more naturally in the 

imaginative group than in any other. The work deserves special 

27
�., p. 146. 

28 The Newcome a, p. 7 3 ;. s:>ee also The Virginians, p. 152 
for reference to another Aesop fable. ---

29Ibid., p. 456. 

30Ibid., p. 51. 
31The Newcomes, p. 128. 
32� Newcomes, p. 407. 
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not ic·e becaus e Thackeray mentions it as one of his part icular 

nook-friends an d quotes  from it at length in s everal plac es. 

He suggests t�at the book was the mos t  highly prized and ap­

pr ec iated s choo lboy lite rature of his childhood days . In one 
. .  

of his more reminisc�nt e ss ays he is back at Chart erhouse,  

• • •  and what is that I s e e? A boy ,- a boy in a jacke t. 
He is at a desk; he has great books before him, Latin 
and Greek books and dictionarie s. Yet, but behind 
the great books , which he pretends to read, is a lit tle 
one , with picture s ,  which he is really reading. It is 
- ye s ,  I can read now - it is the 'He art of Midlothian,'  
by the autho r of 'Wave rly '- or no, it  is 'Life in Lon­
don , or the adventure's of Corinthian Tom, Jeremiah Haw­
thorn , and the ir friend Bob Log ic , ' by Pierce. Egan ; 
and it has pictures - oh , such ftnny picturest As he 
reads , the re comes behind the boy a man , a dervish, in 
a black gown, like a woman , and a black s quare cap, 
and he has a book in eac� hand , and he s.eize s  the boy 
who is reading the picture-book, and lays his head 33 upon one of his books, and smacks it with the other . 

Such incident s among s ch�ol boys were probably typical , .for 

upon publicat ion of Life !a London , a Tom � Jerry craze 

swept all England. 

The origin of the s tory is interesting . Egan , editor 

of Boxiana and popular sport s  writer,34 observed the popularity 

of books on out-of-door sport s and country life and de c ided 

that an account of life in the city might cat ch the public 

fancy. King Geo rge IV so approved the idea that he gave per­

mission for the proposed book to be de dicated to himself , a nd 

when the first inst alment appeared on July 15, 1821 (price , one 

33nDeJuventute , "  Roundabout Papers ,  p .  56 • 

. 
34Tbackeray speaks of having the hono r to posses s Egan ' s  

smaller work on "Pugilism," "George the Fourth"�� G eorge s ,  
p .  359 . 
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shilling; publishers, Messrs Sherwood, Neely, and Jones, of 

Paternoster Row),35 it became an immediate and overwhelming 

success. 

As Thackeray has observed, much of the book's appeal 

lay in its illustrations - by I. R. and George Cruikshank -

but the racy language, accounts of famous London "hot spots," 

and the daring escapades of Tom, Jerry, and Bob held their 

own attfiaction. Edition after edition was made; a special 

"Flash Dictionary" (of slang and vulgar words found in the 

book) was sold; translations were made into French; and stories 

and dramas modeled.on its pattern swept the market- the final 

accolade being given when the puritanical section of the press 

and church denounced the book as immoral and unfit for decent 

reading.� 

· Thackeray admits on re.-reading that the story does not 

seem as fascinating atter the lapse of years. He still finds, 

however, that certain types of fiction -of which this is one 

of his best examples - afford a more realistic, all-around 

picture of life than any amount of factual record. In addition, 

he values Tom and Jerry as an excellent pattern of the style 

35 
Pierce Egan, Tom and Jerry, Life in London, (London, 

1869 ), Introduction,-p7 137 ---- --

36 This information is taken from Egan's Tom� Jerry, 
Life in London. Introduction, pp. 1-26; and fromlWEgan, Pierce," 
Eneic!Opedia Britannica, 14th ed . 1944 , VIII, 25. 



of popular wri ting of its_day .37 And always �weighing the 

s cales heavily -were the inimitable pi ctures . 

21 

The at trac tion of pi ctures in Thackeray' s favorite books 

needs t.o be constantly 'kept in mind when evaluating his refer­

ences. Since he was himself an illustrator of no mean telent 

·and an art crit ic.of ab ility (though of how much ab ility is· 

still controversial) , he was likely to feel a fascinat ion for 

books which were cleverly illus trated. Hi s enthusia sm for 

Cruikshank ' s  are in Tom and Jerry is even greater .38 

It is not intended t o  suggest that Thackeray' s intel­

le ctual judgment was greatly influenced by a clever picture; 

in fact , he wrot e once: 

Our story -book s had no pi ctures in them for the: most 
part . Frank (dear old FrankL) had none; nor the 

'Barent ' s  Ass i stant'; nor the 'Evenings at Home ' ;  nor 
our copy of the 'Ami de s Enfans': there were a fa. 
at the end of the Spelling-Book; besides the allegory 
at the beg inning , of Educ ation leading up Youth to 
the temple of Indus try , where Dr . Ditworth and Pro­
fe ssor Walkinghame stood with crown s  of laurels • • • • 

but for pic tur es , ...so .. :tt.o speak , what had we? 
· 

We had the 'Arabian Nights ' and Walter Scott; to 
be sure . Smirke's illustrat ions to the former are 
very fine. We did not know.how good they were then; 
but we doubt whether we did not prefer the little 
old 'Miniatur e ·Library �ights' with frontispieces 
by Uwins; for these books the pictures don' t count . 
Every boy of imagination doe s his own pi ctures to 
Scott and the 'Arab ian Night s ' best.J9 

37nne Juventute , "·Roundabout ·Papers , pp. 64-66 . ' 
38naeorge Cnuikshank," Critical Review s , p .  604 . "John 

LeechJ s Pic tures , "· Crit ical Review s ,  pp. 633-4 . 
39nJohn Lee ch ' s  Pictures , "  Crit i cal Review s , p. 632 . 
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The most important conclusion to be drawn from a study 

of references in this group of fanciful reading is that for 

Thackeray the imaginary was likely to be truer than the factual, 

and that he felt his honest spirit freer and happie r when he 

was in a world untrammeled by the false pretenses of reality. 

In one place he says that.Pickwick, Roderick Random, and Tom 

Jones give a much better idea of the state and ways .of the 

people than could be gained from pompous and authentic his­

tories;40 and he remarks that Fielding through his satire �c­

complished what factual historians lost.41 In �iting of the 

French fetes he says that instead of having Carlyle write a 

history of the French Ravolution it should be handed over to 

Dickens or Theodore Hook -and that a Rabalais is ne.eded to 

be the faithful historian of its "last glorious nine years of 

which we are now commemorating the last glorious three daysn;42 

and in one of his nostalgic sketches he writes: 

Yonder comes a footman with a bundle of novels from 
the library. I wonder if they are as good as � 
novels? • • •  and as for Corinthian Tom in light blue 
pantaloons and Hessians, and Jerry Hawthorn from the 
country, can all the fashion, can all the splendor of 
real life which these eyes have·subsequently beheld, 
can all the wit I have heard or read in later times, 
compare with you� fashion, with your brilliancy, with 
your delightful grace, and sparkling vivacious rattle? 

40nFrench Novels," .Paris Sketch Book, pp . 84-85 . 

4lncaricatures and Lithography," Paris Sketch Book, pp. 156-160. 

42 
"Fetes of July,n Paris Sketch Book, p. 34 . 



• • •  Can I go in and ask the young ladies at the 
counter for tManfroni, or the. One-Handed Monk,' 
and 'Life in Lon.don, or the Adventures of Cor­
inthian Tom, Jeremiah Hawthorn, Esq., and ·their 
friend Bob Logic?' • • •  The house is all his own 
and a grim old maidservant's, and a little boy 
is seated at night in the lonel�rawing-room, 
poring over 'Manfroni, or the One-Handed Monk,' 
so frightened that he scarcel y dares to turn 
round.43 
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One other quotation is included here, as it serves to 

round out this triple-angle view of Thackeray's preferences 

the true imaginative portrayal of sGC�ety and history, of ro­

mance and adventure, and of pure fantasy: 

And so they [.Philip and his shy young sweetheari 
went on in Arcadia itself, really • .  Not in that 
namby-pamby ballet and idyll world, where they 
tripped up to each other in rhythm, and talked 
hexameters; but in the real downright, no -mis-
take country-Arcadia -where Tityrus, fluPing to 
Amaryllis in the shade, had his pipe very soo n 
put out when Meliboeur (the great grazier) per­
formed on his melodious, exquisite, irresistible 
cowhorn; and where Daphne's mother dressed her up 
with ribbons and drove her to market, and sold he�1 
and bartered her like any ot�r lamb·in the fair.44 

43 
"Tunbridge Toys,n Roundabout Papers, pp. 52-lJ. 

44pnilip, p. 195 . 



CHAPTER I I I  

NOVELS AND DRAMAS 

This study makes no pretensions to discovering all the 

novels and dramas which Thack�ray read. Such a compilation 

would require an inteftsive reading of all those which he men­

tions having read, those which he implies he read, and those 

which from his parody, satire, imitation, or subject matter, 

he must have read. Included in this chapter, besides his gen­

eral comments on novel reading, will be only those specific 

references which shaw obvious familiarity with novels and 

dramas. 

As has been said, Thackeray's interest in the man kept 

just ahead of his interest in the work; he was always perplexed 

and troubled when he could not find a man's work consistent 

with his life. Apparently when he came upon a work which im­

pressed him, he immediately began studying the author as a per­

son -if he did not know him already. Thus, there emerges, 

among the writers he knew, a group whose liv�s and literary 

habits became more the object of study than did their contribu­

tions to literature. These men, among them Scott, Fielding, 

Johnson, Swift, and Dickens, will be discussed in a later chap­

ter. 

Thackeray's generalized statements on novel reading show 

both the kinds of books he read .and the kind of reader he was. 
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The p sychologist may say that omniverous reading habits sugge st 

es cape from unsatisfac tory emoti onal life a s  much as they do 

keen int elle ctual interest . But a he althy curios ity about 

people �d life is as valid an interoret a.t i on as sublimation . 

More intensive re search on Thackeray ' s  reading might 

finally make clear that - Quiller-Couch to the contraryl- he 
t 

could not po ssib ly have -b een a snob . The dist ingui shing mark 

of the true snob is hi s laek of rec ognition of his own hu­

manity -- or divinity -- in everyone about him . And Tha ckeray ,  

with hi s tolerance and whimsi cal affection for fictional char-

act er s  who became real and hi s actual acqua intances who so 

easily b e c ame dream character s ,  doe s  not s e em to belong in thi s 

class ification at all . I t  c an be ob served from several of his 

remini s cences on the value s of . nov el reading that he read to 

gain new fri ends whom otherwis e hE might pave �i s sed . He says : 

There i s ,  however , a cheap and delightful way of 

trav elling , tha t a man may perform in hi s easy-chair , 
without the expens e of pas sports or pos t-boys . On . 
the wings of novel , from the next :cir culating lib rary� 
be sends hi s imag_ination a-gadding , and gains ac­
quaintance with people jnd manners whom he could not 
hope othe rwi se t-o know . 

Every now and then he makes somewhat similar remarks? 

1s1r Arthwr Qui ller-Couch ,  Charle s Dickens and O ther 
Victorians (Cambridge , 1925) , pp . 119-37 . 

2 "0n French Novels , "  Paris Sketch Book, p .  84 . 

3
non a Peal of B�lls , n  Roundab out Papers , p .  216 ;  nne 

Juventate , n Roundab out Papers , pp . 63-64; non a Lazy Idle Boy , n 
Roundabout Papers , p .  1 1 ;  nsteele , n  Engli sh Humor i s t s , p .  435 ;  
"D�Finibus , "  Roundabout Papers , pa s s im . ;  "Des s e in ' s , n  Roundab out 
Paper s ,  p .  226. 

· 



which are more specific, concluding one such �everie :  

• • •  I say to you, I t�oke4 wistfully towards the 
window, musing upon these people. Were any of them 
to enter, I think, I should not be very much fright­
ened. Dear old friends, what pieasant hours I have 
had with them t We do not see eacn other very often, 
but when we do, we are ever happy . to meet. I had a 
capital half-hour with Jaco� Faithful last night.4 
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Another quotation gives both Thackeray's reasons for 

novel reading and the specific types he preferred • 

• • •  I am troubled with fever and ague • • •  There is cold 
fit, for which, I am thankful to say, . hot brandy-and­
water is prescribed, and this induces hot fit, and 
soon. In one or two of these fits I have read novels 
with the most fearful contentment of mind. Once on 
the Missis sippi, it was my dearly beloved 1 Jacob 
Faithful': once at Frankfort 0 .  M. , the delightful 
'Vingt Ans A ptes' of Monsieur Dumas t once at Tun­
bridge Wells, the thrilling 'Woman in •hite ' :  and 
these books gave me amusement from morning till sun­
set . I remember those ague fits with a g�eat deal 
of pleasure and gratitude • • • •  How do you like your 
novels? I like mine strong, 'hot with' · and no mis­
t�e: no love-making : no observations about society : 
ltttle dialogue, except where the characters are 
b�lying each other : plenty of fighting: and a vil­
lain in the cupboard, who is to suffer tortures just 
before Finis. I don't like your melancholy Finis. · I 
never read the history of a consumptive heroine twice. 5 

Coming to particular preferences, Thackeray says: " • • •  I 

remember a little boy lying in that garden reading his first 

novel. It was called the ' Scottish Chiefs. ' 6 

4nne Finibus, "  Roundabout Papers, p. 20S . 

5 'Ibid ., 'pp . 2"0.4..-:5·. 
6 non a Peal of Bells , "  Roundabout Papers, p .  20S . He 

g·oes on to say that this particular first-novel day fell on the 
date of the coronation of George V, and as King George was crowned 
in July, 1S20, Thackeray would have been nine years old. 
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For Jane Porter ' s  works he seems always to have retained 

· a  warm affection, although they were no t ,  apparent ly , among the 

works which he enj oyed re-reading . He s ays that he can still 

��member how he looked at the ending of Thaddeus or · warsaw and 

could not read it for crying , even though he ha s not read the 

book for forty-two years -- and he recalls in detail certain 

incidents in the story which espe cially impress ed him . 7 

Even though he may have b een shamefaced over his sus ­

c eptib ility t o  sentimentalism - in thi s case anyway, whe.re he 

was for ced to admit it _8 he did recognize the weaknes s  of such 

emotional writing ;  and in the maj or ity of reference s ,  he put s 

the love of Scott i sh Chiefs and Thaddeus of War saw into the 

hearts of hi s s imple-minded characters . 9 Comment s are likely 

to be of thi s  order : "For the sentimental , too , as well as for 

the terrib le , Mis s  Caroline and the cook had a strong predi­

lection,- and had wept their poor eyes out over ' Thaddeus of 

Warsaw'  and the ' S cottish Chiefs . t 10 

7"Peal of Bells , "  Roundabout Papers , p. 210 . This whole 
e s s ay makes an excellent starting point for anyone interested 
in Thackeray ' s  reading habits - expre ss ed in his own reminis­
cences . 

8nne Juventute , n  Roundabout Papers ,  p .  62 . 

9nMr . Deuceace at Pari s , "  Yellowplush Papers ,  p .  �6; 
Vanity Fair , p .  579 ;  Philip, p .  304; The Newcomes ,  p. 128, �33 ;  
"De Juventute , "Roundabout Papers , pp.�-3 . . 

lOA Shabby Genteel Story, p .  31 . 
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One notes here that Scot t ,  t o  be dis cus s ed later , was 

apparently the next nov el i st to whom he gave hi s wholehearted 

b oyi sh loyalty after the Scottish Chiefs , for in that same 

essay he says that " the glorious Scott cycle of romances came 

to me some four or five years afterward" ;  then, after dream­

ing .  of hi s special favorites among the character s ,  he adds that 

he really loved Cooper ' s  heroes just as well . ll 

He seems to have had the usual boy ' s enthus iasm for 

horror stories . On one occasion (he was seventeen at the time) , 

he regretted the fact that he had not had t ime to read any novel 

that term except one by the author of Granby, 12 but not as good 

as Granby ; then he added tha t he � read a curious book on the 

Inquisition, with plates delineat ing faithfully the various 
·
methods of t orture . l3 He speaks of enj oying Ann Radcliffe ' s  

Mysteries of Udolpho , l4 and exclaims over the delight he had 

in copying pic tures from it . Again he re colle c ts the terror­

ized fas cination exerted by another youthful favorite .  Manfroni ; 

� the One-handed Monk, giving considerable detail about one 

11 
•A Peal of Bells , "  Roundabout Papers , pp . 210-11 . 

12 Apparently Herbert Lacy, a three �lume work pub lished 
in 1828, by T .  H .  Lister, author of Granby . 

13Quoted by Malcom Elwin, in Thackeray, p .  3 1 .  

14 
A Shabby Genteel Story, p .  61 ; "De Juventute , "  Round-

about Papers ,  p .  62. 
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part of the story as the boy ' s heart pounds "as the trap door 

slowly opens and the s cowling Alonzo, bending over the ' sleep­

ing Imouida , draws his pi stol • • • •  nl5 

Years later , in 1842 , when Thackeray was touring Ireland 

and writing the Irish Sketch Book, he vis ited a convent and ex­

claimed : 

Bon Dieu t and is it pos sible that I shall see a 
nun ' s  cell? Do I not recollect the nun ' s call in 
.' The Monk, ' or in ' The Romance of the Forest? ' or , 
if not there , at any rate , in a thous and nob le 
early days of half-hqliday - perhaps - romances a 
two-pence a volume . lo 

There are references to othe r lurid or myst erious tale s ,  

but the persons mentioned are real desperadoes , even though 

romanticized, and therefore not characters to b e  consid ered here . 

Thackeray ' s  varied comments on novels and dramas are dif­

fi cult to classifY .  Those dealing with French works and authors 

will be treated separately . Of novels in Engli sh,  Thackeray 

mentions several by name or type in his dis cus sion of Romanti­

cism vers�s classicism when dis cussing the French S chool of 

Paint ing . 

Neverthele s s ,  Jacques Loui s David i s  dead . He died 
about a year after hi s bodily demi se in 1825 . The 
romanticism killed him . Walter Scott , from his Cas­
t le of Abbot sford, sent out a troop of gallant young 
Scot ch ·adventures , merry outlaws , valiant knights ,  
and savage Highlanders ,  who ,  with trunk hosen and 

15A ShabbY Genteel Story, p .  30 . Other references are 
found in The Newcomes ,  p .  128;_ and "Tunbridge Toys , "  Roundabout 
Papers , pp . 52-3 . 

16ncork- The Ursuline Convent , "  Irish Sketch Book, p .  345 . 



buff j erkins , fi erce two-handed swords , and har­
nes ses  on the ir backs , did challenge ,  �mbat , and 
overcome the heroes and demigods of Greece and Rome . 
Notre Dame a la rescourse t Sir Brian de Bois Guil­
bert has borne-Hector of Troy clear out of hi s sad­
dle . Andromache may weep :  but her spouse is beyond 
the aid of. physic·.  See t Robinhood twangs his bow, 
and the heathen gods fly,  howling . Montioie Saint 
Denis t down goes Ajax under the �ace of Dunois ; 
and yonder are Leonidas and Romulus begging the ir 
lives of Bob Roy Macgregor . Clas s icism i s  dead . 
Sir John Froissart has t aken Dr . Lempuere by the 
nose and reigns sovereign . l7 

30 

Thi s parti cular passage is import ant in showing how 

completely at call Tha ckeray held everything he had onc e read, 

and how easily and appropriately he could use that reading . 

He t ells once of discuss ing heroes and heroines with 

Jane Aus ten . Obviously they both knew her favorites well -

Athos , Guy Liv ingston, Colonel Esmond , Valancourt ; and Tha cke ray 

-- comment ing on the transitory fame of all nov els -- sees all 

these ,  with "Dori court " and "Thaddeus of Warsaw, " going into 

limbo . Then he rememb ers and �uotes from Evelina , whose hero , 

Lord Orville , was the favorite of another friend ,  and Dr . John­

son ' s  as wel l . Of the heroic heroe s ,  Tha ck eray says his own 

i s  Monsei gneur Athos , Count de la Fere . " I  have read about him 

from sunrise to sunset with the utmost contentment of mind . n l8 

Casua lly ment ioned in various works are s everal Irish 

l7non the French School of Paint ing, " Paris Sketch Book , 
p .  53 . 

1 8nA Peal of Bells , "  Roundabout Papers , pp . 214-15 . 
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and Hibernian tales, of which he s.ays the former are mo dern, 

the latter ancient, and the old ones better. l9 Also Irish 

are the � Mas ters and Olaus Magnua . 20 Miss Edgeworth's 

works are not iced and evidently critically read, for Thacke ray 

comments :  

A celebrated philosopher - I think Miss Edgeworth ­
has broached the consolatory doct rine, that in in­
tellect and dispos itions all human beings are en­
tirely equal, and that circumstance and education 
are the causes of the dis tinctions and divisions 
which at'terwards unhappily take place among them • • • • 

places2lack Howard and Jack Thurtell on an exact 
level. 

Women writers, with the exception of Lady Mary Wortley 

Montagu, seemed never to impress him serious lf. He s peaks as 

flippantly of Mrs. Trollope as of Mis s  Edgeworth, querying 

"What would Mrs. Trollope saY'?" of some of his s tatement s in 

the Littie Travels, 22 and classes her with Bulwer in ttenlighten­

ing the public abo�t Paris customs ' men. tt23 

Seldom does Thackeray mention anything he has read with-

out s ome des criptive or qualifying words which s how · his opinion . 

· 19 !rish Sketch Book, p .  441 . 
.
He glves. the . plot s. attd 

quotes from several of� stories he liked best in the collec tion. 
20 Book of Snobs, p. 302. The context seemB to imply the 

fictional quality of the works mentioned. 

21 

22 

23 

Catherine, p .  513. 

ttwaterloo, " Little Tra¥els � Roadside Sk§tches, p. 811. 

"Invasion, " Paris Sketch �� p. 15. 
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In some cases - as with his "dearly beloved ' Jacob Faithful ' " -24 

j ust an adj ective suff ices ; in others, a subtle bit of satire 

gives the picture, thus : "The amusing novel of 'Ernest Mal travers 1 

for instance, opens with a seduction ; but then it is performed 

by people of the strictest virtue on both s ides. rr25 

The same novel is mentioned twice more in Gatherine,26 

which indicates that once Thackeray called to mind a book or 

an author, that one was likely to appear several times during 

the course of the story. Whether this reiteration resul ted 

from Thackeray's pre-occupation with Maltravers or from a 

conscious, artistic linking of appropriate reading material to 

certain characters is not apparent ; however, knowing · Thackeray 1 s  

intimacy with all his characters and his unfailing sense for 

authentic backgrounds, it may be taken for granted that in 

choosing his references he was first the literary a�tist 

then, perhaps the digressive, philosophic essayist. 

Thackeray knew his Defoe, too, and liked it. He says he 

had passed delightful n ights in the company of Robinson Grusoe ; 27 

and perhaps he knew Moll Flanders even better, for to a discus­

sion on clothes in Catherine , he adds a complimentary footnote 

with minute but exactly appropriate detail, to wit : " In the 

24 nne Finibus," Roundabout Papers, p. 204. 

25catherine, p. 455. 

26 �. , pp. 456. 
27Denis Duval, pp.�77:1 679. 
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ingenious c ont emporary hi s t o ry of Moll Flanders , · a  periwig 

is ment ione d as c o s t ing that s um . "28 

Thackeray ment ions familiarly many othe r novels with­

out much indi cat ion of the ir content . The maid is dis covered 

with Mrs . Runde ll in her lap ,  it s leav e s  b e spat t e red wi th her 

t e ars . 2 9  Mr. Crawley told Be oky she might better read Thrump ' s 

Legacy, or � Blind Washe rwoman , than play backgammon with 

Sir Pitt . 30 G . P . R .  Jame s ' works were parodi e d  in Barbazure , 

as was Dis rael i ' s  Coningsby in Codlingsby, and as were the un­

fortunat e Bulwer ' s .  

A complete re cord of all the material which Thacke ray 

read for s uch parodi e s . and for crit ical reviews would re quire 

lengthy and thorough re s e arch through files of the various 

newspapers and magaz ine s to whi ch he cont ributed or whi ch at 

s ome t ime he e dit ed. Such primary info rmation is not available 

for the pre s ent s tudy . The fact that he kept up with the con­

t emporary output of nove l s , reviewing them often v itriolie ally 

as he did Montgome ry ' s Woman in 1833, 31 i �  obvious both from 

his work as e ditor and cont ribut ing revi ewer and from his own 

28Page 487 .  

2 9  
. 

Lit t le Dinner at Timmins , p .  722 . 

30vanity �' p .  85 .  

31 
Ment ione d by Elwin in Thacke ray, p. 31 . 

. . .  
� . . . .  . . . . . . . . � "" •  • •  • . e • : 
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remarks in Pendennis when he exclai� that he was so  sure 

of himself that he neve r hes itated to criticize the greatest 

variety of books and authors , although in those  young days he 

had no real knowle dge . 32 

When it came to claiming cre dit for having read a novel , 

howeve r, Thackeray was invariably modest . H� deftly introduces 

Frankenstein where he belongs : "He looke d, for all the world, 

like Mr .  Tippy Cooke in the tragady of Frankinstang . At . last 

he mannidged to spea.k . n33 In s imil ar fashion : "Her ladyship 

wrote vers es  comparing herself to Sabra in the ' Seven Champions ' 

and besought he r George to re s cue her from � dragon , meaning 

Mrs . Barry . n34 

Othe r novels and dramas which he ment ions as casually 

_ include : Lewis ' s  Abellino , the Terrific Bravo of Venic e ; 35 

Vulpius ' s  Rinaldo Rinaldino, probably the three volume English 

trans lation �de by Hinckley 1n 1798 ; 36 Marryat ' s  Jos eph Rus ­

brook ; 37 Morier ' s  Hajji Baba ; 38 Jos eph Kenney ' s  farce Rais ing 

32 
. Pages 359-60 .  

33 "Mr . Deuceace at Paris , "  Ye llowplush Papers , p .  455 . 

34 
. 

Ba� Lyndon, p .  262 . See also a more elaborate refer­
ence �n The �rginians , p .  543 . 

35 "The Newcomes ," p. 128 . 

36�. ,  p. 128 . 

37Ritchie ,  Thackeray and His �ughter, p.  96 . See also 
quotation in Elwinis Thackerij; p:-1�:: 

• 

38 ncons tantinople " Cornhi ll to cairo, p .  645 .  See also 
Elwin ' s  Thackeray, p.  146 . 



the Wind!�nd an othe rwis e  unident ified "noble romanc e , " 
Ten �s and .!. � . 40 

35 

Without ment ioning spe c ific tit le s ,  Thackeray s omet ime s 

shows fami l i arity with works of c ertain au thors . For ins t ance ,  

in one of hi s lectures he digre s s es about tho s e s ent iment a l i s t s  

who defend Mary , Quee n  o f  Scot s , He len o f  Troy , Dorothe a ,  

Caroline , and Bluebe ard 1 s  wife , and adds : 

How devote dly Mis s St rickland has s t o od by Mary ' s  
inno c enc e ! • • •  and Ev e nev e r  t o ok the apple -- it 
was a cowardly fabric ation of the s e rpent ' s . 4 

· Again he wr ite s :  

Beat rice Me rger , who s e  name might figure at the 
head of one of Mr .  Colburn ' s  polit e s t  romanc e s  -­
s o  smooth and ari st ocrat ic doe s it s ound -- i e  
n o  hero ine , except of he r own s imple his tory . 42 

Thackeray s tudi ed another group of wr i t ings as he pre­

pare d re views and le cture s on art i s t s  and i llus t rat ors . Being 

a c ons c ient io us s cho lar as well as an out spoken art .crit i c , 

he s e ems to have read the s t orie s carefully and to have j udged 

the illus t rator partly on his ab il ity t o  c at ch the spirit of 

the writ ing . He read novels and fairy t ale s with Cruikshank 

il lus trat ions , works i llus trat ed by Fre nch art is t s ,  and re -read 

39r.ove l ,  the Widower ,  p .  775 ; "The Kickleburys on the 
Rhine , "  Chr is tmas-storie s , p .  146 ; The Newcomes , p .  566 . 

40T.he � of Snobs ,  p .  36 0 .  

41 " George the First , "  � !2.:!:E George a ,  p .  288 . 

42 "Beatric e  Me rge r , " Paris Ske t ch �� p .  137 .  
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the � and Je rry books from his love of Cruikshank's pictures . 

Two other bo oks he criticiz es in his Critical Review of Cruik ­

shank are Pet·er Schlemild, 43 and Cl ark's Th ree C ourses and .!: 

Dessert, 44 which he recommends as being most amusing . 

Although the compl ete amount of fiction which Thack eray 

read c annot be gauged by the number of h is referenc es, the . 

vari ety and- the types of comment he made show how e agerly he 

read what came his way and how well he remembered what ever was 

appropriate for interpolation in his own writings . 

Naturally, one finds no refe rences to the works of 

contempo rary novelists in Thackeray's great est novels, sinc e they 

h a:Q. ei ght.e.eftt h c entury settings . An ac curate record of his 

reading of contemporaries w ould necessitate research through 

all his newspaper and magazine contributions, as well as through 

the complete c ollection of his letters, which is not yet avail-

able . However, he mak es many such references in the Sk etch 

Books, Roundabout Papers, and informal essays, m entioning Bulwer­

Lytton most frequently . · He pays special attention to Charl otte 

Bronte, as usual commenting on perspnal at tributes as much as 

on l iterary skill • 

• • • Of the multitude that hav e  read her books, who 
has not known and deplored the tragedy of her fam­
ily, her own most sad and untimely fat e ? Which of 
her readers has not become her fri end ? Who that 
has known her books has not admire d the artist's 

43 " cruikshank, " Critical Reviews, 6.16-7. 

44 Ibid . ,  608. 



noble English, the burning love of truth, the 
bravery, the simplicity, the indignation at 
wrong, the eager sympathy, the pious love and 
reverence, tht passionate honor, so to speak, 
of the woman'l 5 

Thackeray concludes his essay on Miss Bronte with a tribute 

to � � · 

How well I remember the delight, and wonder, 
and pleasure with which I read ' Jane Eyre, ' sent 
to me by an author whose n�e and sex were then 
alike unknown to me; the strange fascinations of 
the book; and how with my own work pressing upon 
me, I could not, having taken · the volum�g up, lay 
them down until they were read through ! 

37 

Apparently Thackeray read French . novelists as easily 

and almost as much as he did English. Pendennis says: 

• • •  He was consulting a novel which had recently 
appeared, for the cultivation of the light lit­
erature of his own nation as· well as of foreign 
nations became every student • • • •  Besides the works 
of English 'light literature' which this diligent 
student devoured, he brought down boxes of the 
light literature of the neighboring country of 
France • • • •  Pen told his mother it was as necessary 47 to read Paul de Kock as to study Swift or Moli$re. 

' After Moliere and Dumas, Thackeray's favorite among 

the French writers was probably Victor Hugo. As usual, he 

read the man as much as his work: 

. Victor Hugo, in his famous travels on the Rhine, 
visiting Cologne, gives a learned account of what 
he didn ' t  see there. I have a remarkaiae catalog 
of similar objects at Constantinople. 

45 11The Last Sketch, " Roundabout Papers, p. 270 . 

46 �· · ' p. 271 . 

47Pendennis, p. 177 . 

48 nconstantinople, " Cornhill to ·cairo, p. 648. 
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In deploring French sentimentalism, Thackeray quotes 

a verse sent to the king by Hugo, and comments: "Now in 

countries where fools most abound, did one ever read of more 

monstrous palpable folly ? n 49 He speaks mo re kindly of Hugo's 

fiction, however, in comparing his dramatic offerings with 

those of Dumas, commenting that "as the great Hugo has one 

monster to each play, the great Dumas has, ordinarily, half 

a dozen, to whom murder is nothing. rr 50 

Of Paul de Kock, whom he me ntioned in Pendennis, he 

said again, "He was lying on a crimson velvet sofa reading 

a French novel of Paul de Kock . It was a very little book. 

He was a very little man. n 51 

He compares critically the works of de Bernard with 

those of Balzac, Soulie, and Dumas, showing fgmiliarity with 

each. 

He (de Bernard) is more remarkable than any other 
French author, to our nation, for writing like a 
gentleman; there is ease, grace, and ton, in his 
style, which, if we j udge aright, cannot be dis­
cove�ed in Balzac, or SoulS� ' or Dumas . We have 
then - 1 Gerfant,' a novel. 

In this sam e discussion Thackeray quotes and paraphrases 

from " La  Femme de Quaranta Ans," and "Un Acte de Vertu," also 

49 � 
"Fetes of July, " Paris Sketch Book, p. 37. 

50 "French Drama and Melodrama," Paris Sketch Book, p. 249 .  

51T.he � £f Snobs, p. 392. 

52"French Novels," Paris Sketch Book, p. 94. 
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bringing in a c omment on Boc cacc io .53 In anothe r plac e he 

ranks Balzac with the sentimentai ist s, 54 and again, calling 

to mind Balzac ' s  La Peau . � Chagrin, he des cribed it as pos­

s e s s ing many of the fault s and beaut ie s  of the new romant ic 

s chool, with plenty of light and shade, good coloring and 

costumes, but no character . 55 pbviously, then, he knew French 

writers of hi s day beyond the specific one s ment ioned ; but it 

is also obvious that the Balzac tale just ment ioned made a more 

definit e impre s s ion than some others, for he remembered it 

well, writing later : "You remember Balzac ' s  tale of the � 
� Chagrin , and how every time the pos s e s sor use d  it for the 

acc omplishment of s ome wish the fairy � shrank a little and 

the owne r � s life correspondingly shortened. n56 

Thackeray was never especially impre s sed by social in­

trigue s, even though he admire d de Bernard ' s  talent . With 

others of the same genre he had les s  pat i ence . 

If we examine an author who re j oices in the aris­
tocrat ic name of the comte Horace 'de Viel-Castel, 
we find, though with infinit ely less wit, exactly 
the s ame intrigues going on • • •  al so in the ' Fau­
bourg St . Germain ' another novel by the same writer . 57 

53
"French Novel s, " Paris Sketch �� p. 88 , 95ff . 

54 11The Cas e of Peytel, " Paris Sket ch �� p .  2 12 .  

55 
Quoted by Elwin, Thacke ray, p .  50 .  

56
n 0n  Two Children in Black, " Roundabout Papers, p .  15 . 

57 nFrench Novels, " Paris Sketch �� p .  95 . 



40 

Another type of French fiction which Thackeray s e emed 

to know well was the rogue story. In crit icizing the Auberge 

� Adret s ,  which he doe s not further ident ify, he s ays that 

it is a sort of synthes is of French roguery in the character 

of M. Robert Macaire . It is one type of charact er ,  he says , 

which the French s atirists  have depicted in which greatnes s -­

like that of Jonathan Wild - stands for roguery in general .58 

Thacke ray ' s  othe r reference s to French literature are 

s o  closely conne·ct ed with those to the nove lists  that they will  

be given her.e .  Of the innumerable plays - both French and 

English - which he s aw acted  and which he commented on , no 

account has been taken in this paper. There again is a study 

in its elf. In commenting on plays performed on the Engl ish 

s tage , Thackeray often makes no clear dist inction as to whether 

he knew them so well from having read them; but in writing on 

the "French Drama and Me lodrama, " it appears that he had studie d 

the plays as written . He brings into the 'di s cus s ion - without 

regard for time-lines or national ities - Rachel ,  Rac ine , Horace ,  

Le �� Dumas ,  Hugo , Le Sage , and others . 59 He expre sses  his 

fondnes s for Montaigne , 60 but s atirize s George ·
sand merc ile s sly . 6l 

58 rrcaricature s and Lithography, " Paris Sketch Book, p. l53ff. 

59Paris Sketch �� pp. 248ff . 

60"0n Two Children in Bl ack, " pp . 12 , 15. 

�1 ":Madam Sand and the new .A.pocalype , "  Paris Sketch Book, 
pp. l89ff . 
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In b oth English and French works , Thackeray had an eye 

for co lortul , ps eudo-hi s torical t ale s ,  and although the s t rictly 

historical re ading will be treated in a�othe r chapt er , s ome o f  

the s e  refe renc e s  indi cate that Thackeray was oft en dre aming : 

He s ays in Catherine : 

• • •  Is not his t ory ,  from the Tro j an war upwards and 
downwards , full of �ns t ance s of such s t range in­
explicable pa s s ions ? Was not He len , by the mos t  
modern c al culation, ninety years o f  age when she 
went off wi th hi s Royal Highne s s  P rinc e Paris of 
Troy ? Was not Madame La Valli� re i l l -made , blear­
eye d, t al l ow- compl exioned, s craggy , and with hair 
l ike two ? Was not Wilke s the ugl i e s t , charminge st , 
mos t succ e s s ful man in the wor ld? • • •  Love i s  fate , 
and not wi l l . 62 

And again ,  giving the gist of a French s t o ry  whi ch s e ems 

to have fas c inat e d  him : " • • •  St range s torie s of the deaths of 

kings have always been very recre ating and profitable to us : 

what a fine one is that of the de ath of Louis XV, as Mme . Campan 

t el l s  it . "63 While infe re nc e from parallel pa s s age s are oft en 

too t enuous to be valid, the phras e " St range stor i e s  of the 

de aths of king s " s ounds as if Thackeray were thinking of that 

b itt er speech of Shake spe are ' s  Ri chard the Second : 

Fo r God ' s  s ake , let us s it upon the ground 
And t e l l  s ad stori e s  of the de ath of kings ! 

Thackeray knew C e rvant e s , too , and admire d him, if one 

c an t ake C olone l Newc ome ' s word for it . The Co lonel s aid that 

62 Page 458 . 

63 11Meditat ions , "  Paris Ske tch Book , p .  2 76 . 
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Don Quixote, with Sir Roger, and Charles �randison were the 

greatest gentlemen in the world ; 64 and some one else 4ueries : 

n • • •  Did Don Quixote lose any opportunity of declaring to · the 

world that Dulcinea del Toboso was peerless  among women? n 65 

Con sidering these references to Thackeray ' s  reading in 

novels and dramas, one can draw conclusions most confidently 

from quotations in which he gives his views of novelists, 

novels, both types and spe cific titles, and the novelist's pur-

pose . 

In comparing the ancient and modern, the old controversy 

still troubling him, �e says he really believes Susannahs . are 

more numerous and the Elders less  wicked in his own day . He 

mentions Charis sa, 12m. Jones ,  Roderick Random , and Peregrine 

Pickle; and seems to think people are better "now . n  Yet in 

the same breath he auds : 

Also,  it may be said that the novelist ' s art is in­
jured by t�e restraints put upon . him, as many an 
honest , harmless statue at St . Peter's and the Vati­
can is spoiled by the tin draperies in which· ecclesi­
astical

6
old women have swaddled the fair limbs of the 

marble. f> 

His habit of combining the imaginary wi�h the real is 

shown in a meditation over a loc al murder . 67 

64 
The Newcomes , p .  42 . 

65 
� 

Philip, p .  466 . 

66The Virginians, pp . 342-3 . 

6 7.  Note, too, the adjectives �hich indicate an opinion 
of each author mentioned . 



The brave Dumas ,  the int repid Ainsworth, the ter­
rible Eugene Sue , the cold-shudder-inspiring 'Wo­
man in White , ' the astounding author of the ' Mys­
teries of the Court of London, ' nevgg invented 
anything more tremendous than this . 

43 

Thack�ray prob ably read novels more critically than he 

is given credit for having done . Comment ing on style and method , 

h� decides where hi s own dutie s lie as an honest novelist • 

• • •  The r eal bus ine s s  of life , I fancy, can form 
but little portion of the nov elist ' s  budget . When 
he is speaking of the profes sion of arms , • • • the 
novelist may perhaps venture t o  deal with actual 
affair s of life t but otherwi s e ,  they scarcely can 
enter into our stor ies . The main part of Fi cnulus ' s  
life, for instance , i s  spent in selling sugar , 
spice s ,  and chees e ;  of Causidicus ' s  in poring ov er 
mus ty volumes of black-letter la� ; of Sartorius ' s  
in sitting , cross-legged, on a board after measur­
ing gentlemen for coats and breeche s . What can a 
story-teller say about the professional exi stence 
of these men? Would a real rustical history of 
hobnails and eight eenpence a-day be endurable? In 
the days whereof we are writ ing , the poets of the 
time chose to represent a shepherd in pink breeches 
and a chintz waistcoat, dancing befor e his flocks , 
and playing a flageolet tied up with a blue satin 
ribbon . I say, in reply to s ome obj ections which 
have been urged by potent and friendly critics , 
that of the actual affair� of life the novelist 
cannot be expe cted to treat - with the almos t  sin­
gle exception of war before named .  All author s 
can do , is t o  depi ct men out of their busine s s  -
in their passions , lov es , laughters , amusements , 
hatreds , and what not - and des crib e  these as well 
as they can, taking tfle business-part for granted, 
and leav.in g_ it as it were for subaudition. 

Thus , in talking of the present or the past world, 
I know I am only dangling about the theatre lobbie s ,  
coffee-houses , ridott o s ,  pleasure-haunts ,  fair-booths , 
and feasting and fiddling rooms of life ; that, mean-

68 . 
. "On Two Roundabout Papers , " Roundabout Papers ,  p .  1 23 . 



while , the great s er ious pa st or pres ent world i s  
plodding in its chamber s ,  toiling at i t s  humdrum 
looms , or j o gging on it s ac customed labors , and we 
are only seeing our characters away from their work . 
Corydon has to cart the litter , and tg9esh the bar­
ley, as well as make love to Philli s ;  · · · it is oply 
when they are disengaged and away from their work , 
that we c an brin;othem and the equally dis engaged 
reader to gether . 
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In a general comment on. novelists , Thackeray indi cates 

his favorit e s ;  he also shows how impor tant he cons idered the 

man' s life in proportion to his work • 

• • • Wa s not poor Cervante s also a captive among 
the Mo or s? Did not Fielding , and Goldsmith, and 
Smolle tt, too , die at the Chain as we ll as p�or 
Hood? Think of Fie lding going on board hi s wret ch­
ed ship in the Thame s ,  with s car ce a hand to bid 
him farewell ; of brave Tobias Smollett , and hi s 
life , how hard, and how poorly rewarded ; of . Gold­
smith, and the physician whisper ing , ' Have you 
s omething on your mind? ' and the wild dying eye s 
answering 'Yes . '  �ti ce how Bo swe ll speaks of 
Goldsmi th, and the splendid contempt with whi ch 
he regards him . Read Hawkins on Fielding, and 
the scon with whi c� Dandy Walpole and B i shop 
Hurd �pe ak of _h� . 1 

. 
Th�eray says · further that men of letters have no more 

ri ght than other s to deny their own respons ibility in mi sfortune . 

There was no reason why Goldsmith, Steel s ,  and Fieldin� had t? 

b e  so thriftles s ,  nor why Sterne should have made love to hi s 

ne ighbors ' wives . In contras t ,  Thackeray cites Swift ,. who owed 

no penny to hi s neighbors although for a long time he wa s as 

69Note the almo st complete la ck of any p� storal element 
throughout · Th�ckeray ' s  reference s .  

70� Virginians ,  pp . 48:3-4 . 

7lnon a Joke I once Heard, " Roundaboat Paper s ,  p .  7 5 .  
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poor a wag as ever laughed, Addison, who could maintain-his 

dignity while wearing his mo st threadbare coat ; and Cervantes , 

who endured pain, but not shame , in serving as a galley slave . 

Thackeray ' s  references to novels and dramas show that : 

he liked best thos e of his torical romance and adventur e ; he 

preferred English to French novels ; he felt tha t women writ ers 

were usually excessively s entimental ; he believed novels should 

not be built on everyday experienc e s ,  except in war storie s ;  

�nd he often grew t o  have more interest in the novelist than 

in ·the novel . 



CHAPTER IV 

SPECIFIC LITERARY FIGURES 

It is difficult to es timate the Shakespearean reading 

which Thackeray did . Evidence of close familiarity with the 

plays pervades his work, but the maj ority of references are 

.to stage presentatiofis • 1 While one might assume that he had 

read the ones which he, or his fictional characters ,  saw, 

there i s  often no statement to that effect ; therefore,  all 

such refer ences- have been omitt ed . Those thirty-odd herein 

presented " indicate whi ch plays Thackeray knew and, presumably, 

liked best;  they also show his appreci ation of Shakespeare ' s  

genius . 

Throug� mo st of Pendenni s there is much talk of Hamlet ;  

and although thi s may be partly because Pen fancied him$elf 

in love with Emily Fotheringay, the Shakespearean actress,  

discus sions of  Ophelia ' s  and Hamlet ' s  madness2 show that 

Thackeray had studied the drama critically . He brings up also 

the question of the re�lity of Ophelia' s love for Hamlet , and 

1Thac�e�' s account s of play-going, with his comments 
on players of different time s and his personal reactions , would 
make a mos t  intere sting s tudy . See also n .  37 , p.  5 5 .  

2 
Pendennis ,  p .  5 8 .  
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has the s imple-minded Emily ask her father : WWhat was he 

talking about , the madnes s  o f  Hamlet , and the theory of the 

great German crit ic on the sub j ect ? nJ In an essay he para­

phrases Hamle t :  

There are more things i n  heaven and earth, Gambogio, 
Than are dreamed of in your phil6 sophy . 4  

H e  said of one woman ' s  actions that " twas a s  mons trous 

as King Hamlet ' s  widow taking off her we eds for Claudius , n 5 

and that action in the drama evi dently had caus ed him some pon­

dering , for seven years later6 he held a more tolerant view . 

No invective can be more rude , gro s s ,  and unphilo­
sophical th� for ins tance ,  Hamle t ' s to hi s mo ther 
ab out her second marriage . The truth very likely 
i s ,  tha t that tender , parasitic cr eature wanted a 
s omething to cling to , and , Hamle t senior out of 
the way , twined her self round Claudius . Nay ,  we 
have known female s so bent on attaching thems elve s ,  
that they can twine round two gentlemen at once . 

�y , for sooth, sha ll there no t be marriage-tables 
after funeral baked me ats? I f  you said gr ace for 
your feast ye s terday, is th't any reason why you 
should not be hungry today? 

Thackeray ' s  interest in Othe llo wa s equally pronounc ed . 8 

J Pendenni s ,  p .  58 . 

4nThe Painter ' s  Bargain, " Paris Sketch �' p .  60 . 

5 Esmond , p .  19 2 .  

6Esmond wa s writ ten 1851-2 , The Virginians 1857-9 . 

7The Virginians , p .  591 . 

8 . 
!he Newcomes ,  p .  123 ; The Book of Snob s ,  3 51 ;  The Virginians , 

PP • 529 , -,-9 , 513 , 768 .  
- -- -



Beatrix says : 

Why, after I welonged to you, and after one of my 
tantrums, you would have put the pillow over my 
head some night, and smo thered me, as the bla ck 
man does the woman in the play that you're so fond 
of . What 's the cre ature ' s  name ? Desdemona . You 
would, you little bla ck dyed Othello !9 

Tense, personal scenes were like ly to make the greatest 

impression on Thackeray ; consequently, King Lear was also a 

favorite play, and tbat unhappy monar ch the object of his 

sympathy . In a le cture on George the Third, he quotes from 

King Lear �nd compares George ' s  los s of hi s beloved daughter 

and his miserable end to similar afflictions of Lear.lO 

Other references to specific plays or characters in-

clude Falstaff , 11 Cardinal Wolsey,12 Falconbridge,13 a comment 

on Temple Garden, "in which Shakespeare make s York and Lan caster 

to pluck the innocent white and red roses whi ch became the badges 

of their bloody war s, n 14 and that parti cular paralle�· passage 

which is almost a quotation: "Strange stories of the deaths of 

kings • • •  nl5 and a query about Emily: "Was- Titania the first to 

9Esmond, p .  335 .  

10ttG�orge the Third," The Four Georges, p .  342 )0 See als o 
� Virginians, p .  142 . 

11 ncruikshank, " Critical Reviews, p .  601 . 
12Pen dennis, p. 729 . 
13The Book of Snobs, p. 351. 
14pendennis, pp . 499-500 . 

15 nMeditations at Versailles," Paris Sket ch Book, p .  276 . 
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fall in love wita an ass?n l6 

Mo st of the other refer enc e s  to Shakespe are are gene ral­

ized comment s on hi s genius or reflect ions of prevalent ideas 

about hi s art i s try as compared , for instanc e ,  to John Horne 

or Moli�re . 17 One statement made by Tha ckeray as himself, 

not as s ome fictional charac ter , can b e  ac c epted as hi s opin­

i on ab out the man and hi s works . 

You go about Warwi ckshir� and fancy that from merely 
being bo rn and wandering in tho se swe et sunny plains 
and fre sh woodland s Shakespeare mus t  have drunk in a 
portion of that frank, art le ss sens e of beauty , which 
lies ab out hi s works like a bloom or dew; but a Cov­
_entry ribbon-maker , or a slang Leamington squire, are 
( s i c) looking on those very same lands capes too, and 
what do they profit?l8 

Lewi s Melville in hi s chapter on "Tha ckeray a s  a Reader n l9 

make s a bold , arbitrary statement about Thacker ay ' s  reading 

preferenc es and literary opinions es pe c ially conc erning Milton ; 

16 Pendenni s ,  p .  59 . 

�7�swift , " English Humor i st s ,  p .  374 ; The Virginians , 
pp . 490�1 , 5 13 ; Esmond , pp . 133 , 33 5 ; Pendennis , p .  30; 
"Foring Part s , "  The Yellowplush Papers ,  p .  43 9 ;  "On the Fr ench 
S cho ol of Paintin� " Par i s  Sketch Book, p .  53 ; "Athens , "  Corn� 
hill to Cairo , pp . 63 1-2 ; Newcome s ,  p .  210 . 

18 "Athens , "  Cornhill to Cairo , p .  629 . 

191� Some Aspects . 

.. 
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howev e r ,  �e doe s not offer any evidence to back up his opinion 

exc ept one s t atement for whi ch no sourc e i s  given . 

It c annot be contended that Thackeray was a great 
c ri t i c . Indeed there i s  no doubt that , aa a rule , 
he preferred s econd- rate books of the f ir s t -clas s 
to the great e s t . Fo r instance , while as a ma�t er 
of cours e he admitted that Milton was a great poet , 
he adde d that he was such a bore that no one c ould 
read him. 20 

Wher8Rr Me lville found that s t ateme nt , it st i ll i s  danger-

ous to draw conclus ions from one sent enc e out of cont ext . 

Thacke ray, like everyone els e ;  l ike d diffe rent kinds of re ad-

ing at diffe rent t imes . Although he may s eem to me rit Me lvi ll e ' s  

dictum by a s at irical compari s on he made be tween . Milton and 

Beranger , 2 1 he was more likely ex�gge rat ing his kinship with 

the humble folk in an outburst against ps eudo - s cholars . Other 

refe rence s  show that he . was familiar with hi s Milton and in­

t �oduc ed him when appropriat e . 22 And thi s q�otation, showing 

a re al appre c i ation for Milton ' s  genius , should carry as much 

we ight as the one Melville cho s e  upon whi ch to bas e hi s c rit­

ic ism. Thackeray .  is comparing writ e rs to s culpture , in this 

case t o  St . Michael .  "He i s  as natural as b lank ve r s e  - that 

bronze ange l - s e t , rhyt�c ,  grandio s e . You ' l l s ee ,  s ome day 

p .  57. 

20some Aspe cts , p .  47 .  

21" 0n the French School of Paint ing , "  Pari s  Sket ch Book, 

22 0Epi stles to the Lit e rat i , " Ye llowplush Papers , pp . 52 3 ,  
527 ; d�Ne.;wcome s , p .  287 ; " Swift , "  Engli sh Humor i s t s , p .  391 ; 
Esmond , p .  335 . · 
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or other, he ' s  a great sonnet , s ir,  I ' m sure of that . Milton 

wrot e in bronze . "23 

One may conclude that Thackeray mentions Milton less  

often than some other writers becaus e Miltonic material fitted 

in le s s  oft en with storie s and e s s ays which Thackeray wrote .  

That constitutes  no proof that he did not read and appreciate  

Mil ton as one of England ' s  � poets:·�-

Discus s ing Addis on and Stee�e,  Thackeray shows a deep 

intere st and affection . One cannot make a definit e allocation 

of references in the case of Addis on, for he and St eel e are a 

vital part of Esmond and live all through the book . Such · com­

plete and exact knowl edge as Thackeray shows- is  obvious ly t�e 

result of long , intensive study . Just what his s ources are 

he does  not indicate . He has Ste ele introduce Addiaon, 24: pay­

ing him tribute and s etting the stage _ for hi s high plac e among 

his fe llow characters . 25 Steele is al so des cribed first as a 

person, s econd as a writ er . 26 His characterizat ion is  one of the 

best examples of Thackeray ' s  struggle to reconcile a man with 

his work . He calls him "Poor Dick"  moat of the time ; yet he 

23  � Newcomes , p .  375 .  

2i . 
· Esmond, pp . 62ff . 

25se e chapter 11The Famous Mr .  Jos eph Addison, " Esmond, 
pp . 232ff . 

26Esmond, pp . 59ff . 



recognizes him as a true wit and schol a r ; 27 and he makes a 

gallant attempt to show that his gentleness and charity 

covered multitudes of his own and othe rs ' sins . 28 
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For assurance that Thackeray re ad Addison and Steele 

and much about them, one needs only to consult the lect ures 

on the English Humorists . 29 While they do not give all his 

sources of information, they show results of extensive study. 

Of the works of the two men, Thackeray is most impressed by 

the Spectator, usually thinking of Addison as the author. 

While he makes numerous references to ce rtain favorite char­

acters, especially Sir Roger de Cove rley, 30 his high opinion 

of the papers as a whole is well expresse d  in one • 

• • •  Our dear old Spectator looks smiling upon th e 
streets, with their innumerable signs, and de­
scribes them with his charming humor • • • •  Our 
Spectator and Tatler are full of delightful 
glimps es of the town-life of those days • • • • we 
can take boat at Temple Stairs, and accompany Sir 
Roger de Coverley and Mr . Spectator to Spring Gar­
den • • • •  Would you not like to step back into the 
part and be introduc ed to Mr. Addison ? Not the 
Right Honorable Joseph Addison , Esq . ,  George I 1 s  
Secretary of State, but to the delightful painter 
of contemporary manners ; the man who, when in good 
humor himself, was the pleasantest companion in all 

27 Esmond, pp. 59ff, passim ; "Congreve and Addison, " 
Engl ish Humorists, p. 4 15 . 

28 . 
Se e p. 46 in Esmond, and general r eferences through-

out the book. 

29 see especially those on "Congreve and Addison, " " Steele , "  
and "Prior, Gay, and Pope . " 

30The Newcomea, p .  42 ; "Ge (][' ge the Second, " � Four 
Ge orges, p:-312. 
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England . I should like to go into Lockit ' s  with 
him, and drink a bowl along with Sir R .  Ste e l e  
( who has j us t  b een knight e d  b y  King Ge org e ,  and 

who doe s  not happen to have any money to pay hi s 
share of the re ckoning ) • • • •  De ligb.tful Spe ct ator ! 

, kind friend of leisure hours ! happy c ompanion ! 
t rue Chri st ian gent leman ! How much great er, bette r ,  
you are than the King Mr . Se cretary knee l s  to . 31 · 

' As one would expect , Thacke ray knew Addi s on ' s  othe r 

works we l l ,  als o . He refers to Ros amond, 32 to The Camppign, 

whi ch he s eemed to think good poet ry , 3�nd b� alaQ ��tera 
to Cato . It is s ignif icant that whe n  he shows ac quaintance 

with this drama , he al s o  shows that he has studie d  rel evant 

crit ic i sms and opinions . 34 Whe ther hi s c omment in the intro ­

duc t ion to Barry Lyndon i s  to be accept ed as hi s j udgment on 

the cont rovers ial· tragedy or ·whether it i s  me ant to b e  a r e -

3 1  " George the Fourth, " The Four Ge o rge s , pp . 2 94-5 . 
Se e al s o  "Dub lin at Las t ,  11 Iri"S"ilSketch Boo k ,  pp . 580- 1 ; 
Pende nnia , p .  500 ;  "Barnwe ll , rr  Nove ls .2z Eminent Handa , pp . 
13- 15 . Elwin s ays Fitzgerald onc e planne d a vo lume of all the 
Spectator papers re l at ing to Sir Roger de Coverley , with illus ­
t rat ions by Thackeray ; s e e  p .  6 1  in Thacke ray .  

32 

33 

34 

Esmond, p .  91 .  

Esmond , pp . 216 , 225 ; C atherine , p .  5 56 . 

Barry Lyndon , p .  15 ; " Prior, Gay and Pope , "  Engl ish 
Humoris t s ,  p .  481 , Esmond , p .  317 , " Swift " English Humori s t s , 
p .  374 . 
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flection of the opinion of his time is not certain. It seems 

to be his own conclusion. "What spe ctacle is more august than 

that of a great king in exile? Who is more worthy of respect 

than a brave man in misfortune ? Mr .  Addison has painted such a 

figure in his noble Cato. "35 

It is strange that with all Thackerafa ideali�attOn ·Gf 

Addison ' s  personal life and character, he did not mention his 

famous " Divine Ode, "  familiar today as the hymn beginning "The 

spacious firmament on high. " 

References  to Swift are often closely connected with 

those about other early eighte enth century literary flgures, 

and of Swift Thackeray had plenty to say . Besides one complete 

lecture on htm36 and innumerable suggestions not quite definite 

enough to be counted for this study, there are more than twenty 

specific references to the man and his work. 

Perhaps this is as good a place as any to let Thackeray 

tell what he thought of the literary men he studied most thor­

oughly , since he introduces his lectures on Swift by these com-

ments : 

Would we have liked to live withh1m ? That is a 
question which, in de aling with these people ' s  
works, and thinking of their lives and peculiari­
ties, every reader of biographies must put to him­
self. Would you have liked to be a friend of the 

35 
Barry Lyndon, p .  15. 

36
"Swift," English Humorists, pp . 37 1-400. 



great Dean? I- should like to have been Shake speare ' s  
bo otblack - just to have live d in his hous e ,  j ust 
to have worshipped him - to have run on hi s e rrands , 
and s een that sweet s erene face . I should like , as 
a young man, to have lived on Fie lding ' s  staircas e 
in the Temple , • • •  Who would not give something to 
pas s a night at the club with Johnson, and Goldsmith, 
and Jame s Bo swell,  Es q. , of Auchinleck? The charm 
of Addison ' s  companionship and conveB�ation has pas s ed 
to us by fond tradit ion - but Swift ? 
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There follows a sketch of Swift the man and writer as 

Thacke ray saw him. The s ame opinions are confirmed and elab­

orat ed in other referenc e s  also , 38 many to letters and j ournals. 

Lewis Melvi lle s ays it is obvious . that Thankeray ' s  chief 

admirat ion for Swift ' s  writ ing was for his Journal � Stella; 39 

thi s is not substantiated by evidence in Thackeray ' s  works . 

He usually mentions - "St ella" in criticizing Swift ' s  treatment 

of her and "Vane s s a. rr40 

Thackeray also studied carefully Swift ' s  hi storical 

sketche s and opinions . Of thes e  Thackeray spoke rather dis ­

paragingly, 4l _ being .  particularly conc erned ove r Swift ' s  atti-

37 rrswift , " English Humoris t s ,  p .  374. 

38Esmond ; esp . pp . 346ff ; "On French Novels , "  Paris 
Sketch Book, p .  99; Pendennis ,  p .  177 ; "Congreve and Addison, " 
Englishlftiiiiorists , p .  420 ;  "Prior , Gay and Pope , "  English Humor­
is ts , pp . 46 0 ,  466 , 477ff ; "Country Me etings , "  Irish Sketch Book, 
p. 513 . 

39some Aspects , p. 40 . 

40 " Swift , "  English Humorists , pp. 394-401. 

41 11Strange to Say , On Club Paper , "  Rormdabout Papers , 
p .  268 ; "Steel e , " English Humori sts , p.  430; "Geo rge the First , " 
The Four Georges , p .  291 ; "Ge orge the Second, " � � George s ,  
p:-3� 
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tude toward Marlborough . 

De spite Thackeray ' s  pungent comment s  on Swift ' s  cruel 

satire , uns atis factory pe rsonal life , and - to Thackeray -

prej.udiced views of history, he found one book which he obvious ly 

read often and loved wholeheartedly . This was Gulliver ' s  

Travels . Among several s ignificant reference s , 42 the se two show 

the deep impre s s ion made by the Gulliver characters . " Do  yo� 

remember how Gulliver lost hi s awe of the tremendous Brobding­

nag ladies ? "43 

Mr . Swift hath finely des cribed that pas s ion for 
intrigue , that love of se cre cy,  slander, and 
lying , which be l9ngs to weak people,  hangers -on 
of weak �ourts • • •  unt il one day Gulliver rouse s  
himself . 4 

The ideas grew more inst ead of le s s  strong with the 

years , it s eems , for in Philip, writt en during 1860-2 , bes ides 

s everal casual reference s ,  one shows how real the adventure s 

of Gul liver had become to him. 

Every man and woman amongst us has made his 
voyage to Lil liput , and his tour in the king­
dom of Brobdingnag • • • •  Sir John at home is in 
Li��iput : in Belgrave Square he is  in Brob­
dingnag , where almost everybody we meet is eve r 
so much taller than ours elve s . �5 

As Thackeray- judged by these  refe rences  - s eems to have 

42 "John Leech!s Pictures , "  Critical Reviews , p .  634 ; 
"A Litt le· Dinner at Timm.in ' s , "  p .  7l9; "Prior, Gay , and Pope , "  
English Humorist s , p .  466 ; see also "Swift , "  English Humoris t s . 

43"To Cairo , "  Cornhill !£ Cairo , p .  738 . 
44Esmond, p. 179 . 
45page 595 . 
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s tudied Swift with more disc riminat ion than i s  usually believe d ,  

s o  did h e  read and s t udy Fielding . He is popul arly suppos e d  

t o  have had c omple t e ,  uncrit ical admirat ion for Fi elding ; but 

his affe ct ion did no t b l ind him to whatever he c ons idered 

weakn e s s e s . 46 Elwin s ays that Thaeke ray, who revi ewed Fie ld­

ing ' s  wo rks in The Time s in 1840 ,  admi re d him above all othe r 

writ e rs and onc e had s aid that his English. would have been 

much imp rove d if he had read Fielding before he . was ten . 47 What 

Thacke ray implies here and els ewhere i s  a particular admirat ion 

of Fielding 1 s frank, direct styl e - one which he hims e lf never 

achieved -. 

Mos t  of the references to Fielding ' s  work are highly lauda­

tory, but exclusive of the fine tributes in the Fielding leeture , 

t h e r e  a r e  f e w  specific comment s throughout the rest of the 

works . As might be e�pe c ted, Fielding ' s  reali stic treatme nt s  

particularly appealed to Thackeray • 

• • •  I would have Hi story familiar rather than heroic : 
and think that Mr . Ho·garth and Mr . Field ing wi ll give 
our child�n a much better idea of the . manner s  of 
the pres ent age in England than the Court Gazette and 
the newspapers whi ch we get thence . 48 

Of the Fielding novels , Thackeray refers most often to 

· Joseph Andrews and 12m Jone s , 49 but he comment s  also on Jonathan 

46see es say on "Fie lding , " in the English Humoris ts for 
general impre ssion. 

47Elwin, Tha ckeray, p .  90 . 
48Barry Lyndon, p .  14 ; "On French Novels , "  Pari s Sketch 

B ook, p .  84 . 
4�garth, Smollett , and Fielding , "  in Engli sh Humoris ts , 

passim; "On French Novels , "  Paris Sketch B ook, p .  84; "Cruikshank , "  
Criti cal Revi ew, p .  601 ; The Newcome s ,  pp . 42-3 . 
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�50 and on a politi cal article . 51 He is - delight ed to quote 

Dr . Johnson and Gibb on in defense of Fielding ; 52 however , he 

seldom use s  the name s of Fie lding character s to de s crib e  real 

or fict i onal pe ople as he cust omarily doe s with his reading 

favori tes . Whether this faet i s  signi fi c ant is pro� lematieal . 

I t  mi ght mean that he admir ed Fielding ' s  style and method mor e 

than the characters whi ch he crea�ed and that he stud ied him 

for improvement in· himself ; it might mean only that the Fi $ld­

ing characters were s o  differ ent in Tha ckeray ' s  eye s from tho se 

he create d  that there was no place for exact metaphor or allegory . 

Thackeray speaks in a few places of Richardson . 53 Obvi ously 

well-acquainted with hi s work, he did not s eem �mpresJed �i th it , 

although he i s  never intoler ant of s incerity, even when it take s 

the form of s entimentalism • 

• • • He ( warr ington] even thought novels we re stupid ;  
and, a s  for the ladie s c ry ing thel r eyes out over 
Mr . Ri chardsan,he could not imagine how they could 
b e  moved by any such nonsense . 54 

One other quotation refle cts Thackeray ' s  knowledge and 

general impres sion of both author s .  

50ncruikshank, " Critic al Reviews , pp . 62 6-7 . 

5l n aeorge the Second , " The � Ge orge s ,  p .  314 . 

5 2� New«ome s ,  p .  44; · " Caricatur es and Lithography , " 
Pari s Sketch Book, p. 154 ; Vanity Fai r ,  p .  84 . 

53"Hogarth, Smollet t ,  and Fi elding , "  English Humor i s ts ,pp.221-3 , 
The Virgini ans , pp . 221-3 , 269-271 , �79� � 

54 The Virginians ,  p .  511 . 



• • •  The Lamberts were not squeamish ; and laughed 
over pages of Mr . Fielding, and cried over vol­
umes of Mr. Richardson, containing jokes and in­
cidents whi ch would make Mrs. Grundy ' s  hair stand 
on end, yet

5
their merry prattle left no bitterness 

behind it . 5 · 

59 

Thackeray devotes part of a lectur e to Smollett, 56 and 

makes a few brief references to him elsewhere. He admired 

"Tobias Smollett,  the manly, kindly, honest, and �rascible" ; 57 

he speaks of Humphrey Clinker as admirable and most amusing ; 5 8 

but he cares very -little for Smollett ' s  treatment of history. 

Becky and Rose read a history by the "learned Dr. Smollett ,n 

to the approval of Mr . Crawley, who considered it less danger­

ous than Hume ; they took care not to tell him, however, that 

theirs was the historY of Mr. Humphrey Clinker .59 

Thackeray compares Smollett ' s  "dignified ·history" to 

Fielding ' s  satire, saying the satire presents a truer picture 

of the tim es of George the Second ; 60 he emphasizes that idea 

when he says: n • • •  I take up a volume of Dr. Smolle tt, or a vol-

ume of the Spectator, and say the ficti on carr ies a greater 

amount of truth in solution than the volume which purports to 

5 5
� Virginians, p .  197. 

5 6
"Hogarth, Sniollett, and Fielding, " English Humor ists, 

p p.506-ll. 

57 
Ibid., p. 508. 

5 8tbia., p. 506. 
59

vanity Fair, p. 83. 

60ncaricatures and Lithography, " Paris Sketch Book , pp.l56-60. 
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be all true . n61 · 

Thackeray is  les s  kind to Sterne than to Fielding and 

Smollett . He doubts Sterne ' s  sincerity, adding " • • • He fatigues 

me with his perpet�al disquiet and hi s uneasy appeals to my 

Pisible or sentimental facultie s �62 

On Sterne ' s  Sentimental Journey Tha ckeray is  particularly 

severe . He satirizes it  in detail in the le cture on Sterne , 63 

and reiterates hi s dis taste in other places . 64 The essay "Des� 

sein' s n 65 is particularly valuable ,  since in the course of 

Thackeray ' s  imaginary conversation with Sterne , several other 

authors are criti cized, among them Robinson, Irving , Gouldsmith 

[sic) , and Mis s  Hobson . Whether Thackeray was quoting opinions 

gleaned from his own reading , or merely quoting prevalent com­

ments is  difficult to say . What he said of Sterne , however , 

was probably as strong an indic tment as he ever ma de of an 

author • 

• • •  There is not a page in Sterne ' s  writing but ha s  
something that were better away, a lat ent corruption 
- a  hint , as of an impure presence . 

SQme of tha t dreary double entendre may be attribut­
ed to freer times and manners than ours , but not all . 
The foul Satyr ' s  eyes lear out of. the leaves constant­
ly : the last words the famous autaor wrote were bad 

6lnsteele , " English Humorist s ,  p .  430 . 
62 "Sterne and Goldsmith, " Engli sh Humoris t s ,  p .  530 . 
63l1US .. �530-4 . 
64rhe Virginians, p. 610 ; "Desseins , "  Roundabout Papers ,  

pp . 225-m. 
65Ibid . 



and wi cked - the last line s the pQor stri cken wret ch 
penned were for pity and pardon .oo 

61 

In contrast to hi s fee ling about St erne , Thackeray shows 

cons id er able sympathy for the weaknesses of Dr . Johnson . He 

does not give sources for much of hi s b io graphical mat er ia�, 

but he read and studied enough to describe him minutely in the 

novels ,  his appearance , temperament , and habit s .  Barry Lyndon 

wa s introduced by Goldsmith to Dr . Johnson, 67 gaining an im­

pression whi ch Thackeray emphasizes later in the story • 

• • •  i t  was through Mr . Reynolds that I was int roduced 
to a score of the se gentlemen [men of lett ers] ,  and 
their great chief, Mr . Johnson . I always thought 
their great chi ef a great bear . He drank tea twice 
or thrl ce at my house,  mi sb ehaving himself mos t gross­
ly ; treat ing my opinions with no more respect than those 
of a schoo lboy ,  and telling me to mind my hor ses and 
tailor s ;  and not troub le myself ab out let ters . · His  
Scotch bear-leader, Mr ; Boswell , was a but t of the 
first quality . I never saw such a figure as the fel­
low cut in what he called a Cor s ican habit , at one

8 of Mrs . Cornely ' s  balls , at Carlisle House , Soho . b 

Present ing quite another kind of picture , but sti ll one 

showing how well Thackeray knew the man personally is this 

quot ati on:•  

Treading heavily on the gravel, and rolling ma j est i c­
ally along in a snuff -c·olored suit , and 11 wig that 
sadly want s the barber ' s  powc;er and irons , one sees 
the Great Doc tor step up ·t o him fOliver Goldsmith] 
(his �cot ch lackey fol!wing at tne lexi cograpner ' s  
htiels , a little the worse for port-wine tha t they had 
been taking at the Mitre) , and Dr . Johns on asks Mr . 

66" Sterne and Goldsmi th, " English Humorists , pp . 533-4. 

67Barry Lyndon, p .  18 .  
68Page 223. 



Goldsmith to come home and take a dish of tea with 
Mi s s  Wi lliams . Kind faith of fancy . Sir Ro ger and 
Mr . Spectator are as real to us now a s  the

6
two doc­

tors and the b oozy and faithful S c otchman . 9 · 
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Of s ome twenty reference s  t o · Johnson ' s  work s ,  the mo s t  

are t o  hi s Liv e s  of the Engli sh Poe t s , whi ch Tha cke r ay draws 

on heavily in hi s lecture s on the Engli sh Humor i s t s� 70 O ther s  

include a eulogy of nearly two pa ges in one of the Four George s  

lectur e s , 71 tribute s t o  hi s work in gener al , 72 and one r efer­

ence to Ras sela s ,  Prince of Abys simi a . 73 

B oswell i s  usually mentioned wi th Johns on , and Thackeray 

had, of cour s e ,  r ead hi s works . 74 

Coming into Tha ckeray ' s  own tim e , there is S ir Walter 

S cott , whom Thackeray could admir e  both as man and arti s t . 

69 Pendenni s ,  p .  5 0 .  See other personal referenc e s  in 
Virgini ans , pp. 221-3 , 269-71; The Newcome s ,  p. 42 . 

70 n congreve and Addis on, " pp . 405-6, 413 , 416;  "Swif t , n  
pp . 374 , 3 97 ; "Pri or , Gay ,  and Pope , n  np . 461 , 489 ; ns t erne and 
Go ldsmith, n pp . 539 , 543 ; "Hogarth , Smollett , and Fie lding , "  pp . 
51 5ff . 

71 11 George the Third , " The Four George s ,  p • 327-9 . 

72The Newcome s ,  pp . 13 5 ,  2 10 . 

73 Ske t che s and Trave l s  in London, p .  412 . 

74Quote s hi s Tour of the H ebrides, " Swif t , n Engl i sh Humor-
1m, p .  374 ;  Life of .Johnson in " Swi ft , '' Ej7l i sh Humoris t s , p . 3 8 5 ; 
" St erne and Goldsmith , "  Ib i d .,JP .5 24, 539 ,. 54 · ;  "Prior , G ay, and 
Pope, " Ibid . �P·465 . 



Since Scott ' s  nOYels had tha t semi-hi storical , romanti c flaTor 

whi ch !hacke�a.r loved, it is small wonder that one t1nds some 

thi rty detinite references, more consistently laudatory than 

any other group except those to the ArabiAn ftigbt!• 
Thaeke�ay says the aglorious .scott �cle ot romances• 

came to him wben be was about th1rteen, 75 and !rom that time 

he was . - thusiastie reader . Scott ' s  11te wa s app·arentl)' 
a source ot inspiration . Be speaks of ada�rina him for his 

loyalty to th e  kin1 (Thackeray adds that be admired Robert 

SOuthey more) , 76 and in a letter to his daulbter in 1856, 
ea1dt "I haYe be ·9n r(.\ading Walte 1 Scot t ' s  Iltte all <lay and how 

at 60 odd he aa t down to pay ott a debt ot.U300 with hi s  pen . tt77 
thaakera, • s n�d1tat1ons on Scot t ' s •orKs often lead to 

aeaerali&ed comment s on the del i ght s  or no•el re•d1na78 and 
from there to hi s  favor1 te novel I·v!.PJ:!g., . 

Do I tor-cet one nisb.t after pray ere ( whien we u.ftder 
boys were sent to bed) l1nger1ng at 1 cu.pboard to 
read one 11tile half page more of my d ar Walt$r 
Scott - and down came the monitor ' s  dt c:tlonary •r 
on my head l Rebee�� da•ghter of Isaa� ot York, 
h*•• loved thee fa1 tnfull7 tor 1'orty tea�s l Thou · 
w�t twenty years o1d ( Jay) and I but twelve� when 
I knew thee. At alxty od , love .  mo st or tne ladies 
of tb7 Orient race ha�e lost the bloom pf youth, and 
bulged beyond the line ot beaut,r, but to me thou art 

7S•on a Peal of Bella , •  RoundfbOQt flpera, p • 210-ll . 

16•0.o•a• the Fourth, • Iai l2it itorget, p .  362 . 

77 Ritchie, ThacketaY JD& B1! P!Yihter, p. 102 . 

''•Oo. heneb lovels , "  Ptr1s S}.tetcb BoQi;, p. 84J !ll.! IU­
comet, pP . l19, 581 . 



ever young and fair , and I will do battl� with any 
felon Templar who as sails thy fair name . 79 

Tha ckeray ' s  exact knowledge of Ivanhoe can be recogni zed 

through hi s Rebecca and Rowena , and hi s lov e for the se two hero­

ine s - Rebecca always hi s favorit e - is indicated by several 

additional r eferenc es in both sket ches and nov els . 80 

Next to Ivanhoe ,  Quentin Durward is mentioned mo st often , 81 

while there i s  but one referenc e t o  The Heart of Midlothian . 82 

Turning from fict ion, one find s Thackeray drawing from Scott ' s  

biographies for material for hi s English Humorists  lecture s , 83 

and from hi s t ravel sket ches for background in T;he Newcomes . 84 

One reference is puzzling . I t  seems obvious ly satirical 

after reading all Thackeray ' s  prai ses of Scott ; yet it mi ght 

as easily be a reflection of those intellectual qualms which 

disttirbed him . 

79 non a Peal of Bells , " Roundabout Papers ,  p. 216 .  

80Pendenn�s , p .  3 0 ;  Rebecca and Rowena , p .  270 ;  Vanity 
Fair , 50 5 ;  The Newcomes ,  pp . l2 2 ,  133 ; Lovel the Widower , p .  794; 
"Rhode s , " Cornhill to Cairo , p .  664. 

81 The Neweomes ,  pp . 246, 276 ; "Epi stle s  to the Literati , "  
Yellowplu�Papers ,  p .  5 21 . 

82 nne Juventut e , " Roundab out Paper s . 

83 n s.ift , " p .  372 ; "Congreve and Addison, " m�4Ut, 420 ; " St erne 
and Goldsmith, " pp . 529,  534-5 ; "Hogarth , Smollett , and Fielding , "  
pp . 509ff ; "Prior , Gay, and Pope , " p. 461 . 

84The Newcome s ,  p .  217 . 



Do , P�ilip, read us some Walt er S cott ! He i s ,  as 
you s ay, the most fre sh, the mo st manly , the 
mo s t  kindly of po e t i c  writers -- no t  of the first 
clas s ,  cert ainly. · In fac t ,  he has written mo st 
dreadful bosh ,  �� you call it s o  drolly ; and so 
has Wor dsworth . ::> 

65 

Perhap s  in his maturer j udgmen� Phi lip was written dur ing 1860-

62 - S cott vm s about to be supe rs eded in Thackeray ' s  judgment 

by some o f  those wri ters "of the fir s t  c la s s . "  

Among the work o f  hi s own contempor arie s ,  Tha ckeray see�ed 

mo st impressed by that of Dickens , whi ch he admired, and of Bul­

wer�Lytt on, whi ch he di sliked int ensely . He make s innumerab le 

comment s about Dickens as a fri end and fellow c lubman, but s ince 

some of Thackeray ' s  writings prec eded much of DickenS ' work, 

one will find fewer refeMnc es to Di ckens ' novels than mi ght 

be expe c t ed . 

Tha ckeray deplored the hab i t  -of S c o t t ,  James , Di ckens 

and othe r s  - of ending nove ls while all the cha ract er s were 

st ill young . "Look at Mr . Di ckens ' s ; they di sappear from the 

s c ene when they are mere chit s . n 86 Mor e specific ally he speaks 

in hi gh praise of David C opperfi eld87 and Oliv e r  Twi s t , 88 but 

85Ph1lip, p .  194 . 

86 Rebec ca and Rowena, p .  270 . 

87 " Sterne and Go ldsmith, " Engli sh Humor i s t s ,  p .  534 .  

8 8 ncruikshank, "  Critical Revi ews , p .  628 ;  The Newcome s ,  
p. 407 .  
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gives a mildly adverse opinion of the Boz sket ches�His great­

e st appreciation i s  for the Pickwick Paper s . 9° As bi ographer s ,  

in the main , agree , Thacke ray read and appreciated Dic kens with 

no petty j e alousy to cloud hi s judgment s .  

Elli s quotes Thackeray as saying : " '  • • •  I may quarrel • • •  

with Mr . Di ckens ' art a thousand and one t ime·s • I del�gh t and 

wonder at hi s g enius . r n 9l Ellis then add s as hi s interpretation :  

Thi s tribute Di ckens gratefully a cknowledged and 
post erity has reluc tantly confirmed .  And Thacker ay 
cont inued to ' del ight and wonder ' at his rival ' s  
geniu$. Unfor tunately, he was als o influenc ed by it . 
Reading• of the death of Paul Dombey, he exclaime d :  
' The re i s  no writ ing agains t . thi s ;  one hasn ' t  an 
atom of chance . It i s  .stupendous . r 9 2 

When all Thackeray ' s  le tt ers are pub lished, pr obab ly 

more comple te information on Thackeray ' s  reading and appr e c ia t ion 

of Dic kens wi ll be available ; perhaps futur e cri tics will not 

need to make such paradoxi cal statement s as tho s e  of Ellis , 

who s ays that it is doubtful i f  Tha cker ay really b elieved what 

he said of Di ckens " s tupendous " writing ; that Thacke ray got 

89 "The new Boz i s  dull but somehow g ives one a very 
ple asant impres s ion of the man . " 1 840 in a letter t o  hi s 
daught er , -Ritchi e ,  Thackeray and His Daught er , p .  12 . 

90n on French Novels , "  Pari s Ske tch Book , p .  84 ; Cruik­
shank, " Crit i cal Reviews , pp. 601, 604 . 

91a .  u .  Elli s ,  Tha ckeray ( tendon : Duckwor th , 1933) , p .  8 8 .  

92Ellis ,  Tha ckeray, p .  88 . 
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inside the skins o f  hi s character s ,while Dickens never did 

more than get into the clothe s of his ; yet that Tha ckeray doe s 

not ,  that he could not ,  go very deep . 93 

Of the Bulwer-Lytton-Tha ckeray liter ary feud there i s  

little left to be said ; it was int ense and bit t er ,  but con­

cerns us here only as far a s  it contributed to Thackeray ' s  

reading and s tudy of Bulwer . It i s  obvious tha t Tha cker ay 

wat ched for everything put out by Bulwer and read it eager ly . 

Evidence of Thackeray ' s  judgment about him are tho s e parodie s 

or satiri cal answers which indicate how well he knew Bulwer -

like hi s Barry Lynd on whi ch expos ed Eugene � for what super­

fi c ial s entiment ality it was ,  and his Cathe rine , whi ch merci­

l.essly makes var ied c omment s about characters or styles of the 

Bulwer novels , particularly to the Sea Captain, Ri cheli eu , the 

La5b: � Lyons?4andalway s Eugene Aram and Erne st Maltr�-ver:1i.,9 5 
His hone st cri tic i sm of Bulwer writt en in matur e life do es not 

sound · either per sona l or pre j udiced . I t  is about the same opin­

i on which most people today would have if they had to read all 

9�Ellis ,  Thackeray, p. 88 . 

94nEpistles to the Lit erati" Yellowplush Papers , pp . 5 2 2 ,  
524, 532 . 

9 5 . . " C atherine , "  p .  46 8 . There i s  much s at i ric refer enc e 
like Tha ckeray ' s  remark that Mr � . Bulwer had alre ady enli ghtened 
the pub lic about Pari s customs men, but thos e do not nec essarily 
reflect hi s reading of Bulwer . 
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of Bulwer, a s  Tha cke ray prob ab ly did . n • • •  There are s entiments 

in hi s writ ings �i ch a lways anger me , b i g  wor ds whi ch make me 

furious , and a premeditat e d  fine wri ting agains t whi ch I c an' t 

help reb e ll1ng . n96 

I f  one were to jud g e  from the s e  referenc e s  what books 

and writers Thacke ray loved b e s t ,  he coul d be sure of the s e  

fact s . Thackeray read thought fully the out standing Engli sh 

lit erary f i gures from Shakes peare on ; he was familiar ,  a s  wel l ,  
' with s i gnif i c ant wri t e r s  of other count ri e s ,  Goethe , Moli ere , 

Dumas , Hugo , Cervantes ; he s tudi ed author s '  lives a s  thor oughly 

a s  he did their works . ; he remembered what he read , often in 

minut e detail ;  he me dit ated enough on hi s reading to ma ke c on­

s idered c r i t i c i.sms , although they may have been inf luenced by 

h i s  emot ions on s ome o c casions ; and he did show more knowledge 

and apprecia t i on of the " fir st c la s s " wr iters than he ha s  s ome­

t imes been credi t ed with . 

96 
Quoted by Elwin, Thackeray, p .  60, and by Ell i s ,  

Thackeray, p .  32 . 



CHAPTER V 

POETS 

In commenting on poets , Thackeray referred most often 

to Pope , Gay, Prior , Moore , and Goldsmith of the eighteenth 

century, and to Goethe and Byron of the nineteenth . Of earli­

er ones litt le is said ,  although he speaks onc e of reading 

Chauc er1 and of studying Waller2 for inspirat ion for love lyrics . 

As shown in the chapter on the classics , Thackeray knew 

Pope ' s  Iliad almost by heart and loved it dearly . He read Pope ' s  

other works , as his lecture on Pope shows , and indicated clearly 

which he liked best . In eulogizing Pope as a literary gen�s , 

he says : n • • •  If the author of the 1 Dunciad 1 be  not a humorist , 

if the poet of the 'Rape of the Lock ' be not a wit ,  who deserves  

to be called so?n3 

There is nothing more said of these or other poems -­

except a quotation from one by "the great Mr . Pope" honoring 

Henrietta Howard . 4 What Thackeray,  evidently s tudied most were 

Pope ' s  letters and such comment about him as threw light on his 

personal life . He quotes from one of Pope ' s  letters a tribute 

lpendennis ,  p .  29 .  

2 Ibid . ,  p .  32 .  

3 nprior , Gay,  and Pope , "  English Humorist s ,  p .  472 . 

4"Geor ge the Second , " The Four Georges , p .  307 . 
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to Addison ' s  Cato, 5 and gives several le tters in the ir ent irety, 

with the introduct ory statement : 

But , save that unlucky part of the ' Pope Cor­
respondence , ' 6 I do not know, in the range of our 
literature , volume s. more de lightful . You live in 
them in the finest company in the world . A little 
stately , pe rhaps ; a little aprete and cons cious 
that they are speaking to Whole generat ions who 
are listening ; but in the tone of the ir voices -
pitched, as no doubt they are , beyond the mere 
convers ation key -- in the expre s s ion of the ir 
thought s ,  the ir various views and natures , there 
is s omething generous , and cheering, and ennobling .7 

Thackeray doe s not say where he got all the information 

about Pope which he gives in the lecture � . Even if he did, such 

references would be of value here mainly to show how cons istently 

Thackeray studied men as we ll as the ir works . One volume , how­

ever, on which he drew frequently for knowle dge of Pope and 

many other writers was Spence ' s  Anecdote s .  He usually give s 

cre dit when he us es  informat ion from this s ource , S and, in a 

5 ' 
"Congreve and Addison, "  English Humoris t s ,  p. 422 . 

6Referring . to a love letter which Pope wrote to Lady 
Mary Wo rtley Montagu, then copied and sent to another friend, 
and to a letter of Gay ' s  which he also copied, then s ent out 
as his own . See "Prior , Gay , and Pope , "  English Humorist s ,  
p. 474. 

7 "Prior , Gay, and Pope , "  English Humorist s , pp . 474-6. 

8 
tbid . ,  pp . 472 , 482 , 485 , 489. Thackeray fol lows this 

pract ice of acknowledging his debt to Spence throughout the 
Engli sh Humorists.  
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footnote ,  gives a brief biographical sketch of Spence , together 

with the informat ion that " • • •  his ' Anecdote s '  were placed, 

while still in MS . ,  at the s ervice of Johnson and also of 

Malone . They were. published by Mr. Singer in 1820. "9 

That Thackeray was well acquainted with the other works 

of Pope , which he could not admire so completely , is indicated 

by a final comment toward the end of the lecture • 

• • •  And Pope was more savage to Grub Street than 
Grub Street was to Pope • • • •  It was Pope , and Swift 
to aid him, who established among us the Grub 
Street tradit ion . He revels in base de s cript ions 
of poor men ' s  want ; he gloat s over poor Dennis ' s  
garret , and flanne l-nightcap,  and red stockings ; 
he give s ins tructions how to find Curll ' s  authors , 
the historian at the tallow-chandle r ' s  under the 
blind arch in Petty France , the two translators in 
bed together, the poet in the cock-loft in Budge 
Row, whose landlady keeps the ladder . It was Pope , 
I fear , who contributed, more than any man who ever 
live d, to depre ciate the lite rary calling . lO 

Of Matthew Prior and John Gay , dis cussed  in the s ame 

lecture with Pope , Thackeray also thought well . He ment ions  

Prior ' s  lyrics as  among the eas iest ,  riche s t ,  and most charm­

ingly humorous of English lyrical poems , Dr. Johnson to the 

9 
"Prior , Gay, and Pope , "  English Humorists , p. 489, n. 

10 . 
tpid. , p .  491. Not e that all references  to Pope ' s  

work, except for the Iliad and the Odys sey, are found in 
the English Humorists ,  while those  Greek trans lat ions are 
referre d to almo st entirely in the sketche s and fict ion. 



contrary; ll and he part icularly took not ic e of 

• • •  that remarkable and f�ous burlesque , ' The 
Town and Country Mous e . ' Aren ' t  you all ac­
quaint ed with it ? Have you not all got it by 
heart ? What ! have you never heard of it ? see 
what fame is made of! The wonderful part of the 
satire was , that , as a natural conse quence of ' The 
Town and Count ry Mous e , ' Matthew Prior was made 
Secretary of Embassy at the Hague ! l3 

72 

Prior ' s  Life of Goldsmith is quoted in the English 

Humorists lecture s ; l4 his lyrics are mentioned in Pendenni s , l5 

and line s about Prior ' s  "Kit ty, beaut iful and young" are quote d  

in The Virginians , 16 in tribute t o  the Duche s s  of Queensbury . 

1 0h,  but he ' s  a rare poet , Mat Prior ! ' con­
tinues the Colonel ; ' though , mind you , girl, , 
you ' ll skip over all the poems I have marked 
with a cros s .  A rare poet ! and to think you 
should s ee one of his he roines .u7 

There is litt le more said of Prior, even in the le cture 

on him, and what is s aid is biographical . The s carc ity of 

11 "Prior,  Gay , and Pope , " English Humorists , p.  462 . 

12written,  Thackeray explains , with Montagu as an 
attack on the nob le old English lion, John Dryden, a parody 
on The Hind and the Panther . 

13 
"Prior , Gay, and Pope , " English Humoris t s ,  p .  46 1 . 

14 
"Sterne and Goldsmi th , " Engl ish Humoris t s ,  p .  537 . 

15Page 32 . 

16 Page 266 . 

17 
Page 266 . 
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re ferenc e s  and the s at irical tone of tho s e  on � Town and 

Country Mous e s omewhat offs et Thackeray ' s  prai s e  of the lyri c s ; 

one wi she s that Lewis Me lville had pre s ent e d  some authent i ca­

t ion for his s tat ement that " • • •  Be s ide s Goldsmith, his favor­

i t e  ·po e t s  s e em to have been Pri or and Gay . rr lS 

Thackeray dca s speak of Gay at gre ate r  l ength than 

he doe s of Pri or ; l9 but he re again , it i s  of Gay, the man , 

more than of Gay , the poet - and he love d Gay . Me lville , 

t o  sub s tant iat e  hi s remark that Thacke ray was very fond of 

Gay ' s  poetry ,  quo t e s  what Tha�keray s aid of the Shepherd ' s  

We ek and Trivia ; 2 0 but a quo t at ion out of context is oft en 

mis le ading . The pas s age , in its ent irety, is far from c on­

v incing evidence that Gay wa s next to Goldsmith in Thackeray ' s  

favor .  It is given he re becaus e it illus t rates perfe ctly 

Thacke ray ' s  habit of ment ioning both the s t rong point s and 

the weakne s s e s of the men he di s cus s ed - a habit whi ch pro­

vided for c are le s s  o r  pre j udi ced c omment ators ample "proofs " 

of his opinions . 

Gay . 

Our obj e c t  in the s e  lec ture s i s  rathe r to de­
s c ribe the men than the ir works ; or to deal with 
the lat ter only in as far as they s eem to i llus ­
t rat e the charact er of the ir writ ers . Mr . Gay ' s  
' Fab le s , ' which were wri t t en to benefit that ami­
able Prince , the Duke of Cumberland, the warrior 

HL -Me lville , � Aspe ct s , p .  42 . 

19About five page s are devot ed to Pri o r ,  about s even t o  

2 0  Me lville , � Aspe ct s ,  p .  42 . 



of Dett ingen and Culloden , I have not , I own , been 
able to pe rus e s ince a pe riod of ve ry early youth • 

• • •  But [ He re begins that part of the quot at ion which 
Me lville us e d .] the s ix pas toral s  calle d the ' Shep­
he rd ' s  Week , ' and the burle s que poem of ' Trivia , ' 
any man fond of lazy lite rature wi ll find de lightful 
at the pre s ent day , and mus t  read from beginning t o  
end with pleas ure . They are to poetry what charming 
little Dre s den china figure s are t o  s culpture : grac e ­
ful , minikin , ·fant as t i c ; with a c e rt ain b eauty always 
ac companying the m .  lHe re Melville ends the quotation 1 
• • •  Gay ' s  gay plan s eems to me far ple as ant e r  than 
that of Phillips - his rival and Pope ' s  - a s erious 
and dre ary idyll ic co ckney ; not that Gay ' s  ' Bumkine t s ' 
and ' Hobnelias ' are a whit mo re natural than the 
would-be s e ri ous characters of the othe r posture ­
mas ter ; but the �qual ity of this t rue humori s t  was 
to laugh �d make laugh , though alway s with a s e cret 
kindne s s . 2 � 

Thackeray admire s Gay ' s  Beggar ' s  Opera, 22 but spe aks 

of i t s  c ont inuat ion as weari s ome ; 2 3  he comment s on Gay ' s  

characte rizat ion of Prior, 24 and quote s  from two of Gay ' s  

lette ra . 25 
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Thacke ray give s s ome half-dozen comments on Go ldsmith ,  

b e s ide s the lecture o n  him i n  the Engli sh Humor i s t s . P e rhaps 

Lewis Melville is correct in s aying that Thackeray could not 

highly prais e " The De s ert ed Vil lage , "  The Vicar of Wakefield, 

2 1 "Prior, Gay , and Pope , Engl i sh Humori st s ,  pp . 46 9 -70 . 

22 " caricature s and Lithography , "  Par i s  Sket ch Book, 
pp . 155 ,  156 , 38 9 ; "Prior, Gay ,  and Pope , "  English Hu'niO'ri's t s , 
p .  470 . 

23 "Prior , Gay , and Pope , "  English Humoris t s ,  pp . 470- 1 .  
24 Ib id . , p .  46 0 .  

25 Ibid . ,  pp . 471-2 . Se e al s o  quot at ions in "Geor ge the 
Second , " The � George s , pp . 30 9 -10 . 



or the two famous plays , 26 but Thacke ray s ays more of Be au 

Tibbs27 than of the works ment ione d by M e lville . Thackeray 
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emphas i z ed Auburn in the re fe renc e s  to br ing out the qual ity 

of the ir author - whom he obvious ly admired . 

From the evidenc e he re pre s ente d, it s e ems that 

Thacke ray ' s  favorite re ading in Goldsmith was The Citi zen of 

the World;28he speaks with more indulgence than literary ad­

mirat ion of The De s ert ed V i l lage . 

In the s e  ve rs e s , I need not say with what me lody ,  
with what touching t ruth , with what exquis it e  beauty 
of compar i s on - as indee d  in hundr eds more pages of 
the writ ings of this hone s t  s oul - the who le char­
acter of the man is t o ld - his humble confe s s ion of 
fault s and weakne s s ;  hi s ple as ant litt le vanity , and 
de s ire that his vi llag e  should admire him; his s im­
ple s cheme of good in which eve rybody was to b e  hap­
py - no b eggar was to be refus ed hi s dinne r - no­
body in fact was to work much , and he to be the harm­
le s s  chief of the Utopia , and the monarch of the Irish 
Yvetot . 2 9 

2 6Melvil le , Some Aspe ct s , p .  42 . 

2 7A character in The C it i z en of the World; or Lett ers 
f!2! � Chine s e  Philo s opher; Re siding ln�naon , to his Friends 
in the �- This was a s e ries of one hundre d twenty-three es s ays 
in l etter-form originally c ontributed to Newb ury ' s  Pub l ic Ledger 
( 1760-176 1 ) under the t itle Chine s e  Lette rs . They picture the 
middle and lower c las s e s  in England at that t ime . 

28 n st erne and Goldsmith, "  Engl ish Humor i s t s ,pas s im; s e e  
e spe c ially p .  539 ; " Caricature s and Li thography , "  P aris Sketch 
Book , p .  154 ; Pendennis , p .  500 ; " On  a Joke I Onc e Heard , "  Round­
'i"b'''Ut Pape rs , p .  6 9 . 

2 9 rr st e rne and Gol dsmith , " English Humori s t s , p .  545 . 
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He refers to the Vicar of Wakefield : twic e , 30 but makes 

plain that though he thought it " sweet , "  he had not made it 

a subject  for frequent re -reading • 

• • •  With that sweet story of the ' Vicar of Wakefield ' 
he [Goldsmithl has found ent ry int o every castle and 
every hamlet 1n Europe . Not one ·of us , however  busy 
or hard, but once or twice in our live s has pas sed 
an evening with him, and undergone the charm of his 
delightful music . 31 

When Thackeray speaks of works ins tead of authors , he 

refers more often to Thomas Moore ' s  poetry than to Goldsmi th ' s .  

He make s s everal comments on Lalla Rookh, whi ch he se emed to 

know almost by heart ; 32 s everal kindly comment s on Moore ' s  

poetry in general ; 33 and reference s  to Moore ' s  study of Prior . 34 

Etghtet.nth century poets whom Thackeray ment ions having 

read include Ed�ard Youn�, 35 Cowper, 36 Phillips , 37 and Mme . 

3011Sterne and Goldsmith, "  Engl ish Humorists , p .  535ff ; 
"Crinoline , "  Novels !?z Eminent Hands , p .  63 . 

3llsterne and Goldsmith, " Engl ish Humorists , pp . 535-6 . 
32Pendennis ,  p .  30 ;  "Bruge s , " Little Travels and Roads ide 

Sketches , p .  808 ;  ! Shabby Gent eel Story, pp . 25 ,  67;--

33 ncork - The Ursuline Convent , "  Irish Sketch Book, p .  
345 ; "The Giant ' s Caus eway - Coleraine - Portrush,"  IriSh Sketch 
Book, p .  557 . 

34 In "Prior , Gay, and Pope , "  English Humoris t s ;  see  
espe cially pp . 463ff • . 

. 35Ment ions his "Kight Thoughts " in "George the Second, " 
The � Georges , p .  305 . 

36 "Prior, ·Gay, and Pope , 11 English Humorist s ,  p .  471 ;  
" Cruikshank, " Crit ical Reviews , pp . 614-5 . 

' I  

37 11Prior, Gay, and Pope , "  English Humorist s ,  p .  469 . 



Auerbach . 38 

While Thackeray menti ons Goeth e only six times, the 

refe rences show that Goethe ' s  works impresse d  him de eply, 
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especially in his routh. He' speaks of trying to reproduce 

in his early writings "th e  Wertherian despon�ency, the mock ­

ing bitterness of Mep�istopheles of Faust . 39 Later he pays 

Faust more mature tribute, 40 while he has ·come to regard 

The Sorrows of Werther as rather seotimenta1 . 41 Besides these, 

he mentions Goethe on Goldsmith , 42 and an English t ranslation 

of Goethe ' s  Truth and Poetry ; 43 and he quotes one line of 

poetry " as Sh elley has it, after Goethe . "44 

Among the nine�eenth century poets , Thackeray speaks 

of Southey, Wordsworth, Shelley, and Byron . Of Southey ' s  

works, as might be expected, he likes best the· letters. 4 5  He 

38 11 George the Th:t.rd, " The � Georges, p .  331. 

39P endennis , p. 416. 

40rr ne Finibus , " Roundabout Papers, p .  202 ; The Newcomes , 
p. 6 39 ; " Caricatures and Lithography , "  Paris Sk etch Book, p. 163; 
Thackeray' a Le tters to .!£ American Family (New York :--aeiitury 
Co . ,  1904), pp .l26 -7 . 

4l " The Story of Mary Ancel, " Paris Sketch Book, pp . 124 ,  
126, 128, 135, 136 . 

42 " Sterne and Goldsmith , "  English Humorists, p. 536 . 
43 Ibid . ,  p. 536. 

44 11 The P ainter ' s Bargain, " Paris Sk etch �, p. 63. 
45 "Geo rg e  the Fourth, " The � Georges, p .  36 3 ;  see 

see also the referenc e to Southey and the Family Lib rary in 
" Cruikshank, " . Critical Reviews, pp � 623-4 . 



satirizes Wordsworth ; one o� the super�icial characters in 

Philip says : 

• • •  Scott has writ ten most dread�ul bosh, as you 
call it so drolly ; and so has Wordsworth, though 
he is one o� the greatest o� men, and has reached 
to the very greatest height and sub limity o� poetry ;  
but now you put it • • • I must confess that he is often 
an old bore, and I cert ainli shoul d have gone to 
sl eep d�ing the "Excursion only you read it so 
nicely. 
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Thackeray says no thing of the Lyr ical Bal l ads, although 

he makes a statement about poets so strongly parallel to 

Wordsworth 's de�inition that one must think he had studied 

at least the preface • 

• • •  I suppose a poet has great er sensibility than 
another man • • • •  That is what makes him a poet. I 
suppose that he see � and feels more keenly : it 
is that which makes him speak of what he feels 
and sees.47 

As to Shelley, th e only re�erence to his works , besides the 

one " after Goethe , "  is to h is Revolt o� I s l am. In a let ter 

to his mother in 1829, h e  wrote that he had at first been 

tremendously impressed but upon a second reading had decided 

the book was n ot worth bringing home.48 

0� n i n eteen�b century poets, Thackeray seems most 

familiar with Byron. Besides being the most fascinating lit ­

erary figure of h is . time ; Byron combined satire, heroic ad­

venture, and Orientalism in his poetry, and all . these appealed 

46Page 194 . 

47Pendenn is, p .  419 . 

48Quoted by Melville, Some Aspects , p. 29. 
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strongly to Thacke ray . There are at least twelve specific 

referenc e s  to Byron ' s work s, besides le s s  defini te influenc es 

of his style and sub j ect matter . He mention s f2£ �, 49 

Childe Harold ' s  Pilgrimage , 50 and the Cor s air ; 51 and he in­

dicates that a copy of Byron w a s  on mo st English dr awing­

room tables. 52 He also read h is letters , and j udged the man­

ners of the times by them. 53 That he studied Byron with some 

care is indicated by his comment on b eing disillusioned with 

the look s of Athenian women - calling them oily and greasy • 

• • • Lord Byron wrote more cant of thi s sort than 
any poet I know of . Think of ' the p eas ant girl s 
with dark blue eyes ' of the Rhine - the brown­
fac ed, fl at"t'nosed thick�lipp e d, dirty wenches ? 
Think of ' filling high a cup of Samian wine ' ;  
Small beer is nectar compare d to it , and Byron 
himself always drank gin. That man never wrote 
from hi s heart • • • •  The Great Public admire s 
Greece and Byron ; the public knows best . Murray ' s  
' Guide -book ' calls the latter 1 our nativ e bard. ' 
Our native bard ! Mon Dieu! He Sh akespeare ' s ,  
PUlton ' s, Keat ' s, tsTcJ8cottTS native bard ! Well, 
woe be to the man who denie s  the public gods ! 54 

The references giv en , with a few more isolat ed one s . 

more difficult to clas sify ( Dodsley' s Collection , 55 Argtoun , 56 

49A Shabby Genteel Story, p .  25 ; Pendenni s , p. 30 ; 
"A C aution, " Paris Sketch �� pp . 2 0 ,  28 ; 

50rbid . ,  p .  28 ; he also 'mention s �� � Myst ery. 
51 C atherine , p .  496 ;  "To C airo, " Cornhill to Cairo , p .  733 ; 

Pendenni s , p .  30. 
52Men ' s  Wives, p .  661. 
53 "George the Fourth , "  � � Georges ,  p. 352 . 
54 "Ath ens, 11 Cornhill iQ. C airo, pp. 631-2 . 
55The Virginians , p .  31 1 .  
56."  On Alex andrine s, 11 Roundabout Paper s , p .  252. 
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Ronsard, 57 Morris , 58 '
Hood, 59 Herrick, 60 Keats , 61 and Tennyson) , 62 

comprise the bulk of Thackeray ' s  direct references to poets 

and poetry. When one. considers Thackeray ' s  o� poetry, hi s 
' � 

ballads , imitations of Beranger , the "Old Friends with New 

Faces , "  and other parodies and paraphrases , it is easy to see 

· that a whole field of research lies ahead of any conclusive 

statements ,  This study shows that Thackeray ' s  comments on the 

poet have to be carefully distinguished from those on the poetry . 
T:il a !t:' .k e �:a.y obviously appreciated the brilliant sati""re of Pope 

and Byron; he was s omewhat in awe of Goethe ' s  great Faust ;  he 
. 

loved Prior , Goldsmith, and Gay -- but after all, he compared 

Virgil and Milton to the great harmonies of marble s culpture ,  

and Gay t o  Dresden china . 

For the rest,  he seems to have read them as they came 

to hand, n.ot trying so  much to meditate on the poetry as to 

estimate its expression of the poet ' s  own life or to present 

true pictur es . One observes ,  too, that pastoral ,  uncouth (like 

57 non Alexandrines , "  Roundabout Papers ,  p .  252 . 

58naeor ge the Fourth, " The Four Georges , p .  349 . 

59 

60 
"On a Joke I Once Heard, " Roundabout Papers ,  p .  69 . 

Pendennis , p .  76 . 

61•Telmessus , "  Cornhill to Cairo, p .  672 .  

62 
Philip, p .  2 5 5 ; "Athens , "  Cornhill To Cairo,  p .  633 . 
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Wordsworth'"' s " Idiot Boy") , and metaphysical sub je cts did not 

interest him . Even in hi s imaginary world , Thackeray pre­

ferred concrete to ab stract pi ctures . 



CHAPTER VI 

BACKGROUND READING 

I t  i s  impos sible to estimate the amount of reading 

Thackeray did for what might loosely be termed background in­

formation .  Hundreds of s pecific referenc es are found, but 

even more are implied - thes e  having no place in this study . 

Under "background" are listed here both historical and geo­

graphical �eadings . Under "historical" is pla ced informat ion 

about (1) national developments - English, Continental, Ameri­

can,  (2) persons - great leaders ,  important figures in the arts 

and s cience , notor ious characters , and (3) manners and customs 

- especially of the ei ghteenth and nineteenth centuries ; under 

"geographical" is  given information des cri�ing speci�l scenes -­

such as city streets and buildings , old castles,  batt lefields , 

taverns and playhouses - and Thackeray ' s  travel routes . 

Much historical research is evident in Thackeray ' s  Esmond, 

The Second Funeral of Napoleon, The .EQ!y: Georges , and , to a 

les ser degree , in his other novels . Among the sources which 

he names are : the Biographie des Hommes du Jour ; l Alison ' s 

Historr of EuroRe ; 2 Gibbon ' s  Decline and Fall, with special dis-

1ninvasion, " Paris Ske tch Book, p .  13 . 

2The Newcomes ,  p .  203 . 
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cus sion of " the famous XV�� and XVI th chapters n ; 3 Gleig ' s  

Story of the Batt le of Waterloo ;4 Lockhart ' s  Life of Napoleon; 5 

Memoirs of Madame de Cregui - for an ane cdote of Louis xrv ; 6 

and Macaulay - di s cuss ed with Tom Paine in connect ion with. 

French historical writers . 7  ·His opini on of the French as 

hi stori ans was not hi gh . He thought they were emotional and 

pr ejudi ced, as he shows by his comment on the Biographi e des 

Homme s du Jour : n • • • Nob le people ! _They made Tom Paine a ·deputy ; 

and as for Tom Macaulay , they would make a dynas ty of him . n8 

Tha ckeray ment ions Horace Walpole ' s works a few times 

without much crit i cal comment . 9 He speaks of a Hi story of 

India by Orme as Colonel Newcome ' s  favorite book, admitting 

later that Mr . Mills , too , wro te a very learned hi story . 10 

Dick S teele dis cus s e s  M .  Rycant ' s  His tory of the Turks . 

p .  44 ·  

- -

3The. Newcomes ,  p .  429 . 

4vanity Fair,  p .  261 . 

5 
"Cruikshankn Critical Reviews , pp . 623-4 . 

6nMeditat ions. at Ver sailles" Paris Ske tch Book , p .  269 .  

7rron the French Schoo l of Paint ing , n· Paris Sketch Book, 

8 Ib id . 

9n George the Second , "  The Four Georges , p .  303 ; "Prior , 
Gay, and·-pope , " English Humori st s ,  p. 479 ;  "Hogarth , Smollett , 
and Fie lding , "  English Humorists , p .  515 .  

lOThe Newcome s ,  pp . 787-8 1 804 . 
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Thackeray pays tribute to Dr . Vehse ' s  pi cture of the life of 

the Dukes in Zelll2 (beginning of the Hanoverian line of Georges) ; 

parodies Bulwer-Lytton ' s  telling of a story from Herodotus ; l3 

mentions a work called the Bat tle of Anghrim - whi ch, he says , 

"is  evidently by a Protestant author, a great enemy of popery 

and wooden shoes n ; l4 and, in a more specific reference to the 

fourth folio volume of Holingshed ' s  "P.leasing history, nl5 

describes a reception accorded Queen Elizab eth . 

Of particular interes t  to Thackeray was information 

concerning personalitie s of the times of whi ch he wrote , read­

ing which naturally overlaps with that on manners and customs , 

especially of court life . For Loui s Napoleon and his writings 

Thackeray cared little , crit i cizing both strongly . l6 Other 

references to French writers on the national and political 

s cenes are few, l7 but there are many to writer s on E�gland and 

her ruler s .  Most  of them concern the lectures on The Four 

Georges in whi ch, for some reason,  Thackeray mentions s ources 

12nGeorge the First , "  The Four Georges , p .  276 .  
l3 "Mr . Yellowplush Aj ew, n Yellowplush Papers ,  p .  504 . 
14 ' 

· "More Rain in Galway , "  Irish Sket ch Book,  p .  43 5 . 
l5non Alexandrines , "  Roundabout Papers , p .  2 50 .  

16 "Napoleon and His System, " Paris Sketch Book, pp . 111-13 . 

17see references  to Saint Simon, "Meditations , "  Paris 
Sketch Book, p. 270 ; �hefoucauld "'On French Novels , "  Paris  
Sketch Book, p .  96 . 
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more exactly than i s  hi s wont . 

He turns to Lord Mahon and to Doran for the life and 

times of George the First , l8 and for information about George 

the Second19, draws most heavily on Lord Hervey . "Parson" 

Porteus ' s  extravagant elegy on that king is als o quoted and 

criticized . 20 Direct credit for material on Geor ge the Third 

seems to be drawn from the "Burney Diary and Letter s , "  the 

Court Chronicler and the Court News ; 21 while for Geor ge the 

Fourth, Scott , 22 Eldon, 23 . Malmesbury, 24 and Pllckler Muskau25 

are the most  quoted author it ies . 

To learn of national 'manners and customs Thackeray 

read widely, particularly among letter s  and memoirs . Letter s ,  

f�r him, were o f  hi ghest importance ,  serving the double pur­

pose of revealing the writer ' s  personali�y and providing fir st­

hand information . He often quoted , sometimes reproduced them 

in full, and used them to reconstruct some of hi s most vivid 

word pi ctures .  Throughout The Four Georges , refer ences are 

314. 

18nGeorge the First , "  The � George s ,  pp . 292-3 ; 286-7 . 

l9n George the Second , " The Four Georges , pp . 300 , 303 ,311, 

20 . .  Ibid . ,  ·pp . 317-18 . 

21naeor ge the Third, "  The Four George s ,  p .  338, passim . 

22George the Fourth, " The � Georges , pp . 347, 3 53-4 -

23 5 Ibid . , p • 3 2 • 

24 Ibid . ,  p .  361 .  
25 �. , p .  356 . 
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made to the corr e s pondence of Geor ge Selwyn, of whi ch Tha ckeray 

s ays : 

In the publjshed le t ters to Geor ge Selwyn we 
get a ma s s  of corre SJQ2ndenc e by no means s o  bril­
li ant and wi tty as walpole ' s or so b i t ter and 
bri ght as �vey ' s ,  but a s  interes t ing , and ev en 
more descri ptiv e  of the t ime., b ecaus e the letters 
ar e the work of many hand s . 2 o 

Thackeray draws information from Selwyn ' s l e tter s , 27 

about gambling at the cour t  of Geor ge the Four th , and quotes 

�uch of the corre s pondence to pre s ent what he thought a truer 

pi cture of the time s than could be gained in any other way . 2 8 

A courtie r ' s  le tt er quo ted by Vehse tells how the c our t life 

of Geor g e  the Second at Hanov er wa s " a s  uniform as tha t of a 

mona s tary , n 29 and another letter, unidentified, i s  quoted to 

describ e a g ay fBte at the s ame court . 30 Mo re of the c our t 

life i s  taken from le tters to Henr i e tt a  Howard ,  one writ t en 

by Mary B ellenden - called by her cont emporari e s  " the mos t 

perfe ct creature ever known, n31 other s by Peterborough , written 

2 6 " George the Th:i.r.d , n  The Four George s ,  pp • .3�0-1 . 

27 n George the Four th , " The Four George s , p • .3 58 . S e e  
also lett er from S eymour , author of the n cour t Game s ter , " for 
same pract i c e s  in t ime of George the Se cond . n George the Se c ond , n 
The Four George s ,  p .  311 . 

28The Four George s ,  pa s s im .  

29 n aeorge the Se cond , "  The Four Georges , p .  316 . 

30Ib i d . �  p .  316 . 

3 1 
Ib i d . , pp .  307-8 . 
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when tha t "indomitable youth" wa s seventy . This refer enc e is 

a .typical Tha cke ray digression which shows how extens iv ely he 

read ab out a sub j ect and how easily be called to mind related 

informa tio n .  He had been thinking of Lady Suffolk ' s  le tt ers 

on the cour t of George the Second ; 3 2 that thought reminded 

him of Peterborough ' s  le tt ers ; and in thinking of those he 
"­commented that they were writt en " in the manne r of the Clelie 

romance s ,  and Millamont and Dor icourt in the comedy . n 33 Other 

letter writers mentioned in connect ion with Engli sh life in 

tho s e  t.imes include Pope , 3.4 Gay, .3 5 the Duches s of Queensbury , 3 6 

Carli sle , 37 Matthews , 38 Lor d Nelson, �9 Southey , 40 and Colling­

wo od . 41 The re ar e ,  in addit ion, �any other letters quo ted 

which Tha ckeray does not remember or of whom he doe s not know 

3 2He s ays even the mi sogyni st Croke r ,  who edited her 
lett e r s ,  loved her , " George the S e c ond, " The Four Ge orges , p .  3 06 . 

33�. , 307 . 

34n George the S e cond , " The Four George s ,  p .  308 . 

3 5rbid . ,  p .  307 . 

36Ibid . ,  p .  307 . 

3 7 " Georg� the Third , "  The Four George s ,  p .  326 . 

JS " Geor ge the Fourth , " The Four George s ,  p .  3 52 .  

39rbid . ,  p .  3 64 . 

40rb i d . ,  p • 3 63-4 . 

41lJ2ll. ,  p .  3 64 . 



the authors . 42 I n  such cases he i s  usually jus t  calling to 

mind certain amus ing remarks or incident s . " • • •  One of the 

good old lady writers in whos e lett er s I have been dipping 

88 

cri es out , ' Sure ,  cards have kept u s  women from a great deal 

of scandal .  ' n4J 

Reference s  to memo ir s ,  j ournals ,  and other s our c e s  fol-

low each othe r s o  clos ely that they fill one with amazement 

at the breadth of Thackeray ' s  s tudies . On the s ame page wi th 

the excerpt quoted above from the unname d writ er are quotations 

from �old Sarah Marlbor ough , "  S ir Rog er de Cover ley from The 

Spectator , "wis e old Jalmso:J?.�" Walpole , and a " chroni cle " - other­

wi se unident ified - for the month of Jaquary , 1731 . 

Among the general background reference s are Cibber and 

hi s daught er Mrs . C&ark , 44  De Locquevi lle and De B eaumont for 

I reland, 45 the Margravine of B eyr euth - for European c ourt 

history , 46 and a few of the women writ ers . Of thes e  latter , 

he seems b e st a cquaint e d  or perhaps just thinks more hi ghly 

of - Lady Mary Wortley Monta gu . He spe aks of her having brought 

42see especially pag e s  312-14 in " George the Second , " 
The Four George s . 

43 Ibid . ,  p .  312 . 

44cathe r1ne , p .  547 . 

45The B ook of Snob s ,  p .  3.03 . 

46n George the Second , " The Four George s ,  p .  300 . 
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home the custom of inoculation from Turkey , 47 quotes her 

letters from Hanover in 1716, 48 and rat es her above Byron in 

describing the East . " • • •  The last good description of a Turk­

ish bath, I think, was Lady Mary Wortley Montagu ' s  --whi ch 

voluptuous pic ture must have been painted at least a hundred 

and thirty years ago . n49 

He says Mrs .  Graham ' s  "Letters from Paris"  are excellent ; 50 

but he i s  less kind t o  other s • 

• • •  And when such authors as  Lady Morgan and Mrs .  
Trollope , having frequented a certain number of 
the parties  in the French capital, begin to  prat­
tle about French manners and men, - with all re­
spect for the talents of thos e ladies ,  we do be­
lieve their information not to be worth a six­
pence ; they speak to us , not of men, but of  tea­
partie s . 51 

Of le s s  personal but as fully authentic  nature in 

Thackeray ' s  histor ical reading are such works as the Court 

Chronicle;52  the Dramatic Biography; 53 Guss ' s  Peerage - whi ch 

47 Esmond , p .  74 . 

48nGeorge the First , "  The .EQ.gr_ · Georges , pp . 28.3-4 . 

49 nconstantinople, " Cornhill to Cairo,  p .  645 . 

50The Newcomes,  p .  217 . 

5lnon French Novels , "  Paris Sketch Book, p .  84 . 

5�ich is  probably the one meant in " George the Second , " 
The Four George s ,  p .  312 . 

53 Catherine , p . 547 .  



he often introduces satirically, as here ; 54 and, most im­

portant , the newspapers and magazines . 

90 

Being a j ournalist and editor himself, Thackeray had 

keen interest in newspapers and cont empor ary magazines ; he was 

also just as  intetested in those of the preceding centurie s .  

Although there are hundreds of references to newspapers and 

magazine s in hi s works , there is reason to list  here only- eriough 

to indicate the amount and variety of hi s reading in this f"ield 

amd the ways in which he made us e of it . 

Among the English newspapers of the early 18th century 

which he comments on are the London Gazette , Daily Post , Courant , 

and Observator ; 5 5  later papers which he often dis cusses include 

the Times,  56Mot-n!ng:-Herald'i 5J: Mb;ning Post , 58 Ob server , 59 Tele­

graph, 60 Morning Chronicle, 61 Il1ust?ated �, 62 Globe, 63 and 

Daily News . 64 Criticizing French papers , he comments on their 

style in general and quotes others specifically to show what 

5� Great Haggarty Diamond, p .  304;The � of Snob s , p .380 . 
55catherine , p .  482 .  
56The ;6QQK of Snob s ,  p .  353 ;  Kickleburys on the Rhine , p . l09 . 
57 !rut Book of Snobs,  p .  264; The Newcome s ,  p .  149 . 
58The Newcomes ,  pp . 149 , 3 88 . 

59nstrange to Say, on Club Paper , "  Roundabout Papers ,  p .  263 . 
60 "On AlexandrinesJ'Roundabout Papers , p .  254 .  
6lnBarnwell , "  Novels �� Eminent Hands , p .  13 . 
62 "On John Leech ' s  Pi ctures, " Critical Reviews , pp . 636-8 . 
63 6 Philip, p .  3 7 . 

64wolves and the �' p .  614. 
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type of content they carry . 65 He comment s on the Ameri can New 

York Herald Times ; 66 and in Ireland he reads and reports on 

the Morning Regi ster, Saunder ' s  Newsletter , Time s ,  and Chronicle ; 67 

and later quotes from rival papers of different religion factions , 

Repeal Journal , NQ-repeal Journal, Northern Whig, and Banner 

of Ulster . 68 Such a list gives an idea of the many newspapers 

Thackeray read . It  should b e  remembered that the footnotes in-

dicate only representative references . There are many more . 

Similar range i s  shown among the magazine and review 

reference s .  Punch is  probably mentioned mos t often, as one mi ght 

expect , since Thackeray was a long-time contributor . 69 Others ob­

viously well-kno� include the Gentleman' s . Magazine , 70 and Lon­

don Magazine . 71 One chapter in The Book of Snob s entitled simply 

"On Literary Snob s"  treats entirely of such well-known magazines 

65 nF�tes , n  Paris Sket ch Book, p .  40; "From Richmond to 
Brussels , "  Little Travels and RoadSid e Sketches , p .  794 . 

66non Half a Loaf , " Roundabout Papers ,  pp. 172-9 . 

67nA Summer Day in Dublin, " Irish Sketch Book, p .  290 .  

68nNewrr, Armagh, Belfast , "  Irish Sketch Book, p .  538 . 

�9The Book of Snobs ,  pp . 275 , 300; "On John Lee ch ' s Pic-
tures , "  Criti cal Reviews , pp . 636-S; "Jaffa to  "Alexandria , "  £2m­
hill to Cairo , p .  713 . 

70 
"George the Third, " The Four Geot.ges , p-; 331 ; "Hogarth, 

Smollett ,  and Fielding, "  English Humorists , p .  519 ; The Virginians , 
p .  500 . 

71 
The Yirginians , p. 500 . 
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and contributors . The amount of careful , ,  crit i cal reading re­

vealed in tho se three pages is worth not i �e .  

He s peaks of Punch; 72 then he comment s that 

An intelli gent forei gner ' s testimony about our man­
ners i s  always worth having , and I think , in thi s re­
spect , the work of an eminent Ameri can, Mr . N .  P .  Willi s ,  
i s  eminently valuable and impartial . In hi s ' Hi story 
of Erne s t  Clay, ' a crack magazine writer , the reader 
will get an exact account of the life of a popular man 
of letters in England . 7J 

�ere i s  next a satiri cal allusion to Mrs .  Barnaby and to  Mrs . 

Armytage , nwho seldom introduces you to anybody under a marqui s . "  

Says Tliackeray : 

• • •  I don ' t know anything more delic ious than the picture 
of genteel life in 1 Ten Thousand. a Year , ' except per­
haps the ' Young Duke , '  and ' Con��gsby . '  The� ' s  a mod­
est grace about them, and an air of easy hi gh fashion, 
which only belongs to blood, my dear Sir -- to true bloo d .  

And what lingui sts- many o f  our writers are t  Lady 
Bulwer , Lady Londomderry , Sir Edward himself - they write 
the French language with a luxurious elegance and ease 
whi ch sets them far above the ir cnntme.n:t.al ' r-iva�s , �of . whom 
not one ( except Paul de Kock) knows a word of English . 

And what Briton can read without enj oyment the works 
of Jame s ,  so admirable for terseaess ; a�d the playful 
humor and dazzling off-hand lightnes s  of Ainsworth? • • •  74 

Continuing satir i cally, Thackeray explains that the admir­

able Quarterly i s  lov ed by everybody , even though it goe s out of 

its way to abuse a great man or lays mer cilessly on to  such "pre­

tenders "  as Keat s and Tennyson .  He observes that Blackwood ' s  

72Page 300 . 

73Pag;e '3oo'. 
74Page 300 . 
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Magazine is  conspicuous for modest eleganc e ,  amiable satire ,  and 

courtesy; that while it "gently" expose� the foibles of Londoners , 

it is  never coarse  in it s fun . Concerning other periodicals  he 

comments on the fiery enthusiasm of the Athenreum, "the bitt er 

wit of the too difficult Literary Gaze'tte , .n the timidity of the 

Examiner,  and the boisterous praise of the Spectator . 75 Other 

references  to magazines are of course given, 76. but there is little 

to add t o  the keen satirical passages just quoted . 

Now that the amount and range of Thackeray ' s newspaper and 

magazine reading have b een 1· rt d  i c a  t:.e d ,  it i s  necessary to  give 

some idea of the ways in which he ma de use of it . The se seem to 

be, roughly, three in number . 

First, he read - as in the other backgt"ound studie s - for 

specific detail on his tori cal people and events . This type of 

reading . he made us e of in both hi s historical essays and in fic­

tion.  For example he write s :  

• • •  I have been reading a power of old newspapers and 
reviews concerning Napoleon, and very curious the a­
buse is  of that character . Old Southey is  one of the 
chief mudflingers , and . it is  good �o read the Quarterly 
Review that s ettle s  he was ' no gentleman . r 77 

• • •  A third was reading the Royalist (a periadical famous 
for its scandal and ·;�s attachment to Church and King) 
Sunday at the table . 

75page 3 01 . 

76nAntour de Mon Chapeau, " Roundabout Papers , p .  242 ; 
"Steele , "  English Humori sts , pp . 435-6; The Book 2f Snobs ,  pp . 
275 , 279 ,  284, 3 53 ,  371,  3 73 ,  380 ; "Geor ge tiieThird, " The Four 
George s ,  p .  338; "George the Fourth, " The Four George s ,  pp .-m--7 . 

77Ritchie , Thackeray and Hi s Daught er,  p .  8 .  
78vanity Fair, p .  546 . 
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In the s e cond place , Tha ckeray read the news papers and 

ma gazines for general atmosphere and local color -- authent i c i ty 

in manners and cus toms ; and again such information was as us e­

ful in hi s fict ion as in factual writ ing . In one inst �nc e ,  

describing Mi s s  Theo, he s ays : 

• • •  If we lived a hundred years ago and wrot e in the 
' Gent leman 's ' or the ' London Magazine , '  we should 
tell Mr . Sylvanus Urban that her. ne ck was the li ly ,  
and her shape the nymph ' s ;  we should write an a c r o s ti c 
about her , and celebrate our Lamb er te lla in an ele­
gant _ po em , · st ill to be read between a neat new en­
graved plan of the c i ty of Prague and the King of 
Prus s i a ' s  campA and a map of Maryland and the De la­
ware counties . ·r9 

And among other s omewhat s imilar references , 80 he uses an ob­

vious fami liari ty with c ertain newspapers in this charact eri s t i c  

fa shion : 

• • •  What Turys den read in the Globe was a mere curt 
paragra ph ;  but in the next morning ' s  Times was 
one of tho s e  ob ituary not i c e s  to whi ch noblemen 
of eminence mus t submit from the mysterious ne cro­
grapher engaged by that pa per . 81 

Tha ckeray was very careful to link the right ma gazine 

and pape r s  wi th the a ppropr iat e people and home s .  Thi s cons i s ­

tent hab i t . in itself shows hi s thoroughnes s  in such stud i e s . 

Among such references , 82 whi ch add the crownin g touch to authentic­

i ty in local color ,  thes e  are typi cal : 

79The V irginians , p .  500 . 
80� Newcomes ,  p .  388 ; Men' s Wiv es , p .  602 ; Vanity Fair , 

pas sim ; s ee e s p e c ia lly p .  530 . 
8lphilip, p .  367 .  
82 "Barnwell , "  Novels gz Eminent Hands ,  p .  13 ; The Newc omes , 

p .  388 . 



• • •  the Sunday Times was her paper , for she voted 
the Dispatch, that j ournal which is taken in [ sic] 
by most ladies of her profes sion, to b e  vulgar 
and Radical, and loved the theatrical go ssip in 
which the other-mentioned j ournal abounds . 8J 
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n • • •  Mr . Macmurdo was lying in bed, reading in Bell ' s  Life an 

account of that very fight between the Tutbury Pet and the 

Barking Butcher . n 84 

Bell ' s Life , the most famous s porting magazine of it s 

time , was started by Pierce Egan,�f Tom and Jerry fame . It 

is  said that editors of the sports magazine Weekly Despatch Lsi� 
grew j ealous of Egan and refused hi s contribut ions . In re­

taliation he started a Sunday paper of his own , 1824,  and put 

it out unt il 1827 ,  when he sold it at auction to  a Mr . Bell . 

Its reputation alre�dy established,  it continued for many years 

to be the most popular and authoritative sports j ournal in 

England . 

The third way in which Thackeray used newspaper reading 

was as sub j ect for es says or little storie s .  Saying "Here , 

dear ladie s ,  is  an advertisement which I cut out of �he Times 

a few days  since,  expressly for you" : he gives the advertise­

ment in full - a " situation wanted" by an amusingly ambitious 

83Men' s Wive s ,  p .  602 . 
84vanity Fair,  p .  53 5 ; Other references to Bell ' s Life 

occur in The Ki ckleburys Qn � Rhine , p .  149 ; The � of Snobs , 
p .  282 ; The Newcorne s ,  pp. 124, 217 . 

S5Egan, !Qm and Jerry, Introduction, p. 17 .  



s ervant girl -- and pr oceeds to bui ld a brief humorous essay 

around it . 86 

In more somber mood, he uses an obituary noti ce : 

And now, brethren, may I conclude this dis cour se 
with an extract out of that great diary, the news­
paper? I read it but ye sterday, and it has mingled 
with all my thought s sinc e then • • • •  

' Sir R .  s . ,  Agent to the Governor-General for 
Central India , died on the 29th of O ctober, of bron­
chi ti s . ' • • •  In one of the stories by the pre s ent writ­
er -- a  man is described tott ering ' up the ste ps of 
the ghant , ' having just parted with hi s chi ld, whom 
he i s  despatching to England from India . I wrot e 
thi s remembering in long , long dist�nt days , such a 
ghant , or river-stair, at Calc�t ta .  7 

96 

Thi s use of spe cifi c ,  sometime s ob s cure newspaper it ems 

as topi cs  for essays leads directly --with inevitable over­

lapping - into �e third main group of histori cal reading s ,  

those about persons . Often the int eresting newspaper notices  

were about not or ious , rather than famous people , but Thackeray 

was not snobbish in �i s choices . In menti oning " two biographies"  

of  Cartouche whi ch he is reading , he  says � 

• • •  Think of the talent that our two countries pro­
duced about this time : Marlborough, Villar s ,  Man­
drin, Turpin, Boileau, Dryden, Swift ,  Addi son,  
Moli�re ,  Racine , Jack Shappard,  and Loui s Cartouche·, 
- all famous within the same twenty year s ,  and fight­
ing , writ ing , robbing , � l ' envi t 

86 
"On a Chalk Mark on the Door , " Roundab out Papers , pp .  

92-3 5 . 

87 
"On Lett 1 s Diary, " Roundabout Papers -, pp . 144-5 . 



Well, Marlborough was no chicken when he began 
to show hi s g enius ; Swift was but a dull , idle , 
colle ge lad ;  but if we read the hi stor ie s  of some 
other great men mentioned in the abov e list -- I  
mean the thieve s ,  espe ci ally - we shall find that 
they all commenced very early ;  they showed a pas­
s i on for their art ,  as litt le Raphael did , or little 
Mozart ; and the hi story of CartQuche ' s knaver i e s  be­
gins almos t wi th hi s breeches �88 

97 

As in the quotation previously giv en from the "Lit erary 

Snob s , " much exact ,  int egrated information i s  implied in thes e  

lines . Such knowledge nece s s arily requires clos e study of the 

men di s cussed . Thacker ay was interested in all types . For 

those in the Cartouche group he read contemporary newspaper 

accounts , the Newgate Calendar , S9 and Ainsworth . Tha ckeray 

read about the no�rious cha r acters deeply enough to know 

them as they really were,  and he had no patience with maudlin­

i sm over criminals . 

g g  "Cartouche , "  Pari s Sket ch Book, p .  70 . 

89 , 
Consultation of thi s record for a sort of "Je s s e  

James " type o f  story 1� to a temporary "Newgate fi ction" 
craze . Chief among the favorites were Bulwer ' s  Paul Clif­
ford and Eugene Aram, Ainswortli ' s Rockwood and Jack Shep­
pard; and Dk kep!' Oliver Twi s t . Thackeray ' s  -Catherine , . ­
with what Elwin terms ft its s plendid irony and Defoe-like 
reali sm" (Thackeray, p .  S9 ) was unappreciated, ·carlyle 
being one of the few who lauded it . 



• •. •  They don ' t 'QUote Plato , like Eugene Aram ; or 
live like gentlemen, and s ing the pleasantest 
ballads in the world, like j olly Dick Turpin: or 
prate eternally about-"?'� :X. t(l(ovlike that precious 
canting Maltravers ,  whom we all of us have read 
about and pitied; or die wnitewashed

9gaints like 
poor 'Biss  Dadsy 1 in ' Oliver Twist . '  

98 

Besides this statiiiilent , whi ch shows that Tha ckeray had 

read about the characters named, there are numerous other refer­

ences , with Jack Sheppard mentioned most often . A few have the 

light touch of the Cartouche essay , 9l out thos e ' in Catherine 

are likely to be bitter and satirical92 an indictment of a pub­

lic "whom it s literary provider s have gorged �th blood and 

foul Newgate garbage . n93 

Turning to Tha ckeray ' s  research on more savory characters , 

one finds a mass of references which are hardest of all to clas-

sify strictly . Reference s to certain great literary or national 

figures themselves bav� been dealt with . These references  are 

in most  cases to the secondary reading whi ch Thacke ray credits 

in his primary studie s .  Again, among the hundreds of such refer­

ences , there are lis ted here only the most  obvious and representa-

90catherine, p .  468 . 

91 
· "On a Pear Tree , " Roundabout Papers , p .  219 ; - in a · 

digres sion on "Hazlitt 1 s  admirable paper , fGoing to a Fight ' " ;  
"Cruikshank , "  Critical Reviews , p .  624; Barry Lyndon, p .  15 . 

92catherine , pp . 43 2 ,  455 ,  515 , 573 , 583 .  · 

93Ibid . ,  p .  573 . 
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tive . If one were to track down all the "refere�ces wi thin 

reference s , "  the ramifications would be endless . 

· On Marlborough, Tha ckeray ment ions , in addit ion to 

Swift ' s  wo rk, an acc ount �y Coxe , and comments that he got 

from both only a false , or at any rate,  only a partial pi cture 

of the man . He sa�s he is inclined to doubt all such histories 

-- even autob iographies -- " except thos e ,  perhaps , of Mr . Robin­

son Crusoe , Mariner,  and writers of his class . 11 94 About o ther 

histort��l wr iters he comment s on Mr . Mills , and "Mr . MaCauly 

(who Yrote that sweet book of bullets , ' The Lays of Hancient 

Rum 1 ; ) n9 5 and on Bolingbroke , 96 but most of the referenc es are 

to critics  or biographers of literary men . 

He quotes from Carlyle ' s  Essays when speaking of .Gold-

smith , 97 and says of his Mi sc ellaneous Criticisms ( in 1839) :  

• • •  I have read a lit tle in the book, a nobler one does 
not live in our language I am sure ,  and one that will 
have such an effect on our wa� and thought and pre ju­
dices . Criti c i sm has been a .party matter with us un­
til now, and lit eratur e a poor. polit i cal Lackey -- please 
God w e  shall begin ere long to love art for Art ' s  

94nsteele , "  English Humori sts , p. 430 .  

9 5 "Dia ry of C .  Jeame s de la Pluche , "  Yellowplush Paper s ,  
p . 97 . 

96 "Prior , Gay , and Pope , "  English Humorist s ,  pp. 484-5 . 

97nsterne and Goldsmith� " English Humorists , p. 541 . 



sake . It is Carlyle who has worked more than any 
other to gi.ve it its independence . 98 · 

100 

Macauley is quoted again for hi s lit erary criticiam ; 99 

Forster and Cumberland for information on Goldsmith; lOO Lord 

Orrery on Swift , lOl and Dr . Delany on Orrery, l02 and, naturally,  

Sir William Temple in connection with Swift . l03 

In his studies on Fielding , he read Hazlitt , l04 Charles 
Lamb , l05  Gibbon, l06 Lady Mary Wortle:y Montagu, l07 Coleridge , l08 

and Mrs .  Barbauld . l09 Lady Mary is also quoted on Hogarth, llO 

98aitchi e ,  Thackeray and His Daughter , p .  89 . 

99nswift , n  English Humorists ,  p .  391;  ncongreve and Addi son, " 
English Humori sts , pp . 416, 418 . 

lOOnsterne and Goldsmith, " Engli sh Humorists , p .  539 .  

lOlnswift , n  English Humorists , p .  3 75 . 

102 "Swift , n  English Humoris t s ,  pp . 371-400 , e s pecially p .  379 . 

103 Ibid . ,  pp . 380-1 . 

104waogarth, Smollett , and Fielding , "  English Humor i sts , 
p .  495 . 

105�. ,  p .  495 ; see also tribute to Lamb ' s  writing in 
The Newcome s ,  p .  2 56 . . 

l06"H�garth, Smollett , and Fie lding , "  English Humorist s ,  
p .  516 - the famous comment that having his (Fi elding ' s ] name 
mentioned by Gibbon " is like having it written on the dome of 
St . Peter ' s .  Pilgrims from all the wor ld admire and behold it . "  

· 107nHogarth, Smollett , and Fielding , "- English Humoris ts , p .  512 . 
108lhid. ,  p .  516 . 
l09Ibid . ,  p .  51� . 
llOibid . ,  p .  512 . 
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· with Ni chols, lll and the Stevens edit ion of Hogarth ' s  works . ll2 

Among the wr iters on Addis on and Steele , Tha ckeray ment ions 

Lady Mary, ll3 also Ti ckell114 and Hoodley . ll5 

Thackeray als o ment ions reading many other author s and 

works, nQt part of any spe cial group . He admires Arbuthnot 

greatly,  quotes from hi s lett er s ,  and gives a sket ch of his 

life . ll6 He �o tes from Gray ' s lett er to Sterne ; ll7 satirizes 

John Denni s ,  whom he cons id er s  as deluded as Bulwer ; ll8 and on 

t.o occasions speaks of reading Ho�d and the ftmemorials of Hood . nll9 

From Tha ckeray' s  discus s ion of Colli er ' s  attack on the the­

ater and Congreve ' s  defens e ,  it is evid ent that he had stud ied 

111•Hogarth, Smollett , and Fie lding , " Engl i sh Humor is t s ,  
pp . 50lff . 

112Ibid . , passim .  

113 ncongreve and Addi son, " English Humoris t s ,  pp . 417 ,  423 .  

ll4Ibid. , p. 418; praise of  Boileau on Addis on i s  .. a1�o given 
"Prior, Gay, and Pope , " Engli sh Humor i st s ,  p .  483 ; "Strange to 
Say,  on Club Paper , ft  Roundabout Papers , p .  268 . 

115n steele , " ' English Humori sts , pp . 450-1 . 

116npope , Gay , and Pri or , "  Engli sh Humor i s ts , p .  48 5 . 
117nstePne and Goldsmith , "  English Humor is t s ,  p. 524 .  
118nstee le, " English Humor ist s ,  pp . 457-8;  "Epistles to the 

Literati , "  Yellowplush Papers , p .  5 25 . 

119 ncruikshank, " Crit i cal Reviews ,-pp � 614-15 ;  "On a Joke 
I Once Heard, " Ro'undabout Paper s ,  pp . 68-70 .  
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about that famous controvers�, 120 and he draws from Thoma s 

Davies ' Drama tic Misc ellanies for comment s and anecdotes ab out 

Congreve , Swift , and Dennis· . 121 

It 3!-s:· e v. i- d e n-t that Tha ckeray seldom ment ions reading 

in the fie lds of s cience,  metaphysi c s ,  ideals o f  government 

and economi c s ;  but he must have been acquainted Yi th some of 

them to have made such a satiri cal remark as this : " • • •  Nature 

provid es supply for demand ( see the romanc es  of Adam Smi th , 

Malthus , and Ric ardo , and the philos ophi cal works of Mr s .  

Martineau . ) 122 He says Pen read Hobbes ' Le�athan when he wa s 

a schoolboy , l23 and ha s anot he r character bewail tha t he "found 

hims elf one month a Fa��s t ,  next a Prot es tant �th Chillingworth , 

next a skept ic wi th Hobbes and B oy.le . n l24 

Thackeray ' s  many references to material such as Spence � s  

Anecdot es, the Newgate Calendar , and the .Court Chronicle have 

already been listed . Other s mentioned less frequent ly include · 

Baker ' s  Chroni cle , l25 Annual Regi s ter, l26 the Cab inet Cycle-

120ncongreve and Addi son, " English Humoris ts , p. 406 . 

121Ib id . ,  p .  405 . 

122ncaptain RoQk and Mr . Pigeon, " Character Ske tche s ,  p .  5 54 • 

. 12:3 Pendennis , p .  29.  

124Esmond, _ n .  104 . 

12 5The Virgini ans , p .  162 ; Sketches and Travels in London , p . 533 . 
126"Belfast to the Causeway , "  Irish Sketch Book, p .  543 . 
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paedi'a, B ent ley' s Mis cellany, and the Lit erary Chroni cle . 

These last thre e ,  and Fraser ' s ,  are dis cussed in a sat ir e on 

Bulwer ' s  crit ic ism of the Cyclomedia . l27 

A few referenc es indicate _tha t Tha cker ay read "travel 

book$ � especially about places he visited, some of such refer­

ences falling also into the s econd main division of thi s group ­

the geographical reading . As Pendennis ,  he says he read Hakluyt ' s  

'l'ravels, 128 and as  Deni s Duval he remarks tha t Dampie:r ' s  Voyages 

were as much hi s del ig h� as tho s e  of Sindb ad or his friends 

Robinson Cnusoe and Man Friday . l29 When writ ing on hi s · Eas tern 

tour , Thacker ay comment s "What do mount ains be come in type, or 

riv ers in Mr . Vi zetelly ' s  best brevier?n l30 and "You could wri te 

so far , nay , much �or e particularly and grandly , without s ee-

ing the pla c e  at all , and aft er reading Beaufort ' ..s r·caramania ,  1 

which gives you not the least notion of it . l3 1 Traveling in 

Ireland , he mentions a Mrs .  Hall as describing the sites of 

gr eat univer sit i e s  in old Ir.eland , 132 and later - after discus-

l21"Mr . Yellowplush Aj ew, " Yellowplush Papers , pp .  500ff . 

l28Pendezmi s ,  p .  29 . 

129nents Duval. , p .  677 . 

130nTelmessus , n  Cornhill to Cairo,  p .  672 . 

13l.I1U.Q. .,p. 672 . 

13 2 , 
. ! 

. "A SQmmer Day in Dublin, " rish Ske tch Book ,  p .  291 . 
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S.i.ll&. the castle whi ch "hone s t  Thurstn stormed as explained in 

that n scarce work, n the Annua l Regi ster - he adds : 

• • •  By the way, another excellent companion to the 
travell er in Ire land i s  the colle ct ion of the ' Irish 
Penny Magazine, ' whiCh may be purchased for a guinea,  
and cont ains a mass of information regarding the cus -
toms and places of the count ry . l33 · · 

For r eal geographical informati on, however , Tha ckeray 

relied on hi s Guide Books .. Murray ' s  s·eems to have been of mo st 

use ,  and is ment ioned often, usually with a word of prai s e . l34 

In going from Richmond to Bruss els , he make s two character i stic 

statement s showing his dependence on Murr ay: 

• • •  To the right , as the ' Guide-book ' says , i s  Wal­
cheren : and on the left Cadsand , memorable for the 
English expedition of 1809 • • . •  

As many hundreds of thousands of English v i s it 
thi s city ( I  nave met at least a hundred of them 
in this half-hour walking the street s ,  ' G�ide-book' 
in hand) , and as the ubiquitous Murr ay has already 
depicted the place ,  there is no nee d  to enter into 
a long descr iption of it , it s neatne ss ,  it s b eauty, 
and i t s  stiff ant ique splendor . lJ 5  

I n  Ireland , Tha ckeray depended on another Guide-book 

whi ch he recommended highly: "The �bove facts ab out Thoro t  and 

Carri ckfergus castle may be relied on as c oming from Mess rs . 

133 . "Belfast to the Causeway, " I r i sh Ske tch B ook, p .  543 . 

134 · See especially "Waterloo , "  Li ttle Travels and Roadside 
s ide Sket che s ,  p .  811 ; The Kickleburys .Q!! the Rhine ,- p .  119 . 

13 5 . "R� chmond t o  Brus sels , " Little Travels and Roadside 
Sketches ,  pp . 787- 8 .  
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Curry ' s  excellent new Guide-book_. n :J-3 6 He menti ons i t s  go od 

map , l37 quot e s  a le gend from it , l3 8 and gives stat i st i c s . l39 

The refer enc es g iv en are only repr e s entat ive ; Thackeray us e s  

the Gui de -boo k  const ant ly and quot e s  from i t  of t en . 

One other work to whi c h  he refers i s  the Handbook of 

London . He :g,uotes stat i s t i cs and giv e s  de s cript ions from it , 

as in the lectur e  on "S terne and -'lold smith, rr l40 but he doe s 

not say who YTot e or compiled i t ,  although he come s c los e in 

Pendenni s :  " • • •  and th e  learned and ple a s ant wr iter of the ' Hand­

book of London ' tells us that ' t.he commone s t  and hardiest kind 

of rose has long c eased to put forth a bud' in that smoky air . l41 

From the repres entat ive referenc e s  given , it can be s een 

that Thacke ray ' s  reading in the s e  hi stor i cal-geographi cal groups 

was ext ens iv e and that anything he read was gri st for hi s mill . 

Hi s travels were on the Continent , the Near Eas t ,  I re land , and 

Amer i ca ; s o  were his studi e s . H i s  essays , parodie s , and lectur es 

were on some of the out stand ing men in the ir fields ; and hi s 

l3 6"B elfast to the Caus eway, " I r i sh Sket ch B ook, p. 543 . 

13 7Ibid . ,  p .  544 . 

13 8 
"Rainy Days at Glengariff, " Irish Ske tch Book, pp . 3 70-1 . 

l3 9 �elfast t o  the Causeway, " Ir ish Ske t ch B ook, p .  545 . 

14�gl1sh Humori st s ,  p .  529 . 

141Page 500 . 
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writing shows that besides knowing hi s sub j ect s thoroughly , he 

knew their hi stories and environments ,  and the opinions of 

critics on their lives . Works like Esmond, !he Newcome s ,  Vanity 

Fair , and The Virginians show a tremendous amount of nati onal 

hi stori cal res earch; here thi s study has little t o  offer in 

the way of sources , for Thackeray does not give many in the 

body of his works . Here again i s  a field of res earch whi ch 

would bear careful working and which should b e  done before 

Thacker ay is assi gned any permanent place as a critical writ er . 



CHAPTER VII 

RELIGION 

A man ' s reading on veligion, whether extens ive or not ,  

nee ds to be cons ider ed by it self . A study of such refer ences  

in s:;on.t..ext. , as found in Tha ckeray ' s  own works , mi ght he lp 

reconcile such statement s as thes e:  

Indi gnation he knew , but it was rous ed by the 
foo l, not by the knave • • • •  For Tha ckeray saw moral­
ity mainly as a matter of income • • • •  It was his 
whole reading of life, as his whole philosophy 
wa s acceptance of life , and hi s sole tribute to 
it a faint pity . 

Another critic says tha t Tha ckeray ' s  philosophic thought 

is " • • •  Typically Victorian, I must· explain, in it s belief that 

goodness is  preferable t o  cleverne s s ,  in it s unobtrusive religious 

conformity . n 2 

• • •  Ma� be lieved that men in armor should be 
relig ious gentlemen capab le of no ' vileinye ' ;  
and to his or der of the whit e  knight s belong the 
good knights and chivalrous gentlemen din S c.ott 
and Tha cker ay ,  who recogni ze religiQn as the 
only ant idot e to the poi son of sin.� 

Thackeray certainly knew and apprec iated th� great moral­

istic stor ie s in both the Old and New Testament s .  He often i s  

1Elli s ,  Thackeray, pp . 76-7 . 

2Frank Swinnerton, "  William Makepeace Thackera7 , "  Great 
Vi ctorians (London: Nicholson and Watson , Ltd . ,  193 2) , p .  522. 

3Rob ert Whiteford, Motives in Engl ish Fi ct ion (New York : 
J . P .  Putnams Sons , 1918) , p .  8 .  
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informal, but never irreverent , in introducing Bibli cal char­

acters into his st orie s .  Among such referenc es4 are : " • • •  Lay it 

down • • •  Herodia� t You know no t what you carry in the cha rger . n 5 

" • • •  There are others who never see Dives ' chariot but t o  growl 

and hoo t at it . n 6 

During hi s travels throug h the Holy Lands , Tha ckeray 

spent some t ime reading the Bib le ,  and had it s stories constant­

ly in mind . It  can be argue d that this · reading indi cates merely 

his met iculous study o f  background ,  not a deep religi ous inter­

est ; but tha t  question doe s not c oncern the pr oblem of what 

Thackeray read . That he di d read his Bible as a mat ter of 

cour s e ,  with reverenc e and ap preciation,  is  shown by one of his 

comment s while he was in Jerusalem : 

I went out at the Zion Gat e, and looked at the so­
called tomb of Davi d .  I had been reading all the 
morning in the Psalms,  and his his tory in Samue l and 
King s • • • •  You see one green place far down in the val­
ley : it is called En�Rogel . Adonyah feasted there , 
who was killed by his brother Solomon, for asking for 
Ab ishag for wife • • • •  Ahaz ,  and the idolatrous kings,  
sacrifi ced to idols und er the green trees there , and 
' c aused their chi ldren to pa ss thro ugh the fire . '  • • •  

In the centre of thi s  history of crime ris es up the 

��mond , pp . 328 , 346 ; � Virginians , pp . 285 , 613�4, 
714 ; � Newcomes , p .  77 5 ; A Collection of Letters of Thackeray 
(New York : Scribner ' s  Sons , 1887 , p .  35 . 

5Esmond, p .  354 .  

6The Newcome s ,  p .  47 .  



Great Murder of all • • • •  
Oh l with what uns peakable shame and terror should 

one think of that crime , and pros trate himself be­
fore the image of tha t Div ine Ble s sed Sufferer t 7  
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Scattered through the essays are many other references all 

similar in tone . Women drawing water from the well remind him 

of Rebecca giving the pit cher of water to the li eutenant of 

Abraham; 8 in Athens he recollect s Paul ' s  exhortations on the 

Unknown God ; 9 and at Galvary he rememb ers with " shame and 

humi lity" the story of the crucifixion . lO 

S tatements whi ch Thackeray ma de about his own religious 

beliefs have not been counted here , although they do strengthen 

the evidenc e . Such "borderline" refer ences , whi ch have been re­

j ected as not suffic iently definit e for thi s  paper, are of this 

type : n • • •  Might I, as a son, be equal able to answer for myself , 

and to  show whe n the Great Judge demanded the que stion of me , 

whether I ha d  done my own duty, and honor ed my father and mother t n 11 

Among religious author s and works othe r  than the Bib le , 

Thackeray seemed most impres sed by Keble ' s  The Christian � 

and by Bishop Heber ' s  writing s ,  although Amy Cruze says tha t 

7nJerusalem, " Cornhill 1Q Cairo , pp . 698-9 . 

8nJaffa to Jerusalem, " Cornhill to Cairo , p .  689 .  

9 nAthens , n  Cornhill to Cair o ,  p .  634 . 

10nJerusalem, n Cornhill to Cairo , p .  69 5 .  

11 
!a! Virginians, p. 656 . 
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both Thackeray anq Fit zgerald declared the volume s of Newman ' s 

s ermons (publis he d  between 1834 and 1843) the best that ever 

were writ ten . l2 The Christian � was a two vo lume colle ct i on 

of poems , one for ea ch Sunday and for each Saint ' s  Day and 

festival of the chur ch, pub lis hed in 1827 . Of thi s  very popu­

lar work Tha ckeray wrot e :  

• • •  The s on and the mother whispered i t  to each ot her 
with awe . Faint , very faint , and seldom in aft er­
life Pendennis heard that solemn chur ch mus i c :  but 
he always loved the remembr anc e of i t ,  and of the 
time s when i t  struck on hi s heart , and he walked 
over the fie ld s full of hope and void of doub t ,  as 
the chur ch b ell s rang on Sunday morning . l3 

He says B ishop Heb er was one of hi s mothe r ' s  favorites 

whi ch he r ead to he r when he was a boy . l4 Later he continued 

his reading in Heb er ,  but probably for hi s des cr ipt ion of the 

times of George the Fourth and his Travel s  through India more 

than for religious inspir at ion . l5 

Other s  me ntione d include Bishops Taylor , l6 Tillot s on, 17 

and Henne t . l8 He quotes from Cudwor th, l9 and ha s Beatrix rec­

ommend Dr . Att erbury ' s  sermons as one of the good b ooks Esmond • 

1�rus e ,  The Vic torians and The ir Reading, p .  40 . 

13Pendenni s ,  p .  3 1 .  

14Ib id . ,  p .  30 . 

1 5 n George the Fourth , "  The Four Georges , pp . 365-6 . 

16 
-

Esmond , p .  13 2 .  
17 Ib id . ,  p .  13 2 .  
18 nswift , n Engl ish Humoris t s ,  p .  3 84 .  
19 6 Esmond, pp . 5 9 , 2 .  
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should read . 20 One " relig ious s c offer " whom Thackeray does 

not like is Quinet , in whos e poem , " • • •  Chr i st and the Vir gin 

Mary are ma de t o  die simi l�r ly ,  and the former is clas s ed with 

Prometheus .  tr21 He bases s ome of his dis like t o  Mm:e .  Sand on 

this skept i c i sm ,  and says her Spiridion i s  like Heine ' s  " God 

is Dead . n 22 

I t  can b e  seen from the s e  referenc e s  that Thackeray was 

thoroughly familiar wit h  t he B ib le . I t  is als o evident , unles s  

one doub t s  hi s sinc erity, that he used hi s Bibli cal references 

wi th rever ence and dis criminat ion . He obvious ly was most at­

tracted by narr ativ e  element s, not by thos·e pr ob lems of doctrine 

which keep theo log ic al cont rovers i e s  raging . He read s imply, 

as a chi l d  reads , and accept e d  what he read in the s ame way . 

And i f  there are t ho s e  re ligi ous crit ic s who would doubt his 

appre c i ati on, he c.ould re ply wi th an apt quot at i on from that 

"Bless ed Divine Suffer er" himself . 

20 
Esmond , p .  417 . 

21nMm.e 
.• Sand , " Paris Sket ch llQ.Qk, p .  194 .  

22 
Ib i d . ,  p . 194 . 



CHAPTER VI II 

CONCLUSIONS 

The most obvious conclus ion to be drawn from thi s study 

is tha t Thacke ray ' s  reading has never been adequately evaluated . 

· He received the cust omary classi cal background of any English 

schoolboy, studying Horace , Ovid, Anacreon, Homer , and Virgil . 

His love for Homer ' s  I liad ,  emerging despite Dr . Russell ' s  

severe tutelage , increa sed with the year s ,  although he preferred 

Pope ' s  translat ion to the original . Virgil ' s  Aeneid and Georgi c s , 

of which he later spoke so highly, were the other permanent favor­

ites gained during his early schooldays . The not ion that he 

lacked appre ciation of the classics is not supported by his com­

ments throughout hi s works . If he referred to hi s Greek and 

Lat in less of ten than might have been expected, it was bec ause he 

hated lit erary ostentat ion and took care never to parade his 

learning . 

He enj oyed fanciful li terature far more than any othe r ,  

po ssibly because it furnished an es cape from the insecurity of 

his own emotional life . His taste in imaginative narrative ran 

from the questionab le hi gh life of Tom and Jerry to that " sweet­

est of all storie s , " Cinderella . Oddly enough, among all his 

references to famous legends , he made none to the Arthur ian ro­

mances . Hi s pr ime favorit e was always the Arabian Night s .  It 

seems strange that .so little account ha s been t aken of the in­

fluence of Orientalism, the Arabian Night s in particular , on 
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Tha ckeray ' s  writing . Examination of hi s works shows this in­

fluence both by hi s innumer.able references to Arabian Night s 

event s or characters and by hi s hab it -of suddenly wandering off 

into a dream world . His Ori ental leanings are easily traceable 

through hi s . fami ly background and through his lifelong friend­

ship with Edward Fi tzgerald , Oriental scholar best known -for 

his translation of Khayyam ' s  Rubaiyat . A s tudy of Thackeray ' s  

Orientalism ,  based upon the primary evidence in his works , 

needs to be made . 

In the fie lds of the drama and novel, Thackeray liked 

plots full of romant ic adventure .  If such reading had a flavor 

of authentic hi story,  so much the better . I t  has been a gener­

ally accept ed idea that Tha ckeray disliked French authors ;  yet 
' in hi s writ ings he expressed keenest admtration for Dumas ,  Moli ere,  

and Hugo . Among the English he liked best Fielding , S cott , and 

Di�kens . Tha ckeray ' s  interest in the drama should prove a fer­

tile fie ld for research . Brander Matthews has an article "Thack-

eray and the Theater " .  in Scribner ' s  Magazine for April, 1921 , 

but he discus ses Thackeray as a potential dramatist rather than 

as an authority on dramas . 

Tha cke ray ' s  knowledge of the the ater , actors , and rep­

ertory of t h e p r e c e d i n g . centur i es i s  impres s ive . In 

his travel sket che� and lectures he usually goes int o det ail 

about plays he has seen,  giving criti cal opinions about both the 
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play and the players .  He was especially fond of attending the 

theater in Pari s ;  so  his knowledge obviously included dramatic 

offerings of both England and France in his own time . With 

�amas of . the efghteeiith. century he s eemed equally familiar . 

Whether he ha d  s een revivals or had just studied them carefully 

enough to pla ce them in their proper settings i s  not indi c ated 

in his references . 

Tha cker ay ' s preferences among Shake speare ' s  plays are 

cons i stent with hi s preference s  in other reading . He is little 

concerned with Hamlet ' s  mental struggle s or the metaphysical 

implications of the ghost . His references are to the act ion 

the hasty wedding with its funeral baked meats , the murders ,  and 

O phelia ' s  ma d  s c ene s . In Coriolanus , King Lear , and Othello , 

apparent ly his favorite ,  he refer s most often to tho s e  powerful 

s cenes whi ch record tense, emotional action - King Lear abused 

by his daughters., De sdemona accus ed and murdered by the j ealous 

Othello . 

Thackeray liked to find a man ' s life consistent with 

ideas expre s sed in his work . When he di s covered inconsi stenc i e s , 

he studied both work and author more deeply, attempting t� recon­

cile them; thi s habit may affect the value of the number of ref­

erences as an index to Thackeray ' s  liking for c ertain men or · 

books . Swift ,  Sterne , and Byron, who se weakne s s e s  he could s ee 

all too clearly ,  would fall in such a group ; he deplored Swift ' s  

per sonal vindictivenes s ,  Sterne ' s  vulgarity , and Byron ' s  sensa-
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tionalism . 

Thacke ray dis liked intensely wha t he conS idered the 

superficial , clever, immoral writings of the Res toration, but 

not becaus e  he was a prude . He · admired honest Fi elding and 

dignified Smollett ; he made sincerity the norm by which he 

j udged, and both men met his standard . Addison he seemed to 

like best of all , finding a comb ination of a s incere , intelli­

gent gentleman and sincere , intelligent writing . His interest 

in Moore ' s  poetry i s  more significant than has been usually 

ob served; the s ame is true of hi s keen appreciation of Swift ' s  

G�llive r ,  whi ch he mentioned much oftener than the Journal to 

Stella . Pope he loved but did not ideali ze ; Bulwer Lytt on he 

disliked intensely as the epitome of taose traits he most ab­

horred - insincerity and o stentation. 

It is high · time that a revaluation of literary influences 

on Thacker ay should be made . For this purpo s e  a careful primary 

study of his works is indi spensab le . He acknowledge s Fielding ' s  

mastery of the nov elist ' s  art ; he envies him his forthright 

style ; but he re�lizes that he cannot imitate that style in a 

time when piano legs had t o  be draped in lace for mode sty ' s 

saae . The reference s  to Dickens reveal a sincere liking for the 

man and appreciation of his work, not any petty j ealousy . In­

terest in, and hones t  c ompetition with, a fellow author s carce ly 

j ustif.y the many chapters ,  which have b een written about the 

"rivalry" between Thackeray and Dickens ; they were too different 
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to be �ivals . Impor tant referenc es le s s  &enerally noticed are 

those to Duma s .  Thackeray loved the romantic Duma s heroes , 

but even more he admired Dumas ' ability to tell a story conci sely .  

Obviously, from hi s own statement s ,  Thackeray regretted hi s in­

ability to build compact plot structure s  as he felt Duma s did 

so well . 

Tha ckeray ' s authenticity and reali sm in hi storical s cenes 

g o  unquestioned ;  yet studies o� hi s sources for such mat erial 

are incomplete. In thi s paper little informat ion can be added , 

as direct reference s  through hi s novels are not given . For 

hi s gen&ral b ackground , his knowledge of customs of court and 

country , Thackeray i s  moPe informative , giv ing many of hi s 

sources in hi s lectur es on The Four George s . He was especially 

partial to lett ers and j ournals , beli eving that personal ideas 

and comments gave truer pictur es of the time s than s o-called 

his tories . 

For many of hi s references to particular event s or per­

sons , especia lly to the careers of adventurers, Thackeray con� 

sulted such offic i al sources as the Newgate Calendar , Court 

Chroni cles , magazines , and newspapers . A complete study of all 

Thackeray ' s  contributions to magazine s ,  newspapers ,  and j ournals 

should be combined wi th a study of hi s reading in these fields 

before he can be properly revaluated as an author and crit i c . 

In religion, Tha ckeray read the Bib le , relgious poetry, 

and well-known volumes of sermons . The common impression that 
. . 

he had only a childish appreciation of Bib li cal teachings prob-



ably re sulted from his avo idanc e of cont rove rs ial probl ems 

which he recogniz e d  as uns olvable . 
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It can b e  re adily s e�n that much literary re s e arch on 

Thackeray needs t o  be done . The old pre j udiced c rit i c i s ms , 

pas ed on pe rs onal opinions of men who were t oo clo s e  to him, 

need to be tos s ed out the window . To o many s e condary and 

tertiary referen c e s  have been ac c epted already .  Frede ri c 

Harris on ,  among the older critic s ,  is probably mo s t  ac curate 

and obj e c t ive ; Quiller-Couch and Sadleir are obvious ly ' preju­

dic e d  again�t Thackeray ; Trollope is s ent ime nt ally pre j udic ed 

in his favo r .  El*in has prov ided a s t art in the new criticism 

with his fine biography , already re s t at ed by Elli s ; Gulliver 

has made a s cholarly s t udy of Thackeray ' s  early newspape r and 

magazine cont ribut ions , and David Ce c il has adde d to the revalu­

at ion of Thacke ray ' s  writ ings . There is ro om for much more 

re s e arch, and thi s  should beg in with a re-re ading of Thacke ray 

hims elf with the modern perspe c t ive . 
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