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themselves. Further proof from Thackeray's own life may
strengthen the arguments given so far. Philip's situation in
this novel is reminiscent of Thackeray'’s personal real-life
situation. All of Thackeray's life was lived in a state of
conflict and paradox and as this had such direct implications
in his writings some attention should be paid to this subject
before concluding the chapter. As a very young man he was torn
in his relationship with his mother when his conflicting religious
views came in the way of his love and gratitude; he was later
torn in his relationship with Jane Brookfield when his concept
of marital duty came in the way of his love for her; and he was
torn finally in his relationship with his children, From the
time of Isabella's insanity Thackeray felt constantly challenged
by opposing duties, narrow familial duty against a larger form of
Christian charity. All his natural feelings as a father told him
that his first duty was to provide for his practically motherless
children and he wrote movingly in his diary while they were still
infants:

O Lord God - there is not one of the sorrows or

disappointments of my life, that as I fancy I cannot

trace to some error crime or weakness of my disposition.

Strengthen me then with your help, to maintain my good

resolutions - not to yield to lust or sloth that beset

me: or at least to combat with them & overcome them
sometimes.

Above all O Gracious Father, please to have mercy
upon those whose well-being depends upon me., O empower
me to give them good and honest example: keep them out
of misfortunes Wh result from my fault: and towards them
enable me to discharge the private duties of life - to
be interested in their ways & amusements, to be cheerful
& constant at home: frugal & orderly if possible. O
give me your help strenuously to work out the vices of
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character yh have born such bitter fruit already
My heart feels very humble & thankful for God's
kindness towards these beautiful children, and I
do humbly pray that I may be kept in a mood for
seriously considering & trying to act up to my dutg
ee...0 God, O God give me strength to do my duty.u

Despising the Viectorian fashion of finding wealthy husbands to
look after one's daughters, Thackeray felt he must set aside
sufficient funds to ensure their financial independence after

his death, He felt this would be their best chance for happiness
in that they would not be forced to make personal decisions on
the basis of their social, economic circumstances. He felt
guilty that his store of savings was so small as he looked back
on his youth and realized how he had squandered so much which
could be put to much better use now. He, subsequently, set him-
self to replace it as quickly as he could by turning to public
lectures, which proved profitable. He wrote to his mother: "If

I can work for three years now, I shall have put back my patrimony
and a little over - after thirty years of ups and downs.""6 oOf
the later immediate success of the Cornhill magazine, Stevenson

records:

This almost hysterical jubilation revealed much
more than merely his satisfaction with an enlarged .
income., It marked the release from a deep inward
shame that had gnawed him for twenty years. At last
he had made a resounding success, and in the very same
sphere in which he had lost the bulk of his patrimony.”7

“5Ray, Letters, Vol. IIL, pp. 30-32.

“6Lionel Stevenson, The Showman of Vanity Fair, p. 358.

471bid., p. 364.
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welfare was increased by his own steadily deteriorating health

which lent an urgency to his determination to accumulate money.

But, set against this belief in familial duty, was a belief in

a larger Christian duty, to be charitable towards his fellow

man,

osity to those in need,

Throughout his life Thackeray was noted for his gener-

Just as he would set aside money for

his daughters, someone would come along whose need was greater

and he would soon have less money in his pocket than before.

Lionel Stevenson chronicles many instances of his charity:

Thackeray kept a sort of "revolving fund" to meet the

frequent crises among his Grub Street acquaintances;
the memory of his own days of indigence made him
particularly considerate toward them, 148

Again:

London was full of anecdotes about the devices he
invented for conveying ten-Eound notes without
humiliating the recipients.™9

Gordon Ray, too, discusses his charitable habits:

The demands upon his compassion were formidable
indeed..... A glimpse of misery was enough to set his
benevolence to work..... As he became known for his
soft-heartedness, applications poured in upon him
from all sides. His purse or his services as a
lecturer were in constant requisition by those eager
to help indigent writers or their families. On the
streets, at his clubs, even in his home the stream
of applicants seemed unending..... We may well credit
Dr. Brown's tribute to this aspect of Thackeray's

48The Showman of Vanity Fair, p. 302.

H91bid., p. 373.
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character: "he was a faithful friend. No one, we

believe, will ever know the amount of true kindness

and help, given often at a time when kindness cost

much, to nameless, unheard of suffering,™50
"Softheartedness seems to me better than anything,”>l he once
wrote to Mrs, Brookfield, although this admission should not
be considered a confession of weakness:

A man is seldom more manly than when he is what you

call unmanned - the source of his emotion is champion-

ship, pity and courage; the instinctive desire to

cherish those who are innocent and unhappy, and defend

those who are tender and weak, 22
To the end of his life he was extremely sensitive to the needs
of his "fellow-sinners." TForster writes that "there was to the
last in him the sensibility of a child's generous heart, that
time had not sheathed against light touches of pleasure and
pain."53 Gordon Ray takes the same view:

He had an acute sensitivity that kept him uneasily con-

scious of everything happening around him, a rawness of

nerve that did not allow him to cushion himself against

the encounters of everyday intercourse with the dullness

of perception that protects the ordinary human being, "S54

This sensitivity, howéver, led him into social conflict as well

as social compassion, and was the root cause of his celebrated

ORay, Thackeray, Vol. IT, pp. 350-352.

5lQuoted by Gordon Ray, The Buried Life, p, 12U,

52Written by Thackeray in defence of Richard Steele's
sentimentalism. Quoted by Ray, Thackeray, Vol. II, p. 1H7.

>3Quoted by Ray, Thackeray, Vol. II, p, 424,

SUYRay, The Buried Life, pp. 120-121,
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controversy with Charles Dickens and the Yates group.55 He
had to struggle constantly to keep his too easily outraged
sense of moral propriety under control and it was not until
1862, a year before his death, that he was able to state the
problem and finally face it:
..... he showed himself capable of a most penetrating
analysis of the difficulties into which he had been
led by the painful sensitivity of his nature. He
could not protect himself from being hurt, he
reflected, but he could at least prevent himself from
making matters worse by an intemperate reply. And

from this time on it was more in sorrow than in anger

that he entertained the "queer, sad, strange, bitter
thought..... "56

The last years of Thackeray's life are characterized by
his conflicting views regarding the ambiguous nature of life.
On the one hand he recognizes the need to ‘fight the good fight',
but on the other, he recognizes that he himself has moved beyond
life., In some sense he has put aside the world, and one feels
that Colonel Newcome in Grey friars is an accurate portrayal of
Thackeray's moral mood in this last stage. At least, one feels
that he would love to be able to justify this position, as a
characteristic Kierkegaardian "knight of infinite resignation"
whose condition is that of resignation to life rather than active

involvement in it. To the end, however, Thackeray felt he must,

55For a detailed account of this controversy, which
arose out of Thackeray's response to what he considered a per-
sonal attack on his personality, character and appearance in a

published review on him, see Ray, Thackeray, Vol. II, Ch. 9,
10, 13,

3Ray, Thackeray, Vol. II, p. UOY.
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like Philip in that novel, participate in life even while he
might not really feel interested in doing so, There are many
indications in his diaries and letters that his view of life
in his last years is 'other-world' oriented. His first impulse
when he moved into the Palace Green house, his symbol of
worldly success, was to pray in his private diary:

'I pray Almighty God that the words I write in this

house may be pure and honest; that they be dictated

by no personal spite, unworthy motive, or unjust

greed for gain; that they may tell the truth as far

as I know it; and tend to promote love and peace

among men, for the sake of Christ our Lord,'S7
Of his illness, he wrote in the same period, "I am well. Amen.
I am il1l, Amen. I die., Amen always;"S8 an expression of
stoicism which is hardly likely from a man with zest for the
things of this world. Although actively involved in this world,
he had yet put aside worldly things, His mother seems to have
recognized the change for Ray writes of this time, "They
remained united..... by what one sensitive observer described as
"the silent converse.....of deeds, not words,.....and, better

still, the silence in his soul, which he kept in the midst of busy

life, and which was known to her,'"39 1In The Buried Life, Ray

57Ray, Thackeray, Vol. II, p. 397.
81pid., p. 367.
59Thid., p. 399. Ray quotes Blanche Warre-Cornish,

"An Impression of Thackeray in His Last Years," Dublin Review,
CL (January 1912), pp. 2u-25,
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summarizes Thackeray's ambivalent resignation in terms which
would perhaps lend themselves to an existentialist interpre-

tation:

"There are two ways of regarding the alteration that
took place in Thackeray's attitude towards life as he
grew older, His later point of view may be considered
either as a surrender or as a victory. Thackeray
himself regarded it as a victory though his assurance
was troubled by uneasy twinges of doubt,"60

His response to life at this period was direct and emotional.

He felt he must cling to faith and hope.and live by the precepts
of love and truth. Joyce Cary writes of Thackeray's humility in
this period, although he does not point out the religious basis

for it:

Thackeray was a strong and wise man. When in his
letters he describes himself as weak and procrastin-
ating, we have the measure of his strength, in what
he expected of himself, He saw and grimly accepted

a treacherous and insecure world where indeed there
were love and goodness, but no security for either, 6l

Of his concern for truth one finds many comments, none perhaps
better than Bernard Shaw's whose praise of Thackeray is made in
typical rancorous tones:

Thackeray told "the truth in spite of himself. He may
protest against it, special plead against it, exaggerate
the extenuating circumstances, be driven into pessimism
by it; but it comes raging and snivelling out of him,
all the same, within the limits of his sense of decency
..... he tells you no lies,"02

60p. 119.
6lRay, Thackeray, Vol. IL, p. 430.

b21pid., p. ues.



This emphasis on the need for openness led in Thackeray's

last years to a great interest in moral hypocrisy, an evil

which he feared in himself disguised as vanity, and which he

abhorred in others. Trollope writes:

There was more hope that the city should be saved
because of its ten just men, than for society, if
society were to depend on ten who were not snobs,
All this arose from the keenness of his vision

into that which was really mean. But that keenness
become so aggravated by the intenseness of his
search that the slightest peck of dust became to
his eyes as a foul stain.603

126

Ray compares Thackeray's last interests with Dickens's preoccu-

pation with crime at the time and decides that "Thackeray's

musings were not so bloody":

Yet his preoccupation with moral evil made him ponder
throughout his career those men and women "on whom,
guite in their early lives, dark Ahrimanes has seemed

to lay his dread mark: children yet corrupt, and wicked

of tongue; tender of age, yet cruel.....I can recall
such, and in the vista of far-off, unforgotten boy-
hood, can see marching that sad little procession of
enfans perdus,"” In particular he was curious in his
later life about scoundrels of "respectable exterior,
not committed to jail yet, but not undiscovered”;
"men whose lives are a scheme, whose laughter is a
conspiracy, whose smile means something else, whose
hatred is a cloak.” "How do men feel,” he inquired,
"whose whole lives.....are lies and subterfuges? What
sort of company do they keep, when they are alone?"bl

But perhaps the best word on the subject comes from Thackeray

himself who sees the need for religion and acknowledges in a

conversation with a clergyman his secular commitment to point

63Thackera)_/, p. 82.

GuRay, Thackeray, Vol. II, p, 379,
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people towards religion through his writings:

I want, too, to say in my way, that love and truth

are the greatest of Heaven's commandments and

blessings to us; that the best of us, the many

especially who pride themselves on their virtue most,

are wretchedly weak, vain, and selfish, and to preach

such a charity at least as a common sense of our shame

and unworthiness might inspire to us poor people. I

hope men of my profession do no harm who talk this

doctrine out of doors to people in drawing-rooms and

in the world. Your duty in church takes them a step

higher, that awful step beyond Ethics which leads

you up to God's revealed truth. What a tremendous

responsibility his is who has that mystery to explain!

What a boon the faith that makes it clear to him!65

All these expressed views have direct implications for

Thackeray's writing and as one turns to examine his literary
techniques several bundles of facts seem to merge into a compre-
hensible form. From the material already presented certain con-
clusions may be made, as follows, In his last years, Thackeray
was a religious man, although it is impossible to decide from
his writings whether or not he reached Kierkegaard's religious
stage. This last quotation to the Reverend Sortain would, how-
ever, certainly indicate that he is aware of a level above the
Ethical, and in his writings he seems increasingly to be trying
to push past this level to a new moral comprehension. In the
preceding chapters discussion has been confined to the results
of Thackeray's moral search in terms of the themes he most

emphasized - duty and suffering in the midst of love. It remains

to discuss the implications of his views for the literary tech-

651bid., pp. 368-369.
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niques he used. This would have to include first and foremost
the place of the narrator in the novel, a subject introduced

briefly in the discussion of Vanity Fair which must be dealt

with more fully. As all his techniques have been the subject
of critical comment, however, the subject is large enough to

deserve separate attention in a new chapter.



CHAPTER V

KIERKEGAARDIAN ELEMENTS IN THACKERAY'S
LITERARY TECHNIQUES
CONCLUSION
His was a Cervantean nature and a Cervantean talent,
a blend in which two strains are most clearly marked:
the dark thread of disillusion and the bright one of
faith; the oblique glance at men as they are and the
vision of what they might be; the mocking and the

reverent,

Chauncey Wells, "Thackeray and the Victorian Compromise."

There are three main points to make regarding Thackeray's
handling of plots in his novels, The most obvious is that all
his plots are very similar, a feature which may be accounted for
in two ways. He repeats the same theme, reworked with variations,
because his subject is always partiallv himself, His novels con-
sist of his musings upon his own past, present, and hopes for the
future, Many critics consider this a weakness and Thackeray

1 In

himself was heard to complain of having nothing new to say.
the Kierkegaardian view, however, this one-sidedness is more
likely to be a sign of strength than a creative flaw. If one's

message is eternal and not temporal, it should always remain

the same, Kierkegaard wrote of Socrates that he "showed both his

lRay, Thackeray, Vol, II, p. 371. Also pp, 372-373,
Also Lord David Cecil, Early Victorian Novelists, p. 75.
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honour and his pride by one thing: he always said the same
things about the same theme."® Croxall quotes Kierkegaard's

Concluding Unscientific Postscript to explain this point more

fully:

We can generally find opportunity to penetrate a man's
mind and see whether he is spiritual, or merely out

for sensation, by noting the way he assesses an
author's 'richness' or 'poverty'. If a priest could
continue for a whole year preaching on one and the

same text, keeping himself ever fresh by the luxuriance
of new expositions, he would in my opinion be unique.
But a listener seeking mere sensation would only find
him boring.

A reader filled with mere curiosity says, 'This is the
same again.' And perhaps our pseudonymous author
replies, 'May it really be as you say, for such a
judgment is a compliment!’

As regards Tivoli - entertainments and New Year literary
presents, it holds good for the catch-penny artists,

and those who are caught by them, that change is their
highest law. But as regards 'truth in the inward parts’
lived out in existence; as regards an incorruptible

joy which has nothing in common with that craving for
diversion which characterised those who are bored with
life, the very opposite is true. The law is, 'the

same, yet changed, yet still the same.'3

If one believes that Thackeray's intentions are didactic, the

'eternal' nature of his message is also easy to accept, and so,
in existentialist terms, his creativity lies in his ability to
resist change for the sake of novelty in the name of his higher

goals., He saw novel-writing in these terms:

2Quoted by T.H. Croxall, Kierkegaard Commentary, p. 76.
3

Ibid., p. 77.
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What I mean applies to my own case & that of all of
us--who set up as Satirical-Moralists-- and having
such a vast multitude of readers whom we not only
amuse but teach. And indeed, a solemn prayer to

God Almighty was in my thoughts that we may never forget
truth & Justice and kindness as the great ends of our
profession. There's something of the same strain in
Vanity Fair, A few years ago I should have sneered at
the idea of setting up as a teacher at all, and
perhaps at this pompous and pious way of talking
about a few papers of jokes in Punch--but I have

got to believe in the business, and in many other
things since then. And our profession seems to me

to be as serious as the Parson's own. Y '

There can be little doubt'that Thackeray saw his message as
eternal, but to emphasize the point, it may be practically
demonstrated by the two further comments to be made about his
handling of plots. He rarely uses direct, dramatic scenes; and,
in his late novels particularly, he never allows‘suspense to
build up in the reader, Many critics consider that when
Théckeray uses the indirect scene, (one, that is,which is re-
ported to us after the fact by the narrator or another character
in the book, instead of being presented directly), he is weaken-
ing his novel as an art-form, Percy Lubbock's comment is typi-
cal:

Right and left in the novels of Thackeray one may

gather instances of the same kind - the piercing and

momentary shaft of direct vision, the big scene
approached and then refused.?

LLQuoted by Geoffrey Tillotson, Thackeray the Novelist,
pp. 224.-225,

The Craft of Fiction, p. 105. This topic is also
discussed by John Lester, "Thackeray's Narrative Techniques,”

PMLA, (1954), p. 402, and by Lord David Cecil, Early Victorian
Novelists, pp. 88-89.
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.Lubbock completely ignores, in a typically Jamesian way, that
Thackeray's goal is didactic and for his purpose the indirect
scene is more likely to be effective than the dramatic scene
that Lubbock favours. Thackeray does not encourage the reader
to become caught up in the illusionary world that he is pre-
senting in the novel, but to remain firmly rooted in the real
world., Thackeray wants the reader to retain his own identity
and not become submerged in the life of any character in‘the
book. Percy Lubbock recognizes that this is the result of
Thackeray's technique, but apparently refuses to recognize
the reason for it:

And so his book, as one may say, is not complete in

itself, not really self-contained; it does mot meet

and satisfy all the issues it suggests. Over the

whole of one side of it there is an inconclusive look,

something that draws the eye away from the book itself,

into space.
Lubbock, like so many other critics who also fall wide of the
mark, does not recognize that Thackeray does not care if the
reader shares the life of the people in the novel, as long as he
looks at them, and puts what he sees in a proper moral perspective.
Ideally, the reader will look beyond the book, examine his own
life, see himself more clearly, and act. Thackeray's later novels
are almost meditations, - it is no accident that Praz calls Philip

7

a sermon’.....; they are meant to be read slowly, reflectively,

and always with one's Self in mind. Many critics have recognized

61pid., p. 115,

7The Hero in Eclipse in Victorian Fiction, p. 115.
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this relationship between the novel and the reader although
not all see it in existentialist terms. Juliet McMaster writes:

His novels are certainly about Amelia, Becky, Arthur
Pendennis, Clive Newcome, and the rest; but they are
also about, and in no superficial way, our response
to these characters and to the world they live in.
His authorial presence is his strategy to elicit this
response, And the moral experience of the novel is
largely a matter of the reader's decision as to where
he wants to place himself among the various attitudes
dramatized for him in the author's commentary.,S8

Again she says:
It was part of both his moral and artistic purpose
to force the reader, during the act of reading, to

make comparisons from one world to the other; to bring

to bear his knowledge of one on the evaluation of the
other.....9

A E, Dyson makes the same point when he says that "we are involved
in the fate of the characters"!0 as does Sr. Mary Coropa Sharpe
when she says that "the pain felt by the reader of Vanity Fair

is that of uncertainty: who is the ultimate victim of the
narrator's mockery? And the reader justly senses that in some

way he is,"1l

His purpose is identical to Kierkegaard's, when Jolivet

says of the latter:

8Thackeray: The Major Novels, (Toronto; University of
Toronto Press, 1971), pp. 8-9.

91bid., p. 23.

lOCritical Quarterly, 6 (1964), p. 14,

ll"Sympathetic Mockery: A Study of the Narrator's Charact-
er in Vanity Fair," ELH, Vol. 29 (1962), pp. 332-333, For
further discussion of the relationship between writer and reader,
and Thackeray's didactic intentions, see R, Las Vergnas, William

Makepeace Thackeray: l'homme, le penseur, le romancier (Paris:
Champion, 1932).
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Often indeed he draws no conclusion, and this

deliberately, for it is for the reader to conclude,

that is to say, to exist, All this is bound up for

him with his argument concerning "indirect communi-
cation,”" which in his view was both a necessity de-

riving from the primacy of the subjective and a "tendency
in his nature,” The existential, the subjective, the
individual, the spiritual, the religious, cannot be
directly communicated to another person, for all experience
is isolated in its individuality. The person communicating
remains within himself, and so also must the recipient,
Consequently what Kierkegaard writes is not written to

reveal himself to other men, but to reveal other men to
themselves,12

Thackeray's refusal, particularly in his later novels, to
allow suspense to build up, is a further indication of his didactic
intention, and done for the reason just outlined. Thackeray wants
the reader to keep a respectable distance from the world of the
novel. He sees it merely as a tool in a grander scheme of things,
and irrelevant except in so far as it helps the reader in his self-
evaluation, Thackeray does not see the novel as an art-form like
a sculpture which one admires externally wondering the while at
the craftsmanship of the creator. He sees it existentially, as
Kierkegaard sees his own writings. Croxall explains this idea
very well in reference to Kierkegaard:

If, instead of burying our contemplation exclusively

in a single object before us, and studying the object

in its own self, we proceed to trace its bearings upon
other things and the consequences which follow from it
in the light of other knowledge - when we view one thing
in the light which it casts upon another, we use

'reflexion'. The result of such objective consideration
can be stated in a direct manner without reference to the

1210 troduction to Kierkegaard, p. 110.
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reflecting person. But once a religious man or
Christian weighs up or reflects upon religion, the
results reflect back upon the reflector. 'What

about yourself?' the reflections seem to say. This

is what Kierkegaard means by double reflexion.

Suppose a person wants to communicate to others

what he has personally appropriated by double
reflexion, how shall he do so? Not directly, because
others have to acquire truth in the same personal

way. He can only help them indirectly by trying to
stimulate them to a similar personal appropriation

of the truth; not only reflected upon, but reflected
back upon oneself, 'If the subject who exists in

the isolation of his inwardness wishes to communicate
himself; that is, if he both wants to keep his thinking
to himself in the inwardness of his subjective existence,
‘and yet at the same time wants to communicate himself
to others, he must use indirect communication.' Such

a form of communication presupposes no results and no
finality.1l3

There is an open-endedness which seems similar to this in all of Thackeray's
writing. Like Kierkegaard's characters, his people wander through
novel after novel, showing their faces in unexpected places,
reminding the reader of the endless possibilities of life, and
through their presence reinforcing and repeating previously pre-
sented themes., In fact, as Thackeray grows older, his novels

become less and less like the Jamesian ideal. Trollope calls

these writings his "vague narratives" and sees their value

clearly:

The mind of the man has been clearly exhibited in them,
In them he has spoken out his thoughts, and given the
world to know his convictions, as well as could have
been done in the carrying out any well-conducted plot.lu

13Kierkegaard Commentary, p. 17.

luThackeray, p. 136,
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If one sees Thackeray's purpose in novel-writing as Kierkegaard
saw his own purpose in life, "to present the truth as I dis-
cover it,”ls one can easily understand why his writings become
increasingly discursive. As his experience of life increases,
he has more to offer the reader, Ray summarizes Thackeray's

position quite wellj

No novelist has had a firmer grasp on the hard facts of
individual existence., To him, as to Tolstoy, reality was
"a thick, opaque, inextricably complex web of events,
objects, characteristics, connected and divided by
literally innumerable unidentifiable links--and gaps and
sudden discontinuities, too, visible and invisible,”™"
Profoundly aware of "the streamingness of experience,"

he avoided wherever he could the delusive short-cut

of abstraction. Like Newman, he knew that persuasiveness
is most readily achieved by being "simply personal and
historical.” Faithful to the process by which we all
arrive at lasting decisions in life, he devoted himself
in his fiction to accumulating countless concrete details
which taken together insensibly form his readers’
impressions and opinions. Hence his "allusive irrelevancy"
and "half-suggestion”; hence his habit of working "by
diffusiveness; by a thousand touches scattered through

a thousand pages." This was the way in which he conveyed
"as strongly as possible the sentiment of reality,"” which
he conceived to be the sine gua non of great fiction,lb

This is in line with the comment that Jolivet makes of Kierkegaard:
"His thought takes nourishment from his life and expresses its
various phases, It has its own logic therefore, the living,
experiental logic of a soul seeking not for an abstract, naked

truth, but for its own truth, It assumes the form of a drama,

lSJolivet, Introduction to Kierkegaard, p. 111.

8R4y, Thackeray, Vol. II, pp. 426-427.
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played out within Kierkegaard's heart."l7

As Thackeray sees more of life he becomes more aware
of complexity. The best answers are not simple ones. For him,
as for the existentialist, life is ambiguous. The only truth
he can grasp is its uncertainty and man is caught up in the
uncertainty, Roberts stated this directly many years after
Thackeray illustrated the point in his writings:

.....existentialism regards man as fundamentally
ambiguous. This is very closely linked to its pre-
dominant stress on freedom. It sees the human
situation as filled with contradictions and tensions
which cannot be resolved by means of exact or con-
sistent thinking, These contradictions are not due
simply to the present limitations of our knowledge,
and they will not be overcome merely by obtaining
further scientific information or philosophical
explanation because they reflect the stubborn fact
that man is split down the middle - at war with
himself, He is free, yes; he is conscious of
responsibility, of remorse, of guilt for what he has
done. Yet his whole life is emnmeshed within a natural
and social order which profoundly and inevitably
determines him, making him what in fact he is .18

This view may answer the charge made against Thackeray that in
his novels he reveals himself as an indecisive moralist.l® He
tells the truth as he sees it, as the existentialist sees it,

which is through the eyes of uncertainty:

l7Jolivet, Introduction to Kierkegaard, p. 111.

18 .. .
David E. Roberts, Existentialism and Religious Belief,

ed. Roger Hazelton (London: Oxford University Press, 1959), p. 8.

lgGeoffrey Tillotson, Thackeray the Novelist, pp. 244 ff,
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"Not always doth the writer know whither the divine

Muse leadeth him, But of this be sure - she is as

inexorable as Truth,20

The existential thinker or novelist does not.demand

final answers to the questions he asks about life:

.....according to Kierkegaard, objective uncertainty

becomes subjective truth as soon as it is embraced

with full and passionate sincerity. Faith, in this

sense of adherence to what is uncertain or absurd if

looked at objectively, becomes wholly legitimate as

soon as the act of adherence takes place with the

ardour of total sincerity.Z2l
Truth may itself be a contradiction, Roger Hazelton states that
"the genuinely existential thinker..,..regards contradiction as
not merely the Alpha but the Omega; thought must not only begin
here but must return to the given ambiguity of the human situation,
and do so continually. In the end moreover, thought cannot get
beyond it,"22 In Thackeray's writing this 'uncertain' Truth
translates into ambivalence in his handling of plots, characters,
theme, and point of view. Lionel Stevenson writes that "he was
actuated, to be sure, by a reforming purpose, having become
solemnly convinced that both the social system and the religious
dogmas of his time and his nation were stupid and cruel; but his

missionary zeal was brightened with laughter, and his sharpest

satire gave way to unexpected gleams of tolerance."23

20The Newcomes, Vol. I, Ch, X, p. 137,

2ljolivet, Introduction to'Kierkegaard, p. 55.

22Existentialism and Religious Belief, p. 9.

23The Showman of Vanity Fair, p. 153.
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This attitude is obvious in Thackeray from his earliest writings:
his inability to present his villains as black as he intends to in
Catherine; his presentation of Major Pendennis who ought to be

despicable but retains a worldly charm to the end; his last-minute

refusal to do away with the rogues in The Newcomes in favour of

banishment instead; all of these point to a tolerance which is account-

able in terms of his approach to writing and to life, In his lecture

on "Charity and Humour" he explains this tolerance as he tells why
he feels so unsympathetic to Dean Jonathan Swift:

eee..l revolt from the man who placards himself as a pro-
fessional hater of his own kind; because he chisels his savage
indignation on his tombstone, as if to perpetuate his protest
against being born of our race - the suffering, the weak, the
erring, the wicked, if you will, but still the friendly, the
loving children of God our Father,....Heaven help the lonely
misanthrope! be kind to that multitude of sins, with so little
charity to cover them!24

Juliet McMaster makes this same point, when she quotes Chesterton's

view of Thackeray:

Chesterton, who has an unerring instinct in singling out what
is great in Thackeray, so describes his place among Victorian
moralists: 'The one supreme and even sacred guality in
Thackeray's work is that he felt the weakness of all flesh,
Wherever he sneers it is at his own potential self,....He
stood for the remains of Christian charity, Dickens, or
Douglas Jerrold, or many others might have planned a Book of
Snobs; it was Thackeray, and Thackeray alone, who wrote the
great subtitle, "By One of Themselves,"25

The point of view in all of Thackeray's novels is that of a fellow-

sinner who sees himself ironically:

The clue to his art is the com¥lete and covering irony through
which his whole view of life is filtered. It is an irony
softened by a sad and wistful humanity, sharpened at times

by an indignation against meanness and cruelty and affectation,
but warmed too by a sense of man's hidden nobility and by the
gentle melancholy that comes with the ironist's perception of
the gulf between man's expansive dreams and his puny successes,

24 Charity and Humour,”" The English Humowrists and The Four
Georges, p. 272,

25THackefay: The Major Novels, p. 18.

26John W. Dodds, "Thackeray in the Victorian Frame," Sewanee
Review, Vol. 48 (October, 1940), pp. U47u4.475,
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Irony, satire, and humour are the distinguishing
features of Thackeray's style. Lord David Cecil says that
"Thackeray can be dramatic and pathetic and comic and didactic;
but pathos, drama, comedy and preaching alike are streaked
with the same irony..... If Thackeray is out to expose, the
irony is bitter: if to illustrate those domestic affections
which he thought the most amiable of human impulses, it is
almost dissolved in sentiment, But it is always present -
always we are sensible of the unique Thackerayan irony....."27
Of this mixture in Thackeray's irony John Blackwood writes
with obvious sincerity shortly after Thackeray's death:

He used to tell such stories in a pitying half-mocking
way in which it was impossible to say how much was
sincerity and how much sham. But when he dropped that
vein, and spoke with real feeling of men and things that
he liked, the breadth and force of his character came out,
and there was no mistake about his sincerity. None of
the numerous sketches I have read give to me any real
picture of the man with his fun and mixture of hitterness
with warm good feeling. I have stuck in this note.
Writing about old "Thack" has set me thinking about him,
and all the scenes we have had together. I feel so

truly about him that I am frightened to give a wrong
impression of him to one who did not know him.28

All Thackeray's contemporaries are aware of his irony and humour,
and aware that its source is didactic., Two comments by James
Hannay will illustrate this:

His humour and satire..... rested on moral soundness
and truthfulness

27Early Viectorian Novelists, p. 89.

28Quoted by Geoffrey Tillotson, Thackeray The Novelist,

p. 227.

298tudies on Thackeray, p. 57.
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His humour, in its earliest and most festal form, was
always moral and intellectual in the objects on which
it employed itself-was always the humour of a thinker -
and always suggests a tacit reference to the serious
and sorrowful side of life, which gives an acid to its
flavour piquant as that of the Attic olive.30

In his lectures on the English humorists Thackeray defines the

term *humour? for his readers:

The humorous writer professes to awaken and direct your
love, your pity, your kindness,"” he wrote "--your scorn
for untruth, pretension, imposture--your tenderness for
the weak, the poor, the oppressed, the unhappy. To the
best of his means and ability he comments on all the
ordinary actions and passions of life almost, He takes
upon himself to be the week-day preacher, so to speak.
Accordingly as he finds, and speaks, and feels the

truth best, we regard him, esteem him--sometimes love
him,"31

This is in complete agreement with Kierkegaard's view that "From
the Christian point of view, everything, absolutely everything,
should serve for edification.™3?2 Kierkegaard has much to say
about irony and humour and links them to the ethical and religious
stages, They do not identify the Christian however, as he makes
very clear in the Postscript:

Humour is not really different from irony, but really

different from Christianity; and both differ from

Christianity in the same way. They get stuck in

Recollection, Humour is seemingly different from irony.....

Seemingly, humour gives to existence greater meaning
than irony does, but yet Immanence intrudes and is,

301bia., p. 39.
31Quoted by Ray, Thackeray, Vol. II, p, 1U2,

32Jolivet, Introduction to Kierkegaard, p. 109, Note 29.
Cf. The Sickness unto Death, p. 3.
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‘more’ or 'less', a negligible quantity over against
Christianity's qualitative decisiveness, Humour
therefore becomes the last terminus a quo in the
matter of defining Christianity, Humour, when it
uses Christian terminology (Sin, Forgiveness of Sin,
Atonement, God in time, etec.), is not Christianity,
but a kind of heathen Speculation which has got to
know all about Christianity. It can come deceptively
near to Christianity,....33

And yet, Kierkegaard uses irony and humour extensively in his
writings, other than his religious writings., While they do not
identify a man as a Christian, neither, apparently db they pre-
vent him from becoming one, It may be a necessary exercise at
this point, to compare Thackeray's use of irony with Kierkegaard's
and there is no better area in which to do this than in a dis-
cussion of their use of narrators, those characters considered by
many to be closest to the authors themselves,

It was stated in Chapter III that critics who identify
Thackeray, the narrator of the novel, with Thackeray, the private
individual, are beginning from a false premise.3u Thackeray's
use of the narrator is, in fact, ironic, and tied to role-playing.
In a new book on Thackeray's major novels, Juliet McMaster makes
the point about role-playing explicitly:

That relation with the narrator is not a passive one
where he tells and we listen -- it is a two-way affair,

33Quoted by Croxall, Kierkegaard Commentary, p. 201, -
34
For a good general discussion of the role of the
narrator in the English novel, see Wayne Booth, The Rhetoric of
Fiction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961),
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in which we must often disagree vigorously with what we
are told, and always think for ourselves.....the author
has been quite explicit in the pages of the novel itself
about the fact that he plays roles.35

The result of Thackeray's role-playing is that he approaches
Kierkegaard in the latter's use of the ironic narrator:

For irony was to him [Kierkegaard] not merely a form of
rhetoric but an essential element of his thought and one
closely linked with his existential concept of subjectivity
.e...1f one considers truth as existing only in subjectivity,
one should consider the individual bound to such truth.
The individual's speech - which Kierkegaard called the
"phenomenon” - should then be identical with his meaning -
which he called the "essence". But irony permits the
speaker to separate the phenomenon from its essence,
that is, to tell an untruth without betraying his
subjective authenticity. In fiction, this would mean
merely that the speaker becomes what Wayne Booth has
more recently called an "unreliable narrator,”™ But
this unreliable narrator may yet convey his truth because,
as Kierkegaard tells us, "the ironic figure of speech
cancels itself..... for the speaker pre-supposes his
listeners to understand him, hence through a negation of

© the immediate phenomenon, the essence remains identical
with the phenomenon."36

In this discussion of Kierkegaard's concept of irony one cannot
help but notice how close he is to Thackeray:

Kierkegaard thought of irony not only as a device of
stating seriously something which is not seriously
intended, or stating as a jest something which is

meant seriously, but also, in metaphysical terms, as

a liberation of the individual.....Freedom in this
sense permitted man to negate the actual, putting
himself above it, and to distance himself from himself,

35Thackeray: The Major Novels, pp. 36-37.

36Edith Kern, Existential Thought and Fictional

Technique: Kierkegaard, Sartre, Beckett (New York and London:
Yale University Press, 1970), p. 9.
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thereby reflecting upon himself as if he were a third
person. Irony understood in this manner became to
Kierkegaard "subjectivity of subjectivity" and thereby
an intrinsic element of poetry and fiction (CI, 260).
For in the freedom of such subjectivity raised to the
second power, Kierkegaard the author could attain

that "indirect form" which, in his view, alone was
capable of rendering the "elusiveness,” the paradox,
and the dialectic of existence.....When mastered, irony
could evoke life in its immediacy and paradox withgut
the interference of abstract analysis and thought. /

Thackeray once wrote to his daughters that "writing novels is

«....thinking about one's self"38 and like Kierkegaard, he writes
about his 'Self' ironically in order to discover the truth about
it. He examines himself as a third person in his own characters.

In The Repetition, Kierkegaard states that "the individual has

manifold shadows, all of which resemble him and from time to

time have an equal claim to be the man himself "39 However, no
one of these 'shadows' is the total man. They remain "possi-
bilities" and are isolated from one another, Even in their
shadow world they cannot enter into true communication with each
other, - thus the disparities between Thackeray's narrators' and
characters' views and actions as well as the lack of communication

among the characters themselves,

37Ibid., pp, 10-11.

38Ray, Letters, III, p. 645, Quoted by Helen McMaster,
Thackeray: The Major Novels, p. 51. See also Bernard Paris's
psychological interpretation of Vanity Fair for a different
version of Thackeray's involvement of his Self in his novels,
Footnote No,., 11, p, 57 of this text for complete reference.

39Edith Kern, op. cit., p. 57.
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For Kierkegaard, the purpose of irony in fictional
writing is to "deceive a person into the truth, 40 Truth, he
sees as religious truth, possible only through faith, yet
ironically, easiest to express through poetry and fiction,

through "deceits:"

As he writes in "The Point of View of My Work as
an Author,” the problem of his entire authorship was
"how to become a Christian.” His own inward truth was
thus a striving and a quest for that faith which was
to ground his Self transparently in the Power which
constituted it, It was a disquieting paradox of his
life that in actuality he not only was a poet but also
lived "a poet's existence."” Moreover, as the existential
individual he felt that existential truth could best and
most "essentially" be expressed in "indirect form," that
is, aesthetically. Hence his whole being seemed to opt
for the aesthetic, while at the same time he had to
reject it as something to be overcome, something inferior-

to ethics and even more so to religion.%l
At this point one is tempted to ask if this same kind of religious
mood may have been partially responsible for Thackeray's repeated
attempts to give up the writing of fiction. In the last ten
years of his life he sought appointments which would have brought
financial security for his daughters and a greater degree of per-
sonal anonymity. The question is rhetorical, but is it possible
that Thackeray, like Kierkegaard, saw his life moving along
"aesthetically" and recognized the need to leap out of it into
a higher existence? Kierkegaard was extremely conscious of the

difficulty of making the leap into the religious life and often

“0Edith Kern, op. cit., p. 22.

Yilpid., p. 21.



146

felt that he had not himself reached his goal., He was wary

of the poetic life, which seems very like the life that Thackeray
was living:

This poetic life is always sinful for the Christian,
for it consists of dreaming instead of being, of having
only an aesthetical imaginative relation to the true and
the good, instead of a real relation. "A poet-existence
as such," Kierkegaard writes, "lies in the obscurity
which is due to the fact that a beginning of despair was
-not carried through, that the soul keeps on shivering
with despair and the spirit cannot attain its true
transformation, This poetic ideal is always a sickly
ideal, for the true ideal is always the real. So when
the spirit is not allowed to soar up into the eternal
world of spirit it remains midway, and rejoices in the
pictures reflected in the clouds and weeps they are so
transitory. A poet-existence is therefore, as such,
an unhappy existence, it is higher than finiteness
and yet not infiniteness.....The poet, then, is in
despair, even though he has the idea of God and even a
deep need for religion - because he enjoys his torment,
while God's demand, as he knows, is that he should abandon
it, that he should humble himself beneath his torment
as the believer does; that is to say, if one prefers it,
that he should adopt it instead of exploiting it."42

That Thackeray could have been living in this ‘'twilight'® region
between the finite and the infinite seems supported by the senti-
mentality throughout his writing which increases as he grows older.
The only argument against it would be that he is awaré of his own
sentimentality and uses it just as he uses irony and humour, to
guide the reader toward self-examination. As Gordon Ray says in

The Buried Life, Thackeray reveals his ‘nner self in using this

technique - it is one evidence of the subjectivity of his truth.

quolivet, Introduction to Kierkegaard, pp. 73-7U4.
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Thackeray, he says, "does not shield the vulnerable spots in
his personality by maintaining a careful objectivity_”43 He
shows himself openly, for all to examine. In this sense he is
very like Kierkegaard who, in rejecting an ordinary married
life, made the decision to become a living embodiment of his
own beliefs, in devoting his whole life to the act of becoming
Christian as he understood it.

In summary then, it is not possible to prove that
Thackeray was a Kierkegaardian existentialist Christian because
of the essential "inwardness" of this.state. It is, however,
possible to state that in many areas there seem to be philosophical
affinities between the two men., Thackeray's experience leads him
along many of the same paths taken by Kierkegaard. Although it
cannot be proven that he followed them as far as Kierkegaard did,
this possibility should not be set éside. It is entirely possible
that he never committed all his views to paper, recognizing this
as an unnecessary and an aesthetic exercise to be abandoned in
favour of "Becoming" instead of "talking about becoming" Christian.
Kierkegaard had difficulty in justifying to himself the time he
spent in writing down his views, which was like an intellectual
exercise and as such, remote from "existence." Joseph E. Baker
states what one feels may well be the case with Thackeray, that

he "was a great thinker but never wrote philosophy."qq

43, . 124,

Lm”Vanity Fair and the Celestial City," NCF, No. 2
(September, 1955), p. 9.
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