Nineteenth-Century Novels

The First Decades

Walter Scott (1771-1832)

· Scottish poet, collector and editor of Border ballads, novelist

· successful as the author of long narrative poems – then the astonishing success of Byron’s Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage in 1810 made him turn to writing novels

· historical novels, reviving past events and historical characters: the Jacobite rebellion (1745) in Waverley (1814), Richard I’s and Robin Hood’s medieval England in Ivanhoe (1819) – yet, he called his novels ‘romances’ [“a fictitious narrative, the intent of which turns upon marvellous and uncommon incidents”], for he mixed history with fancy

· was immensely popular in his lifetime as well as in the Victorian period: many of his characters served as models of the Victorian chivalric code

Jane Austen (1775-1817)

· more of a classical writer: an acute observer of middle-class provincial life → limited scope: 3 or 4 families, everyday country-life; studies the human character (a narrative technique similar to that of the miniaturist’s: working on a “little bit of ivory ... with so fine a brush as produces little effect after much labour”), presents her material with gentle irony

· themes: marriage, social status

· Pride and Prejudice (1813): in the main plot the development of the love relationship of Elizabeth Bennet and Darcy, happiness achieved by understanding character, learning respect and overcoming pride and prejudice → love based more on reason than on passion

· the Romantics could not appriciate her work: lack of passion, lack of imagination (though Scott praised her), most Victorians also found her world too ordinary (though G. Eliot liked her novels)

Victorian Novels

Great variety – useful division:

· High Victorian novelists: can be seen as the spokesmen of their age, though critical of their society, still in agreement with the reading public, wishing to promote the social and moral development of their country (Elizabeth Gaskell, Dickens, Thackeray, Charlotte Brontë, George Eliot, Charles Kingsley)

· Late Victorian novelists: more against their age, not only critical, but also hostile to their society, difficulties in getting accepted by the reading public (Hardy, Samuel Butler, George Meredith, Oscar Wilde – cf. a bishop demanded the burning of Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, Butler could not have The Way of the Flesh published in his lifetime [only in 1902, some 20 years after his death], Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray was used as evidence at the author’s trial (of ‘indecent conduct’, homosexuality)

Charles Dickens (1812-70)
· wished to please his readers; strong emotional appeal → good or bad characters, makes the rader laugh or cry; plot: twists, mysteries

· successfully merging realism and fancy: his first novel established him as a comic novelist in the eighteenth-century tradition, then: keener social awareness – Oliver Twist (1837-38) on the living conditions of the poor - especially children - in the city, on the workhouses, on the underworld of London (realism: the figure of the magistrate, fancy: incredible coincidences, turns)

· the ‘condition of England novel’:


developed in England in the 1840s as a result of the growing middle-class awareness of the miserable life of the industrial working-class. Hard Times (1854): ridiculing utilitarianism and laisses-faire ideology, dedicated to Carlyle

- 
David Copperfield (1849-50) describes the society of Victorian England

- 
Great Expectations (1860-61): more disappointed, more disillusioned view then before (it characterizes Dickens’ later works), the first-person narration of the life of Philip Pirrip (Pip), telling how in his childhood he helped the starving convict, Magwitch, how he became devoted to the cold-hearted Estella, the ward of Miss Havisham, how he was given the opportunity to rise and become a gentleman with the allowance of a mysterious benefactor, and how he learns loyalty and humility from his bitter experiences. 

William Makepeace Thackeray (1811-63)

· his realism is different: keeps a distance → no heroes, no villains – fools, snobbish, selfish, vain characters

· Vanity Fair: A Novel without a Hero (1848): the Victorian materialistic view of life → opportunism (ambition, self-help: Becky Sharp) and snobbism; shows that life is ‘unheroic’, none of the characters deserve admiration: the author wished “to indicate in cheerful terms that we are, for the most part, an abominably foolish and selfish people, desperately wicked and all eager after vanities”. Even Dobbin is a fool for loving and eventually marrying the unworthy Amelia. [“Grow green again, tender little parasite, round the rugged old oak to which you cling!” - suggests a deliberately unhappy ending.] (“I want to leave everybody dissatisfied an unhappy at the end of the story – we ought all to be with our own and all other stories.”→ far from Victorian optimism.) Keeping a distance: the “manager of the puppet-show”, omniscient intrusive narration, irony

Emily Brontë (1818-48), Charlotte Brontë (1816-55), Anne Brontë (1820-49)

· childhood in Yorkshire, Northern England: nature, the moors

· first publication: poems (Poems by Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell 1846)

· Emily Brontë’s Wuthering Heights (1847): a Romantic novel, a story of passionate love; multilayered narration: Lockwood (the ordinary outsider) and Nelly Dean (the more subjective ’insider’) and many others within the main narrations; Gothic elements (revenge, gloomy settings, ghosts, the demonic Heathcliff); framed narrative with broken chronology

· Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847): a ’bildungsroman’ (a novel of development, tracing the protagonist’s growth) – here Jane Eyre, an orphan girl growing into an independent, mature woman; though her actions observe the conventional codes, her behaviour  still claims independence for women – her marriage in the end means spiritual and financial equality, intellectual companionship as well as sexual passion (much unlike the Victorian pattern); Gothic elements: the mystery of Bertha Mason (the lunatic wife of Rochester) 

George Eliot [Mary Ann Evans] (1819-80)

 - 
much aware of the concerns of the age: studying theology she could no longer believe in God (her translation of Strauss), also lived to some extent as an outcast for living together with a married man, George Henry Lewes

- 
a definite claim for realism in literature as well as in art

-
observes and analyses in depth and detail characters and circumstances, calls herself a “belated historian” in Middlemarch (1871-72), also likened herself to a scientist; her realism is coupled with sympathy, she tries to understand the motives, the concerns of her characters

-
Middlemarch: portraying English economic, social and religious life in the years 1829-32. Its heroine, Dorothea Brooke is a woman in search of her “mission”: a meaningful active life difficult to find for a woman; while Casaubon fails writing his Key to All Mythologies for ignoring scientific results. Caleb Garth: the personification of High-Victorian earnestness: serious, determined, hard-working; yet helpful, benevolent and honest, while his wife is the true ‘angel in the house’. Lydgade is also devoted to his work, to his mission, but fails for choosing a woman who is not a true companion.

The late Victorians:
Thomas Hardy (1840-1928): his novels set in “Wessex”, his characters are no longer masters of their fates – they are exposed to the indifferent forces that determine human destiny → Hardy’s pessimism; unlike the High Victorians who were concerned with people in society, Hardy studies the elemental forces of human behaviour


Tess of D’Urbervilles: A Pure Woman (1891): the story of Tess – an innocent young girl seduced by the vulgar Alec D’Urberville, later rejected by her love and suitor (husband) Angel Clare for her ‘fallen’ state, finally driven to murder and consequently being hanged: Hardy’s rejection of the traditional concept of the Victorian heroine → accusations of immorality

Oscar Wilde (1854-1900): Walter Pater’s The Renaissance: his “golden book” → Lord Henry in Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890) is a spokesman of ‘new hedonism’ [a belief that pleasure is the most important thing in life], of Aestheticism [art for art’s sake], of the conscious disregard for High Victorian values, especially morals


Dorian, the beautiful innocent young man: his portrait painted by his friend, Basil Hallward →Dorian wishes that the picture would grow old instead of himself – it comes true, and as the portrait becomes hideous (bearing the traits of Dorian’s wicked, sinful life), Dorian preserves his youthful, innocent looks → life and art change places;


wishing to destroy the portrait Dorian stabs ‘himself’ and is found dead aged and ugly → the novel ‘deconstructs’ itself: it preaches ‘new hedonism’ (cf. Preface) but the outcome suggests that such a way of life would not pass without its due punishment

