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Abstract 

The representation of fémininity in culture makes for interesting resding. Can 

writers and artists accwately depict the compiexity of womanhood? When WiUiarn 

Makepesce Thackeray created his own fictional fernales, he took a critical, reflexive 

approach to writing, ofien including actresses in his texts to help readers become 

better infonned about the difficulties involved in the construction of femininity. in 

contrast to other nineteenth-century uniters who depicted stage women as 

endorsements of ideai womanhood, Thackeray uses actresses to question the viability, 

the creation, and the perpetuation of such notions. He found parody and its reflexive 

interaction with p r k s t i n g  texts a usehl way of rerninding us of the limitations of 

characterisation as provided by conventional readings of fernininity within culture. By 

parodying the artists and h t e n  who encourage such readings, Thackeray encourages 

us to look back with a more critical perspective at the historical and cultural influences 

that have defined and imaged what it is to be female. 

Chapter One begins with a look at his sketches Flore et Ziplyr, in which 

Thackeray features a ballerina, whose musailar physical appearance contradias the 

conventional irnaging of this stage woman as a delicate, ethereal being. Chapter Two 

tums to The Vir@im and examines the deliberate romantic invention of a prominent 

femaie in cirama, Pocahontas, whose staius as a ~e~sacrificing heroine is stiI1 

questioned by Native American critics. Chapter Three shows how in Vmity F&r 

Thackeray's dusions to puppet theatre and a prominent t h d c a l  role of a moastrous 

fernale (Clyternnestra) undennules our confidence in basing judgements on 

appearances- Chapter Four suggests h t  in juxtaposing an actress's personal life with 



the rnelodram8fic and S h a k e s p e m  heroines she plays on stage, nie History of 

Pemkmr's indicates that if confusing an actress with her roles will produce a naïve 

readuig of femininity. Chapter Five examines the backstage worid of theatre in The 

Ravenswing and the manipulative, self-se~ng forces that try to control fernale 

representation on and off stage. Chapter Six argues that Lovel the Wiciower shatters 

any lingering illusions a reader m*ght have in believing women in real life are like 

rnelodramatic heroines. 



Friendly reader! may you and the author rneet [in fable-Iandl on 
sorne fùture day! He hopes so; as he yet keeps a Lingering hold of 
your hand, and bids you fàrewell with a kind hart. 
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Introduction 

1s he [a wnterl honest? Does he tell the truth in the main? Does he 
seem actuated by a desire to find out and speak it? 1s he a quack, who 
shams sentiment, or mouths for effect? Does he seek popularity by 
claptraps or other arts? I can no more ignore good fortune than any 
other chance which has befalfen me. I have fouad many thousands 
more readers than I mer looked for. I have no right to say to these, 
You shall not find f d t  with my art, or MI asleep over my pages; but 1 
ask you to believe that this person writing strives to tell the truth. If 
there is not that, there is nothing. 

William Makepeace Thackeray, Preface to 7ne History of 
Pendemris 

Art, Iiterature, and film do not simply represent given gender identities, 
or reproduce already existing ideologies of femininity. Rather they 
participate in the very construction of those identities. Second (and 
consequently), cuiture is a crucial arena for the contestation of the 
social arrangements of gender. 

Janet Wolff, Feminne Sentences 

Studies of Thackeray's fernale characters and his literaiy practices need to 

include a close look at his stage women. Works containing ballerinas, chorus girls, 

singers, and actresses indicate more than jus  his great interest in theatre; they also 

point to his concem with the way theatre's female practitioners were depicted in 

Victorias culture. Thackeray took a reflexive approach to his fiction, whereby he 

examined the process of wnting. According to Rowland McMaster, by "resorting to 

and disintegrating the pattems of art", Thackeray causes us to "question Our 

assumptions about both* (78). As Robert Stam observes, reflexivity applies to works 

which "break with art as enchantment and point to theh own factitiousness as textual 

cotl~tructs" by intemiptkg "the flow of narrative" (xi). In pointing to the very forces 

that mate  texîs-0an;itive discontirmities, authorid &usions, essayîstic digressions, 
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stylistic virtuosities (all of which appear in Thackeray's fiction)-reflexive works 

"share a playful. parodic, and dimptive relation to established noms and 

cowemions. They demystify fictions and our naïve faith in fictions" (xi). 

Thackeray's reflexivity in his fiction and illustrations allows him to show how h s t s  

and Wtiters used stage women to perpetuate literary conventions that he believed 

prevented the tnrthfbl presentation of femininity. 

His criticisrn of ferninine portrayds and unredistic conventions in fiction, and 

the reason why he chose stage wornen as one way to express this dissatisfaction, uin 

be located within his earlier non-fiction writings. Therein we find his insistence upon 

the need for uuthfiil representation in al1 fonns of art, his recognition that theatre, 

from staging to acting, is moted in artificiality, and his observations regarding how 

women have been depicted in art. 

Thackeray's years as a journalkt had a tremendous influence upon the writing 

of his fiction, and consequealy upon the way he depicted his femaie characters. ui a 

detaild study of his aueer as a literary critic, Lidmila PantBUcoM maintains that these 

cntid writings were of "inestimable value for his whole growth as artid' (9). 

Gordon Ray also writes thai Thackeray's background in jounialism helped him to 

develop the critic8I perspective from which he denounced "the artificiality and 

pretentiousness that vitiated the taste of the age" (Ine Uses 238). From 1833 to 1847 

he worked for the Nartr-onai Stumbd, Fraser's Magazine, the Times, the Moming 

ChronicIe, the Foreign Qucf;rter& RevÎew, and the British and Foreign Review. Later 

he contimed to wnte essays, reviews, letters, and articles, ofien for Punch and the 

Comhiii Magazjne, wherein he d q u e d  novels, plays, and art The concprn he voices 
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in his criticism, identifiecl by PantQIUcoVa as a aeed for "tmth in lierature and life, his 

hatred of hypocrisy, affectation, cant, and his clear-sighted recognition of sincerity and 

shame" (414)- extended into his fiction In his self-refexive stories, often in the form 

ofpamdies, burlesques, and satires, he continueci his criticism of the practices of such 

Sierary conternporaries and forebearers as Edward Bulwer-Lytton, G.P.R James, Sir 

Walter Scott, and Shakespeare. As Ina Ferris observes, "From the beginning his work 

attempts to correct what he considers to be the fdse view of reality implied in the 

p o p k  novels of his day. His early writing is especially aggressive in this respect, 

and the world that he presents in reaction to the sentimental, idealised world of 

popular novels is thoroughly brutal and sordid" (William 12). 

Like John Lootbourow, Fems notes that it was parody to which Thackeray 

often hinied as a way of expressing his scepticism about Merature. As Starn observes, 

works which employ parody are anti-illusionist-they do not purport to be a "window 

on the world but a pdimpsest, an intertextual event, in which references to other texts 

hover between the lines or linger in the margins . . . . The intertextual references may 

be explicit or implicit, conscious or unconscious, direct and local or broad and diffise" 

(132). Parody dso opposes antiquateci literary techniques and perceptions: 

Parody, one might argue, ernerges when artists perceive that they have 

outgrown artistic conventions. Man parodies the past, Hegel mggesteci, 

when he is ready to dissociate himself from t Literary models and 

paradigms, iike social orders and philosophical epistemes, become 

obsolescent and may be supersedeci. When artistic forms become 

historidy inappropriate, parody Iays them to rest. Parody highlights 
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art's historkity, its contingency and transcience. It sweeps away the 

artistic deadwood . . . associated with stuitifjring social mentions. 

Parody performs the perennial rehistoncization of the artistic process. 

As aew novelistic and cinematic fonns, like rising social classes, 

stniggle for power and respect, they often fight with the weapon of 

parody. (Stam 135) 

Margaret Rose also points out that parody, long denigrated as a type of plagiarism or 

imitation, fiinctions Iike irony in that both generate multiple readings, offering "more 

than one message to be decoded by the rade?' (51); in fact, parody cornplicates 

reading because it rdects "on the communicative function of literary language as a 

vehicle of the transmission of messages" (61). Since parody is not limited to 

critiquing literary noms, it can raise social questions about a text's relationship with 

its audience: "In refùnctioning the preformed language material of other texts and 

discourses parody not only creates allusions to another author, another reader, and 

another system of communication, but to the relationship between the text, or 

discourse, and its social context" (44). Thus, Rose concludes that parody, which 

criticises "naïve views of the representation of nature in art" and which takes a critical 

look at the "processes involved in the production and reception of fiction from within 

a literary text" (6566) can e ~ c h  our understanding of literature: 

in its role as a meta-fictional &que of the production and reception of 

literary t a s ,  parody raises questÏons not oniy of a theoretical literary 

nature about the processes involved in the writing of fiction but, in 

focushg too on the role of the reader in the reception of the text, or on 
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the role of authonty in the control of both its produdion and reception, 

raises questions of a sociological nature which relate the text again to 

its social conte*. (1 87) 

Thackeray's fidionai texts fkquently implicate the reader in the action. 

Narrators directly address readers, calling upon them to go beyond a superficial 

response to what they have read and enter the text themsehes. niey must interpret 

action and characters; they must question the writing of the fiction. The reading 

process for Thackeray's audience is deliberately complicated by the fact that he dso 

parodies authorial controt; the traditional stable figure of an ail-knowing namitor upon 

whom the reader can trust is ofien replaced with one who refuses to conform to 

Iiterary conventions or one who Mers "breakdowns" in his conffict with such 

conventions. 

Regarding Thackeray's essays reviews, and stories, parody was one of the 

chef means by which he reacted to the trends of other novelias. Loofbourow says 

that 

In parodying the fashionable and other modes, Thackeray shares the 

satinst's naditional purpose of discrediting accepted illusion iIlusion 

is involved in most human experiences and may be attacked in 

various ways, dramatic or analytic; but Thackeray was mainly 

concerned with exposhg the delusions expressed in artiaic 

conventions themselves-the sequence of ideaiited poses or 

poeticized fantasies, the literary modes associated with social or 

psychological artifice. (ikrck;eray 15) 
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Coasequently, when he began to write his own fiction, Thackeray, the critidartist, 

often parodied the practices of other writers tu reveal their dated methods. Or he self- 

coosciously incorporateci literary crÏticism into his stories to indicate more bluntly his 

antipathy toward such devices as forced poetic justice and happy endings, which 

concluded stories with the same finality as a curtain dropping after the Iast act of a 

play. An example of bis use of metacommentary on literary endings appears in 

Chapter 26 of Viiity Fuir when the m t o r  makes wry remarks about the popular 

literary trend to use mamage as a convenient way to affect closure: 

As his hero and heroine p a s  the matrimonial barrier, the novelist 

generaily drops the curtain, as if, once landed in the maniage country, 

al1 were green and pleasant there: and wife and husband had nothing to 

do but to link each other's amis together, and wander gently 

downwards towards old age in happy and perfect fnition. (3 19)' 

In an article for the Moming Chronick Thackeray had made a similar reproach- 

again voichg his dicism with allusions to theatre-against writers whose use of trite 

conventions h i s h e d  cheerful, unrealistic (theatrical) resolutions to senous, real 

problems: 

At the conclusion of these tales, when the poor hero or heroine has 

been bullied e n o u e w h e n  poor Jack has been put off the -der he 

was meditating, or poor PoUy has been rescued h m  the town on which 

she was about to go-there somehow arrives a misty recouciliation 

between the poor and the rich; a prophecy is uttered of better times for 

the one, and better m e r s  in the 0th- presages are made of happy 
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üfe, happy marnage and chilchen, happy beef and pudding for aU tirne 

to corne, as they do at the end of a dnuna when the curtaui fdls and the 

blue fire blazes behiad the scenes. This is not the way in which men 

serioudy engaged and interested in the awfil question between rich and 

poor meet and grapple with it. (73-74) 

In contrast, Thackeray's fiction, in keeping with refiexive texts, often denies 

closure or hstrates teaders' expectations for happy endings or mmantic scenes. 

Hence, his narrator informs us at the end of ï k  Newcomes that if we want a 

conventional ending, we need to write that kind of conclusion ourselves, but at the 

same tirne he points out this kind of happy ending is located in the fableland (fiction), 

not reality: 

But for you, dear fiend, it is as you like. You may senle your fâble- 

land in your own fashion . . . . the p e t  of fable-land rewards and 

punishes absoluteiy. He splendidly deals out bags of sovereigns, which 

won't buy anything; belabours wicked backs with awful blows, which 

do not hurt; endows heroines with preternatural beauty, and creates 

heroes, who, if ugly sometimes, yet possess a thousand good qualities, 

and usually end by being immensely rich; makes the hero and heroine 

happy at las4 and happy ever &m. (N 1009) 

White the narrator of The Newcomes offers the possibility for a happy ending (if we 

write it in the style of a pantomime script), Thackeray's narrative voice in Rebecca 

d Rowemz is blwt in his Uisistence Uiat m8mage is not always a guarantee of 

happiness h this 1850 sequel to Su Wdter Scott's I v d o e ,  Thackeray takes a 
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decisively reflexive approach. Subtitling it, A Romance U p n  Romance and alluding 

to theatre (he titles the nrst chapter "The Ovemue"), Thackeray uses this short work to 

question standard iitefacy devices in charactensation and endings. The conclusion is a 

pensive description of Ivanhoe and Rebecca's life &er mmiage: "Manied I am sure 

they were, and adopted little Cedric; but I don? think they had any other children, or 

were subsequently very boisterously happy. Of some sort of happiness melancholy is 

a characteristic, and I think these were a solemn pair, and died rather early" (RR 572). 

The namaor's final comments echo his beginning words wherein he laments the 

practice of ending stories with happy endings and peopling fiction with youthful 

heroes and heroines. His primary motive for writing the sequel is his belief that 

I v d m  should have united hanhoe and Rebecca in rnarriage, not Ivanhoe and 

Rowena: 

What is to be done? There is no help for it. There it is in black and 

white at the end of the third volume of Sir Walter Scott's chronicle, that 

the couple were joined together in matnmony. And must the 

disinherited knight, whose blood has been fired by the suns of 

Palestine, and whose heart bas ben warmeci in the company of the 

tender and beautifhl Rebecca, sit down contented for life by the side of 

such a fngid piece of propriety as that icy, fadtless, prim, niminy- 

pimhy Rowena? Forbid & fate! forbid it, poeticai justice! There is a 

simple plan for setting matters right, and giving ail parties their due, 

which is here submitted to the novel-reader. (RR 501) 
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In his defiance of poetic justice, Thackeray's narrator takes other &ers to task for 

their propeasity to end stories as happily and tidily as a pantomime. The public, he 

=Ys 

mes to see vhue righted, tnie love rewarded, and the bdliant FaVy 

descend out of the blazing chiot at the end of the pantomime, and 

make Harietpin and Columbine happy. Wbat, if redity be aot so, 

gentlemen and ladies; and if; after dancing a variety of jigs and aotics, 

and jumping in and out of endless trspdoon and windows, through 

life's shitüng scenes, no fkiry cornes d o m  to make us cornfoitable at 

the close of the perfomanca? Ah! let us give Our honest novel-folks 

the benefit of theû position, and not be envious of thek good Iuck. (Rit 

50 1-502) 

Vmity Fair contains a good example of another m t o r  who refuses to &Ifil a 

reader's expectations. He will not describe a romantic scene using a grand, elevated 

style. Mead, he uses the vernacuiar to tuni the incident into a humorous parody of 

the wrïting of romance: 

A lady in a drippiag white bonnet and shawi, with her two little hands 

out before her, went up to hlm, and in the next minute she had 

altogether disappeared under the fol& of the old do& md was kissing 

one of his h d s  wit6 all ber mi& whilst the other I suppose was 

engaged in holding her to his heart (which h a  head just about reached) 

and in preventing her hrmbling dom. She was murmuriag 

sometbing about-forgivdear Willia+dear, dear, dearest E e n b  
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kiss, kiss, kiss, and so fo+and in fact went on under the cloak in an 

absurd manna. (VF 870) 

Thackeray, thus, demystifies romance* es he often does to remind us we are reading 

fiction as part of his "uncornpromising critical campaign against literary amfice of any 

kind" (PantBtkov4 306). Thackeray's reflexive commentaies about happy endings 

and love scenes signal that such practices are fiction and not representative of red life, 

that in fact they have been so over-used as to have becorne absurd. 

Thackeray's art criticisrn indicates the sarne concem for tndhful 

representation. Helene Roberts finds b t  when he reviewed paintings, for example, he 

again insisted that they should correspond to the red world and that artists should base 

their work on their personal obsemttions of nature* rather than imitating the 

observations of other artists. His attitude was not unique. but comparable to the 

opinions of other early nineteenth-centtuy art critics. At this tirne. says Roberts, &'the 

meaning of one of the cntics' favorite criteria, that of 'tmth to nature' had shifted 

significantly. In the early part of the century nature appeared in her ideaiized perfect 

form, but by midcentury she had l q e l y  recaptured her stipes and even her wartsn 

(25). She remarks that in keeping with this point of view, Thackeray "condemned 

fdsity to nature in whatever form he found i t  He condemned the coldness of classical 

art, the pretensions of neoclassic art, the pomposity of hiaory painting, aod the 

affkctation of the gift book engravingq for di Molated tnnh to naturew; he aiso filleci 

his cnticism with adjectives such as "actual," "mai," "precise," "exact," Yaithfti," 

"accufate," and c'~rrect,w and he used wuns such as '%ruth," "reaiity," and "Cidelity" 

(2% 29) to reiterate bs view. In an 1839 article for Fraser's Magazine, he advises 
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artists to strive for authentic representations in their work by closely observing nahite, 

to see for themselves the forms that exist in nature rather than copying the pre-existing 

foms that have been produced by other artists: "See how xnuch nobler she [Nature] is 

than your pettifogging art!-how much more beautiful Truth is than your miserable 

tricked-up lies" (1I 378). Thackeray's insisteme that artists study nature for 

thernselves echoes that of John Ruskin, who liiewise believed that detailed 

observation was essential to imitating tnnh in nature: "we require to produce the effect 

of imitation only so many and such ideas of vuth as the senses are usually cognizant 

of Now the senses are not usudly, nor unless they be especially devoted to the 

sewice, cognizant, with accuracy, of any truths but those of space and projection. It 

requires long study and attention before they give certain evidence of even the 

simplest tniths of form" @ 22). Like Thackeray, Ruskin believed that outward fom 

often interfered with depictions of tnith. i fa  viewer sees that the fonn, or expression, 

of an id- is based upon imitation, uuth is destroyed: 

the mind in receiving an idea of imitation, is wholly occupied in 

fùiding out that what has been suggested to it is not what it appears to 

be: t does not dwell on the suggestion, but on the perception that it is a 

false suggestion: it &rives its pleasure, not fiom the contemplation of 

a tmh, but fiom the discovery of a falsehood So that the moment 

ideas of tnith are grouped together, so as to give rise to an idea of 

imitation, they change the* very nature-tose their essence as ideas of 

*and are compted and degraded, so as to share in the treachery 

of what they bave produced. Hence, finally, ideas of tmth are the 
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foundation, and ideas of imitation the destruction, of dl art . . . . no 

picture am be good which deceives by its imitation, for the very reason 

that natbing can be beautifid which is not me. (Ruskin 24-25) 

Thackeray takes a similar attitude toward theabe, particularly toward inelocirama and 

its conventions. For example, he believed that even The Strmger-which Thackeray's 

actress fiend Fanny Kemble (18094893) cdled "stuff and nonsense" (Recortik 3 16) 

contains within it truths about human nature; it is in its expression and outward foms 

(including costumes, gestures, and dialogue) that this truth is compted when an 

audience recognises the sham and becomes pre-occupied with it: 

The Stranger's talk is sham, like the book he reads, and the hair he 

wears, and the bank he sits on, and the diamond ring he makes play 

with-but, in the midst ofthe balderdash, there nins that reality of love, 

children, and forgiveness of wrong, which will be listened to wherever 

it is preached, and sets ail the world sympathising. (P 46) 

Kemble expresseci a similar sentiment about the tnith that may be found within theatre 

if one looks beyond outward appearance when she watched a young actress perfom 

for the fitst time: 9 hoped for her that she might be able to see the tmth of ail things 

in the midst of dl things false" (RecordF 465). 

Thackeray's fiequent references to theatre throughout his criticism, whether 

d i e d  toward art, Eterature, or cirama, should not be overlooked as they are centrai 

in revealllig his iitemry principles and his insistence upon tndh in art. Through 

explicit reférences to theatre, Thackeray expresses his awareness of  fdsity in art. For 
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example, he once used an anecdote fiom theatre to voice his dislike of exaggecation in 

literature: 

Mr. - was once behind the scenes at the Opera when the scene- 

shifters were preparbg for the ballet. Flora was to sleep under a bush, 

whereon were growing a number of roses, and amidst which was 

fiutterhg a gay covey of bunerflies. In size the roses acceded the most 

expansive sunflowers, and the bunedies were as large as cocked-hats; 

-the sceae-shifter explained to Mr. , who asked the reason why 

everything was so magnifieci, that the galleries could never see the 

abjects unless they were enonnously exaggerated. How many of our 

writers and designers work for the galleries? (II 486). 

An excerpt frorn one of his critical examinations of painting shows once again that he 

felt too many artists were using themica1 exaggeration in their works so as to destroy 

their beguty and tndffilness: 

1 have seen so many white palaces standing before dark purple skies, so 

many black towers with gamboge atmospheres behind them, so many 

masses of rifle-green trees plunged into the deepest shadow. in the 

midst of sunshiny plains. for no other ceason but because dark and light 

contnist together, that a slight expression ofsatiety may be permitteci to 

me, and a longhg for more simple nature. Ch a great staring theatre 

such picttxes may do very weU-you are obligeci there to seek for these 

startIing contrasts; and by the aid of blue lights, red iights, 

transpmencies, and plenty of ârums and appropriate music, the ocene 
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thus presented to one captivates the eye, and calls down thunder tiom 

the galleries. 

But in Little quiet rooms, on sheets of paper of  a yard square, 

such monstrous theatricai effects are sadly pairifid. You don't mistake 

patches of brick&st for maidens' blushes, or faacy that Moi1 is 

diamonds, or require to be spoken to with the utmost roar of  the lungs. 

Why, in painting, are we to have monsirous, flaring, Dniry Lane tricks 

and claptraps put in pmctice, when a quieter style i s  as I fmcy, so 

infinitely more channing? (1I 526-527) 

Theatre is necessaily a larger-than-life world of exaggeration in its stage devices and 

acting. But Thackeray felt that redistic novels should avoid using these contrivances, 

and that novelists should not become stage practitioners. 

Also usefiil to keep in mind when assessing Thackeray's use of theatre is the 

definition of theaMcul. As explaineci by Kemble, 

Things dramatic and things theatricai are &en confounded together in 

the minds of English people, who, being for the most part neither the 

one nor the other, speak and write of hem as if they were identical, 

instead of, as they are, so dissimilar that they are nearl y opposite. 

That which is ciramatic in human nature is the passionate, 

emotionai, humorous element, the sirnplest portion of our composition, 

after our mere instincts, to which it is closely allied, and uiis has no 

relation whatever, kyond its mornentary excitement and gratification, 
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to that which imitates if and is its theâtncal reproduction; the dramat'ic 

is the red, ofwhich the theatrid is  fahe. (Wotes" 23) 

Tbus, Charles Dickens, whose work on the whole Thackeray admireci, came under 

m t i n y  for his theatncai elements in such works as The Cricket on the Heurth, which 

Thackeray felt contained chmcters more suiteci to theatre than to literature: 

To our h c y ,  the dialogue and characters of the 'Cticket on the Hearth' 

are no more like nature than the talk of Tityrus and Meliboeus is like 

the real taik of Bumpkin and Hodge over a d e ,  or than Florian's 

pastoral petits maœrtres, in red heels and powder, are like French 

peasants, with wooden show and a pitchfork, or than Pierrot and 

Carlotta in a ballet, smiling charmingly, jumping and dancing 

astonishingly amidst wreaths of calico roses and fkagrant pasteboard 

bouquets, are like a r d  spotless nyrnph, k h  h m  Ida, and a young 

demigoci Iately descended £tom Olympus. This story is no more a real 

story than Peerybingle is a real name. It is like onemade, as the 

calico-roses before-mentioned, much redder and bigger than the 

common plant. The 'Cricket on the Hearth' has the effect of a beautiftl 

theatncal piece: It interests you as such-charms you with its 

admirable grotesque: but you cannot help seeing that Carlotta is not a 

goddess (dancing as she does divinely), and that that is rouge, not 

blushes on her cheeks. (Crntributio~ 88) 
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h the same vein as his commentary on painting, Thackeray's assertions about 

Dickens' story show the connetXion between theatre and unrealistic fiction He also 

said this ofDickeas' work 

1 quarreI with his Art m many respects: which I don't think represents 

Nature duly; for instance Micawber appears to me an exaggeration of a 

man, as his name is of a name. It is delightfiil and makes me laugh: but 

it is no more a ml man than my fnend Punch is: and in so far I protest 

against him . . . holding that the Art of Novels is to represent Nature: to 

convey as strongiy as possible the sentiment of reality-in a tragedy or 

a poem or a loQ drama you aim at producing different emotions; the 

figures rnoving, and their words sounding, heroically: but in a 

drawing-room drama a coat is a coat and a poker a poker, and must be 

nothing else according to my ethics, not an embroidered tunic, nor a 

gnat red-hot instrument like the Pantomime weapon. (Letters II 772- 

773). 

Thackeray enjoyed the entertainment value of his fellow writer's work, but he felt 

novels shodd not become literary pantomimes featuiing broad action and 

charactetisation. 

WkIe both Thackeray and Dickens were playgoers and infised their works 

with allusions to pfays and commentary about nineteenth-century stage practices, they 

took different approdes  to their fictioasl crafts. Dickens once said, white del ivkg 

a toast to Thackeray at a Royal Generd Theaûicai Fund banquet in 1856- that "every 

writer of fiction, though he may not adopt the ciramatic €0- d e s  in effect for the 
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stage" (Fielding 262). Dickens' love of acting shines through b works, influencing 

his creation of melodnunatic characters and sensationai plots. His daughter Mamie 

once recalled a moming when she witnessed him canying out a "facial pantomime"; 

she saw him repeatediy leave his writing desk to rush to a rnirror to d e  

"extraordinary facial contortions", and years later realised that he had k e n  acting out 

the character he was creating: "for the time being he had not oniy lost sight of his 

surroundings, but had amally become in action, as in imagination, the creature of his 

pen" (48-49). Accordhg to J.B. Van Amerongen, Dickens' dramatic approach to 

characteridon is his great &en& his best characters are "sometimes exaggerated, 

grotesque even, but always Strüong" (255). 

Whereas Dickens is author/actor/charactert Thackeray is autho r/manager/critic. 

Like Dickens, he had some acting e x p h c e ,  but it was limited to a few performances 

in private theatricals. For example, when he was a schoolboy at Cambridge in 1828, 

he performed the role of Fusbos in Bombusto Furioso, a burlesque tragic opera by 

William Barnes Rhodes (1772-1826). Like Dickens, he trieci his hand at vurithg plays. 

but found that his tendency to mess commemary at the expense of action did not suit 

the dramatic form. Thus, rather than depicting performance, Thackeray's primary 

interest lies in reaction to performance. His narrators make remarks about what they 

see and ask audiences to evaiuate what they rad. Mead of creating plots and 

characters that are as much at home on the stage as they are on the written page 

(perhaps the reason why Dickens7 texts have been so eady and fhqyently dramatised 

on stage and screen), Thackeray tends to use his plots and chmcters as commentaries 

abmt theatncality in Merature. 
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Thackeray's use of theatre to criticise art ostensibly seems to contradict his 

reptation as an enthusiastic playgoer. Yet his dislike of the theatrical in art did not 

negate his love of theatre. Thackeray, dong with rnany other Victorians, loved going 

to the theatre precisely because it was sham and pretence. As Michael Booth, who has 

producecl several in-depth studies of Victorian theatre, observes, the great appeal of 

nineteenth-century theatre was its amticiality, its "escapist entertainment": what 

audiences wanted was "thri1Iing action, stimng emotion, spectacle" (Prefaces 25). 

John Carey notes, too, that Thackeray's favourite type of performances were "theatre's 

most unreal fonnsm-pantomime, ballet, and opera-an indication that "their 

extravagant, transparent sham partiy accounted for their appeai" (103). However, as 

Thackeray matured, as he spent the  back stage seeing theatre up close, he found that 

it was best suited to the young viewer, still naïve enough to be swayed by its make- 

believe. As such, says Catherine Peters, for Thackeray theatre developed into a 

paradigm for "youthfûl illusion" f29), particularly for the young male viewer and his 

initiation into the adult worid. 

Central to this initiation is the stage woman. For Thackeray and the young 

male viewer the stage woman appears not so much as a "real woman," but as what she 

represents to th& imaginations. Seen at a distance, enveloped by the romamic aura of 

gas lighting, she seems the very essence of ethereai femininity, a subIime figure of 

fantasy. Thackeray writes of going to the thetitre and seeing the stage "covered with 

angels, who sang, a c t e  and dam& aad dancers "as beautifid as Houris" (XMI 428- 

429). In The Adventures of Philip, Thackeray delineates in his narrative voice a 
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mature person's recognition of the difference between fantasy and actuality, unreaiised 

at this time by the young Philip: 

And now you may fancy of what old, old times we are writing-times 

in which those homble old male dancers yet existeb-hideous old 

matures, with low dresses and short sleeves, aod wreaths of flowers, 

or hats and feathers round their absurd old wig-who skipped at the 

head of the ballet. Let us be thmkfi~l that those old apes have afmost 

vanished off the stage, and lefi it in possession of the beauteous 

bounders of the other sex. Ah, my dear young fiiends, time will be 

when these too will case to appear more than mortally beautiful! To 

Philip, at his age, they yet looked as lovely as houris. At this tirne the 

simple young fellow, surveying the ballet fkom his naIl at the opera, 

mistook cannine for blushes, pear! powder for native snows, aod 

cotton-wool for naturai symmetry; and I dare say when he went imo the 

world he was not more ch-sighted about its rouged innocence, its 

padded pretension, and its painted candour. (AP 38-40) 

Thackeray's early lettem show that he, like Philip, experienced a similar 

fascination about stage women, but t was also a fascination that ebbed and flowed. 

On August 6, 1829, he told his mother that French actress "Leontine Fay at the 

Theatre de Madame [is] the most delightfiil linle creamre 1 ever set eyes on; she has a 

pair of such iips! out of wmch] the French cornes trilling out with a modulation & a 

beauty of w[hich] 1 did not think it capable", but within a few weeks he found his 

passion receding: 'T don? know how it is that my love for Leoatiw Fay sh[ould] go 
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off but it is not so strong to day as usual" (Leners I 91,93). Another of his favourite 

dancers, ballerina Marie-Louise Duvernay (1813-1 894)' is in July 1833 4 a  belle 

Duvernay," but by October he d e s ,  ''1 saw my ancient dame Duvernay at the French 

Opera the other day & wondered how 1 could have ever been srnitten" (Leners 1 262, 

266). A Ietîer to Mrs. Bryan Waller Proctor in 184 1 indicates even more strongiy the 

views of an older Thackeray in this regard, as he describes an audience's reaction to a 

play starring Mademoiselle Dejazet: 

This young creahire who is neither so innocent nor so good looking as 

Vestris, but on the other hand incornparabiy older & cleverer chose to 

act the part of a young girl of sixteen, in a little muslin frock & 

pinafore, with trowsers and long braided hair like the Misses Kenwigs; 

when this hideous leering grinning withered old painteci simpering 

wretch came forward, do you know 1 was seized with such a qualm as 

to shout out 'Why-she is too ugiy,' and 1 was obliged to stride over 

10000 people in a mon crowded pit in order to get rid of the sight of 

her. 1s t that one is growing mord? par h w d  in one's declining years' 

or ody more diffinrlt? There were hundreds of young wicked fellows 

casting 1 have no doubt eyes of fire towards this hideous old grianing 

wretch. Ah happy days of Youth! (Harden Letters 107). 

An infatuation with a stage woman may be fine for impressionable yomg boys; as in 

bis own We, Thackeray thougbt this End of fêscination constiMed for many boys 

their semai awdcening into manho06 But Thackeray did not consider it fine for 
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mature artkts and writers to deliberately continue this romaatic illusion in thek works, 

making stage women cultural icons of femininity. 

The stage wornaa's duaI identity (one in the roles she enacts on stage and the 

other in the life she leads off stage) further allows Thackeray to expose the 

discrepancy between the way women are Eequently portrayeci, or perceived, in art, 

and their actud selves. He will Say, for example, of women pictured in Keepsake 

prints, that artists have completely falsified their renditions of femininity: "There is 

not one of these beauties, with her great eyes, and slim waist that looks as if it has 

been painted fiom a human figure. It is but a siovenly, rickety, wooden imitation of it, 

tricked out in some tawdry feathers and fnppery" (II 344). He then laments that a 

painting by Mr. Uwins depicts a "group of fernales (the Hyacinths) who have limbs 

that fernaies never had, and crouch in attitudes so preposterous and unnatural" (II 

345). 

Regarding literature, Thackeray voices similar concems. He found that 

fictional women were ofien not round c h m e r s  or true to lie, but flat, uninteresthg 

stereotypes. The typical heroine, happily married off to the hero at the end, was to 

him an idediseci and insipid in&widual. Women created from the pens of such wnters 

as Sir Walter Scott and Shakespeare disappointed him with their lack of originality: 

Take aIi Shakespeare's heroines-they dl  seem to me pretty much the 

same, aiTedonate. motherly, tender, that sort of thing. Take Scott's 

ladies, and 0 t h  writers'-each man seems to draw fiom one rnodel- 

an exquisite slave is what we want for the most part; a humble, 

flattering, ssaiiiiig, child40ving, ta-making, pianoforte-playing being, 
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who laughs at our jokes however old they may be, coaxes and wheedles 

us in our humours, and fondly lies to us through life (Vm 324) 

In her study of Thackexay's use of femde characters, Micael Clarke contends that 

Thackeray voiced strong objections to such depictions. Hence, he produced texts that 

were a deliberate "protest against an entire system of false social values including 

fdse ideas of male honor and fernale vUhie, and of the role of the novel in shaping a 

culture" (47). Rebecca arnd Rowenrr is again a good scample to illustrate Thackeray's 

rdexive inclination to disniss literary conventions within his own fiction. With the 

character of Rowena, he points out the banal eEect of the typical fictional heroine. Ln 

Pruposc~Is for a Contimrdion of Ivmmhoe, she is described as someone possessed with 

"distinguishd politmess," a "spotless modesty of demeanouf and 'haiterable 

cooiness under d l  cirmmstances"; in short, she is the perfkct "pattern of correctness 

for al1 the matrons of England"; however, as the m t o r  will then announce in the 

Re- and Rowena story, her propriety as an English lady has rendered her a fngid, 

"faultless. pnm, niminy-piminy" (RR 466-467,50 1). 

Clarke's study is valuable in its observations of Thackeray's interest in the 

problems encountered by Victorias women, partidlary the injustices they faced in 

society and the way they were, oAen unjustly, portrayed in culture. Cding him a 

liberal Victorïan, she points out that his Iibrary containeci the works of Wnters who 

were outspoken about wornen's issues, such as Judith M e ' s  1696 &suy in Dejimce 

of the Femde Sèx, John Stuarî MiIl's The Suhjection of Womm, and Sydney 

Owensoa's (Lady Morgan) Womm und Hm Maser. Clarke ais0 notes that he 

fostered niendships with many women who infiuenced femde emancipatioq 
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including CmIine Norton, who challenged the British Iegd system's divorce, child 

custody, and d e c i  women's property laws (3, 8-9). Thackeray, she insists, affirms 

tbat concepts of femininity, aithough arbitrary, have imprisoned women within iegal, 

economic, and social systems; his works firrther "our ability to understaud gender in 

its histmical dimension" (32). As someone opposed to oversimplifications of human 

nature in art, Thackeray was aware of the complexities of womanhood, and this 

awareness explains why he was drawn to the figure of the stage wornan. 

The work of modem film critics involved in gender studies helps to inform 

Thackeray's works and to explain why so many Victorian writers were intrigued by 

actresses, often using them to promote and endorse the ideology of the passive, 

domestic woman. The visibility of an mess as she occupies public space renders her 

as a perféct form by which to represent an en's ideology. The observations of Mary 

Ann Doane, Patricia MeIlencamp, and Linda Williams in regard to cinematic women 

equally apply to stage women: "even the most blatant stemtype is naturaiized by a 

medium that presents a convincing illusion of a fiesh and blooci woman . . . . the very 

notion of 'woman' in a pattiarchd society is a narcissistic consmict, because the 

f e d e  dways exists in some anse to be seen" (6). SueEllen Case points out that 

scholars interested in exploring the comection between theatre and gender have 

studied how the stage woman acts as a sign ont0 which the beliefs of a society are 

imprinted: 'The noms of the culture assign meaning to the s i s  prescribing its 

resonances with their biases. For a feminist, this means that the dominant notions of 

geuder, class and race compose the meaning of the text of a play, the stage pictures of 

its production and the audience reception of its meaning" (1 16-1 17). Philip Green has 
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also descri%ed ideoIogy as an attempt to stabilise our relationship with the world, to 

prepare us for our social identities' and to keep us nom suspecthg bat nich traditional 

roles as housewives and rnothers may be "fuH of contradiction, pain, and selG 

abasement" (16). Green argues that visuai culture encourages us to accept Our roles: 

When ideological discourse 'works,' it does so by the apparent lack of 

any effort to promote it, by seeming to be just a believable aory about 

red people and thei lives. Visual culture is thus an ideal material for 

ideology to work with, for in a successfùl visual culture we meet 'real 

people' . . . . Whatever social roles are eventually to receive us, visual 

culture is capable of presenting these roles as naturai, and also of 

connrming us as passive subjects rather than social actors when 

confronting those conditions. (1 6) 

However. if visuai culture as represented by the actress is shown to be unnatural-that 

she and her d e s  are male-conceiveci, deliberately manufactureci, and replete with 

contradictions-then the ideological gender codes she images are undermineci. 

Thackeray's insistence that we see the fiction in fiction, the acting in acting, disputes 

the "tnrth" of ideology's definition of women. 

Thackeray's stage women reiterate the arbitrary conception of wornanhood; as 

their theatricaiity is emphasised, so tao is the Mse paception of femininity. By the 

nature of thek professions, as women playing fictionai roles, their existence is 

partidly rooted in the artincial, the theatnd. That women's behaviours have been 

ciassifieci as theatrid is a topic that has been exploreci by wntns such as Mary 

Wolistonecraft and John Stuan Mü1. Wollstonecraft objected to the notions 
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promulgated by Dr. John Gregory, JeamJacques Rousseau, and Dr. James Fordyce, 

who in their eighteenth-century manuds and sermons encouraged girls to suppress 

their intelligence and passions and to disguise their true feelings so that they couid 

adopt a restrained and proper image that was pleasing to men. In A Vinra'cation of the 

Rights of Womm>, Wollstonecraft foccefblly declared, "It is this system of 

dissimulation . . . that 1 despise. Women are aîways to seenz to be this and that" (175). 

Despite her censure, the ideas of these men remained influentid in the nineteenth 

century. In 1869 Mill stated in his The Subjectimz of W o m ,  that "What is now called 

the nature of women is an eminently amficial thing-the result of forced repression in 

some directions, unnatural stimulation in others" (1 38). 

Years iater, scholars are still explorhg the sarne issue. MoIly Heskell, for 

acample, has suggested that the figure of the actress as a character in modem cinema 

reminds us that the view ofwomen as a fictionai or artificid conma is deep-rooted 

in our culture. "In one sense," she says "the actress merely extends the role-playing 

dimension of woman, emphasuing what she already is" (Front 243). in Gone Wirh 

the Wind, S~carlett O'Hara laments that role-pIaying has bacorne the nom for wornen, 

that consequently her identity is based upon being a "social actress": 

T m  tired of everlastingiy being umatural and never doing mything I 

want to do. I'm tired of acting like 1 don? eat more than a bird and 

walking when 1 want to run and saying I feel faint after a waltz, when I 

could dance for two days and never get tired. I'm tired ofsaying 'How 

wondefil you are' to fool men who haven't got one-half the sense I've 
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got, and I'm tireci of preteuding I don't know anything, so men can teii 

me things and feel important while they're doing it.' (81-82) 

Similariy7 cirama cntic Lucy Fischer cites the 1941 film TweFaced Woman, wherein a 

woman Qarin) pretends to be another woman (Katrin) in order to rekindle her 

husband Blake's attentions as one of several examples of how cultumlly women are 

pressureci to become "actresses": "this film reveais the need for dl women to be 'two- 

facecl'-to cover their identities with a mask The red Karin is never as appeding to 

Blake as the role of Katrin that she plays-a persona molded for d e  desire" (66). 

The suggestion (which these examples reiterate) that human nature is endowed 

with a peflorrriative aspect, that masquerade and artifice are components of femininity, 

intrigues scholars. Judith Butler, for example, asks 'moes being fernale constitute a 

'naturd fact' or a cultural performance, or is 'naturalness' constituted through 

d i smive ly  constrained performative acts that produce the body through and within 

the categories of sex?" (Gender viii). Thackeray would undoubtedly have said the 

answer lies in cultural performance. Echoing Mill's sentiments, his narrator in Mr. 

Bruwn 's Lerters to His Nephew states that a woman is encouragecl to be fdse because 

we "order and educate her to be dishonest" (Vm 325). Gai1 Cunningham also points 

to a speech in V i  Fair in which the narrator provides a clearat ewmple of "the 

deceit necessarily involved in womanly submissiveness" (39): 

The best ofwornen . . . are hypocrites. We don? know how much they 

hide ficm us: how often those fia& srniles, which they Wear so easily, 

are naps to cajole or elude or disarm-1 don't mean in your mere 

coquettes, but your domestic models, and paragons of fernde d e .  
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coax the fiiry of a savage one? We accept this amiable slavishness, and 

praise a woman for it: we cal1 this pretty treachery tnith. A good 

housewife is ofnecessity a humbug. (VF 208) 

The encouragement of women to be de-players has subsequently caused females to 

be stereotyped as devious-a belief Thackeray often counters in his M o n  by having 

his stage women expose deceptiveness in male characters. Haskell says the "actress as 

a metaphor for women" implies that women are inhereatly deceptive: "robplaying is 

lying, and lying is a woman's game" (Front 243). She argues that fictionai acton 

rarely appear as the main subject in films (and literature) because the implications 

associateci with acting would negate a heroic male image: "Role-playing and the 

seeking of approvd are narcissistic, vain, devious; they go against the straightforward 

image man has of hirnseü" (244). 

According to Alison Byerly's study of Vmify Fair, Thackeray's female 

characters help to expose theatre's influence on the definition of femininity: 

In depicting feminine thdcality as the result of social conditioning, 

Thackeray countered a longstanding tradition of seeing theatncality as 

somehow naturai to women Theatrical'i represents a kind of false 

show that is historically associateci with temininity. While any form of 

theatricality was suspect, nothing was more dangerous than a woman 

who couid act. In Thackeray's fictio~, actresses are indeed very 

dangerous, but they do not act done. They are products of and 
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participants in a social worid where the accepted-indeed, the 

require6-mode of behaviow is theatrical. (273-274) 

The fictional stage woman in Thackeray's reflexhe texts is dangerous because she 

exposes falsity in the social and culhiral worlds. Her proféssion underscores the 

comection betweea women and theatre, dowiag her to enact what Luce Irigaray calls 

"playing with mimesis" ( 7 % ~  Sa 76)-eqosing the amfice and fabrications of 

conventional fieminine images that appear in culture to endorse ideological perceptions 

of gender. 

The idea that society trained women to be dissemblers so that they codd seem 

to be properly passive and submissive to male authority has been ingraineci in 

Victorian culture. The proper woman was to be an Ange1 in the House, as coined by 

Coventty Patmore's 1854-56 sentimental poem of the same name. Inspireci by 

Patmore's first wife Honoria, the work endorses an ideai view of femininiîy contained 

withia the domestic sphere that inspires the production of art: 

Yet it is now my chosen task 

To sing her worth as Maid and Wife; 

Nor happier post than this 1 ask, 

To live her laureate aiI my life. 

On wings of love uptifted k, 

And by her gentleness made great, 

l'il teach how noble man should be 

To match with such a lovely mate. (Canto ILL37-44) 
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The poem shows d a g e  as a civilisiug institution which minors the love of God for 

man As Martene Springer notes, the celebration of "mhed harmony" as "fostered 

primarily by the saintly, submissive womaR" made the work so popular among 

Victoriaos that a quarter of a million copies of the text had been sold before the 

author's de& in 1896 (1 3 1). 

Thackeray, however, found that femininity is too complex to be reduced to the 

literary stereotype of an Angel in the House. in a review of Robert Montgomery's 

sentimental poem W m m :  the Angel of Life, he p h e d  the Iast fouxteea lines 

backward to show, in the opinion of John Dodds, that Thackeray believed the poem 

"makes as much sense r a d  backward as fotward" (1 1): Other writers seemed more 

willing to accept ideai femininity as a bais for female characterisation. For example, 

Van Amerongen says that Dickens' ideal female characters remind him of a type 

commonly enacted on stage-"the Iong-suffering, sadcing heroine, the Griselda- 

type" (243). Van Amerongen contends the "Desdemona-iike Lime Hexams, Fiorence 

Dombeys and litde Nells" may be modelled on theatical fernales found in 

Shakespeare or Victorian drama since "as in early nineteenth-cenairy cirama, Dickens 

still f i d y  holds on to the principle of man being the 'Lord of Creation,' woman a 

more or fess negligîble quantitf' (243). 

Van Amerongen's identification of the existence of an ideai woman on stage 

remains a matter of intece~t for modem-day d e s  of stage and screen, The Ange1 in 

the Howe may seem by now a trite concept; however, the notion persists. Today's 

femiaist playwrights are trying to counter tbis conception ofwomen, but Ida Prosky 
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points out that it is still a staple of the theatricai world: "A woman who becornes an 

actress rnust be capable of pomaying the stereotypical lovhg, c ~ n g ,  'soft' wornan, 

particularly in the commercial theatre. For actresses, that image is still the bread and 

butter of the business, especially in film and television" ( I  1). Mainstream drama and 

cinema, then, reiterate the idea of the passive, submissive woman either through roles 

that e ~ a c t  this view of women, or through d e s  that display the antithesis of this Angel 

in the House. In these latter roies, wherein women are represented as strong, 

independent fernales, the characters are more than Iikely to be portrayed as monstrous 

or abnormal. Because they are punished for their rebellious acts, oflen by death or 

spinsterhood, they, too, act as endorsements for the passive ideal, w d n g  female 

viewers of what could befdl them if they imitate such abhorrent behaviour. 

To explain how this kind of idealised representation of women found its way 

on stage, and subsequentiy into Iiterature and film, critics ofien look back in history, tu 

when women were banned from the acting profession, and thus did not have a public 

stage by which to display female behaviour as perceived by fiemales. Sue-Elien Case 

argues in Femhitmr and meam that when men were rquired to perfom female des ,  

a fictional concept of women was created on stage. ui order to signal to the audience 

that an actor was enacting féminin& a man had to distinguish himself as being "non- 

mde" through costume, gesture, movement, and htonatio~pnctices that were 

assidated over tirne into culNe and accepted as ferninine. Thackeray himself 

underwent such a transformation when he performed a female role in an 1826 school 

performance. '7 am to be the heroine!" he excitedly wrote to his mother, while 

supplying detds about his costume: "My dress 1 shall make myself with the aid of 
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your needle & threaci, Br some silver paper tucked to my white trousen. My bedmaker 

is gohg to lend me a white gown" (Leners 1 106). He even included a sketch of 

himseif wearing an apron, crinolines, and feathered headdress, and accompanied by 

his "lover" Dr. Faustus, 

Thackeray's cross-dressing experience is a reminder of the male influence upon 

theatre in acting, managing, producing, directing, and viewing. These iduentid 

positions produced a male vision of femininity which persisteci even when wornen 

returned to the Restoration stage in 166 1 .  Actresses then found themselves imitating 

the stylised performances of their male predecessors and playing sexud objects in 

"bawdy comedies and narratives of Iust" (Case 27). The type of roles available to 

women tllrther restrained their characterisation. In Acting Womenr Images of Women 

in Theatre, Lesley Fems identifies the most common archetypes as the speechless 

heroine, the penhent whore, the wüfùl woman, and the woman Ui drag-archetypes 

bat  Thackeray feIt cornpelleci to challenge within his fiction. 

Manha Roth argues that the diametric differences between male and femaie 

produced by male-nui theatre is a "theamcal convention" because in " r d  Iife, we 
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don't look or act so différentiy. The femaie perfomier is imprisoned within a 

caricature of feminiuity, because her role-in its culhiral inheritancewas meant to 

be played by a man" (8). In'garay has also mauitained that the construction of 

femininity bas a îheatficd basis, one of masquerade that dlows for women to be 

represented as something which is distinct fiom men: 

What do 1 mean by masquerade? In particular, what Freud cdls 

'femïainity.' The beliec for example, that it is necessary to become a 

woman, a 'nomal' one at that, whereas a man is a man fiom the outset. 

He has only to effect his being-a-man, whereas a woman has to become 

a normal woman, that is, has to enter into the mc~squerd of ferninini&. 

h the last andysis, the female Oedipus complex is woman's entry into 

a system of values that is not hers, and in which she can 'appear' and 

circulate oniy when enveloped in the needddesires/fantasies ofothers, 

namely men (This Sex 134) 

In t e m  of needddesiredfantasies, audiences have also been studied for theû 

influence upon female characterisation. While women are encouraged to read the 

fictional fernale as a mode1 upon which to behave and display themselves, male 

viewers are encouraged to read the stage woman as projections of their masculine 

longings. Thus Roth argues that women's bodies in performance "Wear the masks of 

male attribution. The ways in which the femaie masks perforrn in plays, films, operas, 

dance, and TV constitute an argument, and the argument is that women shorrd behave 

according to the male tèers aad desires t6at shape the performing image" (5). The 

belief that a fisnate perfonner is subordinate to a d e  viewer is a prominent topic of 



33 

discussion among today's film &CS. Initiated by Launi Mubey's work kt cinema, 

the theory of ''the gaze" postdates that spectatocs of füm, television, and vide0 imitate 

the restncted and gendered view of the voyeuristic "male" canera which stares at the 

actress on screen through its limitiag lem. As Case observes, the female subject is 

positioned as a "passive object to the male viewer"; hence, "The male looks; the 

femafe is looked upon" (120). That "the gaze" existed years before Mulvey's 

hypothesis is evident fiom Fanny Kemble's observations on her y e m  as an actress. 

She d e s  in Records ofa GirIhenxi that w b t  she found most disagreeable about her 

proféssion was "the public personal exhibition, the violence done (as it seems to me) 

to womanly dignity and dmrum in thus becoming the gaze of every eye and theme of 

every tongue. Ifmy audience was reduced to my idmates and associates 1 shouid not 

mind it so much, I think" (432). Her recokction of watching a new actress, Miss 

Sheriff, perfbnn a h  indicates her recognition and fear ofthe power of the male gaze: 

Whm 1 saw the thousamis of eyes of that crowded pitFul of men, and 

heard their stomy acclamations, and then looked at the Eagiie, 

helpless, pretty young creature standing before them trem bling with 

temor, and dl woman's fear and shame in such an wuloltufat position, 1 

more than ever marve1ed how I, or any woman, couid ever have 

ventureci on so tem'ble a trial, or survived the venture. It seemed to me 

as if the mere gaze of aii tbat multitude must meh the slight figure 

away like a wreath of vapor in the sun, or sbriveI it up Lice a scrap of 

silver paper More a blaPng h (Recordr 465) 
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Tracy Davis fin& in her study of the relationship b e e n  women and 

nineteenth-cenhiry theatre that a common cnticism of the Victorian actress wm the 

ideological splk between her public and private lives. ProfesPionally she c d d  play 

the roles of devoted wife and tender motber, but her v g r  appearance on a public stage 

denounced her as an immoral woman ("Spectacles" 52). John Berger has also 

commented on the paradox involving male viewers of art  who approve of their own 

voyewistic activity, while at the same time c e n s u ~ g  the object of their gaze: "you 

paint a naktd woman because you mjoyed looking at her, you put a &or in her hand 

and you cal1 the painting V i i t y ,  thus morally condemning the woman whose 

nakedness you had depicted for your own pleasure'' (51). Similar sentiments about 

theatre appear later in the century, in Arthur Wing Pinero's 1838 play TreIawny of the 

'Wells,' where an mess voices the paradox: "It is Avonia, the suburban soubrette in 

the principal boy's tightq who stands up to Sir William Gower and bravely demands 

that the respectable world recopize the hypocrisy by which they enjoy women on the 

stage and despise them for being there" (Bratton "Introductionn xx). 

Theatre's history of male ped70rmers in drag, its power base in male authority 

figures (from conceptions of femininity to receptions by audiences) have prompted 

critics to revise the old notion of thattre and its acton as mirrors of red life that reflect 

mrths about the human condition Maggie Hamm argues that actresses reflect 

masculllie tntths, masculine conceptions of femininity. Women who appear on stage, 

she sayq are Sdeologicai signifier$' (6). Innuenceci by Jacques Lacan's theones of 

the mirror stage of human developmenî, wherein women seme as a minor for 

masaUiae id*, feminist critics insist thst actresses ofien minor male faotasies, 



and benefited the retention of a system wherein males were icons of power and 

authority and females were icons of hgiiity and acquiescence. According to Pam 

Moms, cultural misrepresentations of women by men over the years have pmved to be 

a successful sanm*oning of their domination over women (33). 

When women are portrayed in art, literature, and drarna, they are usually 

depicted as an angehhore biaary. In an illustraticon in ï7te Hisfory of Pendknms, 

Thackeray pictures these polarities of femininity. His hero stands between two 

women-one symbolising the femde as temptress, the other as the good femaie, 

'Demure Duty" (Fisher "Sirenn 392-393). Because Pen is a h t e r ,  they represent not 

ody his mord choices in life, but also the choices he thinks he has to make in regard 

to femaie charaderisation in his works. 
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For the fictional stage woman, these polarities are u d l y  depicteci in temis of 

her on and off stage identities. While on stage, in ballet, melodriuna, aad 

Shakespearean drama, she may enact angeiic roles, or roles h t  eadone the need for 

angeüc behaviours in women, off stage she is usudly portrayed as an immoral, 

ciangerom individual. In Women md Victorian Berne, Keny Powell argues that 

nineteenth-century theatre "conspired in producing repressive codes of gmder even as 

it provided women with a rare oppomuiity to experience independence and power" 

(xi). Poweli notes that men were both "antacteci and repetled by female power on 

stage" and thus 

reacted with speech of theû O-a strategic rhetoric designed to 

ensure d e  dominance in theu own personal iiveq in the theatre, and 

in society as a whole. By formulatin8 the actress as intrinsically 

different fiom other women, having little or nothing in comrnon with 

their own wives and daughters, Viamian men defended themseives, 

and society at large, agknst the apocalyptic terrors which female power 

evoked for them. (xi 

As part of their smtegy to negate the power of this visible, independent woman, 

Maorian men developed a rhetoric that empbatically defined the actress in her private 

Iife as the opposite of the Angel in the House and of the idealised women she 0th 

portrayed in plays Even respecteci stage women were accused of being deceptive, 

egotisticai, and seKserving. Accusations included charges that adresses existai on 

the same levd as prosthtes, and as such they were wanton women who schemed to 

seduce susqticbte hsbands away Eom their wives, thus destroying the f a d y  unit. 
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The stigma attached to actresses in their private hes was cleariy an attempt to nuIli@ 

the potdal  power the5 car- might have affiorded them. Hence, Davis makes a 

valid observation when she notes tbat acanate histories of fernate stage perfomers 

must account for both their pmksional and personal lives (Acheses xi). 

Men Poweii hims to a study of Victorian novels and plays in which theatre 

and in particular the actress are dominant components, he finds that many t a s  &kn 

nineteenth-century ideological codes of gender. For example, they &en designate the 

theatre as a locus of decay and danger, an environment unsuitable for a "good 

woman" As Charlotte BronttYs 1853 novel Vilet?e suggests, women were often 

fascinated by actresses, seeing them as syrnbols of the independence denied tu the 

ordlluiry, non-professionai woman. The heroine Lucy Snowe participates in a school 

vaudeville and later attends a performance to see the actress Vashti, both experiences 

aliowing h a  to release repressed longings for power and a desire to express that 

power. When she perfonns in the vaudeville, Lucy enacts a maie role+aithough she 

rehses to garb herseIf completely in men's clothing, Iimiting herself to a cravai-in a 

love scene with her fnend Ginevra In her study of the novel, Judith Newton assesses 

the complexities involved in this portrayal, and argues that Lucy's acting dlows her to 

tel- "repressed sexuai and romarrîic feelings" encoded within the play but which 

cannot be expresseci outside of the play; "It is not possible in the worid of Fillette to 

de@ men's emotiond conttol in this way" (120). Of the peflormance by Vaski, Lucy 

remains a spectator, arp«iencing a powerfirl emotionai response to the aaress, unüke 

thaî of her maie cornpanion. Lisa Smidge says that Vashti's identity as a Jewish 

f e d e  pdorrner, which forces her to tace both anti-theatricai and mti-Semitic 
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prejudice, Y appeaiing to Lucy. Vashi d s t s  ''Ixyond the bouadaties of social 

acceptaiicen and "embodies a radid challenge to srtists seeking to depict the ferninine 

. . . . [she] is a female Moses leading an ex& of women £tom artistic 

misrepresentatim'' (7.10). Bron@, though, rempises that the independence Vashti 

represents is dangerous for those women who mua repress artistic and independeut 

Iougings in order to wnfonn to a stable social order. Thus, Lucy's visit to the theatre 

ends with the ttrreat of the building buming up, the heat and chaos of the fie minoring 

the passions that burn within her but c m o t  be openly released: "'Fire!' rang through 

the gdery. 'Fire!' was repeated, reechoed, yelled forth: and then, and faster than pen 

can set it dowa, came panic, rushing, cnishing-a blind, selfish, cruel chaos" (3 74). 

Earlier Lucy had de~crt%ed Vashti in similar terms, as a fiery king capable of causing 

becilam: "She could shine yet with pale grandeur and steady might; but that star 

verged already on its judgment day. Seen near, it was a chaos-hollow, 

coosumed: an orb perished or penshin-half lava, half giow" (368). Vashti's 

description foreshadows the actual fire m d  reminds Lucy that actresses and the theatre 

permit the Iiberation of pent-up ernotions and desires, a release that is typicaify 

forbidden to the ordinary wornaa. 

Poweii f i d s  that in several tuas, actresses are women who are unhappy with 

their profaion, and who are more than eager to exchange their themical caresrs for 

marriage, William Piynae's 1632 H i s & i o m a s ~ - ~ e  PInyer'k Scourge, or. Acîor 

Tragedie that m e d  girls about the dangers of seekiog employment in the theatre 

seems to reside in the background of those works which remind actresses that they an 

nllaùig theu chances for marriage with respedable men, that theu actions will plunge 
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their h i l i e s  into dkgrace, that the acting profession is akin to prostitution A 

common attitude of such disapprova! toward actresses appears in Geraldine 

Jewsbury's novel HalfSistets: 

1 have got a real honor of aU professional women A woman who 

makes her mind public, or exhibits herself in any way, no matter how it 

may be dignified by the title of art, seems to me littie better than a 

woman ofa nameless class. 1 am more jealous of the mind than of the 

body; and, to me, there is sornething revolting in the notion of a woman 

who professes to Iove and belong to you alone going and printing the 

secrets of her inmost heart, the most sacreci working of her soul, for the 

benefit of ail who cm pay for them. . . . I could not love a professionai 

woman, and 1 would cut my rïght hand off sooner than rnarry one; they 

are dl very well in their way, but no wife or daughter of mine should 

ever, with my consent, form an aqustintance with actress, artist, singer, 

or musician. (2 142 1 5 )  

Accordhg to Powell., this speaker (a male friend of the novel's hero) likens an actress 

to a "published text"; she is "available for anyone to 'raici,' rather than the property of 

one man. a fact which links her in the mind of Geraidiae Jewsbury's hero to 

prostitution" (3 1). Powell also cites the hero ofthe 1878 novel MucLeod of Dme as a 

respectable man who dreads public knowledge of his association with an actress. 

MacLeod dedareq "'1 hated the theatre whenever I thought of her in it 1 dared 

scarcely open a newspaper, lest I should see ber name. 1 tumed away fiom the posters 

in the streets: when 1 happeneci by some accident to see her publicly pmded in that 
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way, I shuddered ail through-with shame, 1 think'" (131). Many d e r s  wam 

women that ifthey should take to the stage, they d l  aever be accepteci into genteel 

soci-. As Su Charles, who has an affair with an amess in Charles Reade's novel 

Peg Woflngton, says, "Why is it every man of intellect loves an actress once in his 

life, and no man of sense ever did it twice?" (53). For some writers, the common 

ways of dealing with the a~fress, to negate her power or to punish her for her tebellion, 

are to portray her as a monstrous, unnaturai, or maddened woman, to give her a fatal 

ilhess, or to remind her and her readers that a fai1ure to embrace marnage and 

motherhood makes women sombn, bitter spinstem. 

tn many Victorian works, fictional actresses enjoy the power they exert as 

women speaking on a public stage, but fear their independence will render them 

u~atural. Indoctrinated by the idea thet a woman's natural job is to be wife and 

mother, they expenence either an enduring anxiety to find a husband or they adopt a 

defensive stance to legitimise their career choice. Hence, actress Gertnide White in 

M a c b d  of Dme wishes she could marry a nch man and leave the acting world 

b e b d  her 

She went to the mirror and regardeci herseif; and aimost unconsciously 

an expression of pride and resolve appeared about the lines of her 

mouth. And she would show to herseif that still she had a woman's 

feeling by going out and doing some actual work of charity; she would 

prove to herself that the constant stimulation of noble emotions had not 

deadened hem in her own nature . . . . She was aying to imagine 

herself as having atready left the stage and aü its fictkious allurements. 
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She was mw Lady BomtifùI: having lwked afler the simple «ires of 

her household she was now ready to cast her eyes abroad and relieve in 

so far as she might the distress around her . . . . her kart was happy and 

her courage rose. It was not for nothing, then, that she had entertained 

the bold resolve of casting aside for ever the one great ambition of her 

1 i f M t . h  dl its intoxicating successes, and hopes, and struggies-for 

the homely and simple duties of an ordinary woman's existence. (2 12) 

Another gwd depiction of an actress' dissatisfaction with the theatrical profession and 

her yearning to be accepted into the domestic sphere appears in Pinero's Trelawny of 

the 'WeiLr.' Rose Trelawny is an actress who marries into respectable society, having 

grown up with her mother's advice nnging in her ears: "Mother said, 'if ever a good 

man cornes dong and offers to many you and to take you off the stage, seize the 

chance-get out of it'" (I.i.446447). Mindful of her mother's waniings that a career 

in theatre is short-lived for a woman once she grows older and loses her beauty, Rose 

marries Arthur Gower. While she Ends life in the Gower household stifling and duil, 

she dso hds it uncornfortable to retum to her former life. She wam her theatre 

tiiends ofthe false world they inhabit: 

We are only dolls, partly human, with mechanical limbs that will fi l  

into stagey postures, and heads stuffed with sayings out of nibbishy 

plays. It isn't the world we live in, merely a worlbsuch a queer Little 

one! I was l es  than a month in Cavendish Square, and very few people 

came there; but they were real people-real! For a month i lost the 

smeii ofgas and oranges, and the hurcy and noise, and the dirt and the 
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slang, and the clownish joking, at the 'Wells'. 1 didn't realize at the 

time the change that was goiag on in me; 1 didn't realue it till 1 came 

back (m.i.234-242) 

Rose's interaction with the "reai" world has thus made her unhappily aware of the 

artificiality of the theatre world. ûther actresses, who have chosen career over 

motherhood, fbd they must defend their decision The singer and actress Alcbansi in 

George Eliot's Daniel D e r o h  (1876). who refus& to play the role of mother to her 

son, is later very much aware of how society views such behaviour as monstrous and 

unnatuai: "'Every rnother is supposeci to have the sarne set of motives, or else to be a 

monster. 1 am not a monster, but I have not felt exactly what other women feel-or 

say t hey feei, for féar of being thought unlike others'" (539). 

Like his litefetry contemporaries, Thackeray was conscious of society's 

denigration of stage wornen. Consequently, any association with the theatre, whether 

familial or professional, is precarious in tenns of stanis for his fictional women. So, 

for example, in Lowl the WictoWer Bessy Pnor tries to hide her theatricai background 

when she becomes a govemess. When the truth of her past emerges, she faces 

accusations tlorn her employer's mother and rnother-in-law that she has poiiuted her 

young charges; in the eyes of the older women, Bessy is a "Serpent" and a 'Wpef 

W 8 ) .  The "respectable" Society of V d t y  Fair likewise objects to Thackeray's 

Becky Sharp. Educator Barbara Pmkerton feels she must warn others that Becky is 

the daughter of an opera dancer, that theatre end ail of its aegative implications are 

thus in her blood: 
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My dread iq lest the principles of the mother-who was represented to 

me as a French cwntess, for& to emigrate in the late revohrtionary 

homors; but who. as 1 have since found, was a person of the very Iowest 

order and moralcahould at any time prove to be hererirtq in the 

unhappy woman whom 1 took as an outctzst. (VF 117) 

Pinkertoa is voicing, and emphasising, the common belief that theatre and its 

pmctitioners lack morality, a belief that makes her use of the term outcast appropriate 

since women who had an association with the stage, however slight, were social 

outcasts. Hence, Lady Maria in The Virgn im is exiied from her aristocratie 

community of Wends and relatives when she marries an actor4 When young Hetty 

asks her mother why the fmily fiels insulteci by Maria's marriage and why they 

should object to a union between two people in love, the older wornan merely 

responds that the girl is too young to comprehend the situation: '"Never mind,' cries 

mamma 'Little girls can't be expected to know, and ought not to be tw nirious to 

inquire, what Lady M a ' s  conduct has been! Suffice if miss, that 1 am shocked her 

ladyship should ever have been here; and 1 say again, no honest person should 

associate with her!'" (V 739). These comrnents are disturbing for two reasons. 

FkstIy, they indicate that a woman's character, no matter how spotles or respectable, 

is immediately and irrevocably denigrated the instant she ente= into a liaison with 

theatre. Secondiy, these opinions are being passed on to members of a yomger, 

susceptrile generatioa; the young girl is encomged to view Lady Maria as her mother 

does, even though the mother is unwiiling, or unable, to provide an explmation for her 

aversioa She is simply followhg estabfished social tenets and instnicts her daughter 
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to do su as weli. As a product of this society herseIf, Maria would have, or should 

have, anticipateci the negative reaction to her mamage. So, as with women who de@ 

convention by beconhg amesses, Maria is castigated for an act of love that society 

chooses to interpret as an act of rebellion against established traditions. 

One of Thackeray's primary concems was to emphasise that such aitical 

attitudes toward women's association with theatre lack viability because they are 

rooted in hypocrisy, ignorance, and blind dedience to ideological codes. The world 

that judges Becky Sharp to be egotistical and comiving is itself vain and deceptive. In 

Lovel the Widower, Bessy hides her past because she knows society wilI condemn her 

if the tnith emerges. 

Hence, Thackeray's stage women often expose social elitism, and they aiso 

make us rethink our own readings of them as dangerous, deceptive, or unnahiral 

women. Conclusive judgements are not as wtsy to make as might be the case in the 

works of other writers, primarily because Thackeray undermines authonal control. 

What also causes his work to stand apart fiom others is the relationship he includes in 

his texts between stage women and Wrifers. As part of his retlexive strategy, his 

works either aiiude to red writers and artists (illustrators and playwrights) or he 

includes fictional writers w i t b  his works, as nmtors who lose control of their 

stories or as characters who are WTiters. It is this relationship th has prompted my 

choice of tex&. In Hore et zéphyr, Thackeray alludes to and parodies the work of 

nineteenth-century illustrators of ballet, wbse drawings promoted a fdse ideai of 

women as ethereal, floating beings. In The yirgmtanr, Thackeray ailudes to and 

parodies plapwights of Pocahontas melodramas, who, Wre his fictiod d e r  George 
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Warrington, romnticised history in order to depict a heroine that confomed to 

ideological codes of gender. In Vbiy Fair, Thackeray creates a narrator who cannot 

M y  control his leading female charmer, a girl who has acting in her blood, and 

consequently he unsetties Our conndence in judging ha,  as does her social world, a 

dangerous wornan. In Pendennis, the hero is a writer who in his immaturity is 

artistically inspirecl to mate art based on romantic illusions of an actress, delusions 

that have been strongly infiuenced by his reading of romantic and sentimental 

literature. In The Ravenswing, wherein a namitor tinds he cannot control the heroine 

of his story, Thackeray parodies the "god-like" authonty of authors, and he also takes 

direct airn at the shoddy prdces of journalists who in the name of egotism and 

cornpetition fdsi& rewiews of theatrical performances. As well, in Love1 the 

Widower, Thackeray creates a namator who tries to write a script with a former actress 

as his heroine; however, he is an unsuccessîtil playwright because his heroine will not 

conform to the dictates of the standard melodramatic tex& and act the part of the typicaI 

leading lady. Although the d s t s  and writers in these works shodd have conmi of 

their texts and their heroines, Thackeray undermines their authority, exposes their 

failures, or parodies the abwdity of their works so that he can reveai the fdsity that 

exists behind standard depictions of women in culture. 

Chapters One and Two f w s  on Thackeray's crïticism of two stage women- 

the ballerina and Pocahoatas-who contirne to be regarded as models. of femininity. 

Thackeray's use of these f i d e  figures, when placed in the context of historicai 

models and modern feminist theory, shows his objections to iddised depictions of 

women and dcipates modernday concems about gender representation. 
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Thackeray's visuai examination of ballerinas appears in a series of sketches entitled 

Flore et Zéphyr. in which he depicts m e s  nom this ballet, ranging fiom the dancers' 

perfocma~ces on stage to audience reactions and backstage gatherings. The ballerina 

is ofparticular importance to Victosian culture because the nineteenth century ushered 

in the nilt of the r o d c  ballerha and illustrators fiequently turned to her to promote 

ideai womanhood In fact, Lynn G d o l a  points out that the nineteenth century 

created a "mystique of the ballerina" that persists today (96). According to Janet 

Wolff, dance is subversive when it "questions and exposes the construction of the 

body in culturen (137). Hence, Thackeray's sketches must be subversive because in 

them he parodies these illustrators' depictions of the ballerina as the epitome of the 

perfect Victorian woman. In his ait, the typically silent, fiagile, floating bailerina is 

instead a strong, muscular woman-as indeed the realities of the profession demand 

physicai, not ethered, performers. Thackeray further questions the veracity of the 

ballerina as ideal female by showing that in performance she codd be read not only as 

"angel;" but also as %horen since despite her virginal stage appearance, she often 

invoked strong s e m a i  responses among male audiences. It is significant that 

Thackeray chose a visual medium by which to study this particular type of female 

performer, thereby emphasising her visual and siIent nature. However, uniike his 

artistic counterparts, he provides us with a tact that offers an unconventional reading 

of femininity, an interpretation that becomes apparent when the sketches are placed in 

the historicat mntext ofthe ballerina's ascendance. 

Like the ballerina. Pocahontag who is ailuded to in me Virgnzms, has 

become an icoa of femininity, md a character whose identity hes ken lost amid a 
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mergllig of history with fiction. Men the aovel appeared in the mid-nineteenth 

century, Thackeray and bis readers had become aware that playwrights in the 

eighteenth ce- and early nineteenth century had taken the féw brief historiai facts 

writîen about her and creatively magnifieci and distorted them. Thackeray's visits to 

Arneris where Pocahontas coatinues to be regardeci as a great folk heroine, wouid 

have nminded him of her tremendous popularity in the public imagination, 

pmicularly as fostered by the many plays &en about her in the United States and 

England. Pocahontas was an exceptionally atbactive character to those nineteenth- 

ceutury audiences who saw in ha willingness to d c e  her life to save a man the 

ideal Victorian woman. But other audiences, more interested in histoncal tnitb, 

recospised that these plays were based on deliberateIy created fictions, largely 

constniaed so that the works wodd promote idedised notions of male heroism and 

codes of propa behaviour for women. 

The scant historicd facts recorded about Pocahontas need to be read in 

juxtaposition with her representation in eighteenth and nineteenth-cantury plays (and 

dso twentieth-cerrtury movies). These dnunss became so numerous by the mici- 

nineteenth century that other wnters began to pmdy the previous plays, in effea 

exposing Pocahoatas as the tiction she hi becorne. In The V'irgmim, Thackeray 

takes a reflexive look back to the eighteemth ce- and the writing of these types of 

plays. Chapter Two of this dissertation wili show that in the context of the historical 

Pocahoatas and her romantic c h c t e r  in drama, Thackeray used the figure of George 

Wmîqton, and the creatioa aad ceceptioa of his Pocahomas play, to anticipate his 

own cenairy's criticism of these earlier Wt'iters, The play fails because, üke o h  
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eighteenth-century Wfifers, Warrington creates an absurdiy romanticised version of 

Pocahontm. 

The antithesis of the ided female is the subject of Chapter Tbree. V b t y  Fair 

provides another perspective on how we interpret fémininity based on pre-existing 

texts. Becky Sharp, the daughter ofa femaie stage performer, herseIf exhibits a great 

talent for amateur performance and tbus tiices social censure for her wntemptible 

hentage and for her unorthodox behaviour. She refuses to conforni to the traditionai 

roles of wife and mother, and is thus deemed despicable. But are the ~ovel's 

charaaers-and we as readas-correct in judghg her monstrous? Thackeray 

complicates aa easy, and neetive, assessrnent of Becky's character- Through the 

d e n  text of Vmity FOir and its illustrations, he niggests the conneaion h e m  

Becky and one of theaîre's most dangerous femdes, Clytemnestra (whose chaniîter 

she enacts during a private theatrical performance), is a tenuous one and susceptible to 

misrdings and oversimpIifications. By undercutting his narrator's authonal control 

of her character, and suggesting that the text's illustrations have arnbiguous 

interpretations, Thackeray is able to challenge traditional renderings and readings of 

women as either angel/whore. 

Chapter Four will focus on The History of Penriéms, whereia Thackeray also 

differentiates between an actress in private Iife and the roles she plays on stage. The 

hao Pendemis, a buddiag author, d e r s  the great disappointment that the actress he 

adores, the woman he would script as his p d i  heroine, is not a grand 

Shakespearean Iady, nor a mefodramatic damsel in distress. In hm, he camot then 

wnte himselfas the herolsauiour of bis text, for such a role exiots only in the reah of 
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fiction and imagination, Through the disillusions of Pendemis, Thackeray is able to 

show just how fàr apm the portrayais of women in litmtwe and drama ara ftom 

women in reai life. The use of a stage woman to expose this discrepancy is a refkaive 

suggestion that many women's portrayals in therature are mot& in the theatricai. 

The lack of authorid control Pendmis eces in uying to make an actnss 

conforni to his romantic ''script" is even M e r  emphasised in The liaveming ami 

Lovel the WI"ctowetp wh& the cnticism Thackeray levels at the pradces of other 

Wfifers becomes even more direa. The Ravemng, the subject of Chapter Five, 

contains a namitor who apologises for the behaviour of his heroine when she will aot 

conform to standard representations of women in h a  She refuses to obey the 

dictates of his authorid per It is pethaps this inabilÏty to conml her that causes his 

story to become in large part a text that parodies the coatrol others tq to exert upon 

her. In this story, Thackeray produces a compelling shidy of the forces that mate the 

perforrners who enact the roles der  women are encouraged to emlate. The 

Rawnnving takes a backstage view of theatre, fiom immoral mangers to corrupt 

journalists, and tums the spotiight on how a woman of average talent becomes a star 

because a succession of men are motivated by the possibility of hancial or sexuai 

rewards. The actress, the Ravenswing, fits Irigaray's observation that “jus as a 

cummctdity bas no mirmr it can use to reflea itseIf, so womm serves as reflestion, as 

image of and for man, but lacks specific qudities of her own Her value-invested form 

amomts to what msn Uiscnies in and on its matter: that is, her body" (Inis Sèx 187). 

But this attempt at inscription does not go umioticed by the Ravenswing, who is 

capable of responding with hearty physicaiày. Her off-stage persona thereby beües 
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her profdonal persona as a firagile woman who obeys male scripts and literary 

comntiom- 

The same defiance of confodty appears in Lovei the Widower. Chapter Six 

examines this important later work which was based on Thackeray's unproducd play 

The Wolves d the h b .  Thackeray here uses a woman âom an acting background 

to reveaI the fictiodsed concept of the Angel in the House. Despite the efforts of the 

narrator, Bessy Prior does aot fit into a script that would have her perform the d e  of a 

helpless melodramatic heroine. uistead, like the RavenSWU1g she fhstmtes male 

control, and she uses a respome that anticipates the theory of "the gaze." When Bessy 

Priot stares back at the male viewer/reader/writer who wishes to constnict her as a 

passive heroine of romance, she destroys his "scriptn and makes hirn aware of his own 

heroic limitations and subsequently the inadequacies of literary practices to portray 

accurate views ofhuman nature. 

Thackeray's reflexive textq then. indiate his concem about cuItural 

misrepresentations of women. His use of stage women allows him to suggest that 

artists and wnters have fiilsifiecl femininity in art, fiction, and drama-in effect, that 

standard depictioas of femininity, which have long been accepted as accurate 

indicaiors of "tnie womanhood," are rooted in the tbeatrical. By suggesting the 

artificiality of femmSnity has been created fiom rornanticised histories and 

oversimplined baary conventions, Thackeray is able to undermine and destabiiise 

ideologicai d e s  of gender. 
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Both his fiction and non-fiction works r e m a i  hW insistence upon tndh in art, 

his recognition of theatre's sham, and his concern that arhts and wuriters had become 

overly reliant upon theatrical conventions as a way of depiethg human nature. In 

terms of one type of depiction, the representation of women in dture, he felt artists 

and writers oversimplified thek portrayais of fernininity and thus promoted Mse 

notions of womanhood. Thackeray counters these representations and complicates wt 

reading of femininity by offering other alternatives. He sbattas our f i  in the old 

concept that a woman can be categorised as either angel or whore, and he suggests that 

womaa, as she has traditionally been depicted in fiction, is an inaccurate or limited 

mode1 of fèmininity. The use of parody serves as an intertextual underscoring of his 

Cnticism of other works in which women are used to confirm the authenticity of happy 

endings, poetic justice, and male heroism. His texts, in contrast, use stage women to 

shatter his narrators' and his rtaders' confidence that these conventions convey 

accurate representations of human nature. Parody, in its insistence that readers 

become critically interested in the process and cretttion of fiction, serves Thackeray's 

wncems about gender representation in lierafu~e. By becoming aware of the 

existence of more than one text-the parody &seIf and the work upon which the parody 

is inspired-readers are encourageci to consider that multiple redbgs of fémininity are 

available beyond that which are produced by literary stemtypes and conventions. 

Thackeray thus makes us aware of the limitations of texts, whiie at the same t h e  he 

opens up the possibility for the creation of new tex& 



Notes 

' References to Thackeray's works throughout are to The Oxford Thackeray, ed. 

George SaiatSbury (London 1908) 17 vols. 

Thackeray rewrote the h a 1  lhes as, 

Ange! oflife! That home is thine 
Till human hearts becorne divine; 
To feelings in their fond repose, 
And love his godhead can disclose 
Where nature most revds its worth; 
And if there be a home on earth 
To chatm the chds of time away. 
Born of ber magic, bled their sway. 
Domestic hom Elysium dl, 
The giory and the might of an; 
And self from out the selfïsh take, 
The hopes that keep the hem awake; 
Of what our sofier moods bestow 
The grece, the lustre, and the glow. (S@y 29) 

3 For readings of the illustration that argue it is an allusion to The Choice of 

Herdes,  between Vime and Pleame, or Sir Joshua Reynolds' painting Gankk 

Be- Tragee and Corne& (1761). see Judith Law Fisher ("Siren and Artist: 

Contradiction in Thackeray's Aesthetic Ideal") and Martin Meisel (Realzunanom: 

Narrative, Pictoria& d nieutrical Arts in Nineteenth Centwy EngImd). 

Lewis MeIvilie, Some Aspects of Thackeray, says Thackeray may have based 

Lady M a ' s  mmiage to O'Hagan on the elopement ofan actor named O'Brien and 

M y  Susan Fox Strangways, whose "retations then sent them to America, with an 

diowauce of four hundred a year, d e d  by Lord HoUmd on his niece; but the daring 

couple eventudy decideci not to accept expatriation, a d  retutned to England, where 

they led a happy and comemed men (191). 



Chapter One: 

Flore: The B a l l e ~ a  as Imn of Femininity 

More than any other era in the history of ballet, the nineteenth century 
belongs to the bailerina She haunts its iithographs and paintings, an 
ethereal mature touched with the c h  of another age. Yet even 
when she tumeci into the fiut, leggy ballerina of modern times, her 
ideology survived. If today the art of ballet celebnites the h e u r  
oearly as ofken as the cùmseuse, it has yet to rid its aesthetic of 
yesterday's cult of the etemal ferninine. 

Lynn Garafola, T h e  Travesty Dancer in Nineteenth-Century 
Ballet" 

'When the virile toga has taken the place of the jacket and tumed- 
collar, that Columbine, who 611 float before you a goddess to-night, 
will only be a third rate dancing female, with rouge and large feet. You 
will see the ropes by which the genii corne down, and the d i  
cnimpled knees of the faines-and you won't be in such a hurry to 
leave a good bottle of port as now at the pleasant age of thirteen.' 

Thackeray, "A Night's Pleasure" 

In 1837, dance critic Théophile Gautier celebrated the brilliance of ballerina 

Marie Taglioni: "she Bies like a spint in the midst of the transparent clouds of white 

muslin with which she loves to s m u n d  herself, she resembles a happy angel who 

scarcely bends the petais of celestial flowers with the tips of her pink toes" (431).' 

This kind of rhapsodie praise was not uncommon during the early nineteenth centuxy. 

According to Judith Mackrell, the tendency for writers to refer to fernale dancers as 

birds, feathers, or moonbeams, rather than as r d  women, extended into the visual arts 

A similarly overwrought ideafism dso affected painters and illustrators, 

who showed b a l l e ~ a s  perched weightiessly on flowers or twigs, 

tipped fornard in some impossible osbalance position as if supported 
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by a passing summer breeze. Careless of the d e s  of anatomy, these 

daacen were drawn with skins translucent in a pearly light, with feet 

absufdiy tiny. There was no suggestion of muscle and sinew in theu 

bodies; their limbs were so delicately rounded they couldn't possibly 

have borne the dancers' weight. (19) 

Such depictions conformed to the types of roles these women performed on stage- 

sylphs, ghosts, and other ethereal beings who were delicate and enigmatic, and beyond 

a hero's grasp. hovations such as gas lighting, introduced in London in 181 7, which 

bathed the stage in mysterious "moonlight," machines that allowed dancers to fiy 

across the stage, and the adoption of pointe dancing by which they could raise 

thernselves so high on their toes that they seemed to be floating above the ground 

caused ballerinas to be viewed as "fiagile inhabitants of another wor~d";~ thus 'To 

Romantic poets and intellectuals, who yeamed fashionably after the Ideal, these 

dancen seemed miraculously to garb the Spirit in physical fom" (Mackrell 18). "It is 

not coincidentc says Lesley Fems, "that dance, specifically the Romantic ballet, a 

voiceless and speechleu performing art, focuses almoa relentlessly on the fernale 

performer and elevates her to a position of mute feminine perfection" (1 

Thackeray, however, never forgot that there wes a fleshand-blood woman living 

beneath this ideal, nor that other ilIustnitors were Iegitimising a fdse conception of 

femininity through their idedistic renditions of the ballerina 

It is fitting to start an examination of his stage women with Flore since, as 

Teresa de Laxetis notes, vinial images of femaie dancers are among the most 

important conveyoa of ideotogical codes of gender 
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the representzrtion of women as image . . . and the concurrent 

representation of the fende body as the locus of sexuality, site of 

visud pleasure, or hire ofthe gaze is so pervasive in our culture . . . that 

it necessarily constitutes a starting point for any understanding of 

sexual clifference and its ideological effects in the construction of social 

subjects. (Alice 37-38) 

Alexandra Carter dso stresses the importance of dance: "The images of women 

inscribed by traditional western theatre dance forms are synonymous in our society 

with notions of what it is to be not just female, but ferninine" (43). Thackeray's 

recognition of the ballerina's significance in culture is noteworthy, since as Ann 

Daly's remarks in 1987 indicate, scholars of theatre have been slow to investigate hm 

importance to gender representation: The issues sunounding the ballerina as a 

culturai icon of femininity have been left virtuaily unexplored in print and met with 

impatient, if polite, interest in most public discussionsn (8). And yet, as she points 

out. the ballerina's appearance on a public stage had a great influence upon cultural 

and social conceptions of womanhood; when "an dficid construction takes on a 

'natural' appearance, ideal representations (woman) iastead of redities (women) set 

standards for everyday life" (9). De Law& also emphasises the impact feminist 

aitics have had upon showing the comection between visual images of women and 

ideological representations: 

it is precisely the feminist critique of representation that has 

conclusively demofl~tt8ted how any image in our culture-let alone any 

image of womak-is placeci within, and read from the encompassing 
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context of paeiarchal ideologies, whose vaîues and effects are social 

and subjective, aesthetic and affective, and obviously permeate the 

entire social fabnc and hence ail social subjects, women as well as 

men. (Technologies 38-39) 

Carter M e r  remarks that the mute, visual dancer has no power to influence the way 

ber image is rad: "Whilst in some respects it may be important to consider what the 

dance maker or dance pedormer thinks about his/her work personal intent is relatively 

powerless in the face of the cultural meanings that accrue to images of the female 

body" (46). 

Thackeray's references to ballet in his fiction and art work, wherein he 

parodies the notion of the ethereal dancer and her representation in art, anticipate the 

later observations of modem-day critics who have examined dance's influence upon 

gender definitions. Because ballet is an art fonn dominated on stage by female 

perfiomers, but controlled off stage by male producers, managers, and choreographers, 

the conception of femininity that appears is encoded with ideological images of male 

strength and female passMty. Lynn Garafola reminds us that the ballerina as icon of 

femininity is misleading: 

Beginning with romanticism and continuing throughout the nineteenth 

century, femininity itself became the ideology of ballet, indeed the very 

definition of art Ideology, however, tumed out to be a false fiend. 

Even as nineteenth-century baIIet edted the ferninine, setting Ï t  on a 

pedestai to be woishipped, its social reality debased the k w u s e  as a 

worker, a woman, and an d s t .  (98) 
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According to Carter, dance provides us with some of our most "potent symbols of 

feminullty": 

The images of women inscribeci by traditional western theatre dance 

forms are synonymous in our society with notions of what it is to be not 

just femde, but feminine. . . . an analysis of the way in which the 

female body is presented in dance can reveal dominant notions of what 

it is to be 'fernale' in pdcufar culhral contexts. These notions are 

embodied in the image of the dancer which becomes a symboiic 

location of patnarc ha1 society. (4345) 

Judith Hanm also observes that 'Traditional dance defàmiiiarkes the ordinary social 

and sexuai experience of women as people and creates a social object, a representation 

of a desired feminine type" (Dance 228). 

The most visible of dancers in the Rineteenth century was the Romantic 

ballerina, who eclipsed the male dancer on stage. Hanna has noted the importance of 

dance in reaffirming social codes, arguing that the medium of dance "nonverbally 

communicates identity, social stratification, and values" ("Tradition" 224). She also 

contends that dance 'mirrors the cultural life ofambiguity toward semial expression as 

weil as the patterns of geuder and socioecoaomic class that reflect male upper-class 

dominance," and she suggests that the role of the sylph, which represented the 

"idealization of the femde as 'lady'" was perhaps "compensation for middle-class 

women's loss of a key economic role in the f ~ l y  with the onset of the Mustrial 

Revolution" (Dance 175, 126). The Romantic balIerinaYs embodiment of ideai 

womanhood was aided by cosniming and choreography. When hemlines rose, when 
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Iighter muslin replaced wide heavy skirts, and when flat shoes supplanted high-heeIs, 

female dancers were liberated fiom the cumbersome cloth'ig that had greatly 

restricted theu movements. The ballerha changed fiom a relatively static peflonner 

into an active one, represented in art as gliding moss the stage, a romantic creature in 

50th~ white tuile. The male dancer seemed to be relegated to a subordhate position, 

one in which he assisteci the ballenna to dance on her toes or partnered her in the pas 

de d m .  

But this occupation of centre stage containeci with it inconsistencies in female 

empowerment. The ballerina may have seemed to outshine the male dancer, but Ferris 

argues that choreographers of nineteenth-century ballet "imbedded in their narratives 

the attributes of the ballerina which developed this idea of women as ideal object, the 

floating, perf'éct, doll-Iike icon of femininity" (109). b ~ a ,  too, points out that the 

movements on stage were carefiilly choreographed to highiight fernale dependency 

upon the male partner. For exarnple, in the pas de deux partnering, the ballerina can 

be read as being weak and dependent upon male strength: "The woman 'looks up' to 

the man, rises en poime to meet him. Rising en pointe in some positions renden the 

dancer insubstantial. Unable to stand aione, the male supports or assists her" ( D m  

168). This image of female depeudence upon male strength fits nicely into the 

Victorian idedogy of ideal femininity; however, in actuaiity, ballerinas were anything 

but we* fiagile women "Ttiere is a laboured irony behind this idediseci and 

romanticised ballerina," says Ferris, notïng that 

in order to achieve her 'nahual' state of perfecton she has to spend 

years in training, she has to develop a powerful, physical presence 
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which involves the distortion of her legs and feet, to endure great 

hardship and deprivatio-ai1 to learn a technique which paradoxically 

makes invisible the real woman, and creates instead an ethereal, dream- 

Iike, passive image floating across the stage. (1 10) 

The nineteenth-century ballerina was in reality not the ethereal floating being depicted 

in paintings and lithographs. Rather, she needed to be rnuscular in order to leap and 

bound, to hold dficult awkward poses, and to dance en pointe. The delicate, ethered 

sylphs on stage had to undergo off stage many hours of intense training and rehearsal 

in order to achieve that illusion of frailty. Joan McCo~ell is among many writen 

who stress ballet's unnahiralness; this type of dance, she says, "represents the victory 

of the body over nature. A dancer must carefully and painfblly train her body for 

years so she can transcend its naturd limitations. Thus perfection for the dancer 

means dehumanizing the body" (20). Ledey-Anne Sayers observes that a bailerina's 

physical strength had to be hidden in order to confonn to the ideaf ferninine 

conception of delicacy and powerlessness: "A centrai ideal of the classical technique 

is the masking of technique and stnngth, particuiarly so in the case of the ballerina 

where a display of strength would be inappropriate to the ideology that infonns it. 

SUnilarly critics, Iike Iiihographers, most &en colluded with the illusion of the work 

in this respect" (1 70-1 71). 

Romantic ballet, which flourished from 18304850 with its UcuIt of the 

ballerina," proved ta be an important initiation into the theatre world for Thackeray- 

Like other playgoers, Thackeray was captivated by Marie Tagiioni, who was most 

identified with her role in the classic 1832 Romantic ballet La Sylphirle. After 
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witnessing a performance by Taglioni in Paris in 1829, he wmte enthusiastically to his 

mother that she "hath the most superb pair of pins, & maketh the most superb use of 

them that I ever saw a dancer do before" (Lems I 85-86). It was an admiration that 

wouid reappear in his fiction; however, by this time he was no longer the naive young 

man entranced by visions of angels floating aross the stage. Hence, instead of 

idealising the ballerina, he chose to challenge this ideaiism. 

His most sustained look at ballet appears in a series of sketches entitled Flore 

et Zéphyr, whkh was inspired by a one-act ballet d e n  and choreographed by 

Charles-Louis Didelot that was first p e r f o d  in London in 1796.~ When Thackeray 

saw a performance in 1833, he feEt its dancers, particularly Francois Dezombe Albert 

(17894865) a s  Zéphyr, were too oid to be convincing as nymphs and spirits. 

Adopting the pseudonym Théophile wagstaff,' Thackeray used his drawings to 

parody the romantic excesses of Victorian dance illustraton and to caricature the 

fiilsifieci images ofethereal femininity as represented in ballet. That he had Romantic 

bdlet in mind is evident by the dmcers' costumes; instead of the appropriately 

fashioned Greek huiics normally wom by the ballet's performers, Thackeray's Flore 

and Zéphyr wear clothing affiliateci with Romantic ballet, Flore clad in the white dress 

made famous by Tagfioni in La Sy@hi&, and which fiom then on became a standard 

costume for Romantic ballerinas. 

A synopsis of the plot shows that the ballet's action centers on the romantic 

interactions between the nymph Flore and her wayward lom, the spirit Zephyre: 

Zephyre, the inconstant Brexze, descends fiom heaven with Cupid in 

his arms. The God of Love fosters Zephyre's fickleness by fhding 
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Ho% a nymph, to replace his first love, but wanis him he mut repent. 

Zephyre's new partner traces his shadow thrown on a temple wdl (an 

allusion to the invention of the art of painting). Cupid wams Zep hyre 

that his first love is about to appear, at which the inconstant spirit 

abandons the new nymph and flies away. Later, to prove his constancy, 

he lets his wings be clipped; the nymph takes them for her own. and she 

flies up and out. In the end, Zephyre recovers his wings, and al1 is well. 

(Kirstein 1 3 0). 

Thackeray's first Iithograph (Figure l), which appears on the title page and 

acts as a fiontispiece to the remaining eight, is a carîcature of Taglioni, to whom the 

drawœngs are dedicated. Posing in her Sylphide costume, with its bell-shaped skirî, 

tight-fitting bodice, pead necklace, and wreath of flowers, she stands with both feet 

pointed in an unnaturat outward stance. Her amis are folded across her chest in a pose 

that associates her with Tagiioni, who wodd cross her arms as she danced in order to 

hide the "ungainliness" of her "disproportionately long" limbs (Muresimu 235). 

References to Taglioni appear in Thackeray's later fiction as well and serve to 

reveai the disparity between a male's romanticking of an ided woman and the red 

wornan before him ui Pendemns, for example, Pendennis refers to Blanche Amory as 

a Sylphide, an allusion to the ballet Taglioai made famous. But as Pen will leam, 

Blanche is flir Rom being an idealised icon of felaininky; hence the cornparison 

between her and TaglÏoni oniy emphasises ber distance fiom the h i n i n e  ideaL6 

Cornparisons between fernale characters and Taglioni are also ascribed to older men in 

the throw of whimsical mernories. Hence, Ui Ine Newcomes, the narrator-this tirne 



Figure 2 
"La Danse fait Ses Onrandes sur 
I'Auteil De L'Harmonie" 

Figure 3 
'Triste et Ab- Les WctiOns Des 
Nymphs Le Tentent En Vain" 
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an older pende mi^-dei watching and admiriag, Ethel dance a wdtz, lapses into 

whimsy. He thinks back fondy to former days: 'Wot till the music stoppeci did she 

sink down on a seat, panting, and smiling radiant-as many, many hundred years ago I 

remember to have seen Taglioni. after a conquering pas seul" (N 541). The 

exaggerated lapse of timernany, many hundred years ago"-amplifies how long 

ago Pendennis has actualIy seen Taglioni in ber prime; she exists now as an ided 

image in his mind. 

Thackeray's parody of the Rommtic ballerina as an ideal icon of femininity is 

M e r  reveaied in the sketches that focus on the dancers' performances and the 

depiction of the hero (Figures 2, 3). Thackeray's allusion to the feminisation of the 

on-stage male performer in ballet afEords him an opportunity to undennine the male 

heroic image. Flore's partner, Zéphyr, appears with a large quantity of wavy hair (in a 

Iater Iithograph we see him without his wig); the bulging muscles of his legs, which 

exaggerate his physicaiity, are offset by the femininity suggested by his short bell- 

shaped tunic-a shortened version of Fiore's dress-to which wings have been 

attached. Furthemore, he points his toes in a pose similar to that of Flore. The ballet, 

which features a love story between the two principals, is here caricatured with a very 

indifferent hero. Zéphyr looks away âom Flore, his eyes lowered, while she must do 

the pursuing. 

The drawing ''Jeu Innocents de Zéphyr et Flore" (Figure 4), osterisiLbly shows 

the playful i n n o c e  of the hero and heroine. However, Thackeray positions Zéphyr 

as lurking behind Cupid, who is poised to tling an arrow at Flore. Her bands are 
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r a i d  as if to ward off the blow, but her eyes are tunieci mischievously toward the 

audience. S.A. Muresianu r a d s  this lithopph as one which shows 

dancers cavorting in a neo-classic pastoral setting which seems 

innomous enough, except for a statue of Eros, mounted on a pedestal, 

placed between them Eros at fist dance is holding a bow in his left 

hand, but on closer examination this appears to be a kind of snake, a 

blatant enough semai symbol. Apart f?om this irnagery, both Flore and 

Zephyr are depicted with incredibly lewd countenances, both of them 

smirking. Flore's eyes are tumed obliquely fkom her lover. Their 

'jeux' are obviously not above suspicion. (23 8-239) 

Thackeray's depiction of the gazes of his characten is noteworthy, especially 

in the context of Laura Mulvey's work on %e gaze" in cinema She postulates that 

the woman in film exists as a passive object to be looked at by an active male gaze, the 

male spectators duplicating the gaze by the male actor upon the actress. A balIerina 

may be represented as dehumanised and irnrnaterial due to her ethereal and other- 

worldly roleg but her appearance is still similar to that of an actress in that she is 

"coded for sttong visuai and erotic impact" (Visuai 19). The short skins of ballerinas, 

the transparency of the material, and the pink tigtds which stimulated the ilhision of 

nude legs heIped to titillate the audience, says Tracy Davis, who a h  notes the 

inclination for artists to depict dancers as barefooted; this practice "suggests that the 

artist's eye (and possibly some spectators') routinely removed the ballet shoe and 

tigbts to r e v d  the foot and the leg as achially oude" (Achesres 135). 



Figure 5 
"Flore Déplore 1' Absence de Ztphyf' 

Figure 6 
T h n ~  mi Pas- Exprime Son Extrême Désepoif' 

Figure 7 
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In terms ofeye positions, Thackeray's Flore does not keep her eyes lowered, 

but is more sexually aggressive than the ballerinas who appear in nineteenth-century 

paintings, engrsivings, and Iithographs. Not only does she gaze longingly at Zéphyr, 

while he Iooks away demurely (Figure 3)' but she dso looks at her audieace (Figures 

2,4) while Zéphyr does not In one sketch she faces ber audience while she enacts a 

high lift with her nght leg (Figure 5). This drawing is supposed to depict Flore's 

despondency regarding Zéphyr's absence, but the pose she enaas has nothing to do 

with melancholy. Because we see her only firom behind, we do not see her 

expression of despair (if in fact she wears one), but we do see the faces of the male 

audience, who "leer up her skirt" (Carey 106). That Flore rnay not be looking at her 

audience and acknowledging their sexual interest in her is unlikely, considering that in 

ail the drawings wherein we do see her Face, she is never depicted with Iowered eyes. 

She may, in fact, be acknowledging their reading of her as an object of lust. As well, 

other daails of the sketch further the notion that Flore is anything but ethereal and 

angelic. For example, the obvious bulge in Flore's strong supporting left kg does not 

suggest the limb of a weak, passive woman, but rrdher emphasises the musnilar 

streogth of this ballerina 

Zéphyr's own athleticism, and his supposed despondence, is also caricatured in 

a sketch that places an exaggerated emphasis on his physical prowess (Figure 6). The 

srnile on his face as he flies across the stage in a huge horizontal leap that allows him 

to Qoat among the clouds and over the heads of his fellow dancers, belies the caption's 

daim that he, too, is in gteat despair over the sepaiation of the two lovers. His leap 

recalls dancer Antoine Paul, a weIl-known Zéphyre, who was praised for his 
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horizontai ffights and soaring l a p s  ( W i i  233). Thackeray noted his prowess in a 

letter of 1829, accompanied by a rough sketch (Figure 7): "there is Paul who will leap 

you quite off the perpendidar Br on the horizontal & recover his feet with the greatest 

dexterity" (Lelters 1 86). 

The leap Thackeray's Zéphyr perfoms parodies and alludes to this ballet's 

introduction of a "flying machine" that later b-e popdar in Romantic bdiets as a 

way to fly sylphs through the air. Created by the engineer Liparotti, the machine used 

counter-weighted wires to balance, support, and fly the dancers, and became so 

popular that it was soon used not only for the principal dancers, but for members of 

the corps rle ballet as well (Kirstein 13 1). While the machine did much to foster the 

image of the ballexina as a delicate, mgelic entity, it a h  proved to be a device which 

causecl physicd injuries and death, ironically demoastrating just how earth-bound and 

mortal these sylphs actually were. Gautier recorded his dislike of the flying machines 

in 1 83 8, saying there is 

nothing gracefùl in the sptacie of five or six unfortunate girls almst 

dying of fi=ight t?om king suspended in mid-air by iron wire which 

may quite well give way; those poor wretches who distractedly move 

their arms and legs iike toads out of their element involuntanly reminds 

one of stuffed crocodiles hung nom a ceiling. At the performance 

given for Mlle. Tagüoni' s bene&, two sylphides rernained suspended 

in mid-air, it was impossible to pull them up or lower them dom; 

people in the audience cried out in terror, at last a machllust risked his 

life and descendeci h m  the roof at the end of a rope to set them Eee . . 
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. . It is not Mükely that another diffculty of this sort wüi won rem.  

(437) 

Flyiog machines might have been dangerous for women, but they were essential to 

creating an impression of masculine strength, which Didelot wanted for his ballet; at 

one point, says Ioan McConitelI, Zéphyr literaily sweeps Flore away (9Q7 

Masculine men@ is fùrther displayed, and exaggerated, in FIore and 

Zéphyr's recoaciliation scene (Figure 8). more rests the weight of her body ont0 

Zéphyr by balancing herself with one foot on his right thigh. Zéphyr, with his anns 

crossed across his chest and his lefi knee planted on the stage to anchor his muscular 

body, seems b d y  to feel her weight, as he nonchalantly stares upward, while she 

looks coyly at the audience. Their posturing parodies the par de d m ,  whicich was first 

introduced in this ballet and is today "synonymous with love" (McConnell 98). 

Lincoln Kirstein observes that Didelot wanted to emphasise through his move ''the 

polarity of masculine and ferninine movements-male strength in support, lifis, and 

leaps; female quickness and lightness" (1 30). Didelot believed that during the pas de 

deux-in which the female with the male's support of her body is able to execute 

moves that would be impossible without this assistance-"the woman should embody 

lightness and daintiness, while the man should symbolize strength and power" 

(McConneIl98). Didelot used the movement to represent a dialogue between the male 

and female dancers. However, Thackeray's reconciled dancers seem more to be 

pIayÎng to the audience than comrersing with each other. Hanna argues that the par de 

d m  enhanced ballet's semai undertones with its eroticising of the male-female 

palrtnership: 



Figure â 
uReconQüation de Flore et Zephyf 

Figrtre 9 
Flore Backsbge 
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Overt sexuality is pressed Lit0 highly stylized movements in Romantic 

ballet male-fernale encounters. A woman may appear as a dryad, wiiii, 

or sybhide. Exalteci to ethereality as she is borne aloft by her partaer? 

she is gIorined in ways that might seem to transcend sexuaîity. Yet 

there are symbolic yearnings as partners reach out toward each other in 

erotic foreplay and corne together, one partner passing over or through 

the other's personal space of legs and arms in sexual fulfillment or 

conquest. (Dance 168) 

As well, when the maie dancer 13s his partnec high into the air, his actions can be read 

not merely as showcasing the bailenna, visually making her presence superior to his; 

tather, the maie dancer who balances the fernale is a "phaiiic pillar of strength" 

(Hanna 173). He lends, in the words of Walter Terry, "muscle to the performance" 

(22), and shows through his gregter physical strength thst she c a m  exist- 

perfom-without him. 

The p de ciern also raises the question of whether the nineteenth-century 

male damer's rote was pnmkly  to display the ballerina Roger CopeIand asks, "Had 

the male dancer achially been demoted-which is what the textbooks tell us? Or did 

semai politics dictate that the woman be displayed and that the man do the 

displaying?" (141). Hanna believes thepas cle could also be read as a "metaphor 

for male domination and patnarchy", especially when the ballerina needs his support 

to stand en p o i ~ e ,  as Thackeray's Flore does while perched on Zéphyr's leg; thus, the 

move "can convey a host of contradictory rnessages-carîng as well as power 
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relations of dominance and submissions, invasion of privacy, and noms of body 

accessibility""(ce 168). 

Thackeray's depiction of Flore backstege (Figure 9) d e r  the performance is 

over dso raises the topic of body accessibility. Atthough her upper body is covered 

with a shawl, she is stiii clearly in costume; her cheeks remain rouged, and her toes 

remain pointed in a balletic stance. Carey notes that she is in the company of two 

well-dresse& but "mffish-looking" men (1  OS), while an elderly female chaperone 

(perhaps Flore's mother) looks on with approval. According to John Chapman, such 

meetings were common occurrences in the ballet world. The bailerina might play the 

part of a goddess on stage, but afterward she could quickly be "demeaned to the status 

of a possession, a sexual object"; off stage, Yhe wealthiest and most influential could 

mingle with the dancers in highly elegant surroundings. From this sophisticated 

market-place the rich buyers seleaed their mistresses" (35). 

Although Muresimu suggests that Hore is "intent upon charming the young 

fop on the chair, perhaps with the hopes of marriage and a respectable tife in mind" 

(239), Thackeray leaves the interpretation of this drawing ambiguous. The two men 

couid be m g i n g  a semial liaison between Fiore and a wealthy man who has no 

thoughts of d a g e .  The oversll impression of the drawing is its reminder that it was 

a common practice in nineteenth-centwy theatres for men to vish female dancers, and 

actresses, before and d e r  perfomiances. The Paris Opera, for example, capitaliseci on 

men's interest in viewing ballenaas off stage by diowing visitors to "mingle with 

dancers in the foyer cie la thme, a large room next to the stage where the ballet 

compsny warmed up" (Anderson 69). thus provoking many to disparage ballet as a 
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type of entertainment in which "essentidy girls [were] parading before men" (Carey 

107). Any assessments of the Victorian ballerina's position in society must reconcile 

the image of the e t h e d  woman on her toes with the backstage r d i  h t  in the 

nineteenth century the status of most dancers was "equatable with that of courtesans" 

(Sayers 168). Thackeray reprises this view of ballet in Pendennis when he shows 

Lord Steyne in his box at the Museum Theatre. Members of the corps & ballet dance 

before him, while his cornpanions Wenham and Wegg are "ready to slip behind the 

scenes" to arrange a meeting with any girl that interests him (Carey 107). 

Even though not dl ballet dancers engaged in these kinds of relationships or 

turneci to prostitution to enhance their meagre salaries, the corps de ballet as a whole 

had to endure accusations that it was composed of persons of low mordity. Hence, 

says Hama, the term "ballet girl'' had a "pejorative connotation until the mid- 

twentieth century, and in some places it still does" (Dance 124). In Thackeray's 

novelq for a female to have either a familial or professional association with ballet is 

for her to encounter social opposition When Pendennis, for example, refers to his 

time of infatuation with an actress, he cynicafly denigrates her to the status of a 

"vulgar dancing woman" (P 836). Y ? @  Fair's Becky Sharp is the daughter of a 

lowly opera dancer, and Love[ the W i ~ e r ' s  Bessy Pnor keeps her earlier days as a 

dancer a secret In both cases, when their past histories are revealed, they face 

ostracisrn and disapproval fiom members of a condescending upper-class society. 

Thackeray's fiction works ofken take a backstage look at a ballerina's Iife, 

focussing on the iives of women who are tiir âorn staning in principal d e s  and who 

are far h m  becornihg future Taglionis. Pendmis, for example, shows a corps de 
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M e t  subjected to the verbal abuse, and the potentially physical abuse, of  an enraged 

manager. Wenham, in the s e c e  of Lord Steyne, h d s  Mr. Dolphin backstage 

"employed as he not unfiequently was, in swearing and cursing the ladies of the corps 

L ballet for not dohg theù dutf' (Figure IO); DoIphin changes his attitude, but only 

when Wenham arrives on the scene: "The oaths died away on Mr. Dolphin's lips as 

soon as he saw Mr. Wenham; and he drew off the hand which was clenched in the face 

of one of the offending coryphees, to gragp that of the new-corner . . . . smiling, as if 

he had never been out of temper in his life" (P 162). 

Playwright Tom Robertson (1 829-7 11, in a series of articles in 1864, detailed 

the dificult conditions faced by members of the corps de ballet that included long 

working days comprised of gruelliag rehearsds that kgan at 8 &.m. and performances 

that ended at midnight: 

This is not a luxurious Iife; it is not sensual. tt is laborious unpleasant, 

comfortiess, wef sloppy, and sorefooted. Its monotony is seldom 

broken except by the happy intervais when a piece has a long 'nid and 

there are no rehearsals. But this is but a poor compensation for the 

fatigue and danger incurred at Chrismias for the gratification of ardent- 

minded scene-painters, money-loving managers, and a sensation and 

splendeur-loving public. 

The Transformation Scene [of a pantomime]-an ingenious 

piece of  aueity introduced some fifieen years aga-is a ple~tsufe to the 

audience but de& to the B a h .  The pale girl is swung up to terrine 

heights impnsoned in and upon iroa &es, dft;nled by rows of hot 



74 

flating gas close to her eyes and choked by the smoke of culoured fires. 

Sometimes the dver-robed victim f~nts  or goes into hysterics, and so 

inam the odium of affectation. The scene painter is reieatless, the 

stagemanager is relentles, and the manager must make a fortune 

speedily. Hoist 'em up, carpenter-fil1 their minds with feu, and their 

luugs with fou1 vapour. They are young and strong, and it won't kilI 

'em, unless, a rope break or a wire gives way, and, if so, the spiriteci 

and enterprising lessee will behave with that accustomed liberality 

which has ever characterized, &c. (Booth T o m  Robertson" 58-59) 

Thackeray's Lovel the Widwer gives an example of the type of injuries that could 

afflia dancers in its reference to a Christmas pantomime where Miss Montanville fdis 

from a rainbow and breaks a kg8 

As with the drawing of Flore backstage, in L o d  Thackeray stresses the 

importance of male endorsement for the fernale dancer. In a scene featuring Dolphin 

once again, he shows how a damer's worth and career are dependent upon this 

approvai: 

she passed before him in his regiment of Sea-nymphs, or Bayaderes, or 

Fairies, or Mazurka maidens . . . scarcely more noticed than Private 

Jones stmdiig under arms in his cornpany when His Royal Highness 

the Field-Marsha1 gailops by. There were no dramatic viumphs for 

Miss BelIenden: no bouquets were flung at her feet: no cimning 

Mephistopheies-the emissary of some philandering Faustus outside 

compteci her du- or brought her caskets of diamonds. Had there 
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been any such admirer for Beuenden, Dolphin would not oniy have 

been shocked, but he wwld very likely have raiseci her salary. (LW 

1 70) 

Thackeray knew that the ideal represented by the bailerina on stage was a 

theatricai constnict. In 1832, four years before he pubiished his sketches, he d e s  in 

his diary that he went backstage &er a peformance of Beethoven's Edeh and saw 

there two rivai dancers, Herberle and Brugnoti. That he describes these ballerinas as 

being "plastered with rouge & looking like she devils more than gracetiil women" 

(Letters 1 202) shows that his idealisation of ballerinas in his younger days, when he 

saw thern as ethereal beings, had evaporatd He was not aione in this disillusionment. 

Even the most ideal of ballerinas, Taglioni, could not withstand one of the dancer's 

worst enemies: old age. Gautier, who d d  once barely restrain his passion for the 

sylphide, was to lament her waning powers in an 1838 revival of La Sybhide: 

Mlle. Taglioni, tired out fiom her interminable travels, is no longer 

what she was; she has lost much of her lightness and her elevation. 

When she appears on stage, you always see the white mist bathed in 

transparent muslin, the ethereal and chaste vision, the divine delight 

which we know so weIl; but &er some bars, signs of fatigue appear, 

she becomes short of breath, perspiration bedews her brow, her muscles 

seem to be under a strain, her arms and chest redden; fomerly, she was 

a red sylphide, but now she is mmly a dancer, the fkst dancer in the 

wortd, if you wiU, but aotbing more. The princes and b g s  of the 

North have so appiauded ber. so wauied her with compliments, they 
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have caused so many showers of flowers and diamonds to fidi upon ber. 

that they have weighed d o m  her tireless feet, which, like those of the 

amazon Camilla, could run over blades of grass without bending them; 

they have loadeû her with so much gold and so many precious Stones 

tbat Marie full of grace has not been able to take to flight again, and 

oniy timidly skirns the ground Iike a bird with wet wings. (435) 

Thackeray's sketches, which brhg the floating ballerina down to earth, set the 

stage for the depiction of other stage women who appear in his fiction. Catherine 

Peters maintains that F h e  et Zéphyr is a look "in microcosm" at "the fascination with 

illusion and reality, and the unwincing social realism that were to persist in 

Thackeray's writing" (66). The sketches show a dark side to ballet and its depiction 

in art. According to Carey, Thackeray wished to "expose the hideous imationality of 

two aduhs romping around with each other in short skirts, and purporting to express 

grief, anxiety and suchlike emotions by bounding in the air and waggling their feetn 

(105); but he M e r  points out that Thackeray's pictures also had a serious purpose. 

They tell us we should not be taken in by false images "To have corne to accept these 

conventions iq the satirical half of Thackeray wishes to impress upon us, an 

abandonment of intellect and innocencen (105). The strength of Thackeray's sketches 

lies in their parodic, intertextual nature. They engender intellectual readings, making 

us think of the pr&shg texts upon which they are based, standard paintings and 

lithograpbs which encourage an "innocent" reading of the bailerllia in her 

conventional appearance as a fiagile, delicgte being Thackeray's drawings, with their 

musdar Florq d e  a startling contrôst. A new text, ofa ballerina hes been aeated. 



Notes 

' Dance aitic Théophile Gautier (181 1-1872) was aiso a pet, novelist, 

jomalist, amateur painter. and the iibrdst for Giselle and La Péri 

' Geneviève Gosselin (17914818) was likely the first ballerina to dance en 

pointe duMg a penonnance of F h e  et Zephyre in Paris in 18 15 (Woodward 104). 

Prominent ballerinas in the Romantic period were Marie TagIioni (1804- 

1884), Fanay Elssler (18 1 O-18û4), Fanny Cerrito (1817-1909). Carlotta Grisi (1 8 19- 

l899), and Lucile Grabn (1 8 19- 1907). 

For a performance of the ballet in Russia in 1808, Didelot renamed it Zephire 

et FIore to highlight the male dancer, Louis Duport (Greskovic 29). 

'~hackera~'s pen name may be a caricature of critic Théophile Gautier. 

Lincoln Kirstein observes that Gautier, like Thackeray, had found Flore et Zéphye to 

be "a type of outwom conveation that Romantickm . . . wodd replace" (1 3 1). 

in Chapter 51 of VmiQ Fair Becky Sharp is compareci to Taglioni and to 

French b a l l e ~ a  Lise Noblet. 

7 Joan McConnell says that the adagio originated fiom the machines, later to be 

replaceci by male dancers, that were built to support and tift the ballerinas (97-98). 

Another threat to the ballerina was fie. The gawy materials of the cosnune, 

which did much to enhance the darrcetr's ethereai image, were aiso flammable and 

more than one dancer d e r d  eom severe burns. One instance occurred in 1862 

when dancer Emma Livry accidentaiiy brushed her costume against the gas jet in the 

wiags. This prategée of Tagiioni eventudly died ofher burns. 



chapter Two: 

Pocahontas: Femininity as Fiction 

Mythmaking is w k  the story ofPoahontas is al1 about. 
S. Elizabeth Bir& Dresring in Feathets 

According to Lesley Ferris, the elevation of the fernale daacer to an icon, 

"placed high on a pedestal of 'feminine' perfection, both parallels and transeends the 

creation of the melodnunatic heroine" (108-109). She m y  not have had Pocahontas 

specifically in minci, but the pedestal of feminine perfection oceupied by this heroine 

of drama rernains standing in modern culture. Even thwgh by now we redise the few 

facts known about her life do not coincide with the image portrayed of her in art, two 

ment twentieth-century films about her' show that culture continues to bypass her 

history in favour of myth. She remains one of o u  moa prominent icons of the woman 

who is willing to sacrifice her Life so that the man she loves will live? 

While the Pocahontas myth reached its litefary peak in the early nineteenth 

century, Thackeray uses an eighteenth-century d g  in The Yirginim to parody, and 

foreshsdow, those writers who romanticid her life, haning her into an icon of ided 

fernininity. His allusion to Pocahontas is appropriate in a story partiaily set in 

Amerka, where she features prominently in folklore. Also, his inclusion of an 

unsuccesstiil play based oa her Me suits his reflexive exploration of the writing of 

history, and the dramatisation of femininity. Before the story of the Warrington 

brothers begins, the oanator draws our attention to mdh Ui fiction Z k  Yi@nim 

examines heroism and cultural divisions between England and Amenca durhg the 

War of Independence by taking an histond examination of a family f?om VirMa 
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that is similar to that taken with Pocahontas. The novel begios by asserthg that 

bistory is a combination of k t  and fiction, that artifacts, such as Mers, are 

hints mther than deScnptions-indications and outlines chiefly: it may 

be, that the preseut d e r  has mistaken the foms, and filled in the 

colour magly: but, poriag over the documents, 1 have tried to imagine 

the M o n  of the writa, where he was, and by what persons 

sunoundeci. 1 have drawn the figures as I h ~ e d  they were; set d o m  

conversations as 1 think 1 might have heard them. (2) 

Thackeray would have been remindeci of the Pocahomas Iegend when he 

visiteci America for a second time in 1855, while lecturing on the Four Georges. 

Shortly afterward he began work on Tne Virgim'ma. Americam venenite the hdim 

princes, who historians have credited with helping to preserve and sustain the first 

permanent English colony at Jamestown. Unmindfirl of her own d i y ,  this favounte 

daughter of the powerful indian chief Powhatan risked the disapproval of her father to 

deliver supplies of venison and corn to the English, and she wmed hem when 

members of her tribe p i a ~ e d  to ambush the colonists. She lata became the first 

North Amencan Indian to be baptised in the Anglican faith, and under her new 

Christian name of Rebecca marrieci the Englishman John RoUe in a union that came to 

symbolise a bond offnendship between the Amerïcan and English factions. When she 

mved to England, her popdarity grew to the extent that James 1 welcomed her into 

his comt, and London pubs changeci their names to ULa Belle Sauvage" in ber honour. 

But what realiy caught the imagination of the public, and the incident that 

became the motivation for the many Pocahontas plays, was the daring act of heroism 
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she displayed at the age of 11 or 12 when tribai elders decided to exeaite the leader of 

the Jamestown colony, Captain John Smith. Smith, a twenty-eigbt-year-old soldier 

who had previously fought with the AustriaOs against the Turks, had aniveci in what is 

now Vuginia in 1607 as part of the Engfish contingent. Smith describeci bis 

experiences in his Generall Historie of VRginia, one of nine books he wrote about his 

adventures in America and his exploits as a soldier. One adventure that attracted great 

interest occurred during a hunting trip for provisions. He was captureci and taken 

before Powhatan. Smith was questioned about the colonists' intentions and given a 

series of tests designed to reveal the strength of the settlers. During his incarceration, 

he was placed over a large rock while Powhatan's braves stood by with raised clubs, 

ready to beat him to death. Sudddy, Pocahontas ran over and placed her head over 

his. Following this intervention, Smith was adopsed into the tnkbe. 

The rescue became the event which most definec! her chmcter, because her 

semess action showed her to be the embodiment of the ideal female, self-sacrificing 

and pious. She was the "mythic protector" (Tilton 26). the "aimtistic savior" 

(Sundquist 51). Pocahontas was consequently depicted in culture as a "good Indian" 

or "Pnncess." According to Raym Green, in literature, the figure of the Princess 

exemplifies nobility, civilisation, and self-sacrifkq she is a woman who saves or 

assists white men, who defies "her own people, exiIe[s] herseif from hem, become[s] 

white, and perhaps der[s] death" (703, 704): But. as hsbnt Sundquist reminds 

us, the image of Pocahontas as a perfect woman, as an ided mot& and S e ,  is a very 

one-sided radkg of her historical pemw Wrkrs ignored, for example, negative 

intefpretatioas of her actions, aamely that in decicihg to save Smith (6 in fw she 
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was not actuaIIy part of a staged adoption ceremony) and in helping the settlers she 

was desertiag h a  own people to befnend a group of foreigners: 

The most common stereotype of Pocahontas in Iiterature is the type 1 

have d l ed  Angel. The üteraaire about her wdd, of course, have beea 

very different. Writers codd have chosen to describe her as a traitrem 

to her people, that iq reaify a Dark Lady, betraying and doing harm not 

only to one man or a few, but to a whole tribe, and to generally 

victimired people at that Her conversion fkom her own native religion 

couid have bem judged as inconsistent and proof of a shallow nature, 

which is very far fiom an Angd. (5 1) 

Hence, Pocahontas is culturally reganid as an Angel, a savage who bad been tau@ 

by foreigners to reject barbarity and paganism, to "choose English culture over that of 

her own people" (Tiiton 27). Her idedised status has allowed her to becorne a 

convenient figure to promote and justify English colonialisrn. To the dismay of 

historians, more problematic aspects of her life are ignored because they damage 

England's reputation as a civiliseci, Christian country. Consequently, many events of 

her life are downplayed, such as the information that her involvement in effeaing 

peace between the settlas and the natives included behg "Id abuard ship and for 

some time held prisonet' by the English (Keiser 5). 

By foiiowing Smith's seventeenth-century historical accounts, artists 

stereotyped Pocahootas as a noble savage. Maurice Wilson Disher says she beaune 

regardeci l e s  as a pason and more as an "abstractn upon whom principles of 

namdism and Christianity could be apptied (240). Because England believed 
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conversion to the Christian âiith would tmdiotm Indians h m  "infidels, herdcs and 

idolaters" to civiüsed beings, Pocahontas came to symbolise "the Pace and beauty of 

that pmcess" (Sharpes 238). Sundquist b h e s  John Smith's "romantic and 

eqgerated'' history for tuniing Pocahontas hto a symbol of piety and purity (51). 

Mers have dso judgad Smith a poor histonan 

Robert Tilton points out that prior to the nineteenth centwy, Smith's accounts 

of his adventures in Vaginia went unchdenged. But doubts began to emerge in 1804 

when John Burk implied that Smith's history could be read not as history, but as a 

piece of romantic fiction or folk tale, albeit lacking the tiiitytale ending of a rnanieage 

between Smith and Pocahontas. Eighteen years later W.H. Gardiner disparaged Smith 

in a reMew of James Fenimore Cooper's Tho Spy, by implying that Smith either 

exaggerated or deliberately lied about his heroic achievements. 

Smith's rescue by Pocahontas is the moa controversial aspect of his history. 

Was her gesture of self-sacrifice acted of her own free will, in a deliberate defiance of 

her fitther's orders, or were her actions orchestratecf by her father as part of an 

adoption ceremony designed to win over Smith and the English? There are arguments 

on both sideq but dtimateiy no satisfactory anmer. E.H. Emerson, for example, 

specuIates that Terhaps Smith was being tested; perhaps Powhatan had ltrranged in 

advance for his daughter to m e  Smith. Responsible scholvs have made these 

suggestions, but Smith said nothing His conceni was not d l y  Pocahontas; it was 

Smiui" (981). PWp Young obsewes that the actions of Pocahontas were typicai of 

Indian custom, but he questions whether Smith wouid have h o w n  of that fact: 
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Any member of a tnbe had a ri@ to claim a pnsoner as son or lover- 

but how could Smith have known ewugh about this to invent the tale? 

That scene in which he desmies the weird behavior of his captors 

foliowing his m e  wss clearly a ceremony o f  adoption into the tnbe, 

the mtud consequences ofPocahontas' ad. (398) 

Sceptics point out that the resnie is not mention& at dl in Smith's first 16 12 

editioa Mthough he makes bnef reference to the rescue in his 1622 New E n g l d  

TFii& it is not until the revised version of the Generan Historie in 1624 that the storj 

appears in any detai. Alden Vaughan says publishers and editon might have deleted 

the incident as '%JO personal or too detrimental to the reputation of the colony" (36). 

Or it might have beea deliberately omitted because Smith's captivity suggested the 

poteutid of this same threat to later Engiish colonists, and this danger rnight have 

discouraged them nom travelling to Amdca (Young 398). Others, however, have 

noted that by the t h e  of the 1624 rwision Pocahomas had become famous, 

particularly due to her conversion to Christianity and relocation tu England. She had 

leamed to speak English, had married RoKe, and had given birth to a son, Thomas. 

By 1624 she was dead, having failen il1 in 1617 while preparhg to retuni home to 

Amerka, and at 22 yean of age she was buried at Gravesend near London on the 

Thames River. "With Pocahontas and Powhatan [who died a year d e r  his daughter] 

dead," says Vaughan, "no restraints prevented the captain from inventhg an attractive 

anecdoten (37). The rescue, for some, does not quite fit in with the rast of Smith's 

accounts wherein he emphasises his own bravery and quick-wittedness and the 

savagery and the grotesqueness of the Indians (Emerson 80-81). "It is hard to know," 
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notes Young. "how much of it he may have made up or bomwed fiom other travelers 

of the periodn (397). 

It is possible that Smith was inftuenced by stories of earlier traveiiers or that he 

modeUed his story on pre-existing resaie myths. Pauline Turner Strong argues that 

the type of resaie Smith descriies often appears as a motif in travel narratives 

ÇCaptivity" 7). Oae such account appeared in London in 1609, coincidentdly the 

year that Smith retumed to Engiand âom Amerka (Young 397). Tbe story telis of the 

1528 capture of Juan Ortiz, a soldier in the army of DeSoto, by the Timucuas of 

Florida Just before he is to be exeaited, he is  rescued-in Pocahontas fashioitay 

his captor's Indian daughter (lenkins 14). 

niere are numaous litemy precedents as well. While it is not known whether 

or not Smith was familiar with them, similar stories of rescue, rnany of them in the 

oral tradition, predate 1300, and according to Young, they were well known to 

The tale of an adventurer, that is, who becomes the captive of the king 

or another country and another f a  and is rescued by his beautifid 

dmghter, a princess who then @es up her land and her religion for his, 

is a story knom to the popular litentues of many peoples for many 

centuries. The theme was so common in the Middle Ages that 

medieval scholars have a name for it: 'The Enamourecl Modem 

Rincess.' This figure is a woman who characteristically offers herseif 

to a captive Christian knighf the ptisotler of her father, rescues him, is 

c o m d  to C h r i s t i e ,  and goes to his d v e  land (Young 409) 
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The tradition includes the medieval story The Sm&e of Bqdone, The  Turkish Lw 
end the English Slave,'' the Balkm bdad "Marko Kraljevic and the Arab King's 

Daughtef,' the Arabitut Nights story the Tale of Umar al-Zmm" and the Scottish 

ballad "Young Beichan" or 'lord Bateman and the TurlDsh King's Daughter,'' 

wherein a young English adventurer travels to a foreign land, is captured by tbe King, 

aiid is saved h m  aceaition by the King's daughter. Smith's resaie wuld be 

authentic. but as William Jenkins remarks in summing up the controversy, 3vhether 

fact or fiction, t has become so deeply ingraineci in Arnerican popular culture that the 

names of both Smith and Pocahontes are readily recognized by drnost every 

elementary school child . . . . who thinks ofhim [Smith] today in any context other 

than his rescue from the executioner's club by Powhatan's daughter" (8). 

Thackeray's George Warrington appears to have based his play upon Smith's 

historical wntings, as he adapts many of the incidents from the G e n e d  Historie into 

his &ma But his enthusiasm for Smith seems to indicate that he is more attracted to 

the man's colourful style of wnting about his adventures than he is in vewng 

Smith's historieal facts. George recails with pleasure his avid childhood consumptioa 

of Smith's tales of swashbuckling adventure, wwhich made the Englishman a hero 

wonhy of admiration to his young, unsophisticated mind: 

1 made acquauitance with brave Captain Smith as a boy in my 

grandfather's library at home, where I remember how I would sit at the 

g w d  old man's kuees, with my favomite volume on my own, spelling 

out the expIoits of our Vighia hero. 1 loved to r a d  of Smith's travels, 

sufferhgq ceptinties, escapes, not ody in Amerïca, but Europe. 1 
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become a child again almost as I take h m  the shelf before me in 

England the familiar volume, and aIi sorts of recoilections of my early 

home corne crowding over my mind The old grandfather would make 

pictures for ma of Smith doing battle with the Turks on the Danube, or 

led out by our Indian savages to d d .  Ah, what a t W c  fight was 

that in which be was engaged with the th- Turkish champions, and 

how I used to delight over the story of his combat with Bonny Molgro, 

the last and most dreadftl of the threel(843-844) 

Years Iater, whea George becomes a writer, he mates a Pocahontas play that is 

compteci by a reliance on Srnith's historical reports and a deliberate falsification of 

the events of ber Ire. He wants his play to be entertaining, not necessarily factual. 

He even cIairns dramatic licence to inchde some of Smith's other adventures in his 

play: "Disdaining time and place (with that daring which is the privilege of poets) in 

my tragedy, Smith is made to perform similar exploits on the banks of Our Potomac 

and James's River" (84). George's first play Caopean-a tragedy replete with 

battles and murden-is also based on a book in his grandfather's library, the life of 

George Fniadsberg ofMîndelheiU-and is also, like Podontrrs, a play where he "has 

departed from histot5cal W (666). 

Critics of the GeneralZ H i m e ,  upon which George bases his play, point out 

that Smith's foar, in Iiis wntings is with himself; Pocahoatas being a figure that he 

uicludes to emphasise his own braveq and heroism. It is a boadu1 history, Young 

states biuntiy (397). He maintains that the rescue of Smith by Pocahontas cfearly 

%longs to fiction'' (398). But it was this event tbat became the focus for the 
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avalanche of plays written about her. This kind of resaie had become a Iiterary 

comeotion and a staple of drama, es evidenced in me Virginiirms when George 

recouats his days of captivity in America As he expects, his audience anticipates the 

tale wilt end with a melodrama, with his rescue by a femaie saviour, because as Hetty 

suggests, people have been precondiiioned to accept this culturd image-womq it 

seems, have had iittle other significant purpose in these types of narratives to do 

anything but help men: 

'A captive pufieci d o m  by malady, a ferocious gaoler, and a 

young woman touched by the pfisoner's misfortunes-sure you expect 

that with these three prime characters in a piece. some pathetic tragedy 

is going to be enacted? Yoq Miss Hetty, are about to guess that the 

woman saved me?' 

'Why, of course, she didl ' cries mamma. 

'What else is she good for?' says Hetty. (534) 

But George disappoints his audienceAt is bnbery, not fernale heroism, which secures 

his release. George wül tum again to this image of resaie when he d t e s  his 

Pocahontas play. However, in his writings, he will choose to include this romantic 

conventioa FoUowuig in the tradition of a host of other playwrights, he r-tes the 

most famous deliverance o f  a captive male by a woman in history and drama-the 

rescue of Captain John Smith by Pocahontas. When the play is a dismal f8ilure. 

George is shocked, and he blames his fidelity to history as the primary cause. 

Grantecl, he takes special care to easrrre that his actors Wear seventeenth-century era 
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coshimes, but as Thackeray makes clear, George's approach is romantic, not 

historical. 

While we are given a detded plot summary of his first play, Carpezm, 

George is noticeably silent about the specific content of Pocahtmfa He says ody 

that the play c a ~  be read by anyone who chooses to oonmlt his collected works. That 

the play fails as a m e n  text, as weil as a performative piece, is suggested in his 

admission that it is wearisome. Whea he tries to read the play out loud, his audience 

usudly falls esleep. The lack of specific reference to the content of his play 

encourages two interpretations. One, that his readers are aIready so b i l i a r  with the 

story of the Indian princes, there is no need to tell its plot; George has provided no 

new insights on her Ise. Second, we might conclude that the play's content is so 

slight and insignifiant that it is not worth spending any time describing a. Both 

interpretations suggest that Thackeray is stresshg the banality of this type of 

romanticised story. The play's failure on stage fiirther underscores its weakness. 

Thackeray deflates George's romantic aspirations to become a writer. Before the 

Pocahontas flop, he thought he couid be a successful playwright, easily abIe to "'wnte 

a play a year'" (708). Through George's f~lure, Thackeray parodies those writers 

who produce such trite plays as the Pocahontas dramas, believing they will profit fiom 

theu d o n  ofa heroine who has iittle historical mth, but who has wide appeai in 

popdar culture. 

He also uses George to pamdy poets, who, like the dramatists, tunied to 

Pocahontas as an inspiration for sentimental art. George creates such a poem when he 

tnes to spark interest in his play, two days before Ït op-: 



Wearied am and broken sword 
Wage in vain the desperate fighî: 

Round hun press a w d e s s  horde, 
He is but a hg!e knight. 

Hark! a cry of trïumph shrill 
Through the wildemess resounds, 
As, with twenty bleeding wowids, 

Sinks the warrior, fighting d l .  

Now they heap the fatal pyre, 
And the torch of death they Iight: 

Ah! 'tis hard to die of fke! 
Who will shield the captive knight? 
Round the stake with fiendish cry 
Wheel and dance the savage crowd, 
CoId the Mctim's mien and proud, 

And his breast is bared to die. 

Who will shield the fearless heart? 
Who avert the murderous blade? 

From the throng, with sudden start, 
See, there sptings an Mian maid. 
Quick she stands before the knight, 

'Loose the chain, unbind the ring, 
1 am daughter of the king, 

And 1 daim the Indian rightl' 

Dauntiessly aside she flings 
Lifked axe and thirsty knife; 

Fondly to his heart she clin& 
And her bosom guards his fife! 

In the woods of Powhatan, 
Stiii 'tis to14 by Indian fires, 
How a daughter oftheir sires 

Saved the captive Engiishman. (844-845) 

The efevated romantic excess of the Ianguage of this heroic poem is an indication of 

the kind of sentimental dialogue George must have written for his p~ay.4 In her study 

of Pocahontas, Frances Mossiker reférs to this poem, rebuking Thackeray for 

including this inaccurate text in his novel. He "should have known better. there were 
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no more 'Man £ues' buniing 'in the woods of Powhatm'" because there were "no 

more Powhataas to be seen on the banks of the James, and few on the York or the 

Pmunkey by the end o f  the seventeenth century, certainly none by the mid 18009, 

when Thackeray toured .Anmica" (328). However, she misses the point that 

Thackeray was making. He uses George's poem to mock the popularisatim of 

Pocahontas in iiteratwe? a trend which Mossiker herselfdeplores. ''The Pocahontas of 

nineteeath-centtuy poek," she WCites, "is a conventional romantic heroine, losing 

almost eveiy trace of her bdian identity dong with her suntan" (327). 

George's poem and play prefigure the type of drama that would ernerge on the 

cultural scene in even p a t e r  numbers in the eariy nineteenth cenmry. Lcsk Fielder 

says he is not surprised by "the ease with which it [the Pocahontas story] is turned into 

stereotype," but raîher by ''the fiequency and fbry with which it has been exposed" 

(80). Theatre was fond of the Pocahontas legend. Her chamter, Eugene Jones notes, 

afforded an opportunity to portray idediseci femininity in the tom ofa ''perfkt dusky 

Eve" or a "Pathetic Dusky Heroine"; through this depiction she could be ritted into 

stereotypicai character patterns" such as sympathetic or tragic fernale, or a "romantic 

dark lady" (41). The pwr qudity of the Pocahontas poems and plays were produced 

by writers who-iike Georgedased thek works upon standard Iiterary conventions 

and chmacterisations. Young says most writers tried to "romanticire history instead of 

letting the fw act as a stimulus to fiction. As a result of sentimentality and 

inaccuracy, there is H e  or no historicd d u e  in thek productg (404). 

Some of the more enduriog Pocahontas plays Uet would have been known to 

Thackeray inclwle James Nelson Barker's The I d a n  Princess; or, Lrr Belle Smcvage 
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in 1808, a "hugely popular" version which advertkd itself as a drama that would try 

to adhere as much to historieal tnith "as dramatic rules would ailow of" (Moses 571). 

George Washington Custis wrote Pocahontiar; or, The Se#le*s of Virginia in 1830. As 

the step-grandson of the first American president, Custis produceci a more romantic 

and serious play than Barker, and he deviated fiom the usual order of events found in 

most of the other dramas. Pocahontas plays u d l y  play the key dramatic moment, 

the rescue, in the second act-a placement that makes the rest of the action an anti- 

climax. Custis deviated fiorn the nom and his rescue occurs in the final act, ûther 

plays inchde Robert Dale Owen's POC4hontas, A Hisloricul Drma in 1837, and 

Charlotte Bmes'  The Forest Pnncess; or, Two Cenhrries Ago in 1848. Even Fanny 

Kemble joined the trend and composed a Pocahontas ballet. While most of these 

dramas were performed in Amerka, some did make their way to the English stage. 

Charles Isaac Mungo Dibdon's Ko md Zoa; or, Ine Belle Smuge played London in 

1802, and Barker's play, revised in 1820 under the title of Pocahontm; or, nK hdim 

Pdncess, was the first Amencan play to appear in London after first openhg in 

America (Young 401). 

The tàilure of George's play in the eighteenth-century world allows Thackeray 

to parody the k e s  of these romantidsed drarnas. The idealised Pocahomas as a 

romantic child ofnahire 6ad reached its peak by the mid-nineteenth centwy. Mossiker 

caiis Bames' play "an example of nineteenth-century theater at its worst, a pageant 

d e r  than a play" (325). In h a  prefiice, Barnes had made her views of the Indian 

princes as an icon of feminlliity qwte clear: 
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Considered in her individual career? Pocahontas stands krth fiom fkst 

to last the animated type of mercy and peace, unseüishness and tnith. 

Her benevolence (ofwhich the limits of this play can record but a mal1 

part) is neither a momentary impulse nor a coId system of utility: it is a 

wmn, dl-pervading and abiding principle. Her life was pure, active, 

and affectionate: her 'beautiful godly, and Christian death' was a 

theme of praise to al1 beholders. (1 47) 

Such sentimentality could not be allowed to continue. And so, in 1855, Irish 

actor and Wfiter John Brougham, who since his arrivai in New York in the early 1840s 

had written, produced, and acted in a variety of burlesques, felt irnpelled to take on the 

Pocahontas stage tradition. He was a man who "fiequently mocked the fads and 

pretensions of his own industry," particularly the image of the noble Indian (Ailen 

103). Thus, he produced Pda-Hon-Ta; or, The Gentlo Sbvage, subtitled, An 

Original, Abongim( Et~afic, Operutic, Semi-çiviIized, and Demi-savage 

E x a ~ v ~ g ~  of "Ptxahontas"; or. The Lad of the PoIfjwogs, a burlesque full of 

puns choruses m g  to the mes of contempotary songs, and cornic allusions to 

Shakespeare's works. Its stage directions playfully discuss its-and the Generall 

Hi~lorie's-own fictitiousness. Its heroine Po-ca-hon-tas is a beautifil but undutifhl 

ciaughter who "marrieci, accordhg tu the ridicuious dictum of actual circumstance . . . 

Master RolfY," while Smith is described disjoimedly as being 'The undoubted 

Orighd, vocal and instrumental, in the settiement of Vuginia, in love with 

Pocahomas, accordhg to this story* though somewhat at variance with his story." 

John Ro&, The r d  Husband of Pocahontas, but dramatidly divorced contrary to 
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ail I ~ w  and f a "  is tiirnished with a stroug Gemian accent. The opening 

"Prolegomena" r e d y  exposes the tone of the piece to follow: 

The deeply interesthg incident upon which this Drama is founded, 

occurred in Vuginia, on Wednesday, Oct. 12, AD. 1607, at twenty-six 

minutes past 4 in the aiternoon, according to the somewhat highly 

colored and boastfiil narration of Capt John Smith, the famous 

adventurer, backed by the conment  testimony of contemporaneous 

history; but subsequent research has proved that either he was 

mistaken, or that circumstunce had unwarrantably plagiarized an affair 

which transpireci at a much earlier date; for, upon examining the 

contents of a wdlet found in the vest pocket of the man in arrnor, dug 

up near Cape Cod, an entire epic poem was discovered upon the very 

same mbject, which was written by a Danish P o e  the Chevalier 

Viking Long Fellow of the Norwegian Academy of Music, who 

fl ourished Anno Gothami, 23 5. (404) 

So popdar was this work fkom 1855 to 1884 that it became "the standard burlesque 

afterpiece in New York and in theatres across the country . . . . In the almost thUty 

years of its stage life no theatricai season in any American city was complete without a 

few performances of %key7" (Moody 401). 

In The V i r ~ ~ ,  Thackeray t&es a reflexive look at the production of the 

eatly Pocahontas plays and anticipates theu subsequent parodies. His readers would 

have recognised George as the naïve playwrïght who produces sentimental literatwe, 

someone who is so confident his play will be a trRunph that he is unprepafed for 
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rejectioa One assumption George d e s  is that his audience will be receptive to the 

play's fairytale elements, especially that of the heroine's resnie of the hem. In this 

rescue, George is followkg Smith's history and a literary convention of captivity a d  

foikiore narratives (a convention Smith might have followed himseif). As in 

fairytdes, an important element of plot in these stories is a rescue, usually when a 

white male saves a white fernale fiom a red male's captivity. But as Strong makes 

clear, and as George's story of his own captivity illustrates, this configuration is more 

a romantic device of fiction than an historical reality. In her study of captivity 

nartatives. Strong finds that prominent Puritan clergyman such as Increase Mather, 

Cotton Mather. and John Williams deliberately altered texts to justi@ colonialism~ to 

enhance the moral reputation of the clergy, and to emdone the dominance of the 

English over Amencans, and men over women. Their insistence that the North 

Amencan Indian be depicteci as a brutal "camivorous beast" who preyed on 

defenceless English settlers was an image that persisted especially in nineteenth- 

century children's school readers, in Sunday School literature, and popular fiction 

("Captivityn 35, 79). The femafe captive who figured in these stones was fikewise 

mnverted to an image the clergy coufd use as "a d ~ n e  lesson to an unregenente 

societf'; she became a powerful symbol of marital and spuitual fidelity. The clergy 

posed a disturbing question: when rem& from her husband and the clergy and 

under the influence of her heethen captives, wdd a wife remain faitbfiil to her spouse 

and, above all, to God? The clergy implanteci the feer in people's minds that perhaps 

she wouid hini into an aduiteress and "fd prey to the seduction of Satan and his 

worldy servantsn (Strong "Captivity" 66). 
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The Pocahontas story keeps the wsential c a p t ~ t y  narrative in place, but 

inverts the players, so that the vulnmble member of the equation is the white male 

captive, Smith, who is resaied by the red female redeemcr. But while Strong says 

such alternatives exist, in real life and fiction rarely do they ''fiinaion cnily as counter- 

hegemonic representations, for they appear as romantic possibiiities for contemplation, 

not as modeis for action" ("Captivity" 80). When ending his captivity tale, George, in 

this instance, sticks to the f i s .  His audience might be conditioned to expect his 

rescue by a beautifii1 womaa resembling Pocahmtas, but he does not include this 

literary convention. In telling of an ùidian woman, who is said to be "partial to me" 

(534). George uses descriptive words that paraIlel those used when playwrights and 

historiaos characterise Pocahontas-she is a wornan who "scours the plain with her 

nyrnphs, who briiigs d o m  the game with her undng bow, who is queen of the 

forest", and who has "long straight black hair, which was usually dresseci with a hair- 

oil or pomade by no means pleasant to approach, with Iittle eyes, with high 

cheekboaes, with a flet nose, sometimes 0~n8me~ted with a ring, with rows of glass 

beads round her tawny throat, ha cheeks and fonhead gracefilly tattooed" (537). But 

the "dark beauty the colour of new mahogaay" did not save him. While his personal 

experiences do not aord  him the chance to colour his story with romanticised 

fairytale elemems, he does get a second chance when he wntes his play. T'here he can 

follow convention and include the fairytaie rescue denied tu him in reai l i k  But 

Thackeray has h a d y  made it clear, in a lengthy diatriiiie on fairytaies earlier in the 

novel, that such stoiies, and thek tirnewom conventions, are ody viable for young, 

immature audiences. 



96 

George also assumes his play will be successfbl because it combines standard 

t h & d  characters with En@sh heroism. Thus, the drama should apped to a 

paûiotic English audience: 

An lndian king; a Ioving princess, and her attendant, in Iove with the 

British captain's servant; a traitor in the English fort; a brave Indian 

wanior, himself entertainhg an unhappy passion for Pocahontas; a 

medicineman and priest of the Indians (very weil played by Pdmer), 

capable of every treasan, stratagem, and mirne, and bent upon the 

torture and death of the English pnsonertthese with the accidents of 

the wilderness, the war-dances and cries (which Gumbo had lemed to 

mimic very accurately from the red-people at home), and the arrivai of 

the English fleet, with allusions to the late glorious victories in Canada, 

and the determination of Bntons ever to rule and conquer in America, 

some of us not unnaturdy thought might contribute to the success of 

our tragedy. (845) 

The audience's response is not what he had expected, however, and George is 

dumbfounded when the play moves them to laughter, aot tears. The first snickers in 

response to his historically accurate costumes, enipt when Miss Pritchard, dresseci as 

the Indian princess, arrives on stage: 

1 had copied myself at the Museum, and tinteci neatly, a figure of Sir 

WaIter Raleigh in a niil and beard; and (my dear Theo giving some of 

her mother's best lace for the we dressed Hagan acairately &er 

this drawing, and no man couid took bettet. Miss Pritchard, as 



97 

Pocahontas, 1 dressed too as a red Indiau, having seen enough of thot 

cosaime in my own experience at home. WiU it be believed the bouse 

tittefed when she Est appeared? They got used to her, however, but 

just at the moment when she rushes into the prisoner's m s ,  and a 

number of people were actually in tears, a fellow in the pit bawls out, 

'Bedad! Here's the Belle Savage kissing the Saracen's Head;' on 

which an impertinent roar oflaughter spmg up in the pif breaking out 

with fitfùi explosions during the remainder of the pefiormance. (846) 

George is indignant at the laugher, whistles, and hisses that ensue, even though 

he had earlier behaved in a similar teshion while attending a performance of Douglas. 

Just as playgoers ridicule his Indian costumes* so too did he laugh at the Highlander 

clothing used in the presentation of John Home's 1756 romantic tragedy. Thackeray 

may here be giving us another example of how history is vulnerable to romanticid 

Iegends and symbols. h g h  Trwor-Roper has found that the kilt, for instance-the 

celebrated iwn of Scottish identity-is actually a modem invention. Aithough Sir 

Walter Scott insisted that the tartan had been wom by the ancient Caledonians in the 

third century A.D., it haci, in fiict, been created by an "Eoglishman after the Union of  

1707; and the dierentiated 'clan tartans' are an even Iater invention, owing their 

present fom to two other Englishmen, younger than Sir Walter Scott'' (19). Trevor- 

Roper's observations about the "maicers of Highiand traditionn-James Macpherson 

and the Sobieski Stuarts-show some simiIarities between hem suid those who 

hvented the Pocahontas legend. He notes that the Scottish wnters "Both imaghed a 

golden age h the past of the Celtic Highlands. Both declareci that they possessed 
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doaimentary evidence. Both created literary ghosts, forged texts and Msified history 

ni support of thw theones. Both began an industry which would thrive in Scotland 

long after their d h n  (41). 

Thackeray parailels the audience respoose to George's and Home's plays. The 

reaction on the part of Lambert and George to DougIas, like that to Pocahontas, is 

anything but solemn: 

How can we help it during the course of the performance, Mr. 

Lambert would rnake his jokes and mar the solemnity of the scene? . . . 

[at one point] he nudged George Warrington, and looked so droll, that 

the young man burst out laughing. 

The magic of the scene was destroyed after bat. These two 

gentlemen went on cracking jokes during the whole of the subsequent 

performance. (6 13-6 14) 

George later explains that his laughter was produced by his very awareness of the 

fictionality of the play's chmcters: ''1 think we were not inclined to weep, like the 

ladies, because we stood behind the author's scenes of the play, as it were. Looking 

close up to the young hero, we saw how rnuch of him was rant and tinsel; and as for 

the pale, tragicai mother, that her pallor was white chalk, and her grief her pocket- 

handkerchief" (621). The audience at Pocahontas likewise seems to have been aware 

that its heroine is a fictional constnict. Her theatricality and her imitative (unredistic) 

oature is so evident, as exaggerated by her outward form (the cosîurqp), that the play 

becornes absurd and laughable. 
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In George's play. then, the depiction of a heroine who is supposed to ernbody 

idealised femininity is made to appear rididous. Eariier in me ViPgiuic~ts, in facf 

Thackeray had breshadowed the type of Pocahontas who would appear on stage. 

Mmst as soon as she appears in the nove1, George's mother is refend to as 

"Princess Pocahontas'' and it is clear that those who cal1 her by this name are not using 

the term as a form of endment.  As a woman who is just the opposite of the 

idealised, seff-S8Cnficing Pocahontas, the domineering Rachel Warrington is mocked 

for her aristorratic pretensions with the title "Princess." 

Despite Thackeray's belittiing of the Pocahontas myth, she still remains a 

heroine to at least one wornan in the novel: George's wife. Following the failure of 

the Pocahontas play. she stands by her man in a way that provides another parodic 

look a Pocahontas, who became the idealised heroine of not only &ma, but poetry as 

well. [gnoring the absurd theatricaiity of George's heroine, she views Pocahontas as 

an icon of fidelity and courage, her devotion to Smith a parallel to Theo's dwotion to 

George. Thus, in her overly sentimental poem "From Pocahontas"-even George says 

"1 do not say the verses are very good" (85 1)-inspind by the heroine of George's 

play and poem, she casts herself in the role of the faithfùl indian maiden and George 

as the distresseci knight: 

Retumlng fhm the cruel fight 
How paie and faim appears my knight! 
He sees me anxious at his side; 
'Why seek, m y  love, your mm& to hide? 
Or deem your En&& girl afhÏd 
To emulate the Indian maid?' 

Be mine my husband's grief to cheer, 
In peril tu be ever n m ,  
Whate'er of ill or woe betide, 



To bear it clinging at his side; 
The poisoned struke of fate to ward, 
His bosom with my own to guard; 
Ah! codd it spare a pang to his, 
It could not know a purer biiss! 
'Twodd gladden as it felt the smart, 
And thank the hand that flung the dart! (851) 

Theo's equating of two situations-that of George's fiiilure in theatre with a man 

about to die-produces a parody of the rash of rnelodramtic poems inspired by 

Pocahontas. Theu's poem is even more disrurbing thaa the one George W e I f  writes, 

because this one is composed by a woman, someone who sees nothing wrong in 

imitating the actions and chmcter of a deliberately manufactured stage role. 

Thackeray could not have chosen a better heroine in Pocahontas by which to 

parody the fictionaiisation of femininity in theatre. George's motives for writing his 

play, his stereotyped conception of the plot and its chmcters, his audience's reaction, 

and his wife's poetic response consthte Thackeray's reflexive examination of the 

Pocahontas story. The legend, both in culture and history, is replete with 

exaggerations, inconsistencies, aad timewom Iiterary conventions. Playwrïghts have 

taken (and continue to take) barnatic licence with her character in orda to embellish 

theu sentimental plots; historians have elevated her to mythic status as a great 

Amencan heroine. This, James Chamberlape Pickett's opinion of Pocahontas, 

ahhough &en in 1847, dl1 holds me: "In aU history and in al1 romance it would 

be difficuit to find a more perfect character than Pocahontas; and t a h g  her as she has 

corne down to us, it appears to me to be impossible to Say wherein it codd have been 
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improved" (5). Taking the Native American princess as "she has corne dom to us" is, 

of course, the problem that hampers any attempt to reîrieve her real story. She might 

have remained a minor figure in histoq books had it not been for the popularisation of 

her image in theatre. By ushg George to parody playwrights who created a 

Pocahontas who is more romantic than r a i ,  Thackeray is  reminding us of the 

fictionality of their stories; like George's play, they are difficult to take seriously as 

historicai texts. These authors are poor wnters, poor conveyors of femininity, because 

they do not produce original works, but merely imitate popular sentiments found in 

pre-exisîing texts. In doing so, they want to produce a cultural heroine who can be 

read in oniy one way-as an idealised, self-sacrificing female. However, as 

Thackeray has shown through his parody of conventional readings of the ballerina and 

Pocahomas, the writers and artists of these pre-existing texts, and those who imitate 

them, oversimplify femininity. Thackeray will tum again to conventionai 

representations of womanhood in V'ily Fair, his most celebrated work. Through the 

narrator's interaction with his leading lady, Becky S h q ,  complicated by the 

implications of puppet theatre and allusions to a prominent stage role for women, he 

takes an even more comprehensive look at the imerpretative problems of feminioity, 

and he underscores the need for his readen to be wary of accepting convention as 



Notes 

Wdt  Disney's two animateci versions of the Pocahontas story, one portraying 

her Life in America and the sequel depictiag her üfe in England, have been soundly 

&ciseci by Native Ameriauis. According to S. Eluabeth Bu& the Disney 

corporation produced a marketable, "white man's" version of a native girl: "the 

Company has corne a long way h m  the offensive portrayals in earlier films like Peter 

Pm. But ultimately, the Indians of Pocahonkzs are, yet again, the objects of White 

concems and White htasies" (3). 

'~n~l ish traveller-novelist-poet John Davis (17741854) was one of the 

greatest promoters of the Pocahontas myth, and by introducing an erotic element into 

the niendship of Pocahoaas and Smith, his stories paved the way for f Ù t m  writers to 

tum the tale into a love story. Mary Dearbom., however, argues that Smith was the 

fust to eroticize the Pocahontas story when he cornplaineci in his history that she and 

her fiends constantly followed him about, crying "Love you not me?" (9). 

3 ~ h e  femde native in literature is usuaily classifieci in binary terms as either a 

"P~cess" or "Squaw." As the opposite of the "Pnncess," the term Squm denoted 

savagery and seniality. Gordon Johnston notes that the "most cornmon Indian figures 

in such mdian] storÎes clearly reprisent the masculine projections of their authors ami 

societies. 'Princesses' such as Pocahontas and Minnehaha are idealued, self- 

sacrificing sod mates; 'squaws' are perCect dmdges and seiniaI conveniences" (54). 



In an 1800 story by John Davis, "Famer ofNew Jersey, by John Davis, the 

manner of Smith's near execution has been altered to burning at the stake. This is the 

same type of aborted execution that Juan Ortiz records in his travel nanative and 

which dso appears in Thackeray's novel-in the initial sketch that begins the chapter 

"Pocahontas," in the "grand scene" of Act Two in George's play, and in the content of 

George's poem 



Chapter Three: 

Becky Sharp: Punch in Petticoats 

The monster [fiom Fronkieltsteinn], Emily BtontëEllis Bell, Becky 
Sharp-these are the heroic figures of an energy and desire that refuse 
to be classecl, gendered, ~rammatical'ied and that o&r the promise that 
some kind of resistance is possible. 

David Musselwhite, Partings Welded Together 

The ballerina and Pocahontas survive on stage as dominant symbols of 

femininity. Their privileged place in culture legitimises the notion that women are, or 

should be, hgile and delicate, their heroism residhg in their willingness to save a 

man at the pnce of their own lives. Another prominent type of stage role for women 

seems, on the d a c e ,  to suggest an alternative reading of femininity. She is the 

strong, independent woman, the woman who wodd fira save herselî the woman who 

scom the traditional roles of wife and mother, the woman who wodd seek revenge 

against the injustices of male authority. As a theatncai construct, however, this female 

role persistq just as much as the ballerina and Pocahontas, as an endorsement of ideai 

femininity. Her CulturaI depictions encourage us to read this type of woman as being 

too powertiil. There is something monstrous about her, something dangerous and 

unnatursil. Hence, ifshe cannot be recuperated into the realm of '?rue femininity," she 

must be controiîed, punished, or eradicated before she infects society with her poisonL 

Just as Thackeray looks at the deheation of the bailerina and Pocahontas as 

acatrate models o f  femininity f?om another paspective, so too does he re-examine 

thek antithesis. In V i  Fair. he creates one ofthe most intriguing figures in Engîish 
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lierature: Becky Sharp. She is oflea seen as an outstanding example of a dangerous, 

mo~strous woman, quite possibly a murder. However, if her character is read in 

terms of the novel's refiexivity, this argument loses some of its force. By aiigning her 

character with two important theatrical figures-the puppet, a controlIabIe, perfonning 

object, and Clytemnestra, an uncontrolIable, rebellious fernale chcter-Thackeray 

again challenges traditional readings of femininity. 

As a puppet, or indeed as a character in a novel, Becky should be easy to 

restrain. However, the novel's narrator (her 'puppetmaster") ends that she oflen 

eludes his authorial control, Robin Ann Sheets reminds readers that Thackeray's 

narrator complicates our reading. He Iacks confidence in his own reading of Becky's 

character. he o h  cannot get his faas straight; he is a "befuddled, middle-aged 

spectator trying to piece together his own recollections and the hearsay of others": 

The namator tells us that Becky's verbal accounts are misleading and 

incomplete, but who is to tell us that his are not? The narrator attempts 

to record a series of events exactly as they happened and to extract 

therefiom a universdy applicable moral. Cf. however? he fails to tell 

the autii and apply the moral, then he raises the possibility that his art is 

as fdse as Becky's and that he iq as he himself implies in his preface, a 

yack. (426) 

This narrator's difllidties in assessing Becky's actions adds to our dificulty in 

judging her character. Becky does not nt comfortably within any category of 

traditional characterisation thai we might expect in a Literary work She hctions 

more as a reflexive vehicle for exposing the fictionaiày of the text itself and of its 
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characters. S d y  Mitchell has arrived at such a r d g .  For example, she says 

Becky's counterpart in the novel, Amelia, is a "deiiberately constnicted" figure 

ktended to "show h o w  flimsy an ideal woman would be in a world of real people. 

She is a romantic fiction who can only live happily in a world of pretense"; on the 

other h d ,  Becky is a "realist; she understands what people want to believe and she 

uses theu stemtypes for her own ends" (58). While she does become a wife and 

mother in the novel Becky's identity extends beyond these roles, and she becomes a 

metacommentary on the banality of lierary conventions and stereotyped female 

characterisation. Regarding her role as a mother, Mitchell again observes that 

Thackeray also dissects some cliches about motherhood. By meking 

saaifices for her son, Amelia turns him into a replia of his selfish 

father; he grows up to tread on other women. Bedcy's aversion to 

nurturing makes readers dislike her, but ironicdly it produces a better 

son. By peeiiag the protdve covering away fiom these ideas, 

Thackeray forces readers to compare literary and social fictions about 

the worid with the r d i t y  their own eyes can sec. (58-59) 

Alison Byerly fiuthem this argument by astuteiy assessing Becky as a person whose 

life is performance: 

she cannot simply abandon acting. She says to herseif, '1 wish I were 

out of&' but the only ahernatives she can imagine are wildly dBerent 

roies: '1 would ratha be a pason's wifi and teach Sunday school than 

this; or a sargeant's lady and ride in the regimental wagon; or, oh, how 

much gayer t would be to wear spangles and trousers, and dance before 
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a booth at a fair-' In a smse, she longs for cumplete honesty: she 

would Mce to play a perfomer. The self she imagines is a free, 

androgynous, carnivalesque figure who would liberate her from the 

fieminine roles to which she has been limited. (273) 

Byerly identifies Thackeray's reflexive attitude toward literature when she remarks 

that the novel is designeci to help readers distiaguish between the theatricai and the 

rai: "he tries to teach his readers how to look beyond the charade to see what is reai" 

(279). 

In Becky's attempts to control her own image, to be her own puppeteer, she 

reveals to us that she, and fernale gender in gened, largely is charade. She uses her 

acting skills to combat boredom (Byeriy 273) and to cope with the various situations 

in which she fin& herselc whether in aristoaatic English drawing rooms or seedy 

hotel rooms on the continent. She experiments with a variety of ferninine roles, 

constantly reinventing herself as a govemess, wife, mother, widow, flirt, and garnbler.2 

Chmeleon-Like, she can change her mask to fit the occasion Once, when she sits 

opposite her sleeping husband Rawdon and she is no longer subject to his gaze, her 

face relaxes fiom its pose. It becomes haggard and tem%le, but when he awakens, she 

quickly schoois her feahires and reverts back to her pdonnance as the doting d e ;  

her wuntenance consciously lights up, and she kisses hirn gaily. Edgar Harden notes 

perceptively that Thackeray's use of the word "if" to r& to Becky's fàce suggests 

"an dmost disembodied face, [and] powerflllly conveys the ghasuy effort required to 

maintain her d e "  (VmRry 75). 
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To equate Becky with this kiad of control seems, however, to oppose the 

theatncai chmcterisation with which Thackeray infuseci her and the novel's other 

chcters. He chose, der cornpletion of the story's seridisation, to fiame the novei 

in the world of puppet theatre. In June 1848, Tonens McCdlagh's remark "WeU, 1 

see you are going to shut up your puppets in their box!" prompteci Thackeray to reply, 

"Yes; and with your permission, I'll work up that simile" ( m e r s  Il 392). To that 

effect, Thackeray prefaced his novel with a noisy fairgound setting describeci in a 

voice that parodies the start of real puppet performances? when showmen 

"conventionaiiy boasted of the size and verisimilitude of the mechanical actors" 

(Shershow 149). In Thackeray's case, a puppetmaster appears before the curtain to 

mediate between stage and audience. By the end of V&ty Fair, the lower-class world 

of the f~rground has been displaced by a children's nursery, the n m o r  calling out, 

"Corne, children, let us shut up the box and the puppets. for our play is played out" 

(878). According to Myron Taube, Thackeray's puppet frame was a bdliant but 

rnisleading afterthought. The images of children and puppets, he argues, are 

incongrnous with Thackeray's views of his characters, especialIy as the narrative 

voice inexplicably changes kom a showman in "Before the Curtain" to a p u t e r f m i h  

at the conclusion ("The Puppet'" 41-42)? 

But Henri TaIon stresses that the novei "is a show"-specifically a puppet 

show-despite the counter-arguments Talon points out that such cnticism derives 

fiom a dislike of Iiterary works that flaunt theu own fictionality. 

They take him mackeray] to task for g i h g  a warped picture of 

reality through omission or prejudice, or for making suspension of 
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disbelief impossible through intefierence and commentary. They want 

leveiness with life, a transfer-picture of the world they are femiliar 

with, and Io! they are presented with fiction. (3) 

The puppet simiIe dows Thackeray to underscore the sel'reflexivity of his novel and 

to punctuate his views about social and cultural falsities. As perfonning objectq 

puppets "focus a range of culturai anxieties-about class, about gender, about 

performance itself" (Shershow 225). 

Vdty Fair is a metadramatic work, featuring a leading lady, Becky. fully 

conscious of berself, and her world, as artifice. Aware of her, and her gender's, 

puppet status? she can exploit it, becoming not only puppet, but puppetmaster- In her 

duaI role, in which she is both a voice of and against authority, she ushers us into this 

self-reflexive, forever mirroring, world of representation, and, more specifically, the 

world of female represeritation, upsetting traditional notions of femininity, and 

opening up spaces for new interpretations. The appropriateness of Thackeray's puppet 

fiame and the effliveness of Becky as a puppet have their foundations in the origins 

of puppet theatre, in which we aui find the metaphorical use of the puppet as a symbol 

of social subordination, and the close linguistic and representatiooal associations 

between women and puppets. 

Firstiy, puppet theatre has aiways been regarded as an example of Iow art 

geared to groups oflittie or no political, social, and ecunornic power, namely plebeian 

classes and children Thackeray's dual settings in his puppet W e ,  a movement fiom 

the fkgrowid to the nursery, aiceIy i l lumes the evolution h m  the puppet's 

centrality as a riotous, lawless figure to a dimirtutive pIaything Scott ShetShow's 
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lengthy study of puppet theatre shows that few other artistic forms have experienced 

as many cultural refigwings: "Whether as 'f8shionab1ea entertainment, discursive 

figuration of power, or bourgeois symbol of cultural othemess, the puppet was 

continuaily reappropnated from a hypotheticd BaWainian world of fokiore and 

festvity and used in a process of social and cultural subordination" (1 1 1). 

Contained within puppet theatre's rebeIlious history are associations with 

vulganty and vagrancy, its eerly performers living a vagabond existence, travelling 

about the country, setting up makeshift booths. aad pdoming plays on a wide range 

of subjects that included biblical Stones and old historical legends. Puppet theatre was 

aever accordeci legitirnate status, but its lack of cultural and legal validity 0th 

authorised its voice, allowing it to speak, o h  in a parodic manner, what legitirnate 

theatre was brbidden to express. Ln 1647, for example, when theatres were forced to 

close, puppet chma, which was considered even "too lowly for legal interdiaiou, 

continueci unhindered" (Speaight Punch 37). Puppets metaphorically represented 

Iawlessness and defiance, and were therefore stylised rebellious mouthpieces for the 

lower classes; as studies of puppetry suggest, these figures show how art can be used 

to resist, challenge, or oppose dominant culture. Puppet theatre could then be regarded 

as "a discursive site on which social anxieties about class and gender, dress, 

deportment, and corporeality were projected" (Shershow 10). The puppet, because of 

its inanimate form, is uniquely "free h m  human limitations"; hence, it can "speak the 

unspeakable and deal with taboos, deal with ail our dark sides"; it can "portray an 

ideai or emotion which cannot be expressed in any other way" (CurreU 4). 
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Thackeray shows in his "Before the Curtain" that the traditional popular 

puppet show was a stsple lower-class entertainment. dong with peep shows, at fairs, 

festivals, and country wakes. The noisy, crowded atmosphere Thackeray depias in 

his prologue compares to George Speaight's description of one of the largest fairs held 

annually at the end of August, Bartholomew FaB. It was a noisy, crowded G r  of 

showmen, pickpockets, and whores, where the nch mingled with the poor: "We hear 

of the crowds rioting down the alleys, md then of a platoon of soldiers clearing the 

way as the Prince of Wales strolls arowd the fair between the flaunting rows of gaudy 

showcIothsn (Punch 60). Such events attraaed a great many showmen., eaget to 

exhibit W s ,  curiosities, penonning mimals, and conjuring acts so that "Throughout 

the seventeenth century and well beyond, the performing object wodd continue to 

evoke its ancient associations of the magical and the monstrous, even as it also 

descended into the nostalgie comfort of bourgeois domesticity" (Shershow 49). 

The well-known Punch-andhdy show, often regarded as the quintessential 

puppet show, began its transformation into a vimially exclusive mode of children's 

entertainment in the nineteenth century. However, it was once an extremely popular 

example of street theam for adults. The show's primary perfiormer, Punch, was a 

descendant of the Italian marionette PulcineUa Vain, lecherous, decefil, he flouts 

"petty authority" and is a spokesman for fieedorn from oppression (Baird 103). He 

beats and kills his shrewish d e ,  b o w s  their baby out of the window, hits a 

policeman and doctor, and outsmarts a h p a a  Endings to the play vary, however. 

In some, the Devil arrives to take him off to heu; in others he is allowed to triumph 

over puaishrnent for his crimes, rentainuig a syrnbol of vietory over al1 authority. 
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hmch became a leadhg embodiment of a working-class desire to invert 

mastery; he exposes a plebeian tendency toward disobedience and a tenacity for ses 

presemation (Shershow 167). Punch, howwer, does not ody display a desire to 

thwart authority; he also wants authority for himself 

in its full social c o n t a  however, the Punch-and-Judy show must be 

seen to express an impulse of undifferentiated aggression and thus to 

reproduce the impulse of domination against which it otherwise seerns 

to rebel. Punch lords it over both Judy and the hangman; that both 

figures become his precisely analogous antagonists and victims 

suggests the cultural and ideological forces that were inevitably also 

brought to bear on a show that instarniates as well as overcomes (its 

own) othemess . . . . Popular festivity, jus slightly reconmcttxi, 

becornes the nstless energy o f  cfass aspiration. (Shershow 170) 

in short, Punch is both a Puppet and a master. 

However, once his audience became dominateci by children, he was reduced to 

a cultural image of consumerism, appearing as a paper cutout, doli, and figure in 

numberless pictwe books (Shershow 174, Speaight Pmch 82). As Shershow puts it, 

the show "moved 6om the streets to the drawing room, where its apparent working- 

class rebellion becarne an amusement to 'pacifjf childrenn (173). Puppet theatre 

hence descended as it paradoxicaily "axended" into bourgeois culture. Appropriateci 

by the middle classes, puppets were stnpped of their violence, vulganty, and anf- 

authoritarim tendencies; shows became morality tales suitable for children. 
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Associations of puppets as playthings particularly directeci at girls also reveai a 

long association between fernales, children, and puppets. Annette Kuhn in The Power 

of the Image: Epîms on Reptesentation cmd Sèxuaiity says that the "tradition of 

representation ofwomen, nom myth to tàirytale to high art to pomography . . . strip[s] 

wornen of will and autonorny. Womm is dehumanhed by being represented as a kind 

of automaton, a 'living doll'" (14). This representation has a correlation in the 

"linguistic genealogy of the word pppt" since the tem "embodies a sequence of 

shifting but persistent associations of fmininity" (Shershow 69). The word derives 

âom the ferninised Latin word pupa for "little child" or "doll" through to the Middle 

French pou@, which can mean "doll" or a child's plaything. Linguistically, women 

have been desmbed with variations and cognates of the word puppet-from 

Chaucer's Middle English designation of Alison (of The Canterbury Tales) as being 

"so gay a popelote and swich a wench" to today's slang expressions of dolls and baby 

dolls (Shershow 70). 

As befits the dual natun of puppets-they are both metaphoric and material- 

they engender two interpretations. A puppet can be used as a figure of empowennent, 

one that Cucumvents d e s  and challenges authority. It cm also be regarded an object, 

a tiny materid figure-either a marionette or glove puppet. As a "passive vehicle or 

vesse1 avaiiable br a mastering authonal form," says Shershow, "the puppet is 

figurdly M e d  to a range of social and sexud subordinatioethe woman, the child, 

the servant, the 'upstart' or social climber" (68). Thus, "the puppet may be seen, by 

huns and at once, either as diminutive and tnviai, a mere doil or plaything, w as 
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mysterious and efficacious, the very epitome of performance in dl its supposedly 

transfomative power" (23). 

As evident by this historical and cultural context, Becky-fernale, duplicitous, 

social climber, anti-authontan*an, socidy subordiinate, rnysterïous-has the necessary 

characteristics to quai@ as a puppet. Like Punch, her ending has two readings: in the 

novel's final illustrations she is depicted in one as a puppet lying in a devil's embrace 

(is he preparing to take her to hell?), and in another as a pious woman, who has 

seemingly triumphed over punishrnent br her mimes. 

Although she Iacks his hump and hooked nose, Becky has some character 

affinities with the crafty, sneaky Punch She, too, is witty; she has a dislike of 

children; her voice is shrill, often ringing with "dernonicd laughter." The quaiities of 

Punch which endear the puppet to audiences are similar to those which many critics 

and readers use to condemn Becky. In a long list of her Punch-like traits, John Tilford 

remarks that she "habitualIy indulges in al1 manner of sneaky and ignoble activities: 

she reads otherpeople's mail, she eavesdrops, she snitches ribbons, she steak clothes. 

He [the narrator] portrays her as iuwmgible liar, an incessant swindler, and an 

unconscious hypocrite" (605). For Talon, on the other hana her liveliness is ail- 

important: 'Tt is no< the schemer and the cheat that one sees first in her, but a woman 

possessed of a .  extraordinery joie de w e  . . . . No boardhg house at Boulogne, no 

gamet in Pumpeniickel uin cm damp her spirits for there, as weîi as in Curzon Street, 

existence is an opportudy and a game" (10). Such comments confirrn Thackeray's 

description of her in "Before the C m n  where she is among the few characters 
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siogied out, as an enigmatic, intriguing üttle puppet, C~commody flexible in the 

joints and Iively on the wiren (2). 

Like Puach, she is a mode1 of anti-authocit~aaism. Even the omniscient 

narrator has a difficult time tryuig to control her. men fkiling siIent, unabIe to assert 

his narrative authority at crucial moments in the story. he poses questions about her, 

but he cannot-or will aot-always answer them. As to whnher she is involved in an 

adulterous flair with Lord Steyne, he offers rhetorical questions only: "Was she 

guilty or not? She said not; but who could tell what was aith which came from those 

lips?" (677). He M e r  compounds the problem by suggesting that even when Becky 

does speak, her words are suspect, open to interpretation. The final, contradictory, 

words of Jos in the novel embody bis inability to confine her character, to him she is 

both an "admirable" woman and a Terrible" wornan, someone he is "dreadfblly afraid 

of' and "eager in his praises of her" (873-874). 

Her narne is as varid and fhgmented as her character, she is at various times 

Rebecca Sharp, Mrs. Rawdon Crawley, Madame Ravdonn Cravley, Madame de 

Raudon, and Madame Rebecque. She is furthemore descnbed with a mixture of 

contradictory adjectives and terms, causing characters and readers to wonder if she is 

"dea. Becky", "our darling Becky", or if she is a ''Me adventuress," a ''vipere.." 1s 

she, as some assert, a criminal or shodd we consider hm, as others claim, "as innocent 

as a Iamb" (818)? We are constamly beiag asked to chwse between the two 

polaritiw, a dïfECUIt task when it seems we cannot judge her with any measure of 

confidencece Her histoxy, says the narrator, %as &er ail a mystery" (817). And, 

aIthough he make3 sorne harsh judgements against her himse& aich as calling her a 
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siren and a C i r ~ ,  he will sometimes dso play the role of her protector by casting 

doubt on the reliability of other interpretations of her character. Thus he says, 9 

protest it is quite shamefitl in the world to abuse a simple creature, as people of fer 

tirne abused Becky, and I wam the public against believing one-tenth of the stories 

against her" (642). 

To ail appeaninces, Becky should be the perfect example of a mbservient 

puppet; socidly inferior, and ciassless, she has, afker di, a srnaIl place in the world. 

However, her diminutive stature embodies a puppet's defiance of social and cultural 

n o m ,  particu1arly regarding the limited number of representations of women in art, 

which image them as either good or bad, angel or whore. 

At times she can deliberately perform the role of a ""good" wornan to mirror the 

artificial veneer of fernales who pretended, and were educated, to seem vimious. The 

Victonan educationai system, for femaies in particular, came under fire by Thackeray 

for its shaIlow, inadequate teachings As schoolteacher Barbara Pinkerton's letter to 

Amelia's parents-describing their daughter's "scholarly" achievements-shows, girls 

gain M e  praaicai knowledge that intelligently prepares them to enter adulthood. 

Instead, the focus is on music, dancing, orthography, embroidery, and needle-work- 

the very arts that Fie-Bwdle savagely &cises in The RaweltSwing. These are talents 

that inawise the value of womerhnmarried girls on the mmiage market. As 

someone whose mother was a lowly French opera-girl and whose father was an art 

tacher, Becky is never accepted as a legitimate student at the Pinkerton 

establishment. But she durhg her time at the school she has k n e d  about the value 
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society places on those "artistic7' skitls which Fitz-Boociie claims enslave women to a 

Metirne of prison work. 

Becky leaves the school with no regrets and with no dictionary. When she 

makes that celebrated "heroic7' and defiant gesture of fl inging Johnson's Dictionary 

out of the miage window, to the horror of Jemima Pinkerton, Becky indicates she 

has scant regard for d e s  and textual authority, or for those who do (namely 

headmistress Barbara Pinkertoq who reveres the great lexicographer Samuel 

Johnson). Instead, Becky places more value in two dolls she receives on separate 

occasions from the Pinkerton sisters, using them as handpuppets to mimic and parody 

the schoolteachers. Becky has no great love for Barbara Pinkerton, who never 

lets the girl forget her social infenoritr, but Jemirna bas shown her some compassion. 

It is she who secretly sneaks Becky a wpy of the dictionary, jelly and cake enough for 

three children, and a seven-shilling piece when she leaves the school. #y then, 

wonders John Carey, does Becky "ungratefiilIy" add Jemima 30 the act" (1 1 O)? 
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When Becky creates her own puppet show. she is dohg more than visually 

"foreshadowiog the way in which she wiii manipulate other people throughout the 

nove1" (Peters 167). She is showing, through her parodic art, her disdain for this 

educationd system and the puppetlike servitude of teachers. Pinkenon's greatness has 

been reduced, made srnaIl, insignificant, and comic. The sisters, dong with the girls 

they instnict, are puppets, controlled by a system that provides them with little useful 

education. Like the appreciative audiences at Punch's shows, Becky's performance is 

well received by members of the lower class-her father's artist friends-those 

excluded nom attending such privileged educationai establishments themselves. 

Later, as a mnied woman, she performs to a higher-class audience, but one no 

less appreciative, during an evening of amateur theatrics wherein participants 

reproduce, or "act out," fmous paintings (fable- Mvanis). Becky's participation 

and her audience's reaction to her performance remind us that art has traditiondly 

reduced women to inanimate objects with no will of their own; they exist only to be 

gazed upon, to be read as monstrous if they represent a defiance of authority. Robert 

Browning's "My Last Duchess" is a vivid example of an independent woman reduced 

to art. Her husband had not been able to cortîrol her behaviour when she was alive, 

but now that she exists as a flawless piece of art, a painting conceaieci behind a curtain 

that he alone can raise, he believes he has gained absolute authority over her. 

However, Browning makes that authority ambiguous. The Duke says he has complete 

comrol of her image, but he is vexed to interpret that image. What hm caused that 

spot of joy on her cheek? He does not know if it was his presence in the room as her 
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portrait was being painted, a compliment h m  the artist, or some unbidden thought in 

her mind which conjureci up her blush. 

Thackeray's creates a vivid contrast to this duchess with Sir Pitt Crawley's 

second wife, Rose, and the portrait of her that hangs in the house. The artist who 

painted her portrait has pefiectly captureci her subsewienf puppet-like nature; the 

painting makes no suggestion she had even a trace of defiance in her character. Like 

Becky, she cornes fiom a lower-class background (her father is an ironmonger) and 

thus is never completeiy accepted by the aristocratie world. She is quickiy absorbed 

into the roIe ofthe "good woman," and &er producing more children for the Crawley 

estate, she withers away, finally to become a work of art, a passive portrait hanging 
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on a wall, bardy noticed, or read, by anyone except Becky. W. David Shaw argues 

that Rose is ais0 comected with Thackeray's reflexivity: 

In the characterless Lady Rose Crawley we find a parody of what the 

actress or performer becomes when she i s  not acting. Rose is a mere 

machine in her husband's house, of no more use than a grand p im.  

Beyond her small flower gardea, she has no Likes or dislikes. A mere 

echo or emptiness, she has not even enough character to take to drink. 

Her credentids compose an appailing list of negatives: 'she had no sort 

of character. nor talents, nor opinions, nor occupations nor 

amusements, nor that vigor of sou1 and ferocity of temper when ofken 

fails to the lot of entirely foolish women.' ( 1 5 1) 

Rose Crawley underscores the perfomative nature of Becky's character, whose acting 

skiils prevent her from havhg a similar non-existent identity. 

Becky's ambiguous and anti-authontarian nature exposes hypocn*sies and 

fdsities about the "bad woman" in fernale representation. In a particularly effective 

charaddtableau vivant, she expertly perfonns the role of Clytemnestm-who Lesley 

Ferris says is a "central fernale image in our theatrical canon* (1 1 1). This character 

has been called a wilful woman because her image has a 

doubleedged meaning of adult strength and childish obstinacy; a 

source of aaarchy, an attack on the status quo, and therefore 

traditioody presented as an 'evil woman.' Additionally, there is a 

subtext to the t m  'wilful' in the world of theatncai patriarchy which 
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views women simply as children, at times uncontrollable and 

destructive, incapable of matunty and aduhess. (1 1 1-1 12) 

This mythicd female bas two intetpretations: she is either an evil murderer, or she is 

heroic, a symbol of revenge agsinst wrongs men perpehgte on women. 
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The painting Bedcy "briags to Wen during her performance alludes to Pierre- 

Narcisse Guerin's 1817 work of a* one which Martin Meisel says would have been 

well known to Thackeray. In this painting, Clytemnestra and her lover Aegistmis 

stand b e b d  a curtain. Clytemnesaa holds an upraised dagger in her hand; Aegisthus 

stands behind ha, pointing at a figure on the other side of the curtain, her husband- 

the sleeping Agamemnon Whereas Guerin's Aegisthus stands behind Clytemnestra, 

urghg her to the d e  in the Vonity Fair charade, the actor raises a dagger over the 

sleeping Agamemnoo/Rawdon, but then weakens and m o t  follow through with the 

murder. Clytemnestra/Becky arrives and "ScomtiiUy she snatches the dagger out of 

Aegisthus's hand. and advances to the bed. You see it shining over her head in the 

glirnmer of the lamp, and-and the lamp goes O$ with a groan, and ail is dark" (646). 

Never show the actual "murder," we must sit in the dark; the power of Becky's 

acting makes us imagine that the fatal stabbing takes place. 

The spectators within the novel react with terror and fear and stumed silence at 

the darkness and the scene. When Steyne cals out "'By-, she'd do it too'" (646), he 

makes an ingenuous, and kulty, imerpretation. He, apparentiy dong with others in 

attendance? w d k s  the actress with the role. Oa face value, his words imply Becky 

is capable of murder, not that she is representing a character in theatre who enacts 

murder on stages4 

Many of Thackeray's readers have made a similar conclusion about Becky's 

character-that this uncontrollable "Punch" puppet has the character of the 

uncontroLiable Clytemnestni. Near the end of the novel Thackeray includes his most 

intriguing iUustration entitled "Becky's second appearance in the character of 
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Clytemnestra" wherein she is depicted as skukng behind an arras, her hair down and 

her body shrouded in darkness, while she holds a mysterious object in her hand. 
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The illustration newer fails to excite controversy because it is ofien interprad 

as a sign that Becky murders Jos Sedley. Gordon Ray summarises the evidence that is 

used to find her guilty 

There can be no doubt Thackeray means it is to be understood that 

Becky has encompssed los's death. W i i s  the iilustration entitled 

'Becky's second appearance in the character of Clytemnestra', in which 

she lurks behind a curtain, knife in hand, while the sick and terrifieci los 

pleads with Dobbin to corne and live near him Witness the names that 

Thackeray gives to the finn of solicitors who press Becky's claim to 

los's insurance: Messrs. Burke, Thurtell and Hay es-each christened 

after a fmous murderer. (Ihstratiom 8 1) 

Andrew Von Hendy points out that it is los's insurance Company which alleges she is 

guilty of murder, while Thackeray, on the other hanci, 'plays a more subtle game. He 

certaidy fosters in his readw suspicion that the insurance investigaton may be right" 

(281). 

Lady Eastlake had perhaps the most interesthg reactioa to the illustration 

among those who doubt Becky is capable of murder. She told readers in her 1848 

essay "Review: V i  Fuh, Jme Eyre, and The Governesws' Benevuient 

Institution--&port for 1 W  to take a pair ofscisson and ait it fiom the book as if it 

had never existed at all. Becky, she believes, is too clever to commit such a crime. 

WhiIe David Musselwhite h d s  that the illustration implicates Becky in the death of 

Jos (113), he makes an imeresting observation regardhg Lady Eastlake's radon: 

"mat Lady Eastlake recognized and welcomed wes thai Vm-ty F e  was desigaed to 
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provoke disnissioe'was Becky guiIty?'-to serve as, to use her t e h g  expression, a 

social 'ether'. to provide occasion for gossip and discussion" (1 17). As Robert Stam 

points ouf an important aspect of reflexive texts is that because they "inscribe the 

readerfspectator within their own rhetoricd space, they often perform their own 

hemeneutics, counseling their audience on certain pitfalk of reading or interpretation" 

(153). The ambiguity of the illustration's rneaning, then, is part of Thackeray's 

reflexive insistence that readers shouid becorne active participants in the reading 

process, that we should question and discuss cultural representations of femininity, 

rather than simply accepting with bliid f d h  what we see and rad. 

The matter ofBecky7s cuipabili is one of several images in the novel linking 

female characters with guilt and murder. Similarly their guilt is rendered ambiguous 

because they are judged strictly on fdse appearmces. For example, at one point, 

Amelia and Dobbin attend the opera L a  Somtamhfa, centered around a sleepwalking 

woman, Amina, wrongly thought to be guilty of infidelity to hm fiancé. Robert 

Bledsoe has studied the dusion to this opera in Vmity Fair, and notes how the 

"heroine's vittue is doubted but hally vindicated. Although appearances are against 

her, she is not guilty" (58). Whife Bledsoe's examination focuses mainly on Amelia's 

similanties to Amina, there are also obvious padlels to Becky's situation. Amina's 

assertions of rea non son (I am not &ty) resonate throughout Vmtty Fuir. Becky 

makes similar declarations fier Rawdon h d s  her alone with Steyue (675, 677, 694, 

696). When W o n  says "'If she's not guiltl, F i  she's as bad as guihy'" (705), he 

suggests that a guüty appearance is indicative of a person's guilt, an idea the narrator 
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had eariier stated more explicitiy: 'If you are not guilty, have a care of appearances: 

which are as minous as guilt" (562). 

Thus the word qpwmce ,  included in the illustration's caption, suggests 

other ways to interpret the picture and Becky's charrtcter. It can indicate that she and 

the illustration act as representations; this point is especially valid considering there is 

nothing in the wrinen text to confirm Becky's actual presence in the room. All we 

have are Jos's words that she "rnight corne inn (874). Hence, when we read the 

caption to the illustration carefully, we observe that we are told not that she is 

Clytemnestra, only that she is the uppearance of CIytemnestra The word appemance, 

according to Johnson's Dictiona~y, is not reality; it is a semblance or a likeness of 

reality. To state categoricdly that Becky is a murderer is to ignore the ambiguities of 

the text, to misread qpearance, and to confuse her with her previously acted role. 

Becky ' s appamce  in the second CI ytemnestra illustration sway s readers 

toward a g d t y  verdict. Thackeray, however, refiised to confirm this finding. His 

comments on this matter are as ambiguous as his narrator's. When asked by Richard 

Bedingfield, a distant relative of Thackeray, as to the meaning of a "certain illustration 

in which 'Becky' is 'Clytemnestra', he replied, '1 meant she had committed murder; 

but I didn't want anything homile'" (1 14). khn  Cooke asked Thackeray a similar 

question and received an equdy enigrndc response: 

'As you speak of Becky Sharp, Mr. Thackeray,' 1 said, 'there is 

one mystery about her which 1 shouId like to have cleared up . . . 

Neariy at the end of the book th- is a picture of los Sedley in his 

night dress, seated--a sick old man in his chamber, and behiad the 
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curtain is Becky, glaring and ghastly, grasping a dagger . . . . Beneatb 

the pichire is the single word 'Clytemnestra' . . . . Did Becky kill him, 

Mr. Thackeray?' 

This question seerned to Hord the person to whom it was 

addressed, matefial for profound reflection. He smoked meditativeIy, 

appeared to be engageci in endeavowing to arrive at the solution of 

some problem, and then with a secretive expression-a 'slow srnile' 

dawning on his face-replied, '1 don't know! ' (260.26 1) 

Thackeray's comrnents together with the failure of the nmator to address the matter 

suggest the illustration is deliberately ambiguou. Designed to stimulate discussion, it 

is a picture about reacüng visual images. 

Even though we are unable to prove wnclusively she is a murderer, we can, 

nevertheles, unequivocdly interpret her as a Clytemnestra in the anti-authontarian 

sense of both of their characters. Such "evii" women, as Lesiey Ferris says, 

necessarily question the rights of a male-dominated society. At the 

same time they seme as examples of strong, wilful women who are 

punished for daring to question, to seek autonomy, to make their own 

choices. Indeed, the whole notion of female choice is brought into 

question by these archetypai figures. Does woman have fiee choice? 

1s she an existentid character who can choose? Does she have the 

fieedom to mate herseIf through the power of choice? Or does this 

classicai image of the 'wilful' woman teach us a male lesson: that 

female autonomy dl aiways be punished? Certaidy these women 
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have been doubly penalised: by the narratives which imprisun them and 

by cnticism, both contemporary and historia& which by finding them 

'guiity ' &nus their punishrnent as just. (1 1 1, 13 O) 

Clytemnestra is punished for her defiance of the stams quo; Becky, however, is not. 

Just es in some versions of the Punch-and-Judy show which invert tradition and where 

the Devil does not arrive to take h c h  to hell, Becky escapes this fate. Thackeray 

does not infuse his novel with mch a didactic religious moral, for as he remarks in a 

letter to his mother in 1847, he wanted to mate a God-less world in Vmnty Fair. 

"What I want is to d e  a set of people living without God in the world (only that is a 

cant phrase) greedy pompous mean pediectly self-satisfed for the most part and at 

ease about their superior vimies" (Lenets U 309). 

Unpunished for her "crimes," Becky resumes her role as the "good womaa" by 

busying herself in works of piety. After her alleged rnurder of Jos, she appears in an 

iilustration captioned "Vimie rewarded; A booth in Vanity Fair." Lisa lad* notes 

just how much this stall resembles a stage. The illustration 

concludes the image begun in the prefatory 'Before the Curtain' . . . . 

The charïty booth Becky stands behind has a prosceniumlike arch 

fiamed by thdcai-1  ooking curtains. Background spectators milling 

around the proscenium arches of other bootbs enforce the sideshow 

aspect of the Fair introduced in 'Before the Curtain.' The booth's 

implicit staginess is compounded by the presence of the namtor's now- 

f d a r  p r o p e a  mimr and a puppet-sized doil-resting against the 

prosceniumlike wdl to Becky's ri@. Becky herseif is the object of the 
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gaze of an audience that inchides Arnelia, Dobbin, Georgy, and Janey. 

Though Amelia, appareutiy in recoil from the face of her brother's 

rnurderer, has pady tunieci away fiom Beck she ambivalently looks 

back beseechingly at her old fiend. Meanwhile, Dobbin leans 

attentively (or menacingly) toward Becky, while Georgy stands bolt 

upright, evidently enthralled by Becky's 'performance.' Little Janey, 

dresseci exactiy like a miniature Becky, inclines toward her, pointing at 

her with her left forefinger while twisting her uptumed face towards 

Arnelia, as if to implore her mother to attend to Becky. (56-57) 
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Byerly, too, notes the reflexivity in this theatricat illustration where Becky seems 

âamed by the mrtains, üke a puppet in a booth; it is, she says, "an image that aligns 

the world of society with the world of Thackeray's novel by showing Becky as an 

actress in Vanity Fair and Becky as a puppet in Vanity Fair" (274). Thus we are taken 

back, with the illustration's characters and props, to the idea of puppets, and this 

association may provide another reasoa why Amelia tums away fiom Becky. 

This is not the first tirne Becky has scared her. AmeIia earlier recoiled when 

she saw her fiiend attract the attention of her husband. This attraction threatened to 

shatter her idediseci image of George: 

Rebecca's appearance stnick Amelia with temr, and made her shrink 

back. It recailed her to the worid and the remembrace of yesterday. 

In the overpowering fears about to-morrow she had forgotten 

Rebecca,-jealousy-everything except that her husbmd was gone and 

was in danger. Until this dauntless worldling aune in and broke the 

spell, and lifted the latch, we too have forbome to enter into th& sad 

chamber. (381) 

Does her later reaction indicate her recognition and rejection of Becky's hypocrisy? 

Does Becky stiU represent a kat? Or does the respectable Arnelia, having seen her 

fonner fiiend here acting the part of the good femaie p excellence, sscurry away 

because she now recopnises the acting for what it is, that good women are artificial 

constnicts? The Becky Puppet has shattered Amelia's illusions about passive 

ferni*, she 6as held up a &or to refîect Amelia's face, and like other women in 

the nove1 Ametia is reIuct8tlt to codhnt or acknowledge her image in that mirror. 
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When Becky mskes her b o u s  statement that she codd be a good woman if 

she had five thousand pounds a year, she is oot necessarily indicating a desire that she 

wants to be such a woman, or that the pursuit of money is her primary purpose in life. 

When her mmiage gains her a place in respectable society, albeit she is not accepted 

by irs members, she is not happy. ln an echo of Thackeray's "Ah! Vanitas Vrmiatum! 

Which of us is happy in this world? Which of us has his desire? or, having it, is 

satisfied?" (878), Becky laments, "am 1 much better to do now in the world than 1 was 

when 1 was the poor painter's daughter, and wheedled the grocery round the corner for 

sugar and tea?" (533). Rather, her words can be interpreted as her understanding that 

femaie respectability in this society is judged just as fdsely as the disreputable femde 

in art. Even someone with her notorious background could act the part of a "good" 

woman if she had money. 

But there is little worth in how a good woman acts. With this five thousand a 

year, she codd 

dawdle about in the nursery, and count the apricots on the wall. I d d  

water plants in a green-house, and pick off dead leaves nom the 

geraniums. 1 could ask old women about their rheumatisms, and order 

haif-a-crown's worth of soup for the F r .  I shouldn't miss it much, 

out offive thousand a year . . . . 1 couid go to church and keep awake in 

the grrat family pew, or go to sleep b e b d  the curtains, with my veil 

dom if 1 ody had practice. I could pay everybody. if 1 had but the 

money. This is what the conjurors hefe pride themselves upon doing. 
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They look down with pity upon us miserable sinners who have none. 

The piety and chm-table actions toward the poor of these respectable fernale conjurors 

are what Becky mirron at the end of the noveI when she is depicted in her booth 

selling wares for charity. 

Thackeray distinguishes the Merences between Amelia and Becky in "Before 

the Curtain." Becky is cailed a puppet, evoking the rebellious working-class origins 

of Punch-like puppets. But Amelia is called a doll, suggesting she is an 

inconsequentid toy, not a defiant Punch. At the end of the novel an illustration shows 

toy figures representing her, Dobbin, and Janey standing rigidly uprïght in the box, 

beneaîh the word "Finis." Becky, in contrast, lies on the floor. as if she defies an 

ending, a "finis." As Jadwin notes, 

Outside, resisting being 'shut up,' are three maverïck puppets. One, the 

pudgy Jos puppet, is upended and propped against the side of the box, 

evidently vanquished. But in the m e n  of the woodcut, the narrator's 

jester's stick lies next to the fallen Becky puppet, his motley flung 

over 
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her in an ambiguous embrace tint suggests conque& or partner~hlp~ or 

both. (57) 

Becky is a maverick. a Puach, and her acting talents, making her so adept at the art of 

disguise and transformation, contirm what twentieth-century actress Elizabeth Ashley 

says about the acting proféssion: "1 know in my sou1 that the most important thing for 

me is to remain always an outlaw-.emotionalIy, mentally, spiritually, and legaily- 

and to keep close touch with the t r a c  that exists beneath respectable, conventional 

societf' (15). 

Thackeray's decision to theatncalise Becky as a puppa who has cut the string 

tying her to her puppetmaster, reinforces her cefiexive challenge to authorhl control 

and complicates any reading of her as a monstrous woman. She is no insipid Amelia, 

who codorms to traditional scripts endorsing passive fernininity. Jadwin says 

Amelia's "WiIlingness to play out the script that has been supplied to her make[s] ha a 

ready puppet of any mythmaker who seeks to control hei' (4). Becky, in contrast, by 

exposing through performance the artinciality of women's roles, strikes out against 

stemtypes in culture and against oversimplifications in readings of ferninine 

representation. An illustration showiag the narrator looking at his face in a cracked 

rnirror gives another picture of the Becky puppet. Her a m  reaches out toward a giant 

sword, evoking the baton which Rmch habituaily uses in his sbuggles (and perhaps 

aiso making us think of Clytemnestra's shorter dagger, but Iikewise a handheld murder 

weepon), here becoming a symbol of her fight against hypocrisy, fdse images, and 

male authocity. As a central text in his examination of fernate tepresentation in 

culture, VOnjty F e  has an appropriate M e ,  set m the mrId ofpuppet îheatre. By 



working backward, applying the fhme after completion of the story, Thackeray 

enhances the fiaionality of his story. reminding his readers just how much this 

fictionai world of theatncai puppets needs a Punch to unrnask its illusions. 

Vm*@ Fair also shows that when we follow conventional radings of 

femininity we are Iimiting our own individuai interpretations and conmiuting to the 

perpetuation of stereotypes. A negative view of Clytemnestra, for example, should not 

be accepteci blindly but shouid be chdknged, es shouId a negative view of the actress 

who performs this role. In The Histoty of Pendennis. Thackeray approaches the 

situation fkom another angie. In this work he Iooks at stage women who have 

tmditionally engendered positive responses about ideal womanhood and a viewer who 

iddises-at Ieast iaitially-the actress who bringo these roles dive on stage. The 

readings of onstage end offstage femininity are fond to be just as distorted and a v e  

as those produced in VmRry Fe. 



Notes 

- -- 

Philip Green is among several modem ~ C S  who have studied Hollywood's 

"backlash" at the depiction of strong women in film. In his look at how "male- 

dominated Hollywood . . . . has responded to the feminist revolution of the 1970s7', he 

h d s  that films consistently punish female chmcters who operate outside the 

traditionai roles of wife and mother. Career women, for example, have been made to 

suffer for their independence: "If they are not actuaiiy killers themselves (such as Glen 

Close in Fatal Amaction) very offen tough femde professionals somehow wind up in 

the arms or under the knife blade of a dangerous man (think of Suqect, Jugged Edge, 

Deferneles, Bhe Steel, The M o M g  Afrer). in dominant cinema's version of 

unconventionality, as in Bluck Widow, the single career wornan can even wind u p  

aimost but not quite-in the murderous arms of another womm. Or, findly, she cm 

be treated with contempt, as was Sigoumey Weaver in Working Girl" (46). 

A chapter initial that shows Becky dresseci as Napoleon is suggestive of her 

powefil skills in mimicry; she can "becorne" either gender. As Stephen Orgel notes, 

women in military dress indicate "their mastety of the male role" as well as the Fernale 

role ( l 1 2). 



Puppet imagery within the novel includes two chapter initials. One, in 

Chapter 21, shows a girl playing with a black doll. Shce this is the chapter where 

George Osborne refuses to marry Miss Swartz, the mulatto heiress, Catherine Peters 

interprets this image as "mggesting that Miss Swartz is a Puppet in the hands of the 

white characters" (168). Another is of a figure resembling the lanky Dobbin which 

prefaces Chapter 18. This nineteenth-century folk-hero of the tourhg marionette 

theatres has affinhies with Dobbin. According to George Speaight, he was a "slow- 

wined country bumpkin named Tim Bobbin, who had, nevertheless, some grains of 

cunning beneath his stupidity. The origin of this character may be traced to a certain 

John Collier, an itinemt schoolmaster and sign-painter in Lancashire during the mid- 

eighteenth century, who wrote a book about the misadventures of a typical yokel of his 

region, in a phonetic approximation to the Lancashire dialect." Published with the 

pseudonym Teh Bobbin, the story "gained immense popularity and many imitators in 

the North of England." The pseudonym then became "aîtached to the hero, or clown 

of whom he wrote. Sometime near the middle of the nineteenth cerrtury he became a 

marionette- (Pioch 142). 



%avid Musselwhite has an interesthg reading on Stepe's reaction to Becky's 

performance, that his comments seme to negate an heroic interpretation of this 

theatrical fernale: "In this charade one of the greatest tragedies of western culture, the 

Agamemnon of Aeschylus, is fist reduced to an entertainment for a dissolute 

aristocracy and then reduced to the smutty igwrniny of a pun: 'Mrs. Rawdon Crawley 

was quite killing in her part [of CIytemnestraJ. ' The heroic has been whittied down to 

a cheap double entendre: a powefil analysis of politics and history has been reduced 

to the status of a slippery riddle, tragedy to fafce" (121). 



Chapter Four: 

The Fotheringay: The Quest for Dulcinea 

I have been to see the actress-who received us in a yellow satin 
drawing room, and who told me she had but one fauh in the world that 
she had trop bon coeur-and 1 am asharned to say that I pitched still 
stronger compliments than before, and I daresay she thinks the 
enormous Englishrnan is mpt~~rously in love with her-But she will 
aever see him again that faithless giant-I am past the age when 
Fotheringays inflame: but I shalI pop her & her boudoir into a book 
someday and that will be the end of our transactions. 

Thackeray, Letter, Sept. 9, 1843 

That even a woman should be faultless is an arrangement not permitteci 
by nature. 

Thackeray, me Histoty of Pendennis 

"'Ordinary women never appeai to one's imagination,"' bernoans the 

protagonist of Oscar Wilde's 189 1 novel The P i c m  of Doriun Gray. "'But an 

actress!'" he exclaims, "'How different an actress id'" (53). Dorian Gray's beliefthat 

the actress Sibyl Vane can become "al1 the great heroines of the world in one" (54) is 

an echo of Thackeray's 1848-50 novel, The History of Pendennis. In both works 

infatuated young men believe the actresses they adore are living embodiments of the 

d e s  they play. Sibyl Vane and Emily Costigan (known professionally as the 

Fotherhgay) portray women who seem to concur with cultural representations of ideai 

femininity-dutiful wives, mothers, ami daughters. But in the, both men corne to 

rwgnise the fictiodity of these stage heroines when they find a disparky between 

the woman and her roles. 

In Wilde's novel, Dorian passionately believes that when Sibyl becornes nich 

Shakespearean heroines as hogen and ûphelia, she &es "shape and substance to the 
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shadows of art": her realisation of the "dreams of great poets" is undoubtediy a quality 

which he seeks to use h iml f to  reach a higher understanding of art (87). But he is 

not prepared for Sibyl's rejection of her supposeci metaphysical artistry. Dorian's 

love, she cries out in a genuiae expression of emotion, has made her aware of what 

"reality redly is" (86). She now hates the pretence of imitating passion and the shams 

of theatre. Her acting becomes obviouq mechanical. Dorian's immediate reaction to 

the new Sibyl is swift and harsh. He has no interest in the real woman now that she is 

merely an ordinary person, "shallow and stupid," nothing better than a %rd-rate 

actress with a pretty face*; he damns her for spoiling "the romance of my life" (87) 

and she in turn kills herself, ironically ofking him a final theatrical image of a 

meCodramatic heroine w ho sacrifices herse1 f for love. 

The Fotheringay, too, plays Imogen and Ophelia on the stage, and she also 

fascinates members of her audience, pdcularly the young Arthur Pendennis, a 

budding writer who wants to marry her and who uses her as an inspiration for his art. 

Aithough it takes time for Pen to view her as an ordiiary person, Thackeray ensures 

that his readers remain clear-sighted about this actress. We always see the woman 

behind the roles, the theavicality in her acting. As a result, he encourages us to read 

Pen as a parody of the naïve forces that help to produce and perpetwte idezilised 

images of women in our culture. 

The Fotheringay is a very ordinary person. men described in ternis of 

refêrences tu food, she is motivated by practical goals, such as finding a wealthy 

husband- When Pen's uncle reveds uiat his nephew is not as rich as she had thought, 

she comments matter-offactly, "'Sure, if he's no money, there's no use mamyîng him, 
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Papa'" (139). The narrator suggests that she is no ideal abstraction, but a woman who 

is f i d y  rooted in the concrete, domestic world: 

She cannot justly be called a romantic person: nor were her Literary 

aquirements great: she never opened a Shakespeare fiom the day she 

left the stage, nor, indeed, understood it d d n g  aü the t h e  she adorned 

the boards: but about a pudding, a piece of needlework, or her owa 

domestic idfikirs, she was as good a judge as could be found; and not 

being misled by a strong imagination or a passionate temper, was better 

enabled to keep her judgement cool. (141) 

When Pen writes her long verses and letters replete with expressions of romantic 

longing, she dismisses them as "fi111 of al1 sorts of nonsense" (142); they are the long 

and incomprehensible words of an infatuateci schoolboy. The narrator comments 

wryly on the contrast between her practicality and Pen's irnpassioned yeaniings: 

What hours the boy had passed over those papers! What love and 

longing: what generous faith and manly devotion-what watchful 

nights and lonely fevers might they tell of! She tied hem up Iike so 

much grocery and sat down and made tea afterwards with a perfectly 

placid and contenteci heart: while Pen was yeaniing &ter her ten miles 

OR and hugging her image to his soul. (143) 

Her conversations wÎth Pen M e r  rweal to us the Ernily that lies beneath the 

Fothehgay' s stage makeup: 

Whilst he was making one of his tirades, the lovely Emily, who could 

mt comprehend a tenth part of his t&, hed leisure to th* about her 
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own affairs, and would arrange in her own mind how they shouid dress 

the cold mutton, or how she wodd tmn the black satin, or make herseIf 

out of her scarf a bonnet like Thackthwaite's new one, and so 

forth. Pen spouted Byron and Moore; passion and poetry; her business 

was to throw up her eyes, or fixing them for a moment on his face, to 

cry, 'Oh, 'tis beautifid! Ah, how exquisite! Repeat those lines again.' 

And off the boy went, and she retunied to her own simple thoughts 

about the tumed gown, or the hashed mutton. (7 1-72) 

Her outward response, in geshire and dialogue, is pure theatre. She reaily has no 

personal interest in his subject, but acts the part of the interested listener. Pen remains 

fascinateci by her because he does not yet recognise the theatricality of her character. 

Thackeray's readers, on the other hand, do. When she is both on and off stage, we see 

her size up her audience, we see her melodramatic poses and words, we see that she 

recites her Iines but does not understand theV meaning. 

The EMly Costigan who Pen imagines is an actress of great genius is thus 

merely a simple, plain-speaking woman who does not spend her free time bent over 

the works of Shakespeare, trying to determine if Ophelia is in love with Hamlet, or 

why she becornes insane. The Fotheringay is more concerneci with the cleanliness of 

the satin shoes she wiI1 Wear while enacting Opheiïa's mad scene, and so she spends 

her time scnibbing away at them with a hancifi11 of bread cnimbs rather than 

contempl ating the symbulic significance of her character. 

How does this most umomantic person becorne the object of Peu's affections? 

When he worships ber with such praise as "Ernily, Emily! how good, how noble, how 
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beautifid, how perfect she id" (67), he is, of course, confiising the r d  woman with 

her alter egos-the Fotheringay as ûphelia ( H d e t ) ,  lmogen (C'lin), Julia (The 

W s ) .  Lady Teazle (Schooi for Scambl), Mrs. Haller (The Sbanger), C m  (Pizarro), 

and Ella (Ela Rosenberg)-dl of them considered in varying degrees to be icons of 

femininity. Heuce, when his secret infatuation is exposed, he defmds his loved one 

against her detractors by calling Emily a "paragon of virtue and delicacy! . . . as 

sensitive as the most timid maiden . . . as pure as the unsullied snow" (87). 

At this point in the novel Pen dreams of becoming a d e r .  His insistence on 

seeing the Fotheringay as an ideal woman subsequently finds its way into his art. As a 

playgoer, and later as a dramatic reviewer, Pen is part of a system that helps to 

perpetuate stereotypes about women. But Thackeray stresses that it is Pen's 

imrnaturity which is at fault. His views of the Fotheringay and his early ds t ic  

productions have been greatiy influenceci by his reading of romantic tem. 

Significantly, his fust writings are associated with his childhood, mementoes to be put 

away in the same marner as "his first socks, the first cutting of his hair, his bottle, and 

0 t h  interesthg relics of his infincy'' (3 1). 

As a fatherless, idealistic, and impressionable youth, under the sway of 

romantic fiction, Pen the playgoer is immediately susceptible to the allure of the 

Fotheringay. Even before he sees her, he has been on a quest to find a wornan who 

wiI1 match the ideai womaa of his imagination. As a boy he idolised womeq 

beginning with bis mother, whom he viewed as a perfikct, angelic being. The powerfiil 

influence ofthis idealised motherly image is perhaps one reason why Pen is so taken 

with the Fotheringay. He cwice s a s  her perform the role of a mother, separated firom 
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and then emotionally reunited with her children, as Mrs. Haller in Ine S ~ m g e r  and 

cora in Pitcaro. 

Pen's desire to imitate the style of bis favode writers aad the lovesick 

behaviour of tbw fictional heroes also diaws him to the Fothenngay. As an aspinng 

wnter? Pen needs a muse, someone to inspire hun to mate his own romantic verses: 

Pen began to feel the necessity of a fïrst I o v w f  a consuming 

passion-of an object on which he codd concentrate al1 those vague 

floathg fàncies under which he sweetly suffered-of a young lady to 

whom he could reaily make verses and whom he could set up and 

adore, in place of those unsubstantial I d e s  and Zuleikas to whom he 

addressecl the outpourings of his gushing muse. (32) 

When he finds his muse in the Fotheringay, he becomes a weekly contributor to the 

Poe's Corner in the C o u n ~  Chronicle, producing such pieces as "Mrs. Haller," 

"Passion and Genius," and "Lines to Miss Fotheringay, of the Theatre Royal"; he even 

signs his works with the pseudonym EROS. Later she becomes the mode1 for a 

character in his first novel, the gushingly romantic Wuïter Lorraine. 

Thackeray makes cornparisons between Pen and other writers whose works 

similarly fature men who pursue perfect images of women, images that are clearly 

incompatible with the red world. Fron these we can conchde that Pen's naïve 

fantasies of his ideal woman are ükewise red ody in that they have been produced by 

his coclsumption of romantic art. In 

namitor, Pen's Ü û ' o n  with the 

abstraction, not a r d  woman: 

the opinion of the more cynicai, world-weary 

Fothe~gay is [ove, but it is love for an 
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He saw a pair of bright eyes, and he believed in the-a beautiful 

image, and he fell dom and worshipped it. He supplieci the meaning 

which her words wanted and created the divinity which he loved. Was 

Titania the first who fell in love with an ass, or Pygmalion the only 

artist who has gone crazy about a stone? He had found her; he had 

found what his soul thirsted &M. (67) 

The allusion to Ovid's tale shows how Pen's titmasies resemble this aory in which 

male disenchantment with women in the real world produces a longing for an ideal 

woman. Pygmalion, the king of Cyprus creates and falls in love with the ivory statue, 

which the goddess Aphrodite imbues with life, because real women "do not corne up 

to his vision of ideal beautf (Reinhold 352). As Lesley Fems observes, the stoiy is 

also a commentary on the creation of art and the role of the male artist in depicting 

fernininity. Pygmalion creates an image of femînine perfeaion which radiates ideal 

qualities of "beauty, gentleness and obeisancen; when he ''gains possession of female 

perf'ion, the ided erotic object Ds] shaped to the pattern of his own deskes and 

wishes"; thus, the male &st moves fkom being inspired by his female mode1 to the 

dtirnate act of creating her" (89). It is a tale which shows the artist in control of 

women's representation. 

When Thackeray's namitor announces Pen's love for the Fothenngay, he 

refiexively exposes its ülusory, fictitious nature: W e  was as much in love as the best 

hero in the best romance he ever read" (50). Pen, the immature Wtifer, is of course in 

the throes of culturally produced fitasies, as he gellops about on his mare Rebeoca 

(an dusion to his, and Thackeray's, ntvounte heroine fiom Ivanhoe). At one point, 
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"EmiIy Fotheringay" chides him in a letter for king more interested in Miss DiggIe's 

perfomiance of Lydia Languish during a performance of The Rivals Uian in the more 

sensible Julia, whose character she enacts. Emily, however, has misinterpreted the 

situation. He is not atûacted to the other actress on a personai levei; rather, he 

identifies with Lydia because like hirnself her minci and behaviour are affecteci by 

reading romce novels. 

Appropriately enough, then, Pen is compared to the protagonist of one of 

Thackeray's favourite novels, Don Quixote. Don Qukote, also an avid reader, tries to 

emulate the actions of fictional knight-errants. His search for the ideai woman, 

DulcUiea fails because she is not reai; she exists only as a htastical image that he has 

created in his mind. Nevertheless, it is for her-this woman whose beauty and virtue 

surpess those of fmous women in antiquity-that Don Quixote seeks the heroic ideal; 

she inspires his exploits, and gives him the courage to face danger. 

Pen's quest parodies that of Don Quixote. Pen rejects the ordinary women of 

his neighbourhood b u s e  he wants to find a princes. The nanator thus mocks Pen's 

absurd beiief that ody a fairytale pnncess can inspire him to pursue heroic feats: 

the young monkey used to ride out, day afts day, in quest of Dulcinea; 

and peep hto the pony-chsise and gentlefolks' carnages, as they drove 

dong the broad twnpike roads with a heart beating within him, and a 

secret tremor and hope that she mi@ be in that yelIow post-chaise 

coming swinging up the Mi, or one of those three girls in beaver 

bonnets in the back seat ofthe double gig, which the fit old gentleman 

in black was driving at four d e s  an hour. The pst-chaise comained a 
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snuffy old dowager of seventy, with a maid, her contemporary. The 

h girls in the baver bonnets were no handsomer than the hidps 

that skirted the roadside. Do as he might, and ride where he would, the 

f i  princess whom he was to rescue and win, had not yet appwed to 

honest Pen. (35) 

Pen h d s  that theatre, particulariy in the genre of rnelodrarna-wherein heroes 

resnie heroines from the clutches of villains-makes this realisation possible. 

Notably, when he faces resistance to his relationship with the Fotheringay, as when his 

uncle w m s  him that such an alliance will deny him a respectable profèssion and make 

his life a rnisery, Pen threatens to become an actor himself. Such a decision is not 

incongrnous to a maa who typicdly views life in a tragic light and who acts as if he is 

on stage. When he is in the throes of his passion, he imagines he "%as Hamlet jumping 

into Ophelia's grave: he was the Stranger taking Mrs. Haller to his arms" (88). When 

his relatiomhip with the Fotheringay ends, he fin& a new role to identiQ with, that of 

Piuaro's heroic Rolla, whose love Cora has rejected for that of another man. By the 

novel's conclusion, however, Pen realises that life is not as ordered and ided as 

fiction, nor is he destined to be a theatncal hero. He is describeci, at the end, as an 

ordinary man, with fàults and shortcomings, sorneone who no longer tries to imitate 

art-'who does not CI& to be a hero, but ody a man and a brothef-and who finds 

that reality is not a three-act docirama where wtue always prevails over vice (977). 

To the young Pen, however, theatre is particuiarly attractive because it is hcre 

where he can find images that correlate with his readings of romantic literature, and 

where he can find a woman worthy of his heroic Ionghgs. Pen believes he has found 
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his Dulcinea in the Fotheringay, but his is a simple, naive reading of her character. 

His naivety about her is foreshadowed as soon as he arrives at the theatre to see her for 

the f h t  time as Mrs. Haller in ne Shmgee. 

Muenceci by a hearty consumption of alcohoi, the crowd's enthusiasm, and 

his own predilection for romantic fiction, he is in the mood to fàil in love-to see oniy 

the Fotheringay. He arrives with "very bright eyes, and a flushed face" (43). He is 

oblivious to the lack of glamou. that iq however, clearly visible to the reader from the 

moment he enten the provincial theatre. The first woman he sees is an actress, a 

wheery, old woman, who slumbers in the money-taker's box. She is a counterpart to 

the Fotheringay, since there is no idealisrn at ail co~ec ted  to her character. This 

mother-in-Iaw of Bingley, the theatre manager, stands for reaiîty in a11 of its lack of 

tinsel. She is, in fact, not the only tawdry image Pen encoumers at the theatre. The 

audience, sparse and restless, is also hardly a group to inspue romantic thoughts, 

especidly when some of the spectators hold conversations with the onstage acton. 

Pen barely notices these mundane tnrths about theatm. The Fotheringay 

overcomes his senses, especially when he hem the audience's thunderous reaction to 

her appearance on the stage: 

The pit thrilled and thumped its umbrellas; a voUey of applause was 

nred tiom the gdlery: the dragoon officers and Foker dapped their 

bands tiuiously: you would have thought the house was Ml, so loud 

were their plaudits . . . . More applause, more umbrellas; Pen this time, 

ffaming with wine and enthusiasm, clapped han& aud sang 'Bravo' 

Iouder than ail. (46) 
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He joins the aowd in worshipping the Fotheringay. Later, when he has a chance to 

vist her at her home, he is overcorne with emotion: '"He was going to see her! He 

was going to see her! ?II her was the centre of the universe. She was the kemel of the 

world for Pen" (6 1). 

The narrator's fkst description of Fotheringay is replete with the same kind of 

overblown enthusiasm. But his portrait of her as an ided woman is an ironic contrast 

with Pen's excessive mm8~1tic praises: 

Those who have only seen Miss Fotheringay in later days, since her 

marriage and introduction iuto London life, have little idea how 

beautIfU1 a mature she was at the time when our ûiend Pen first set 

eyes on hm. She was of the tdlest of women, and at her then age of 

six-and-twenty-for six-and-twemy she was, though she vows she was 

oniy nineteen-in the prime and tiillness of  her beauty. Her forehead 

was vast, and her black hair waved over it with a mural  npple, and 

was confineci in shiaing and voluminous braids at the back of a neck 

such as you see on the shoulden of the Louvre Venus-that delight of 

gods and men Her eyes, when she tifteci them up to gaze on you, and 

ere she âropped theu purple deep-fiuiged lids, shone with tendemess 

and mystery unfathornable. Love and Genius seerned to look out fiom 

them and retire coyly, as if ashamed to have been seen at the lattice. 

Who codd have had such a commanduig brow but a woman of high 

intellect? (46) 
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As the mirrator echoes, aad mocks, Pen's metaphysicai romantic thoughts, prosaic 

tnitbs about the physical fiiilings of this performer are spruikled amid the flowery 

She never laughs (indeed her teeth were not good), but a srnile of 

endless tendemess and sweetness played round her beautifil lips, and 

in the dimples of her cheeks and her lovely chin. Her nose defied 

description in those days. Her ears were like two little pearl shells, 

which the earrings she wore (though the handsomest properties in the 

theatre) only insulted. She was dressed in long flowing robes of black, 

which she mmaged and swept to and fio with wonderfUl grace, and out 

of the folds of which you only saw her sandals occasionally; they were 

ofa rather large size; but Pen thought them as ravishing as the slippen 

of Ciadetella (456-7) 

Pen's intoxication, the crowd' s enthusiasm, and the Fothenngay 's bcguty ail 

contribute to the young man's idealisation of the acuess. 

Unlike the reader, Pen seerns uaaware of the mechanicd quality of her acting. 

In fat, the Fotheringay allows Thackeray to pamdy old-fashioned styles of 

performance. When his novel appeared in the midaineteenth cerstury, there was a 

growing enthusiasm for raturalistic styles of acting as opposed to the classical and 

rode schools. The Fotheringay's large exaggerated gestures and emotional 

outpoinings put her squarely in the outdated romantic school. Of her perfomiance as 

Mrs. Haller, the namator, speaking ironicalIy and in the vernacuiar to M e r  undercut 

the m ~ c i s m  of the m e ,  remuks, 
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With what smothered sormw, with what gushing pathos, Mrs Haller 

delivered her part! At first, when as Count Wintersen's housekeeper, 

and preparing for his Excellency's arrivai, she has to give orders about 

the beds and fiirnihire, and the dinner, &c., to be got ready, she did so 

with the d m  agony of despair. But when she could get rid of the 

stupid servants, and give vent to her feelings to the pit and the house, 

she ovedowed to each individual as if he were her particular confidant, 

and she was cryllig out her griefs on his shoulder . . . . Al1 the house 

was affecteci. Foker, for his part, taking out a large yellow bandanna, 

wept piteously. (47) 

Unlike the narrator, Pen is initially enchantai with her acting. It is not until much 

later that she loses her lustre, and he sees her movements as mechanical and repetitive. 

At one point the narrator says the Fotheringay is as "pathetic as Miss O'Neill" 

(1 25)-a cornparison with the well-known Irish actress Eliza O'Neill (1 79 1 - 1872). ' 
Critics have remarked on the similarities between the Fothenngay and 0'~eill.* Both 

Ieave the stage to marry wealthy men with titles, both have Irish backgrounds, and 

both have protective fathers who safeguard their daughters' propriety off stage. They 

were also both adept at cryùig and shrieking, which were two of the most important 

techniques used in theatre to depict ferninine emotions. 

Just as we witness the Fotheringay's audience dissolve iato sobs at the close of 

The Strunger, so too was O'Neill able to trigger a tearfbi response in her spectators. 

Men were reporteci to be partidarly susceptible to her acting, some even fiünting 

%om the excess of their emotiod (Barram 253, 259). In Records of a Girihood 
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(1 878), Fanny Kemble-who was herseif accaised of being too artiticial a performer- 

writes that O'Neill, although not a powerfid actress, embodied the "ideal of ferninine 

weakness in its most d e  fom+delicacy>' (196), whïle Timothy Cnisty 

considered her to be npresentative of a dying breed of actress, her gracefiil 

movements a stark contrast to those who 'Yoss their arms like so many windmiiIs in 

taü saii" (52). mers, however, found O'Neill's acting to be too conspicuous, too 

self-consciously artistic (Martin 179). For example, Alan Downer finds that she once 

delivered such a loud shriek d d g  a performance of Ine S~mger that it was 

criticised for being more of a stage-trick than an expression of genuine emotion (532). 

Accordhg to Downer, the shriek was a "chief tool of the actress in passionate 

moments" (532). The Fotheringay leamed, . through her drama teacher Bows, to 

master the shriek, and the trick cornes in hand during her performance of Cora because 

it attracts the attention of Mk Dolphin, a "famous London Impresario" who visits 

Bingiey's theatre. While performing in Pirmro, at the moment when Cora's 

kidnapped child is retunied to her, the Fotheringay rushes forward with such an 

impressive shriek that Dolphin "clapped his hands and broke out with an enthusiastic 

bravo" (156). So taken is he with her mastery of this "dodge" that he provides her 

with a London engagement. 

The romantic school of acting may appear unnaturai, but Fmïs says it was 

ideally suiteci to the acting of melochma in which the heroinethe "innocent, 

wtuouq saint-like womanm-was the "major theahcd sign" (87). As Michael Booth 

remarks, "Extreme characterization, meme situation, and extreme acting techniques 
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blend perfectly in the figure of the heroine, a ming symbol of ail melodma" 

(Englsh MelOtjLuma 202). Accordhg to Booth, 

More interest attaches to the acting of the heroine than to the acting of 

any other type, except perhaps the villain. It is the heroine who is the 

principal object of the villain's designs. Therefore, since she is at the 

very centre of  melodramatic adon, and s u f f i  the villain's attention 

and pursuit, the hero's degradation, the good old man's wrath, the 

distress of hungry children, and the extremes of cold and poverty; she 

must act tenor, pathos, tendemess, courage, outrageci innocence, 

despair, exhaution, and matemal l o v e a  far wider range than any 

other character in melodrama. (20 1) 

As the oppresseci heroine in James Kemey's EIiu Rosenberg, first performed in Dnuy 

Lane in 1807-1808, the Fotheringay would have had many oppomuiities to express 

emotion and thus enhance Pen's immature reading of her as granci, romantic actress. 

The play's stage directions. in fact, hast that amesses enact many shows of suffering. 

For example, at one point the haoine is to enter with "herperson in s m  ch'sorder," 

her body "duoping b-v degree.3' and her face expressing "'ammess and wild shrpour." 

Kemey's play aiso provides a good example of a melodnunatic heroine's artifiàal 

manner of speaking. In a study of this genre, James Donohie says both ariaocratic 

and plebeian chatacters were to spspeak in "fautless standard English," and the heroine, 

as the ideal character of dignified womanhood, "no matter how Iow her binh . . . . [is] 

irresistibly drawn to polysyllabic dictionn (Ihe~rre 1 13). When Moumfort, the VilIain 

of Kemey's piay, attempts to Seduce the heroine, she is to respoad, "'Monster! You 
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excite my homrl-leave m m r  L mst caii to my assistance those who wîll chastise 

your insolence.'" In respoose to Ella's impassioned, but s W ,  reply, Donohue dryly 

observes, "One tends to agree with Modort's retort: 'This is tw much!'" (Kheatre 

1 13). 

An awareness of theatre's amficial acting styles, then, helps to explain 

Thackeray's views of art as they appear in Pendemis in regard to 7ne Strmger. 

Kemble voiced a common reaction to this play, and melodrama in gened, when she 

said that such h a s ,  although immensely popular, lacked significant meaning: "1 

need not tell you how much 1 dislike the play; Î t  is the quintessence of trashy 

sentimentalisrn; but our audiences cry and sob at it till we can hardly hear ourselves 

speak on the stage, and the public in generd rejoices in what the semant-rnaids cd1 

'something deep"' (Recorh 3 15). Thackeray's m t o r ,  however, says his objections 

lie in the play's absence of sense, originaiity, and poetry. Contrary to the views of 

rnelodrama's detractors, such a play is not completely devoid of merit since the story 

itself contains truths about hurnan behaviour and emotions. The Miticisrn lies in its 

expression of this behaviour and these emotions-the theatricality of the sham 

language, postuings, costumes, and props. For Thackeray, anything that made a 

playgoer overly conscious of a drama's fictional nature wes a bad sign. For example, 

during a pertotmaace of HmIet in 1850, staning his tiiend William Macready, 

Thackeray found that the actor's advaaced age destmyed the dramatic illusion of the 

play:3 

when the play began and old Hrunlet came on with a gnaried neck and a 

rich brown wig over his WrinkIed old fac-the youthfti business 
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disappeared altogetber- What a bore the pIay was! how I wished 

myself away smoking a cigar! Wbat a wretched humbug that old 

Hamlet seemed with an undertakers Bay on his head flapping about his 

eternai white pocket handkerchiec and being fiightened at that stupid 

old ghost! (Letters 1 382) 

In Pendemis, the Fothezingay's mechanid style of acting is important in 

revealing how accwately her roles depict femininity. In the nineteenth century, one of 

the greatest compliments an actress could receive was an affirmation that her acting 

seemed spontmeous and unforced, thereby enhancing the naturalness and believability 

of her roles. Leigh Hunt's commeats in 1830 regardhg the singer-actress Mary Ann 

Paton (1 80% 1864) show his era' s disdain for acting that is too obvious. Her acting, as 

he descnies it, has a n i t i e s  with the Fotheringay's style ofperformance: 

Her acting seems to have been taught her and she has lemt it weli; but 

the 'system' is displayed at every tum: she is obvious and declamatory; 

loud or low, indignant or patient, as the surface of the Ming suggests, 

her face being d l  the while singularly devoid of expression. in short, 

she is a very good self-possessed actress, for a singer, and shows how 

littie real feeling of a charmer is recpueci to main the conventional 

q l e  of performance. (Bumatic C ' c i s m  243) 

The artificial m m e r  by which the Fotheriagay acts also refiects on the artificiaiity of 

the heroines she enacts, making d c a l  audiences, and readers, aware that they are 

fictionai wnstnicts, not represematives of real Fife. 
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Further, her mechanical manner reminds us of her trainhg by Bows, and of the 

p o w a  innuence males exert upon the depiction of  femininity in theatre. When she 

acts, she only repeatq like an aut01118toq what he has told her to do. She has not 

studied the roles independently, nor does she interpret them for herseIf She admits 

that she was a poor performer before Bows became her mentor: 

He shrieked out in his cracked voice the parts, and his pupil leamed 

them tiom his lips by note, and repeated them in her full rich tones. He 

indicated the attitudes, and set and moved those beautifil anns of hers. 

Those who remember this grand actress on the stage can recail how she 

used dways precisely the same gestures, looks, and tones; how she 

stood on the same plank of the stage in the same position, rolled her 

eyes at the same instant and to the same degree, and wept with 

precisely the same hm-rending pathos and over the sarne pathetic 

syllable. (73) 

The Fotheringay Ieaves Bows in charge of uaderstaadiag the fernale roles she plays; 

she is ody a vehicle through which his interpretations are expressed. 

The theatres ïkickeray and Pen attend4 were dominated by femaies acton 

who refi ected the Victorian ideals of femininity-passivity, resignation, obedience, 

and silent suffering- Of the plays in which the Fotherïngay appears, the rnatter of a 

woman's fidelity-her loyalty to a lover, husband, or Mer-was stresseci as being 

one of the keystoues in detennining a wornan's vutue. It is no coincidence that one of 

the questions Pen poses to Emily Costigan regardkg Hmiet involves her opinion 

about Ophelia's loyalty to H d e t  She, of course, sces ody words on a page, not a 
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script Chat is endowed with insights into the h m  condition However, her offstage 

devotion to her Mer,  as she cooks and keeps house for him, is one of the traits that 

endears her to Pen 

The types of heroines the Fothe~gay enacts are ofien tegarded as exemplary 

figures. John Loftis points out that Julia in The RivuIs, for r p l e ,  "is presented 

without question as the epitome of goodness, patience, sense, sensibility and aif the 

other desirable ferninine virtues" (1 03). Aiso noteworthy is that by mid-century, Ilw 

Smger 's  adultemus heroine no longer shocked audiences because theatre's notorious 

'"fallen womenn had by now become worthy of sympathy. Playwrights had ~ n e d  

them into repentant characters. This play is a prime example of such a "morai 

cleansing." Because Mrs. HalIer feeIs remone for her actions and is ultimately 

restored to the family unit, the play leaves speaaton with a final picture of the ideal 

family unit; Mrs. Haller, in the embrace of her husband and surrounded by their 

clinging children, is back in her proper d e s  as d e  and mother. Richard Findlater 

notes that this kind of recuperation would not have occurred in earlier years, because a 

w o m  who abandoned her husband and chikiren to nm off with another man wodd 

have been "sentenceci to death by any right-thinking eighteenth-century dramatist" 

(1 19). But The Strmgw (Benjamin Thompson's 1798 Engiish translation of popular 

German dramatist August von Kotzebue's Me12schenkw d Rue) gives Mrs. Haller a 

second chance. Furthennoce, the play suggests thaf she is not dl to blame for her 

abandonment of her témiIy; rather, ber &usband is held pha l ly  responsible because 

he had negiected his d e ,  thus leaving her vulaerable to the attractions of another 

man. According to Robertson Davies, even while we see the husband forgive his wife, 
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"we are also led to believe that she forgives him, and they are going to make a fiesh 

start, having leamed a thing or two 60m their unhapphess. This does not sound 

revolutionary now, but in its clear statement that there may be two sides to an 

infideliîy it was something new" (66). 

The Fotheringay also perfoms in Shakespearean dramas, enacting the heroines 

who had likewise becurne icons of female faith, patience, and fodtude in the 

nineteenth cenhiry. William Hazlitt gave a glowing endorsement of these women: 

"No one ever hit the tme perfection of the fernale characteq the sense of weakness 

Ieaning on the strength of its siffectioas for support, so well as Shakespear-no one 

evw so welï painteci natural tendemess free f?om al1 affectation and disguise . . . . no 

one else ever so well shewd . . . delicacy and timidity" (20: 84). Samuel Taylor 

Coleridge exclaimed that in Shakespeare's plays "dl the elements of womanhood are 

holy" (97). One of the most infiuential assessments of Shakespeare's heroines was 

Anna Jameson's Shakespeare 's Heroines--Characieri~n*cs of Women, Moral, Poetical 

and Hi'~ncuI, which appeared in 1832; it celebmted the playwright's female 

characters as stellar examples of true feminine Wtue. These opinions were still 

dominant in 1852 when Mary Cowden Clarke published a collection of stories called 

Ilie GirIhood of Shakespeare's Heroines. in which she shows that these fictitious 

women provided good exampies of motal courage, meekness, noble conduct, and high 

p ~ c i p l e s  for @s to eaulate. 

It was genedy qreed that C'belme's Imogen stwd as the pinnacie of 

Shakespeare's women In Thackeray's novel, it appears that this play was one of 

Pen's favourites and thus likely innuenced his romantic view of the Fotheringay and 
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women in general. Not oniy does he d e  glowing reviews of the Fotheringay's 

performance of the play's heroine, but this is the play L a m  later reads to him while 

he is recovering ftom an illness. 

Thackeray, who believed that Shakespeare created stereotypical fernales, 

wodd have been drawn to Imogen and HamIet's Ophelia, because Victorian critics 

viewed thern as symbols of ideal womanhood. Jarneson, for example, rhapsodises 

poetidly thaî hogen is the "most perfect" Shakespearem heroine because she 

emboâies ÿouthfuI tendemess" and "ideal grace" (201). When Imogen is accused 

(fdsely) of infidelity by her husband, Jarneson admires her "acute sense of the 

injustice idicted upon hep (220). Fanny Kemble iauded hogen as "a divine image 

of dl that is lovely and excellent in woman" (243). Shakespearean actress Helena 

Faucit (1 817-98), who was herself credited with "personifjing the Victorian ideal of 

womanliness" @orner 547), said the faitffil, long-suffering Imogen was her 

favouite role. Mer watching Faucit perform the part in 1864, drarna critic Henry 

Morley was inspireci to cal1 Imogen "the purest and most wornanly of Shakespeare's 

womed7; her piety, modesty? "gentle courtesy" and "mord heroism" made her a 

mode1 of c%uomady perfection" (293). 

In Pen's enthusiasm for the Fotheringay, and her enacûnent of these roles on 

the stage, Thackeray was able to parody the "Cult of Imogen" Later in the century, 

critics such as George Bernard Shaw began to express their objections to the play and 

its heroine. Shaw's disiike of how Victorian critics viewed Shakespeare's women as 

perfect beings appeared in his opinions about Imogen He pointed out that Victonans 

fded to see that dthough she was a "naarral aristocraf with a hi& temper and perfect 
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couage," she was also an "idiotic p-on ofvirtue produced by Shakespear's views 

of what a woman ought to be, a person who sews and cooks, and reads improving 

books until midnight"; he even advised EUen Terry (1848-1928)' when she was 

prepariug for the de, that "If 1 were you 1 should ait the part so as to leave the 

paragon out and the woman in" (63). Twentieth-century Shakespearean actress 

Hama Waiker is even more vehement in her criticisrn: 'The Victorians gave Imogen 

the reptation that has stuck. They loved her. She was their perféct fairy-tale 

princess-es-wife, a role model for women in mhege.  So entrenched is this notion 

that even today, even for some féminists hogen is still a patient Griselda, resigned 

and passive, submissiveness personified" (Rutter 73). 

Thackeray's novel makes a briefreference to the Fotheringay's performance of 

Imogen, choosing instead to focus on the Shakespearean heroine OpheIia, with explict 

and implicit references to Hamle. It is a performance of HmIet that Pen's motha 

attends, and t is this play's hero whom Pen often emulates. In the heroine's more 

ambiguous associations with ideal femininity, Thackeray could point out Pen's naïve 

reading of the Fotheringay as Ophelia, the passive woman and the dutifid daughter. 

Victorian audiences may have found it easy to read Imogen as a perfect 

woman, but HamIet's Ophelia was a dEerent maner. Few dramatic heroines have had 

nich an impact on the abject of thesticai representations ofwomen, and few heroines 

have genented such widespread diversity in reading her cfiaracter. Bridget Lyons, 

who considers her to be primarily a visual character, observes that 

As the audience sees her-a character who is passive and obedient at 

the begianing of the play and mad towards the end of it-she exerts 
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Iittle independent innuence on the shape of the action, and it seems f& 

to say that her importance is prharily emblematic rather thau 

consequential. But the meanings she expresses are ofien ambiguous, 

aad 0 t h  characters in the play find her d0Ïcuit to decipher. . . . Those 

who meet her in her madness try to extract some meanhg out of her 

gestures, as well as her words (N.v.7-13). Finally, her death-suicide 

or accident-is pointedly made the subject of confiicting 

interpretations. Since she is a character who needs to be read by others 

and who often conveys riddling significances, she expresses the 

difficulty of straightforward iconographie interpretation in the play. 

(6 1 -62) 

When in the grasp of adolescent love, Pen rads  the FotheringayDphelia as an 

i d d  woman However, Ophelia usudly engenders dual readings of her character that 

make her a good embodirnent of the women featured on the fkontispiece illustration of 

Pendenmis. ûphelia is thought to be either a pious, sacrificial "icon of positive 

fernininity", an underdeveloped charaas '%vithout ciramatic issue" who has Iittle 

effect on the play's main action (Barnber 72, 78, Tg), or she is considered to be 

deceptive and disloyal to Ham(&, and the cause OF the play's nagedy. Gertrude's 

description of her death also offers up the suggestion that she is either an innocent 

being who retums to her aatural environment, or a sinister mermaid, a temptress who 

Iures men (Hamlet) to their dernise (IV.vü.162-182). While Augustan audiences 

overlooked the "erotic and discordantn facets of her ctiaracter and were "determineci to 

see her as an innocent victim," Romantics were "captivated by the spectacle of 
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ûphelia's seniaüty and emotioaaüty" (Showalter Femde 11). In general, Victorian 

audiences agreed that she was a picture of gede innocence, but they found Ï t  ditficult 

to muster up the same enthusiasm for Ophelia as they had for Imogen. Both Ellen 

Terry and Helena Faucit deplored Ophelia's spiritless, timid nature. Faucit calleci her 

a "weak mature? wanting in tmthfihess, in purpose, in force of charader, and only 

interesting when she loses the little wits she had" (3)P 

Ophelia's madness became the most fascinating aspect of her character. In an 

1852 Royal Academy show, Arthur Hughes's depiction of a waiflike Op helia sitting 

on a tree tnink near a Stream was juxtaposeci with John Everett Millais's sensuous 

Ophelia floating face up d o m  a river. Ophelia's drowning, of course, never actuaiiy 

appears in the play, and Elaine Showalter says this omission appealed to P m  

Raphaelite painters; "no actress's image had preceded them or interfered with their 

imaginative supremacy"; her white costume became a "blank page to be written over 

or on by the male imagination" ("Representing" 84? 89). 

Her madness also aiiows her chanicter to have a powerfiil theatrical image. 

When Thackeray describes the Fotheringay's presence on the stage as Ophelia, it is 

only the mad scene which is fatured. In this performance, the incident loses its 

cornplex textual implications and is reduced to a picturesque oppominity to show ofF 

her emotional melodramatic acting style: 

We have nothkg to do with the play: except to say, that ûphelia looked 

lovely, and perfomed with admirable wild pathos: laughing, weeping 

gazing wüdly, mving her beautifid white arms, and flinging about her 

matches of fiowers and songs with the most charming madness. What 
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an opportun@ her splendid black hair had of tossing over her 

shoulders! She made the most charming corpse ever seen. (75) 

Pen's mother brings a copy of Hiuniet with her to the theatre, but the play does not 

encourage a textual ioterpretatiott Instead, her response is purely visuai; she remarks 

only on the Fotheringay's "exquisite beauty", while Laura perhaps, even at her young 

age, is aware of Ophelia's complexity, and thus h d s  the play confusing. The 

response of Mrs. Pendennis is in accord with Romantic interpretations which implied 

that "the less said about Ophelia the better, the point was to I d  at hef' (Showalter 

"Representhg" 83). 

Ophelia has one noteworihy affinity with the Fotheringay. Like the 

Fotheringay. Ophelia is largely ignorant about art; she does not, for example, 

understand many of Hamlet's speeches and must ask him to explain the meaning of 

the dumb show which precedes nie Murder of Gomgo. When Pen tries to discuss 

HamIet with the Fotherùigay, he finds that she, km, has linle knowledge about artistic 

maners: 

Pen tried to engage her in comersattion about poetry and about her 

profession. He asked her what she thought of Ophelia's madness, and 

whetfier she was in love with H d e t  or not? 'In love with such a little 

ojous wretch as that stunted manager of a Biogley?' She bristled with 

indignation at the thought. Pen explained that it was not of her he 

spoke. but of Ophelia of the play. 'Oh, indeed; if no offence was 

meant, none was taken' (65) 
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Pen also tries tu spark h a  into a discussion about The Stranger, and again enCountas 

her ignorance about the pIayWnght; nevertheless, her unleamed response does not 

bother him, his infatuation with her making him laugh "at her adorable sirnplicity" 

(6% 

As a rnetatheatncd te* HmIet's characters are nearly al1 types of directors 

and playwrights. Ophetia, says David Lever- is "herself a play within a play, or a 

player ûying to respond to several imperious directors rit once . . . . She is only vdued 

for the roles that fbther other people's plots" (120). Her problems begin when two 

separate and conflicting d e s  are imposed upon her by Poionius and Hamlet. Polonius 

casts ûphelia as the dutiful daughter in his "script," a role she fulfills by obeying him 

without question when he orden her to end her relationship with Hamlet. However, 

she cannot then be the heroine ofHamiet7s "script." During a highly charged meeting 

between Hamlet and Ophelia, he accuses her of monstrous infidelity and deceit, of 

k i n g  a theairical character: "1 have heard of your paintings well enough. God bath 

given you one face and you make yourselves another. You jig and amble, and you 

lisp, you nickname God's creahires, and make your wantonaess your ignorance. Go, 

I'll no more on't, it hath made me mad" (III.i.l44449). He blames her for his 

"madness," an accusation Polonius (who has been listening) takes for tnrth, and this 

response is what H d e t ,  who likely knows he has a hidden audience, wants. if so, 

then Ophelia becornes even more of a casualty in theû plots. Her subsequent madness 

aur perhaps be mced back to this incident, for if Hadet blames her Uindelity as 

respomLb1e for his madness and murder of Polonius, then she also bears responsibility 

for her M e r f  s d a t h  
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The d i i d t y  readers and audiences have with understanding Ophelia is 

compounded by the fact that the characters within the play have diierent 

interpretations. Her father places h a  in the role of the innocent, a woman he predicts 

d l  be seduced and abandoneci by Hamlet; but Hamlet casts her as a whore and 

actress. Later, when she commits suicide, the priest who attends her burial impiies she 

is a simer and is reluctant to give her fbil Christian rites; yet her brother is adamant in 

declaring her an angel. Laertes, perhaps, d e s  the most perceptive comment of ail 

when he says T o o  much of water [a traditional symbol of femininity] hast thou, poor 

Ophelia" (IV.vii.184). She has been required to be "tao much woman," to play too 

many roles, to live up to fdse, theatrid ideals. Hamlet, who never really achieves the 

heroic status he hoped for as the hero of a revenge play, is ironicdly borne, in 

theatncai terms, "like a soldier to the stage" (V.ii.401) following his death. The 

thezttncai wnneztion '?O the stage" is clear. he will be regardeci as a dramatic hero. 

Yet Ophelia's death, like her character, is doubtful, and she will always be 

remembered on stage as a madwoman' 

The same cannot be said for the Fotheringay. When her Ophelia dies, the 

corpse is described simply and briefly, as being charming. She is never consumed by 

art as is Ophelia, but stands, after her "death" behind the curtain, watching the 

audience. Lacking Ophelia's tïmidity and madness, she is happy and healthy, a 

%holesorne contrastn to her fder, who iike Pen o h  merges fact and fiction in his 

mind (138). She may play the role of a dutifiil daughter in real life, but she will afso 

refiise at times to follow her fathers "script." When, for example, he proposes a duel 

with Pen's uncle to avenge her honom-der leamhg that Pen has "deceivedm them 
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with Mse implications about bis wealtbit  is Emily who reminds him that "'Twas 

you who would have it he was rich, Papa'" (139). Polonius may have dominateci 

Ophelia, but for the Fothenngay, it is the other way amrmd. Costigan must ultimately 

become "submissive to his daughter, and [bel ready for any plan on which she might 

decide" (141-2). 

Overail, Emily Costigan is no real-life Ophelia, nor is she the other women she 

portrays-indeed, she k d I y  understauds the meaning of these heroines and is not 

interested in trying to understand them. But her artlesmess has a purpose. As an 

artificially conmved theatrical persona herself-the Fothenngay-she casts doubts on 

the vetacity of the submissive wives and dutiful daughters she portrays. Ultimately 

these heroines are reminders that the ideaiised women fanireci so prominently in art 

as iwns of Victoria feminlliity do not exist in the real world, but have been purposely 

created' enactecl, and endorsed under the management of male playwrights. teachers, 

and managers. In Pendkrmis, Thackeray mocks the naive young mind that is unaware 

of the these behind-the-scenes forces, that does not see the disparity that exists 

between these stage heroines and the woman who enacts these roles, that does not see 

the theatricality evident in the enactment of ideal femininity. When Pen has to remind 

the Fotheringay that she is not ûphelia, Thackeray ironicaily reminds the reader that 

Pen himseif has tauble distinguishing art from reality. But Pen does not simpIy 

represent Thackeray's bemused look at a young man's entry h o  adulthood Through 

Pen's profession as a wder, Thackeray rnakes his hero's iafatuation a commentary 

about culturd representations of femininity. In Pen, Thackeray parodies the artist who 

would atternpt to create ided women as figures in his own texts. Because this is a 



novel which in its preface insists that authoa must be t m W  in their depictions of 

human nature, no matter how unpleasant this tnah may be, this particular writer must 

ultirnately have his illusions shattered. His readings ofwomen in theatre and liteniture 

are exposed as simple and unsophisticated, and his own depictions of femininity are 

acknowledged to be sentimental stereotypes. 

Thackeray's readers are from the outset made to redise Pen's interpretative 

shoncomings. Encouraged to laugh at the parody of Pen as an immature writer 

figuratively galloping about the countryside with his pen, we are prevented from 

imitating his innocent and naïve readings of femininity. We are, for example, always 

given two readings of Emily ' s charact er-Pen' s rhapsodies juxtaposed with the 

nanator's more caustic comments. The portrait of Pen's failings as an author is a 

softer condemnation of falsities in writing than that which appears in the cut-throat, 

manipulative world of The Ruveming. where we witness the deliberate 

manufacturing of the kind of female stage personas that fscinate young men like Pen 

Tbacknty: 
A (sketch) 



Notes 

' When creating the Fotherlligay, Thackeray may aisa have had in mind 

Haanah Pritchard (171 1-1768)-or, at least Samuel Johnson's low opinion of this 

singer-actress. Pritchard acted the title role in Johnson's unsuccessful play Irene in a 

mimer that its playwright called "quite mechanical." Johnson also criticised 

Pritchard's lack of intelligence and her lack of interest in her roles: "She no more 

thought of the play out of  which her part was taken, than a shoemaker thinks of the 

skin., out of which the piece of leather, of which he is making a pair of shoes, is cut" 

(BosweIl II: 348-9). 

For more parallels between the Fotheringay and Eliza O'Neill see John Fyvie, 

Tragedy Queens of the Georgimt Em. 

George Henry Lewes agreed with Thackeray about Macready's performance 

of H a d e  saying his acting was "lachryrnose and fietfiil", that he was Woo fond of a 

cambric pocket-handkerchief to be d y  affecting; nor, as it seemed to me, had he 

that sympathy with the character which would have given an impressive unity to his 

performance-it was 'a thing of shreds and patches, ' not a wholen (4 1). 

By the late nineteenth century, however, Ophelia had become the "all-tirne 

favorite exampie of the love-cmzed self-saaificial woman who most perfectly 

demonstmted her devotion to her man by descendhg into madness, who sunoundeci 

herself with flowers to show her quidence to them, and who in the end cornmitteci 

herseif to a watery grave, thereby MfiiIing the nineteenth-century male's fondes 

famasies of ferninine dependence" @ijkstra 42). Signi f idy ,  these beliefs were 

most strongly represented h u g h  a piethora of paiatiags, as if only by becoming a 



work of art codd Ophelia corne close to being a manageable and definable woman 

She is, says Elaùie Showalter, "probably the most fiequently illustrateci and cited of 

Shakespeare' s heroines" ("Representhg" 78). 

The theatricaiity of ûphelia's madness extended into reai Me. Amesses in 

the 1860s were encourageci to vis& asylums to study red madwomen in preparation for 

the role. But, as Ellen Terry notes, bey were often surprisecl to find a ward already 

fi111 of Shakespearem heroines: "Like al1 Ophel ias before (and der)  me, I went to the 

madhouse to study wits astray. 1 wss disheartened at first. There was no beauty, no 

nature, no pity in most of the lunatics. Strange as it rnay suund, they were too 

lheanical to teach me anything" (122). Accordhg to Showalter, Victorian doaon 

shidied Shakespeare' s play and applied Ophelia' s madness to red-L fe wornen: 

"Medical textbooks sometimes illustrated their discussions of fernale patients with 

sketches of Opbelia-lüre maidens . . . . And when young women in lunatic asylums did 

not willing throw themselves into Ophelia-like poses, asylum superintendents with 

aimeras imposed the conventionai Ophelia costume, gesture, props, and expression 

upon thernn ~'RepresenGngn 91-2). The imposed theatricality of these madwomen, 

and the populanty o f  Ophelia paintuigs, al1 provide an important insight into her 

chamter: she is pure theatre. When Shakespeanan schoiars cornplain of Ophelia's 

Iack of depth, they are close to decipheriug her character. She is a character not 

*out a de, but a charader who ha9 toa many roles thrust upon her-di of them 

endorsements of the ideal womaa which ultimately clash with and destroy the r d  

womm, 



Chapter Five: 

The Ravenswing: The Making of a Star 

But when I becomes we-sitting in judgement, and delivering solemn 
opinions-we must tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the 
tnith; but then there is a third party concemed-the public-between 
whom and the writer, or painter, the critic has to arbitrate, and he is 
bound to show no favour. 

Thackeray, "Our Annual Exeaitions" 

Just as an elaborate and highly artifici4 dresseci-up, made-up 
appearance envelopes the movie star in 'surfhce,' so does her d a c e  
supply a glossy &ont for the cinema, holding the eye in fascinated 
distraction away from its mechanics of production. 

Laura Mulvey, Fetishism and Curiosity 

The simple and naive reading of an amas that appears in The History of 

Penciermis is attriiuted to an immature mind caught up in the sway of romantic 

literature. In The Ravenswing, adult men provide the view of a stage woman, and thus 

Thackeray's parodic exposure of their atiernpts to produce and control cultural 

representations of femininity is more condemnatory. The actions of these men m o t  

be excused as behg caused by boyish love for an olda woman. Their "infatuationn 

resides in thek sel'serving attempts to pro& financiaiiy and sexually, tiom a 

woman's stage image. [a this short work, Thackeray takes a reflexive backstage look 

at the making of a profissional singer and the forces-husbands, managers, teachers, 

jodsts-which conspire to create a "star." 

The popuimity of the Ravenswing (Morgiana Wdker) is compiicated by the 

fact she has Linle naturai talent; ratha, she is a deliberateIy manuhctured performer 

wiîh M e  input into cr&g her own image.' As part of his Men 's Wbes series, which 
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appeand in Fraser 's Maguzhe in 1843, 7he RkzwmMng extends the three stofies7 

examination of "selfishness and callousness" in max-riage (Williams 37) to the 

deceptions and manipulations which ocnir backstage in musical theatre and which 

seek to prevent women fiorn being actively involved in the creation of ferninine 

representation in theatre. The story includes a look at men who wield gregt infiuence 

in theatre.' They do not encourage fernale input into the types of roles that are created 

for women on the stage, because they are more interesteci in gaining a profit, whether 

s e d  or financial, Eom the female perfonners. Historically, a familial connection to 

the stage helped a woman avoid such proféssional hazards. Tracy Davis notes that 

daughters of parents in the business understood the customs of theatre life and thus 

they "enjoyed a ready-made syndicate of professional contracts and benevolent 

protecton [fathers, brothers, uncles, godfàthers, and cousins], and suffered less 

pressure . . . to give in to semai attentions" ÇDoesn 45). Ellen Terry is an example of 

a theatrid daughter who followed in the footsteps of her parents: "1 cant [sic] even 

tell you," wrïtes Terry, "when it was nrst decided that I was to go on the stage, but I 

expect it was when I was bom, for in those days theatrical folk did not imagine that 

thek children couid do anything but follow their parents' profession" (8-9). 

Morgiana has a family background in theatre; her mother was once a singer- 

damer. Mrs. C w p ,  who has never lost ber love of the aage, named ber daughta 

after one of her most famous roles as the heroic servant-girl Morgiana in Ali Buk md 

the F- %es, and years later continues to attend plays, and to read theatricai 

gossip. The story7s narrator, George Fitz-Boodle, &en associates Morgiana with her 

mother, describùig her as a girl with a "fie bIack eye Iike her marna, a grand 
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enthusiasm for the stage, as every a c t d s  child WU have7' (343). He atso stresses both 

women7s gaiety, making fiequent refierences to th& joy in singing and their love of 

laughing. Throughout the story, Morgiana seems most happy when she is in her 

mother's Company. 

She seems less happy when men dictate how and when she should perfonn her 

art. Her husbanâ, taking over the job of her manager, d i l y  manipulates her 

persoaa He discourages her mother's involvement in the development of her car=, 

but instead hopes that male management will turn Morgiana's singing into a 

moneymaking opportwiity. He wants celebrated singing instnicton Benjamin Baroski 

and Sir George Thnun to make her into a star. When Fitz-Boodle takes us into their 

worlds-where they mandacture 9he Ravenswing7'-he reveals a bitter and m e s s  

wodd o f s e d  politicq manipulations, and rivalries that are in sharp contrast with the 

easy comradeship of Mrs. Crump's SadIer's WeIIs crowd. The instructots' attitudes 

toward the* pupils perpetuate s system of male dominance and control; encouraging 

nvalry, which isolates the students h m  each other, they train women to become 

subse~ent to male authority. 

For example, Baroski's teaching method is an abuse of power. His prime 

interest in his students lies in the collection of their expensive instruction fees. On 

those who show aboveaverage talent, he wiIi lavish more attention, eagerly 

envisionhg large performance fees, of which a substantial amount will end up in his 

own pocket. He d l  dso spend more time with fernale students who apped to hirn 

sexually. Morgiana refùses his mantic  advances, and consequently loses her 
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instnictor, and for a time her husband, when Baroski has hun impnsoned for non- 

payment ofthe singing lessons. 

Thackeray's story thus discloses some of the abusive pradces that go on 

behind the scenes, the power that singing teachers exerted over aspiring perfonners. 

In doing so, the stoty reinforces the belief that female stage performers were to 

tolerate sema1 interest fiom men, even if unwarranted, unsolicited, or mwnted. 

Submission of one's image, and sometimes even one's body, to the authority of a male 

gaze is part of the business, something Fitz-Boode says ~ o r ~ i a n a  should have already 

learned tiom her previous acting engagements: "had she not been on stage, and had 

not many hundreds of persons, in jest or -est, made love to her? What else can a 

pretty woman expect who is much before the public?" (399). 

Baroski's infatuation with Morgiana is not surprising considering that he is a 

vain man who wants to create false images of women in orda to legitimise the false 

images he creates of himself. His pupils help Baroski to p a s  himself off as a ladies7 

man. To the amusement of his fellow members of the Regem Club, he tells 

"astonishing stories of his successes with the ladies" (392). Even though he fails to 

have a semai relationship with Morgiana, he will insinuate one, using gesture, a 

roguish look, fot1owed by a coy denial that "'upon his vort dere vas no truth in clar 

rebort'" (399) to niggest otherwise, and to fùrther the popular conception of actresses 

as wornen with iwse mords. 

Morgiana's second tacher, Sir George Thnun, has the respectability ofa titIe, 

end is less licentious than ~aroski.~ He is, after aII, mamieci to a "large and awtùl 

wifk," a "dragon of Wtue and propCety"; but she may stil1 hart,our suspicions about 
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her husband's actions, since she keeps close 'kratch over the niaster and the pupüs" 

(432). However, even this "excellent English composer" (432) is largely motivated to 

help Morgiana because he believes she ain enhance his stature in musical circles and, 

more importantiy, ailow him to triumph over his rival Baroski. Mer he first hears 

Morgiana sing, he promptly discloses that her interests are not uppermost in his 

thoughts; rather, he is motivated by his rivalry with Baroski: "'we'll cut the orange 

boy's [Baroski's] throat with that voice'" (432). Women are the pawns in the great 

cornpetition between Baroski and T h m ,  both ofwhom take the medit for the niccess 

of their pupils: 

ifa pupil failed, for instance, nirum would say Baroski had spoiled her 

irretrievably; while the Geman wodd regret 'Dat dat yong vowman, 

who had a g d  orgain, should have trown away her dime wid dat old 

Dnrm.' When one of these deserters succeeded, 'Yes, yes,' would 

either professor cry, '1 fomed her; she owes her fortune to me.' Both 

of them thus, in future days, claimed the education of the famous 

Ravenswing; and even Su George Tlmim, though he wished to ecrarer 

the Ligonier, pretended that her present success was his work because 

once she had been brought by her mother, Mrs. Larkins, to sing for Sir 

George's approvai. (433434) 

This world of theatre enwurages ami thrives upon the intense rivairy and 

vanity among singing masters, an antagonism that then encourages their fernale pupils 

to becorne antagonistic and cornpetitive with each derer  Through their principal 

singers, who are swapped back and forth among them like playthings, the masters 
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engage in mock battles with esch other. However, dduring this war, they occupy a d e ,  

distancd position; it is their women-heir weapons-who a ~ o t  do likewise. Thqr 

must expose themselves on a pubiic stage to the slings and mows of the capricious 

audience. 

But tûichers alone cmmt ensure their pupas' success. Having worked as a 

joumaiist and art &c, Thackeray well understood the power of the media in 

inffuencing the public's perception and interpretation of art. He was therefore 

interested in the interaction between the media and their readers and the processing of 

idionnation Thackeray's portrayai of male j o d i s t s  in this story shows how theatre 

management in the Victorian age tried to manage and comrol the media with bribes 

and favours. 

By the nineteenth century, joumalism's interest in the theatre was already 

widespread. Thomas Postlewait notes that a century earlier there was a great demand 

for published information on actors' public and private lives, even though many of the 

reports were sIanâerous and "often salaciousn (249). David Gamck's relationship 

with the press demonstrates that j o d s t s  have a history of not always reporting the 

uuth, and that sagacious and powerfif acton could exploit this weakness: 

Gatrick spent a gnst deal of time, effort, and mowy in cultivating his 

public image. The three volumes of his published correspondence as 

weii as his unpublished, posthumously discovered letters reveai that he 

was involved in the editorid poky of some newspapers, that he owned 

stock in a d a  of hem, and was not above bncbing journalists to 

write weii of him. He never let an attack in the press remaîn 
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unanswered; he even wrote reviews of his owa performances, as his 

widow confessed to Edmund Kean years after his death. He kept in his 

employ a certain Paul HiRenian, nichameci 'Gdows Paui,' a dubious 

c h c t e r  whose main job was to insert 'puffs' in newspapers about 

Garrick When Hiffenuui published his five-volume collecteci writings 

on theatre, most of which refmed to Garrick, the latter rewarded him 

with a pension. (Kohansky 92) 

According to Fanny Kemble, puffery-or, the art of inserthg flattering stories about 

actors into the newspapers-became cornmonplace in the theatre world.' 

The reviewer held a powerfbl position in theatre. Actors developed a lovehate 

relationship with the media, waiting in féar for reviews of their performances to corne 

out in print, wondering whether they wodd receive praise or censure. Helen Faucit, 

for example, recdls in 1836 her emotional state while waïtîng for the "homd 

newspapers" to react to her playiog Belvidera in Otway's Venice Presew 'd: 

1 amuseci myself with fiethg the whole moming, until I could scarcely 

see out of my eyes. This was very wise knowing I had got this part to 

act again at Nght. It was very silly, I know, for they have m e n  

agauist a thousand times better acton and actresses that I can ever hope 

to be; but 1 felt weak and ili, and could not help it. I wish 1 had made 

up my mind to do what M .  [Charles] Kemble asked me to promise him 

before I appeared, which was not to i d  ui or lhink of a newspaper. He 

said I should save myself a great ded of annoyance, and that no good 

codd be attained by it; for, put them dl together, and see how generally 
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the one contradicts the other, and condemns you for what the next you 

take up very likely praises you for. Which are you to be guided by? 

(Jackson 95-96) 

Faucit makes the importa  observation that wen white many actors paked under the 

power of the media, the v e q  reviews that rendered hem submissive could be 

contradictory and ambiguous, and therdore were inconclusive or were faulty 

judgements of their performing abilities. Additionally, many plapnights were also 

journalists; therefore, Russell Jackson remarks, "iî is not surprishg that there were 

frequent accusations of favouritism and corruption in dramatic reviewing" (296). 

Thackeray was also aware of media corruption. Lidmila PaatBücov4 notes that 

in his satincal sketch Reading a Poem, he looks at "the whole cornplicated syaem of 

blackmail, dishonesty, bribery and snobbery which prevailed among pub l ishers, 

editors, critics and authors in hÏs time" (107). The work fanires Lord Daudley, whose 

Iack of amstic talent prompts him to pay two jomalists to wnte his poems: "In the 

characters of these journalists, Dishwash and Bludyer (who at the same time represent 

the two opposite extremes characteristic of the methods of contemporary criticism, 

pure flattery and pure castigation . . .), Thackeray splendidly reveaied the subsemience 

of the lit- criticism of his time wncealed under the CIO& of seeming 

independence" (PantO&ov& 107). The sketch ends with the observation that Dishwash 

has produced a flatterhg revïew-a "naming pUE"-of Daudley's Passion-FIuwers, 

while Bludyer made a 

furous aîtack upon the work b m s e  Lord Daudley refûsed to advance 

a third five-pound note to the celebrated Biudyer. Aftw the critique, 
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his lordship advances the fhe-pound note. And at a great public 

dinner, where my Lord D d e y  is d l e d  upon to speak to a toast, be 

discourses upon the well-known sentiment-THE INDEPENDENCE 

OF THE PRESS! I1T 1s LXE THE AIR WE BREATHE: WITHOUT 

LT WE DIE. (m 480-481) 

In The Ravellswing, Bludyer rehrms, this time as ediior of the Tomahawk, 

dong with the delicate Mr. Squimy, editor of the Howers of Farhon, and the poetical 

Mr. Desmond Muliigan, a reporter for a morning paper. Bludyer and Squinny need to 

be courted because T h m  wants hem to give favourable reviews of Morgiana's 

performance. Bludyer, in particular, needs careful handling because he is a writer 

noted for his savage Pen. Nonetheles, this blunt instrument can be softened under the 

right circwnstances: "For a bottie of wine and a guinea he will write a page of praise 

or abuse of any man living, or on any subject, or on any line of politics. 'Hang it, su!' 

says he, 'pay me enough and I will write d o m  my own father!'" (443). Squinny is  

"mildly malicious. He never goes beyond the bounds of politenes, but manages to 

insinuate a great deal that is disagreeable to an author in the course of twenty lines of 

cnticism" (443). 

Through Biudyer's response to Morgiana's voice, Thackeray makes a damning 

indictment of the reliability of dstic reviews. When Woolsey asks for his opinion of 

Morgiana, Bludyer replies that she is a "very bad onen (447). This opinion matches 

that of Fitz-Boodle, who has never been captivated by the beauties of her voice as 

have others; Morgiana's singing, in facf ahost puts him to sleep. 'The sangs: he 

sayq 'bvhich I don't attempt to describe (and, upon my word and howur, as far as 1 
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can understand matters, I believe to this day. that Mrs. Walker was only an ordinary 

singer), the songs lasted a great deal longer than 1 üked'' (448). 

Professionally, Bludyer's reply to Woolsey is noteworthy for two reasons, both 

relating to money. Fi-Boodle hm previously describeci Bludyer's nature in monetary 

tenns: "If there is one thing more daagerous than to refùse to lend him a sum of 

money when he asks for it, it is to lend it to him, for he never pays, and never pardons 

a man to whom he owes" (443). First of dl, Bludya has already been predisposed to 

dislike Morgiana because her husband once refuseci to cash a bill for him, causing him 

to declare "'I'll do for his wife when she cornes out on the stage!"' (443). Secondly, 

he is short with Woolsey because he does not want to prolong conversation with a man 

to whom he owes 40 pounds. Upset at Bludyer's disparagement of the woman he 

loves, Woolsey promptiy demaads payment: 

'Then, sir,' says Mr. Woolsey, fiercely, '1'11-['Il thank you to 

pay me my little bill!' 

It is tnre there was no connection between Mn. Wdker's 

singing and Woolsey's linle bill; that the 'Then, sir,' was perfectly 

illogical on Woolsey's part; but it was a very happy hit for the future 

fortunes of Mrs, Walker. Who knows what would have corne of her 

debut but for that 'Then, sir,' and whether a 'smashhg article' nom the 

Tomahawk might not have ruineci her br ever? (447) 

Not surprhgly. considering these circumstances, Bludyer agrees to write a 

tiivourable review* poiming out that he could, however, "'write a sleshllig article better 

than any man in England: 1 could msh her by ten Iines'" (447). 
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Helene Roberts' observance that Vctorian critics could be "bought off with 

favours" ("Exhibition" 87) is echoed by Fitz-Boodle, who accuses rewiewers of being 

susceptible to bniery and special treatment. Amsts such as Morgiana becorne 

weapoas in a war of words arnong j o d i s t s  who seek an enhancement of their own 

professional reputatiow through theu articles and reviews. Fitz-Boodle points out that 

his detailed descriptions of those in attendance at T h ' s  party is a digression, but he 

maintains that he is trying to educate an uninforneci and hence potentially gullible 

public of the reality of journalistic practices: 

The descrtiing of al1 these persons does not advance Morgiana's story 

much But, perhaps, some country readers are not acquainted with the 

class of persons by whose printed opinions they are guided, and are 

simple enough to imagine that mere merit will make a reputation on the 

stage or elsewhere. The making of a thearrïcal success is a much more 

complicated and curious thing than such persons fancy it to be. 

Immense are the pains taken tu get a good word h m  Mr. This of the 

Sm or Mr. That of the Cimier, to propitiate the favour of the critic of 

the day, and get the editors of the metropoiis into a good humour,- 

above dl, to have the name of the person to be pufM perpetually 

before the public. Artists m o t  be adveriised iike Macassar oil or 

btacking. . . . hence endless ingenuity must be practised in order to keep 

the popular attention &ee (449) 

F i t z - B d e ,  using Morgiana's experience as a cuncrete example of the power of 

"good press," cites s a r d d y  that even bdore she rnakes her protéssional debut, 
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'We English press began to heave and throb in a convulsive marner, as if indicative of 

the near birth of some great &gn (450). 

Squi~y ' s  and Bludyer's reports of Morgiana's singing at T h ' s  party are 

typicai of both writers' charactem. The FIowers of Fahion piece, with its srnatterings 

of Italian phrases, is enveloped in so much jargon that it is more onüimental than it is 

understandable: "She sang the delicious duet of the 'Nabuc~donosore~' with Count 

Pizzicato, with a beiIezza, a gratlcjezza, a raggr'o, that hateci in the bosom of the 

audience a corresponding furore: her s c h e r d  was exquisite, though we confess we 

thought the concludingfiorihccro in the passage in Y flat a leetle, a very leetle sfnata" 

(451). Bludyer's review is equally typical of his "bludgeoning" character, the 

Ianguage blunt and coarse in contrast to Squimy's convoluted idiom. Morgiana's 

teacher is calleci "Old Thnim" and his opera good "downright English stuWIa nice 

change fiom the ''infernal twaddle and disgusting slip-slop of Donizetti." Of the 

Ravenswing, he says she is a 

splendid woman, and a splendid singer. She is so handsome that she 

might sing as much out of tune as Miss Ligonier, and the public would 

forgive heq and sings so well that were she as ugly as the doresaid 

Ligonier, the audience would k e n  to her. The Ravenswing, that is her 

fantastiical theatrid name (her real name is the same with that of a 

notonous scoundrel in the Fleet, who invented the Panama swindle, the 

Pontine Marshes' Swiadle, the Soap swindle-how are you for soap 

now. M .  W-ik-r?)-the Ravenswing, we say, will do. Slang has 

engaged ber at thirty guineas per week, and she appears next month Ui 
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Thnim's opera, of which the words are d e n  by a great ass with some 

taient-we mean Mr. Muliigan. (45 1) 

While he does refer to Morgiana's siuging, Bludyer is more interested in her 

relationship with Walker (thus allowing him some measure of revenge against her 

husband), and in seeking the upper band in some professional rivalry of his own. He 

concludes his piece with yet mothm dig at poor Mr. Squimy: 'There is a foreign fool 

in the FIowers of Fashon who is doing his best to disgust the public by his filthy 

tlattery. It is enough to make one sick. Why is the foreign beast not kicked out of the 

paper?" (45 1). 

Desmond Mulligm, the poet and reporter for a morrting paper. seems an 

unimportant figure at Thmrn's party. No one pays much attention to him or aires that 

he leaves early, and yet, as FbBoodIe observes, he may piay the most important d e  

of al1 in creating the Ravenswing persona As Bludyer has noted in his review. 

Mulligan's writing career extends to that of vniting songs, including those for T h m ' s  

opera Consequently. a succesfil Morgiana, in a successfûl opera, wiIl profit him as 

well. As Fitz-Boodle remarks, he is a first-dass puE "This youth was the soui of the 

little conspiracy for raising Morgiana into fme; and humble as he is, and gmt  and 

respectable as is Sir George k m ,  it is rny belief that the Ravenswing would never 

have been the Ravenswing she is but for the ingenuity and energy of the honest 

Hibernian reporter" (452). MuiIigan uses his comectioas with the media and 

particuIarfy with the Irish press, to keep Morgiana's name constantly in the uews and 

to aumpet 'her perfections" (456), so that interest in the opera d l  be high when Ït is 

hdIy performed- Many of his contributions to the popdarisation of Morgiana 
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include puff pieces on Thnia her teacher and his musical bmefactor. When she 

eventudiy performs in the B~gmd' s  Bridé, the reviews fiom those papers aligned 

with Mulligan are extremety favourable-hardiy surprising, considering they have no 

professional qualms about basing theu reactiorts on their personal relationship with 

Mulligan: "Al1 the reporters who could spare time were in the boxes to support their 

fKendYs work" (456). 

Further manipulation of Morgiana through the press is to corne in a much more 

personal way. Her professionai and private lives merge when her husband, who has 

once acted as a theatrical agent, capitalises on her fame in order to elevate his social 

status. Leaming of his wife's increasing popularity, "the astute Captain Waiker 

detemined to take advantage of it for the pwpose of increasing his 'connexion"' 

(396). Fiist he hosts musical parties attended by prominent members of the business 

and rnilitary professions; they are gatherings which allow him to extend "his 'agency' 

wnsiderabty, and [he] began to thank his stars that he had marrieci a woman who was 

as good as a fortune to Kim" (398). Later, when incarcerated, he exercises spousd and 

managerial contrul by forbidding her to appear on stage in her much-anticipateci debut; 

she is not to perfom mil he is released âom prison.s His plan works and Fitz-Boodle 

remarks wryly that it is a 

curious thing now to behold how eager those very crediton who but 

yesterday (and with perfect conectness) had deuounced Mr. Walker as 

a srvinder, who had rehed to corne to any composition with him, and 

had swom never to relegse hh-now they on a sudden beaune quite 

eager to come to an arrangement with him, and offereâ, nay, begged 
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and prayed him to go flee . . . . it was the captain's determination to 

make some advmtageous bargain for himself with his creditors and the 

gentlemen who were interested in bringing forward Mrs. Walker on the 

stage. (453-454) 

While the arrangements for his release are being concludeci, Morgiana is "instnicted 

instantly to have a severe sore throat"-a tactic which gamers diverse media reaction: 

"The j o d s  in Mt. Slang's interest [the manager of the theatre where Morgiana is to 

appear] deplored this illness pathetidly; while the papers in the interest of the 

opposition theatre magnified it with great malice" (456). When joumalists speculate 

about the s e e t y  of her illness and how it rnay damage her career, they base their 

reports on what they claim to be authentic and reliable "exclusive resources"; but their 

source is none other than Howard Walker-the "artFu1 and audacious Fleet prisoner" 

(456)-who is thinking only of how he may profit from this deception. He knows, 

too, that this delay in her debut wiil whet the public's appetite and increase interest in 

seeing her perform. Redictably, when his creditors are paid and he is released, 

Morgiaoa's voice suddedy rehinis. 

Once she is upon the stage, attention tunis to the profits her popdarity can 

garner for those amund her. They quickly capitalise on Morgiana's success, probabIy 

aware that her car= wiIl be a brief one. Her debut is a gr- success and theatre 

manager Adolphus Slang's "fortune was made, at least for the season. He 

achow1eciged so mch to W&er7 who took a week's salary for his d e  in advance 

that veq night" (457). Wdker will conthe to profit £tom his wife's performances, 

reœiving "every shilling befire he wodd permit her to sing a noten; in this way he 
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protects her nom "designhg managersyy (459). but not, unfortunately, from designing 

husbands. He uses a good portion of her salary to pay for the maintenance of his 

mistress and her brood ofuover-dressed children" (460) and for the continuation of his 

extravagant tastes so that he ain act the part of the gentleman Thnim eams so much 

money that he is "encouraged to have his portrait engraveci, which still may be seen in 

the music-shops" (458). While not many people buy Thnim's portrait (which sells for 

two guineas), in contrast, there are many portraits of Morgiana which sel1 well, 

especially among infatuateci male admirers: "al1 the young clerks in banks, and al1 the 

fasi young men of the universities, had pictures of the Ravenswing in their 

apartments-as Biondetta (the brigand's bride), as Zelyma (in the NuptiaIs of 

Bernes), as Barbareska (in the Mme of Tobolsk), and in ail her fiunous characters" 

( 4 ~ 8 ) ~  

Placed in roles that appeal to a male audience, Morgiana finds that fme does 

nothiig to enhance her own stahis in society. Despite her own connections to theatre, 

and her habit of behaving in a "greet high-tragedy way" (438)' Lady Thmm is an 

example of how respectable society continues to shun stage perfonners. She is 

"laboriously civil" (442) when she has to be, to those who h i 1  beneath h a  station, thus 

making her very much like her busband, who "cm condescend to receive very qucer 

Company if need ben (440). She had at one t h e  counseiled Morgiana to m k  her 

dislike of the mde Mr. Slang, who is an important member of the Thnims' campaign 

'My dear, in the course o f  your profession you wili have to submit to 

many such familirrrities on the part of pemm of low breeding, such as 
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1 fear ME Slang is. But kt me caution you against giving way to your 

temper as you did. Did you not perceive that I never allowed him to 

see my inward dissatigaction? And 1 make it a particular point that 

you shouid be very civil to bim to-night. Your i n t e r e s t ~ u r  

interestdepend upon it.' (442) 

Fitz-Bode gives the practical, economic, reason for Lady Thnim's attitude: "It was 

evident that she had a very strong desire indeed to conciliate Mr. Slang; and hence 1 

have no doubt that Sir George was to have a considerable share of Morgiana's 

eamings7' (442). 

When Morgiana's popularity begins to wane, the situation changes. Now Lady 

Thnim would "die sooner than speak to that unhappy young woman" (460); the 

Thrums are already putting their energies into making another star. They have a new 

pupii, desmied in the same terms that were previously used regarding Morgiana: she 

is "a suen without the dangerous qualities of one, who has the person of Venus, and 

the mind ofa Muse, and who is comiag out at one of the theatres immediately" (460). 

A new Ravenswing is about to be created.' 

The bIunt look at the realities of the theatre worId contained within The 

Ravenswhg leaves few romantic illusions about the profession. This earl y Thackeray 

story supports Catherine Peters' contention that "the worId of professional arti-sts is 

too compt for women" (105). For an actress, it is a compt world, dnven by a self- 

serving system that encourages women to compete with each other, and that endorses 

male prmiege for lecherous teaders, mercenary managers, and immoral joumaiists. 

But is the non-professional world any better? Morghm is ultimateIy little diffirent 
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nom other wornen, who, though lacking talent, are "aauied" as amateur artists, 

performing on a pnvate stage. Fitt-Boodle bemoans the activities of young ladies 

who spaid their days practising music, knitting, sewing, and reading. He stresses the 

exploitation of this system, which NPS women into slaves engaged in "prison workn 

IU-suited to playing the piano, they produce oniy Sdemd jingle"; it is, he notes, "the 

condition of the young lady's existence" (390), to give them something to do; "there 

was no other exercising-ground for their poor little thoughts and fingers" (390). For 

Morgkm and these women, pleasure in art, dong with any thoughts about seeking 

artistic enrichment or economic fieedom through art, degenerates into "'dutiesy to be 

gone through" (390). 

And yet, perhaps Morgiana's dificult sage profession does not completely 

destroy her pleasure in art. The story's final moments, a postscript by Fitz-Boodle, 

show her years later in the Company of her new husband, Mr. Woolsey, who 

announces with finality that "'my wife has long since left the stage"' (462). That 

statement seems to suggest Morgiana has abandoned her life as the Ravenswing, that 

h a  sole existence lies in her being Woolsey's d e .  However, Fitz-Boodie then 

observes a pualing action upon the part of Mrs. Crump to Woolsey's words: "the old 

lady in the wondefil cap trod on my toes very severely, and nodded her head and al1 

her ribbons in a most mysterious way" (462). Whether this means Morgiana has not 

severed her ties with theatre is unclear, and Fi-Bode does not eniighten us. 

Howwer, he has saessed throughout the story Morgiana's atnnities with her mothp, a 

woman who has never lost her love for the stage. 
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If the wornen fiel a need to keep thek love of theatre a secret fiom Woolsey, 

who seems to want Morgiana's identity to reside completely in her status as Mn. 

Woolsey, not as the Ravedng,  theu attitudes accord with two other situtions 

where Morgiami opposes male conceptions of women One occurs when Morgiana 

has established herseIf as a marketable performer. Slang and Walker want ber to play 

a breeches rolethat of Macheath in The Beggar 's Opera. Fitz-Boodie does not 

elaborate on the reasons for her refiisd. She has, after dl, already played a man's role 

when she p e r f o d  Barbareska in the Mme of Tobolsk and disguised herseif' as an 

ühian, "in order to save her father, who is in prison" (458). This is a role that paralIels 

her own situation. When she cuts her hair and selIs the locks to help pay Walker's 

debtq her shom hair gives her a masculine appearance but no masculine power. 

Another role, too, as Biondetta in the Brigmù's Bride, is close to her own Ise, as 

Morgiana is ais0 the bride of a con man. The Barbareska performance û u n s  her much 

popuiarity, espea*alIy among young men (no mention is made of her popdanty with 

fernale audiences). But she refuses a similar role, that of Macheath, which wouId have 

required a full-performance appearance as a mm, in contrast to the limiteci male 

disguise she dons in the Mine of Tobohk. 

The ody time Morgiana does not dtrtifully acquiesce to her husband is when 

Walker wants her to play Macheath: "on thip point., and for once, she disobeyed her 

husband and left the the8t.e" (459). The playing of such a breeches role mi& have 

M e r  increased her popuiarity (and her market value) as it did for actress-manager 

Madame Vestris, an m e s s  Morgiana has watched perfonn (343), who fjrst perfomed 

Macheath in 1820.' The British Staige & Literaqy Cabinet applauded the positive 
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readon Vestris received, nohg in 1824 that it was due at least in part to the public's 

admiration of her shapely legs, which were displayed to good advantage in the male 

costume (Williams 59), and thetein lies the contradictory interpretations that breeches 

roles produce. While some daim that early stage women who d o ~ e d  male attire 

figuraîively assumed male power, others argue that the attention viewers, 

predominantly male. placed upon the woman's exposed Legs merely reduced the 

actress to her staeotypical role, as a passive, sexual object. Consequently, J.S. 

Bratton reminds us that breeches roles can be r d  as a theatrically false image of 

fernale appropriation of male power: 

The argument is that women wore trousers (or, rather, tights and tight- 

fitting breeches) on stage to display themselves for the delectation of 

the male audience, to add the fnsson of role reversals flagellatory 

fantasies and other games to their sexual promise, and sometimes 

thereby dso to defise fears of the possibiliîy of a reai assumption of 

power by women, by charging it with sexuality and so returning it to its 

proper sphere. In this account the perfonnem never actually 

impersonate men, but simply adopt a particularly sexually charged 

coshune, in order to titillate them. ('%rational" 82-83) 

In a stuây of Vestris, Ellion Vanskike remarks that dthough it is still difficuh to 

srplain the significance of cross-dressing for Victorian audiences, he believes many 

performances were designed "not to disguise the actress successfùlly as a man but 

rather to accentuate her sexuality" (481). When men's roles were perfomed by 

piepubescent girls, creating an androgynous look and rendering the part genderless, 
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public reception was poor, thus, "men the gender discontiauity integral to the 

breeches part was lacking, so was the de 's  &&eness7' (482). 

Morgim's unwillingness to perform as Macheath, may, then, characterise her 

as a woman who rejects this theaffid coastnict and the reading of femininity this type 

of role produces. Just as Lucy Snowe in Villette refuses to dress compietely in 

masculine clothing while she performs during a private theatricai, so too does 

Morgkm retllse to embrace totally a male role, especially if it does not invest her with 

masculine power but tums her into a sexual object only. This refusai is in keeping with 

her earlier objection to be a sex object, during an altercation with Baroski, and her 

response acts as a contradiction to the notion that ferninine representations on stage 

mirror the natures of real-life women. The stage wornan this scene ailudes to is the 

melodramatic heroine, whose passivity and submission to male authority rendered her 

a prominent example of ideal Victorian womanhood. Howwer, Morgiana's chmcter 

suggests that a strong woman wouid resist exploitative masculine controi, not 

capitulate to it. 

Thackeray insinuates that the melodramatic heroine delineates an image that 

fûnctions as a symbol fbr a l o s  of fende power. Amelia Larkins, Morgiana's rival, 

for example, enacts this role osstage when Baroski loses s e d  interest in her &ter 

Morgiana joins the company. The rivalry that Susts between the two singers, and 

which extends to the other students, who quickly divide into the Wdkerites and the 

Larkinsians, is not solely restricted to singing. That Baroski bas more than a 

professonal reIationship with Amelia is evident during a rehearsal of EfiogubuIo when 

her fàmiliady with her iastnictor discloses itseifwith a single word and a faint: 
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Miss tarkins who was ewideatly unwell, was taking the part of the 

English captive, which she had sung in public concerts before royal 

dukes, and with considerable applause, and, fiom some reasun, 

performed it so ili, that Baroski, slapping d o m  the music on the piano 

in a h y ,  cried 'M. Howard Walker, as Miss Larkins cannot sing ta- 

day, wifl you favour us by takiog the part of Boadicetta?' Mrs. Walker 

got up smilingly to obey-the tnumph was too great to be withstwd; 

and., as she advanceci to the piano, Miss Larkins looked wildly at her, 

and stood silent for awtiile, and at last shneked out, 'Benjamin!' in a 

toae of extreme agony. and dropped faintirtg d o m  on the ground. 

Benjamin looked extremely red, it must be confesse& at being thus 

calleci by wbat we shall denominate his Christian name, and Limpiter 

looked round at Guaard, and Miss Brunck nudged Miss Homan, and 

the lesson concluded rather abruptly that day, for Miss Larkins was 

carried off to the next mm, laid on a couch, and sprinkled with water. 

(395-3 96) 

The weakened Amelia then has to be helped home. Morgiana insists that Mrs. Crump 

travel with her rivai in a mriage, while she will proceed on foot; however, Fi& 

Bwdle says "1 donPt how that this piece of kindness prevented Larkins fiom hating 

her. I should doubt if it did" (396), since the theatrical system does not encourage 

women to find strength by supporthg one another. Fi-Boodle suggests that 

Baroski's methods oaly intense fernale jealousies and prevent the women fkom 

becomiag a UNted group that would help to empower its members. 



191 

Morgiana, in contrast to Amelia, defies the weaicness and h i I t y  of the 

melodrama~c heroine. Her background in theatre has undoubtedly made her aware of 

the qqthies of this heroine, primariiy tbat this c h c t e r  needs a male presence (a 

hero) to save her fkom a male villain, A crucial meeting occurs between Morgiana and 

Baroski during a rare moment when Mrs. C m p  is not present to chaperone her 

daughtefs singing lesson Baroski, the villain, takes advantage of the situation to 

press his advances, but k d s  the lady is not willing. She does not take him senously 

as a romantic suitor-she bas pnvately mocked his manner ofspeaking and rolling his 

eye-and she is quite prepaed to resist him, not to fint in distress as did Amelia. 

When Baroski grabs hold of her lefk band, she threatens to box his ears. When he tries 

to kiss her hand, she uses her nght hand to give him "such a tremendous slap in the 

face as caused him abruptly to release the hand which he held, and would have laid 

him prostrate on the carpet but for Mrs. Cnunp, who rushed forward and prevented 

him from falling by administering rÏght and left a whole shower of slapq such as he 

had never endured since the day he was at school" (400). To Baroski's misfomiae, the 

outrageci mother's amival on the scene (Mrs. C m p  taking the d e  of the male hem- 

saviour) subjects him to the wrath and power of two women: "'What, imperence!' 

said that worthy lady; 'you'll lay hands on my deughter, will you? (one, two). You'U 

insult a woman in distress, will you, you little coward? (one, two). Take that, and 

mïnd your mmers,  you fihhy mooster!'" (400). This thrashing of Baroski shows two 

wornen of theatre responding with, as Ioan Wïliams says "Hedthy violence" (38) to 

male abuse. This strong Morgiana clearly contradicts the type of idealised or 

d s e d  conception of womanhd ha husband and tachers wish her to portray on 
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stage. She has the power to feod off unwanted male advances when the need arises 

*out male assistance. 

By making it clear tbat the Ravenswing is a man~ctured produd of theatre 

who, like the Fotheringay, contradicts the behaviour of her pnvate persona, 

Thackeray's story challenges the veracity o f  the feminiue image that appears on the 

stage. A stage woman's ability to depict tnie fêmininity is weakened when we redise 

she and her roles have k n  created by a compt male network moîivated by 

oppominities to satisfjf financial greed and semai desires. Fitz-Boodle's anger is 

directeci not upon the actresses, but upon her makers. Thus, in Thackeray's reflexive 

te* the authority of these makers is undermined. The great Baroski, famous voice 

teacher and ladies' man, is reduced to a grovelling figure fending off the blows of two 

womea The great George Thnim, respectable aristocraî, is exposed as nothing more 

than a hypocrite. who d l  associate with the lower class theatre people, but only if 

these diances wil1 put money in his pocket. Morgiana's husband is successful in 

profithg Eom his wife's performances on stage, but ironicaily his (her) success kills 

him; before we hear of his death, Fitz-Bode descriïes Walker in his final years as a 

man who "grows exceedingly stout, dyes his hair, and has a bloated purple look about 

the nose and cheeks, very different from that which first charmeci the kart of 

Morgiana" (461). Thackeray also challenges the authority of the press by makuig us 

m e  that their influentid reviews are motivated by ~el~interest, petty jealousies, and 

acts of revenge. Aithough the humour of The RcntetlSWmg is darker than that found Ui 

Pemzkms, through parody, Thackeray makes these infiuential forces upon theatre and 

fernale represenîation laughabIe and absurd. He atso &es us another way to read the 
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melobatic  heroine-as a strong, independent woman--a readiig that appears in 

even gratm complexity and resuhs in even greater confision for the narrator in Lovel 

the Widawer. 



Notes 

-- 

' Joe Law notes (as does John Carey) that Morgiana could be based on 

Thackeray's mernories of singer Hemiette Soatag (505). 

The theatre manager stood at the "apex of the Victorian theatrical hierarchy" 

with duties including choosing actors, s e l d g  plays and scheduling hem, 

supetirrtending rehearsais, reading new plays, supe~sing doorkeepers and office sta4 

and, for some, acting as weii (Booth Kbeatre 27-29). Some managers, such as 

Thackeray's Mr. Dolphin in Pendemis, travelled the provinces in search of new talent. 

In this novel Thackeray shows how actors worked hard to gain Dolphin's attention and 

consequently a chance to rise in their profession: "Even Miss Fotheringay's duil 

h m  which was disturbed at nothing, felt p d p s  a Butter, when she came in 

presence of the fmous London Impresario . . . . In vain the various acton tried to win 

the fbvour of the great stage Sultan" (156). 

Ronaid C. McCail has wrîtten on the possibility thaî the character of George 

Thnim might have been modelled on Sir George Smart (1776-1867). an organist, 

singing teacher, conductor of the Philharmonie Society, organiser of British music 

festivals, and conductor of oratorio, who was knighted in 181 1 ('Vmckeray" 425). 

In her Records of a GirIh00d7 Kemble recalls that during a reading tour of 

America she was approached to contribute personai storÎes for an article that was 

coming out in a popular periodical. While she realised a favourable article wodd 

contribute to the financial success ofher tour, she was carefid to wam the wnter not to 

overdo the pufïery, esten if ifs suggested she was rather naive about the theatre 

business: "'puff just as Metiy as you  au^' 1 ratha tbink my agent left me with the 



same opinion of my cornpetency in business that Mr. Macready had expressed as to 

my proficiency in my profession, namely that '1 did not know the rudiments of it'" 

(223-224). 

In Vm@ F a  whiie Rawdon is imprisoneci, he encouaters a Captain Walker 

(Chapter 53). 

6 Similady, Fanny Kemble7s image became commerciaiised following her 

eariy theatrical successes: sketches of her filied shop windows, saucers were adomed 

with figures of her as Juliet and Belvidera, and small images of her head appeared on 

nec k-hdkerc hiefs. 

' Thackeray ofien inserted the same chmcters into several texts; Morgiana 

reappears in The Ahtentures of PM@, to Philip7s horror as an unrefined, uncultured 

wornan. See chapter 34. 

 estri ris became a reluctant perfomer of Macheath in the early 1800s 

(Appleton 48). She 6rsf performed Macheath in 1830 at the Haymarket, and while 

some members of the audience found her male impersonation to be an act of 

iinpropriety, otherq such as the Theamcal Inpuirer, found her amusing at first. Future 

perfiormances were not qyite so well received, so that by a few months later. the same 

journai was calling the play disastrous and its female Macheath as the cause (C. Pearce 

58). ûîhers, such as the British Stage & Litenqy Cabinet, continueci to applaud 

Vestris, no@ in 1824 that positive popular reaction to her was due a -  Ieast in part to 

great admiration for her shapely legs, which were shown off to good advantage in the 

male coshune (WilIiams 59). 



Chspter S k  

Bessy Pt-ior The Actress Strüces Back 

The allitemtion in the ail-too Mliar  phrase [the damsel in distress] 
emphasizes the strong comection in nineteenth-cenniry cultural 
attitudes (a connectom ftequeutiy exemplified in traditiod and 
coutemporary romance aad -ale as welf as in drama) between 
maiden innocence and the Likelihood that its pssessor is in dfimlty, 
and fkther suggests a prime value p l a d  on the importance of rescue. 
The resaia  is, of course, male. 

Joseph Donohue,"Women in the Victorian Theatre: Images, 
Illusions, Realities" 

The moment is pure rnelodrama. A govemess, whose scandafous past We as a 

dancer is about to be exposeci, fils to h a  knees and pleads to the villain who kwws 

the tnah: 'As a man, as a gentleman, 1 entreat you to keep my secret! 1 implore you 

for the sake of my poor mother and her children!" He moves to ernbrace her. She 

screams. In rushes the hero: 

Hands off. you M e  villain! Stir a sep, and I'll kili yoy if you were a 

q g h e n t  of captaios! What! M t  this lady who kept watch at your 

sister's death-bed and has took charge of her ctiildren! Don't be 

fiighteued, Miss Rior. lulig-deart dear Juiict-I'm by you. If the 

scouadrel touches you, I'U kill hia 1-1 love you+Lere--it's hem- 

love you &y-with al my 'art-my a-kart! (W 40) 

qyke in fear, the hem and hemine should deçlare eternal love for each other. Such 

rrsponses may be sbndard on stage, but in Thackeray's wortd nothing is that simple. 
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Having set up the classic melodramatic scene, he then proceeds to ovemim ail 

expectations. The heroine responds with the hearty admonishment 'Wowell-for 

Heaven's d e 7  HoweU!" and the villain laughs, remarking "Here's a novel, by jingo!" 

(W 4041). 

This resaie scene was not part of a novel then, but it was to become so when 

Thackeray tumed his unsuccesstùl two-act play Ine Wohes and the Lmnb into Lovel 

the Widuwer, a work of fiction which appeared in the CornhiIl 60m knuary to Iune in 

1860. Lovel retains the rescue incident, keeping it as the "dramatic core" of the story 

(J. McMaster 54), but Thackeray made some important alterations The distressed 

heroine, Julia Prior, became Bessy Pnor in the story, the vilfain Clarence Kicklebury 

became Clarence Baker, and the hero John Howell became Dick Bedford. To this trio 

Thackeray added another character, Charles Batchelor, who namites the story. With 

this narrative addition, Thackeray ~ n e d  this scene into an important metacommentary 

on theatr-Batchelor stands at a distance, watching the action unfold in fiont of him 

like a play. But Thackeray also implicates him in the plot. He could choose to leave 

the audience and take the role of the hero who saves the damsel in distress. Batchelor 

does not, however, because the actress, growing impatient with his heshation, throws 

away the traditional script and seps beyond the boundaries of her role as heroine; she 

saves herseIf Traditional roles are inverte&-the male is weak and passive; the 

femde is strong and self-reliant. 

This reversal defies the conventions of melodrama and its climatic moment of 

the rrscue, and it complicates the relationship between actress and audience, namely 

that an actress on stage acts as a passive, empty signifier ont0 whom the male 
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audience projects its fantasies. His gaze defines, or creates, her. But such defiance of 

the "des" is typical of Thackeray, who questioned the veracity of theatre in 

portraying human natuTe. The melodrama, in particular, is suspect because of its 

simplistic ofterings of clear-cut plots, resolutioas, and charactem. 

Thackeray seems partidarly interestecl in melodrama's use of the rescue 

motif, as so many of his works-lne Virginimtr, Pendemis, V i t y  Fair, 7he 

Rawnnuhg, and Lovel the Widmer-incorporate and/or comment on this convention. 

The rescue's importance in characterisation lies in its depiction of male heroism and 

fernale passivity. "Early and late, wherever one goes in drama of the nineteenth 

century, one encounters damsels in distress," says Joseph Donohue ("Women" 118), 

and this image of the yielding, helpless female was perfedy suiteci to melodrama and 

its three-part structure: "Part one, heroine separated from hero; Part two, heroine's 

chastity or Iife or both threatened by villain; Part three, heroine saved from villain and 

rescued by heron (J. Thompson 292). The rescue is the drama's climatic "aonn" and 

provides an opportunity to show good triumphant over evil, and a strong visual image 

of conventional gender des-male strength and female hiIty. According to 

Donohue, the rescue "engages questions of power and control . . . . To rescue a 

woman fiom danger, to save her fiom disaster, r e w e s  the male's assertion of his 

physical strength, his bodi1y power, his ability to outmanoeuvre or outwit accident, 

chance, or evil in the world at large" ("Women" 119). Donobue observes that "in the 

arena of reiatiomhips beîween men and women, the male need for access to power 

exerts itseff through response to a correlative need to cuI1StNe the fernale as helpless, 

as powertess. To put the same idea obverseiy, a woman must demonstrate her 
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helplessness in order to be rescued by a man, or more precisely, to merit rescuen 

(122). So important is this kind of resaie to the plot, says Michael Booth, that without 

it most melodrarnas are "incomplete? (hgiish 28). 

Literahire has had a long love &air with the resnie convention. Hugely 

pop& in genres ranging fiom fâirytdu and courtly literature to romance and 

melodrama, it ttnctions as a device to display "the finest human qualities" of heroism, 

self-saaifice, brotherhhod, and justice (Reep 7). While some works depict a femaie 

saving a male (as in the acample of Pocahontas), the vast rnajority of rescues are 

accomplished by male saviours; hence, the rescue becomes a vehicle to celebrate male 

heroism and male self-sacrifice. in contrast to the fernale rescuer, who is almost never 

recognised for her good actions, the male is rewarded, usually by marriage to the 

heroine. Thus, melodramas typically conclude with a tableau representing the 

domestic ideal of the paaiarchd fiunily, the type Pendennis observes while watching 

the Fotherïngay in the final moments of The Smger :  "the reconoiliation arrived, and 

she h n g  herself d o m  on Mr Bingley's shodders. whilst the children clung to their 

knees" (P 48). 

Thackeray was repeatedly drawn to the rescue convention. He ailudes to its 

popuiarity in fiction in P e n d d s ,  where the young Pen searches fhitlessly for such 

an opportunity: "Do as he might, and ride where he wouid, the fkhy princess whom 

he was to resnie and win, had not yet appeared to honest Pen" (35). Thackeray makes 

it c h  that Pen's is an immature view of love b d  on fiction rather than r d  life. 

According to Joan Ferrante, heroes in the counly fiction that Pen reads inevitably must 

face reality, and it is the f d e  who destroys fantasy: The woman es rdist, as 
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debunker of d e  fatasies, is a counterbalance in wurtly literature to the woman as 

image. The whole courtly love game is tself a fmasy, or a series of fiuitasies, which 

work best around the man's mentai image of a woman When a 'rd' woman ùanicies 

on the fantasy, she is likely to point up its most vuherable areasn (67). Pen, the 

pseudo courtly lover, is rnuch like Batchelor, the pseudo melodramatic hero. The 

romantic fmtasies of both fier when they encornter actresses, when they are forced 

to deal with the real, rather than the ided, woman behind the image. 

Rescues mst have seemed to Thackeray to be too simple and artificial to 

convey the cornplexities of human nature. He often places his rescues in a 

melodramatic context and aligns them with fkirytales in order to expose their 

fictitiousness. They become for him opportunities to show how reality always 

intnides upon fantasy. Booth's definition of melodrama is thus appropriate: 

'%ssentially, melodrama is a ciream wodd inhabited by drearn people and dream 

justice, offerhg audiences the fiilfillment and satisfaction found ody in dreams. An 

idealization and simplification of the world of reaiity, it is in fact the world its 

audiences want but cannot get" (EngIish 14). Or, as George Bernard Shaw claimed, 

"Melodramatic stage illusion is not an illusion of reai Me, but an illusion of the 

embodiment of our romantic longings" (370). The thamcal rescue allowed 

Thackeray to show how the real supersedes illusion-to show anti-heroism rather than 

heroism, disorder d e r  than order, strong fernales rather than passive heroines, 

comedy rather than tragedy. 

In V i t y  Fh, for example, a key ciramatic moment occurs when Rawdon 

Crawley fhds his d e  Bedry aione in the Company of Lord Steyne. The scene has 
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been Likened to theatre, and with good reason Here we find the typical villain- 

heroine-hero confioatation: 

Rawdon Crawley springing out, seized him by the neckcloth, until 

Steyne, almost strangied, writhed, and bent under his a m .  'You lie, 

you dog!' said Rawdon 'YOU lie, you coward and villain!' And he 

stmck the peer twice over the face wiîh his open hand, and flung him 

bleeding to the ground. It was dl done before Rebecca could interpose. 

She stood there trembfing before him. She admired her husband, 

strong, brave, and victorious. (VF 676) 

Even diough Thackeray d l e d  the scene a "touch ofgenius" (Letters II 32). others find 

it too theatrical. Percy Lubbock says it has an "artificiai look by cornparison with the 

flowing spontaneity of a11 that has gone before. And this is exactly what shows how 

and where Thackeray's skill betrays him. He is not (like Dickens) naturally inclined 

to theatre" ("Panorarnic" 25). Thackeray7 however, may have deiiberately made the 

scene theatrical as part of his reflexive method, in order to stress its artificiality. As G. 

h o u r  Craig remarks, 

The theatricality of the passstge-Becky7s clinging and quivering, the 

serpents and baubles on her hands, Rawdon's springing out and his 

terse d e s t o ,  the flame in the eyes of the wicked nobleman and the 

lifelong scar on his head-al1 such fatures suggest that the creator of 

Punch's Piue novelists is once again engaged in somnhiag like 

parody. CStyle" 95) 
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Hence, the reader and Becky recognise the scme as melodrarna-Rawdon, the hem, 

has arriveci to save her from the villainous Steyne. But because this incident is parody, 

we are remindeci of another text, that tbis is aiso the w d d  of Vanity Fair wherein evil 

camot be so sirnply vanquished, nor can roies be so easily identifieci as on a stage. 

According tu W. David Shaw, "As an actress hmelf, Becky instinctively admires 

Rawdon's 'strong, brave, and victonous' performance, even though t is a heroic role 

to end al1 friture roles" (143). In a chapter whose title foretells the outcorne-"A 

Rescue and a Catastrophen-there is no romantic happy ending for Becky and 

Rawdon, because he is not a r d n g  hero and she is aot a damsel in distress. Rather 

than becoming an oppominity to show a defence of a heroine's vimie, the incident 

instead places everlasting doubt on her wtue and her possible involvement in an 

adulterous affitir. The scene thus becomes a moment for Thackeray to blur the 

distinctions between the good and the bad woman, to use a theatncal context to 

undermine female stereotyping, as he wiii also do in a more sustained and more 

parodic way in Love!. 

Neither is there a happy ending for Pocahontas aad J o b  Smith. The rescue, 

re-enacteci in George Warrington's play in The Yirgnim, d o s  not result in their 

d a g e ,  something which mars the fairytale qualîty oftheir story. As Leslie Fielder 

puts it, Wow hard it i s  however, for the child's mind, which loves the story of 

POC8hontas best of ail, to remember, or, remembering, quite to beiieve that she 

niarried the w m g  man" (70). The resaie was always problematic for dramatists, 

because the heroine's m m  to Rolfe denied audiences the expected melodramatic 

ending ofa romance between the hao and heroine of the rescue: 
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Her saving of Smith grows to be pacamount, to the point where 

whatwer happeneci afterward in the namitive becomes at best 

amiclimactic7 and at worst the spoihg of this romantic, exemplary 

fable. In &ct, by 1804 John Burk can discuss how her rnarriage to 

Roffe rather than to Smith might lead one tu disbelieve the entire 

narrative . . . . The mariage to Rolfe adds doubt, rslther then veracity, 

to the narrative. Burk's sense is that those who will read the more 

romantic accounts of the story, which heighten the drama and elevate 

the characters beyond the bounds of common humanity . . . will be 

disappointed by the ending. As the events of her Iife began to assume 

the status of a folk taie, the failure of Smith and Pocahontas to Iive 

happily ever after becarne in some ways the narrative's greatest 

weahess. (Tilton 26-27) 

When George tells the story of his own captivity, he Iikewise disappoints his femaie 

audience because a "Pocahontas" does not corne to rescue him. Thackeray's fiction 

contends that r d  life does not correspond to fairytdes and their conventions. 

The rescue scene most comparable to that ofbvel ocairs in The Raveming. 

An unchaperoned Morgiana Walker is forced to contend with the amorous advances of 

her music tacher, a cIassic dramatic crisis. But Thackeray's narrator George Fitz- 

Boodle, whüe recopnising the theatricality of the incident, cannot describe the event in 

typicai meIociramatic fihion, and tragedy tums into comedy: 

'Don't be a fool Baroski!' said the lady (1 c m  't he@ it if her 

fmigwge was not more choice. ond she d'id nut Rse with &@Ï& 



204 

adaiking, 'Unhatld me, sir! ')+ion7 t be a fool! ' said Mrs. Walker, 

'but get up and let's finish the lesson.' ' 
'You hard-hearted adorable Iittie greature, vil you not lista to 

me?' 

'No, 1 wiU not listen to you, Benjamin!' concluded the lady; 

'get up and take a chair, and don? go on in that ridiculous way, don't!' 

But Baroski, hawig a speech by heart, determined to deliver 

himself of it in that posture, and begged Morgiana not to tum avay ber 

divine hice, and to iisten to de voice of his despair, and so forth, and 

seized the lady's han& and was going to press it to his lips when she 

said, with more spirit, perhaps than grac- 

'Leave go rny hand, sir: 1'11 box your ears if you don't' (R 400, 

emp hasis mine). 

The scene is devoid of the male rescuer, but one is scarcely needed, as Morgiana, and 

later her mother, are spirited enough to deflect Baroski's advances. He makes a rapid 

retreat, and the women, instead of "king Wghtenecf, or tiilling into hysterics7' as 

might befi  a melodrarnatic heroine, laugh at the "odious monster's discoaiftturen (R 

40t). Again Fitz-Boodle apologises to his readers for departing fiom tradition: "It is 

not my fault that my heroine's smsibilities were not more keen, that she had not the 

least occasion for d-volatile or symptom of a fainting fit; but t was so" (R 401). 

The scene is an importam one on several levels. For example, it allows 

Thackeray to parody the resaie convention A key dramatic moment of theatre is 

reduced to slapstick wmedy. Traditionai male-female roles are reversed, and the 
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capacity of this genre's ability to chatacterise men as powerfûl heroes and women as 

weaker subordhates is thus undermined. And, because of this reversal, the scene also 

parodies the writing of auch Literary conventions. His namitor hows  what his readers 

expect, but Fitz-Boodle cannot produce the standard rescue because his femaIe 

charaders de& the traditional melodramatic script. Morgiana and her mother's 

vanquishing of authonal coutrol leave Fitz-Boodle in a weakened, apologetic datee 

In Lovel, a resme scew becornes a climatic moment in the story. It provides 

another oppominity to parody melodrama-its conventions and particularly its 

creation. The namitor, a writer, who carmot make his heroine behave as she is 

supposed to according to theatrîcal construas, embodies a mixture of Pen's infatuation 

with an actress and Fitz-Boodle's inability to control a heraine within his narrative. 

As with î3re Ravenswmg, Thackeray makes the rescue scene laughable; but Lovel 

deepens the parodic implications, Ieaving its narrator in the throes of an identity crisis. 

Like Fitr-Boode, Batchelor is a ber, and as a playwright he should be able 

to perceive the theatricality of Bessy's wnfroatation with Baker. Even more so than 

Baker and Bedford, who are also aware of Bessy's former stage profession, Batchelor 

should redise that she is deliberately acting the part of the distraught heroine. She 

knows her lines well and she knows how to use her body to assume the appropriate 

poses: "'Captain Baker! 1 b e g 4  implore you,' says Bess, or something of the sort: 

for the white hands assumeci an attitude of supplication . . . . 'Oh! spare m e s p a r e  

me!' 1 heard ber say, in clear+oo clear-pathetic tones" (153). 

A shilar incident occurs in Tiie Ravemhg when Morgiana goes to visit her 

old flame Eglantine, &er her husband is sent to prison. Like Batchelor, he should be 
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aware of her theatricaiity, and therefore Egimtine should be immune to her pleas for 

money. He had already anticipateci as much: 

The worthy p&er was, in fiict, resolved to be exceedingly hard- 

hearted, in his behaviour towards his old love, and acted over at night 

in bed the scene which was to occur when the meeting should tske 

place. Oh, thought he, but it will be a graad thing to see the proud 

Morgiana on her knees to me; and me a-pointing to the door, and 

saying, 'Madam, you've steeled this 'eart against you, you have;-bury 

the recollection ofold times, of those oId times when 1 thought my 'eart 

would have broke, but it didn't-no, 'earts are made of sterner W. 1 

didn't die as 1 thought 1 should; I stwd it, and live to see the woman I 

despised at my feet-ha, ha, at my feet!' (41 5) 

Yet, when she does corne to see him, as the sobbing damsel in distress, he is powerless 

to resist her. 

Just as Morgim has thwarted Fitz-Boodle's story, during her encounter with 

Baker, Bessy deviates h m  Batchelor's script. M e r  she has made her pleas to the 

villain in Woo clear" tones. the incident takes a ainous turn. Something happens 

which upsets the balance of power 

And then there came rather a shnll 'Ah!' aod then the lion was up in 

my breast again; and 1 give you my honour, just as 1 was going to step 

fotward-to sep!-to ncsh fotward f?om behind the um where I had 

stood for a moment with thumping h m  Bessy's 'Ah! ' or little cry was 

followed by a whck7 which I heard as clear as mything I ever heard in 
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my Me;-and I saw the Me captain spin back, topple over a chair heels 

up, and in this posture heard him begin to scream and curse in shrill 

tones. (153-154) 

Who has administaed this "whacK' which has sent Baker fiying? Batchelor does not 

tell us; he quickly moves to describe the heroic arriva1 of Bedford. We leam that it 

was Bessy herself who d e h d  the blow only when Batchelor later gains possession 

of a letter &en by Bessy to a doctor, who is also in love with her. In this letter, we 

gain a deeper insight ïnto Bessy's character as she heaps scorn upon Batchelor for his 

cowardice in failing to corne to hm rescue: 

You h c y  he is attentive to me? If you looked onfy a little angrily at 

Km, he would fly back to London. To-day, when your horrid finle 

parient paker] did presume to offer to take my haad, when I boxed his 

wicked ears and sent him q h i n g  to the end of the room-poor Mr. 

Batch was sofirghtened that he did not dare to corne into the rom and 

1 saw him peeping behind a statue on the lawn, and he would not corne 

in until the servants &d. Pmr man! We cannot ail have courage 

like a ceriain Ehuard, who I know is as bold as a lion. ( I 74). 

Why does Bessy tum h m  pleading supplicant to a fierce defender of herself? 

Has she gotten tir& of waitins for a hero, for Batchelor, to save her? Or is she 

showing that she is no weak femaie who needs a hem to rresaie her? Batchelor is 

curiously silent on the matter, dthough he has preMousIy suggested, wMe  watching 

her with Baker, that she is a vay  stroog, elmost inhuman. wornan: 
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1 beüeve Miss Bessy wouId have been a match for both of us. Ha 

white ami was as hard and polished as ivory. Had she held it straight 

pointed against the rush of the dragon, he would have fallen backwards 

before his intended prey: I have no doubt he would. It was the hen, in 

this case, was stronger than the libertine fox, and au besoin wouid have 

pecked the little rnarauding vermin's eyes out. ( i  5 1) 

When a hero, Bedford, nnally does arrive, it is shenot  the villain of Thackeray's 

play-who laughs, as if acknowledghg the absurdity of it dl: "'Oh! thank you 

Bedford!-please lave him. Bedford! that's enough. There, don? hm him any 

more!' says Bessy, 1~l,ghin~laughing upon my word!" (154). Bedfiord is not r d y  a 

hero after ail, because Bessy has already knocked dom Baker. Bedford makes a great 

show of theatrical heroic actioa, but it's adually unnecessary because the heroine is 
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capable of defendng herseK Batchelor does not scpound upon Bessy's actions 

because t is clear her noncoafonnity disturbs him as a man and as a writer. 

Unlike Fitr-Boodle, who apologises for not being able to controt his heroine's 

actions, Batchelor becomes anxious and insecure, and his narrative, caught between 

fmtasy and reaiity, becomes a disjointe4 desperate attempt to regain control of his 

story. In a perceptive study of LovePs narrator, Irta Ferris observes that after the 

rescue scene, Batchelor assumes a defensive position, drawing on a series of literary 

genres including fable, romance, and history, in an unsuccessful attempt to teil his 

story. None can accomplish the task As he tries to justiw his lack of action in saviag 

Bessy, he becomes "entangled in his own fiction" (61) and Ends that "Fiction no 

longer orden and evaluates the reality which f o m  its subject but wllects impressions 

that are left unordered and unresolved" (63). Just as Bessy has upset Lovel's notions 

about what is real and what is illusion, so too does Batchelor keep the reader of his 

story in a constant state of contiison, unable to separate uuth fiom fiction in 

Batchelor's words. 

Batchelor's insecurity and narrative "breakdown" stem not only fiom his guilt 

in the resaie scene, but also because he has los anistic conml and he has lost his 

confidence in the belief that art mirrocs nature. Bessy does not embody the popdar 

image of the meiodramatic damsel in distress, and he is not hero mate& Neither in 

art nor in real life cm he be the nineteenth-century archetypai male heroic character, 

the man who "stands for the embodiment and assertion of iULthonty and strength" 

(Donohue "Womea" 120). 
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Theoretidy, any rnember of an audience has the potentiai to be an artist, to 

create a '%tory" by projehg his fantasies and desires onto an actress, to imagine 

himselt; as in the case of a melodrama, to be the hero who saves the heroine. But is 

this to be tniiy heroic? Lowl suggests not; d e r ,  it implies that such dreams embody 

an image of the Mse heroic, that the definhg male gaze is self-deluding because it 

sees mantic visions, not the truth, Batchelor has fmcied himself in love with Bessy; 

he believes if he intemenes during her altercation with Baker that a mariage with her 

is inevitable. But this is a delusional fhtasy based on a theatrical image because 

Bessy-in real l i fehas  never shown any sign she is in love with him. The 

melodramatic incident brings his relationship with Bessy to a crisis point because it is 

such a strong image of heroic action, the type which in melodrama leads to marriage. 

He has only to leap ont0 the "stage." But redity intnides. He caanot overcorne his 

misgivings about her former life as a stage performer. Romance is one thing, and 

reality is quite another: 'Tiends and anguish! he [Baker] had known her before? The 

academy, the life she had led, the wretched old tipsy ineffective guardian ofa Mer- 

al1 these antecedents in poor Bessy's history passed through rny mind. And I had 

offered my heart and troth to this woman!" (153). It is a distaste, dong with a 

knowledge that uiere are questions and aspects about Bessy's life which he can neither 

answer nor controt that resppeers: "Again came the hombie suspicion, the cireadfiil 

doubt-the cMl as of a cold serpent mwling down rny back-which had made me 

pause, and gasp, and aim pale, anon when Bessy and Captain Clarence were holding 

colIoquy together. What har hsppened in this woman's Me? Do 1 kww dl about her, 

or anything; or ody just as much as she chooses?»(167). Neither is he especially 



arixious to have Mrs. Pnor as his mother-in-law, knowing 

acpeiience, when he lived as a border in her house, that she «ui 

21 I 

Ml well fiom past 

get the better of him. 

The fear that in marrying an actress one also "marries" her disreputable past and 

fàmily appears in Tom Robertson's 1867 play Caste, when Captain Hawtree wams his 

fnend about the ramifications of such a union: 

My dear Dal, al1 those marriages of people with common people are ai i  

very well in novels and in plays on stage, because the reai people don? 

exi* and have no relatives who exist, and no co~ections, and so no 

harm's done, and it's rather interesthg to look at; but in real life with 

real relations, and real mothers, and so forth, it's absolute bosh. It's 

worse-it's utter social and personal annihilation and damnation. (1 38- 

139) 

Despite his failure to act, Batchelor might have redned his fantasies about 

Bessy except for one important act on the part of the heroine. Bessy has seen him 

watching the resaie scene. The actress has looked back at her audience; the Fernale 

has appropriated the "male gare." 

Looking back on the event, before he reveals it was Bessy who defended 

herself, Batchelor tries to rationaiise his lack of action: 

Now, what was 1 to do? Waso't I in a most confoundedly awkward 

situation? A lady hed been attacked-a lady?-the lady, and I hadn't 

rescued her. Her insolent enemy was overthrown, and 1 hadn't dooe it. 

A champion, three inches shorter than myself, had corne in, and dealt 

the biow. 1 was in such a rage of mortification, that 1 should have liked 
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tu thrash the captain and Bedford too. The first 1 know I muid have 

matched: the second was a tough littie hero. And it was he who 

resaxed the -1, whila I stood by! in a strait so odious, sudden, and 

humiliating, what should 1 do, what couid I, what did I do? (154) 

Wbat he does so is to walk casuaily into the room moments iater, "arriving like 

Fortinbras in Hmiet" (1 57), feigning ignorance of the situation But even Fortinbras 

has his moments of heroic glory in Shakespeare's play. Batchelor's character more 

appropriately alludes to the play's reference to Pymhus, who "stoodJ And like a 

neutrai to his will and man& Did nothing" (D.ii.491-493). Hence, Bessy has nothing 

but scorn for him: 

'Thank yoy sir,' she said, turning her head over her shoulder, 

and looking at me with her grey eyes. 'Thank yoy Richard Bedford! 

God bless you! 1 shaii ever be thankFul to you, wherever 1 am.' And 

the stately figure swept out of the m m .  

She had seen me behind that confounded statue, then, and 1 had 

not corne to her! O torments and racks! O scorpions, Rends and 

pitchfiorks! (1 58) 

The power of her knowing eyes castrates Batchelor's courtiy fiintasies, while 

Bedford's face flashes %th knightly gratituden at her words. As Roger Copeland 

notes of the rdationship between an observer and an observed, "The voyeur's sense of 

power often depends upon invisibiiity and anonymity. Thus, to openly achowledge 

the gaze of the viewer may be more dismptive than to ignore if' (144). When Bessy 

rehinis Batchefor's gaze, he realises that she has been watching him watching her, the 
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power of the definhg male gaze transfkrs to her and shatters his dreams. Teresa de 

Lauretis says film audiences rarely face this problem because they are strictiy 

obsenrers of sumeone elsers h a :  

the spectators are not aware oftheir own look, of themselves as looking 

on, as being voyeuristically cornplkit in the pleasures built into the 

image; second, they are not aware of the look of the camera, so that 

they have the impression that the events, people, and places figures on 

the screen exist somewhere, in an objectiveif fictional-world 

created by the filmmaker, the director, the artia. Thus, having no say 

and no coatrol over the film's world or its images, the spectators feel 

exempt of any responsibility, are not personally or individually 

implicated in the fiction, and are therefore Eee to enjoy it. 

(TechnoIogrgres 98) 

But, as in Batchelor's case, when the spectator becomes conscious of his own look, 

and its consequences, he becomes part of the drama. By not acting, Batchelor tries to 

exempt himself Born responsibitity; but Bessy's gaze irnpiicates him in the fiction He 

is no bystander, no chorus of a play, but the hero who fàils to act 

The eyegIasses Bessy wears as part of her disguise are an integral symbol of 

her gaze and her strength. In a discussion of film theory, which has applications to 

Thackeray's tact, Mary Ann Doane obswes that spectacles worn by a woman in 

cinema si- a lack of fernale beauty and sexuatity. Glasses, then, would aid Bessy 

in minsforming herseif into the role of a govemess, since "one of the stemtypes of 

the ideal govaness came to be a humely, severe, deminine type of woma.u" 
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(Peterson 5). Doane says that "The woman with glasses signifies simultaneously 

intellectuality ami undesirability; but the moment she removes her glasses (a moment 

which, it seems, m u t  drnost always be show and which is itself linked with a certain 

sensuaï quality), she is t d o r m e d  into spectacle, the very pime of desire" ("Film" 

236). It is those moments when Bessy is not wearing her glasses that she becornes 

most desirable: when Baker recognisa her as the dancer in Ine BuIbuI a d  the Ruse 

who once boxed his ears; when Bedford declares his love for her, when Batchelor sees 

her as a muse for his love poems; when Lovei proposes marriage; when the mothers 

cal1 her a temptress and a serpent. 

The cinematic woman who wears glasses indicates a desire to se, rather than 

to be seen. She desues to be the specbtor, not the spectacle. Thus, glasses 
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do not generally sigr@ a deficiency in seeiag but an active lmking, or 

even simply the fàct of seeing as opposed to being seen. The 

inteUectud woman Iooks and analyses, and in iiairphg the gaze she 

poses a threat to an entire system of representgtion It is as if the 

woman had forcefUy rnoved to the othet side of the specular. (Doane 

"Film" 236) 

The gaze that the womaa usurps is tbat belonging to the male spectator. Laura 

Mulvey's innueiitial study of spectatorship in cinema identifies the male audience- 

actress relationship as one in which women are presented es icons of femininity for the 

enjoyment of men, passive objects to Ml1 male fantasies and desires. The male 

viewer's gaze, argues Sue-Ellen Case, constnicts a definition of womanhood that 

empowers men: 

Given the assumption that stage and audience CO-produce the 

performance text, the meaning of the sign 'woman' is also created by 

the audience. The way the viewer perceives the woman on stage 

coastitutes another theoreticai enterprise . . . . In the nalm of theatricd 

production, the gaze is owned by the male: the majority of playwrights, 

directors and producers are men. This triumvirate deîerrnines the 

nature of the theatrical gaze, deriving the sign for 'woman' Eom their 

perspective. In the realm of audience reception, the gaze is encoded 

with culturally determitleci componenis of male sexual desire, 

perceiving 'woman' as a s e d  object. (1 18) 
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But, observes Judith Haana. the atoc on stage does not necessady have to capitulate 

to this gaze: "Pdomers may surrender themselves to spectators' gazes or essert 

themselves before the gazes and thus manipulate the gazers who partake of fantasy 

worlds oAen deaied them in real life" (Dmtce 28). 

When worn, Bessy's glasses establish her disguise as the meek, unassuming 

fernale. To act like a good governess, she must look the partdemure, plain, vimious, 

and "nudiken (145). She can blend into the background, and watch others. A 

govemess' place wss always ambiguous-not a semant and not the lady of the house, 

she nevertheless assumed the duties of both Bessy knows that in order to maintain 

her employment, she must allay the fears of Lovel's mother and mother-in-law that 

Love1 wilI be attracted to her sexually. She tells Batchelor-looking over the tops of 

h a  glasses in a gesture to signify she is king truthfiii-that this is why she is feignhg 

a romantic relationship with Drencher: 

'Don't you see the difficulties of my position? Don? you know that 

ladies are oAen jealous of governesas; and that unless-unless they 

imagined I was-1 was fawurable to Mr. Drenchm, who is very good 

and hd-the ladies at Shblands might not like my rernaining alone 

in the house *with-you understand?' A moment the eyes look 

over the spectacles: at the next, the meek b ~ ~ e t  bows down toward the 

ground. (14'7) 

The association of eyes with semality appears even more prominentiy in The 

W o h  d t h e  Lamb. Lady Kickiebwy dismisses Julia PrÏor as a s e d  threat to her 

son-in-law beaiuse of her %eaY eyes: "Bah! There is no danger fiom her. She is a 
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most fiiithful creature, attacbed to me beyond everything. And her eyes-her eyes are 

weak with crying for some young man who is in India" (TH 37). Touchit, upon whom 

Batchelor is modelIed, also draws attention to her eyes when he -onts Julia about 

her disguise. But he challenges the notion that her eyes, and her character, are weak 

and powerless: 

Tmchit. 1s it for that [rheudsm in the head] that you put on the 

spectacles, and make youiselflook a hundred years old? 

Jz~fiu. My eyes are w& Captain Touchit. 

Touchi. Weak with weeping for Tom FIight. You hypocrite! Show 

me your eyes! 

Mbs P. Nonsense! 

Toucht. Show me your eyes, I say, or i'll tell about Tom Flight, and 

that he has been d e d  at Madras these two years. 

Miss P. Oh, you honid man! [takes glizxses og.1 There! 

Toucht. Transtucent orbs! beams of  flashiag light! lovely lashes 

veiling celestid brightness! No, they haven't cried much for Tom 

Flight, that faithless captain! nor for Lawrence O'Reilly, that killing 

Editor. It is Iucky you keep the giasses on them, or they would trmsfix 

Horace MiiIiken, my fnend the widower here. Do you always Wear 

them when you are alone with him? 

Mks P- 1 never am alone with him. (W 24) 

Batchelor, although he also draws attention to women's eyes, is never tbis aggressive 

when he is with Bessy. In fact, in her letter to hencher, it is Bessy who makes a point 
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of statnig that Batchelor's eyes are weak-that one has ody to look at him, while he is 

"peepiug" at others, to fnghten hun into submission. When Batchelor first arrives at 

Lovel's house, he sees Bessy as the epitome of the gwd govmess. She bas a "pale 

face, a taway head of hair combed back, under a black cap: a pair of blue spectacles, 

as I he! a tigbt rnouniing dress, buttoned up to her white throat; a head hung meekly 

dom: such is Miss Prior" (95). Batchelor is astonished at the change in her since he 

hes last seen ber: ' W t !  have six years of slavery so changed the ûank dating young 

girl whom I remember in Beak Street. (95); he is particularly surpnsed by her 

giasses. For him, her eyes most define her character. He would like her to be the 

uncomplicated ideal heroine of his âreams, someone who acquiesces to bis wishes. 

But she does not f o k  his "script"; she is too aiigmatic. She has eyes which "when 

you gaze sornetime$ you may gaze so deep, and deep, and deep, t h  1 deQ you to 

plumb haif-way d o m  into their mystery" (62). 

This tnysterious @ity of ha eyes is a source ofher power, for it is when she 

removes hm glasses that she most threatens Batchelor's famasies. For example, 

duriag one of their aicounters, Batchelor persuades her to remove thmi: 

in reply to my remark, 'let me see your eyes,' Bessy took off her 

spectacles, and I took them up and looked at her. Why didn't I say to 

her, 'My desr brave Elizabeth! as I look in your fàce, 1 see you have 

had an awful deal ofsuffering- Your eyes are inscnicably saci. We who 

are initiateci, know the rnembers of our Community of Somw. We 

have both been m k e d  in =ment ships, aad been cast on this shore. 

Let us go hand-in-band, and find a cave and a shelta somewhere 
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togetber.' 1 say, why didn't 1 say this to her? She wodd have «>me, I 

feel sure she wodd. We wodd have been semi-attached as it were. 

We m l d  have that m m  in either heart where the skeleton was, and 

said nothing about it, and pdled down the party-wail and taken our 

mild tea in the garden. 1 iive in Purnp Court now. Tt wodd have been 

better than this dingy loneliness and a snuffy laundress wbo bullies me. 

But for Bessy? Weli-weU, perhaps betîer for her too. 

I nmember these thoughts nishing through my mind whilst 1 

held the spectacles. (1 01). 

His thoughts are full of fmtasies, schemes for actions, but iike the subsequent scene of 

his heroic disgrace, Batchelor thinks too much and does too Iittle. In holding B q ' s  

spectacles, Batchelor thinks he has "capturedn her and her gaze; she can become the 

object of his romantic loogings. But reality intrudes with a succession of jarring, 

umomantic noises that culminate in the arrivai of Bessy's gmlous mother: 

What a m b e r  ofother tbings too! 1 remember two canaries making a 

tremendous concert in their cage. 1 remember the voices of the two 

children quarrelling on the lawn, the sound of the carriage-wheels 

grinding over the gravel; and then of a little old familiar cracked voice 

in my ear, with a 'La, Mr. Batchelor! are you here?' And a sly face 

Iooks up st me fiom unda an old bomet. 

'It is mamma,' says Bessy. (101) 

Similady, wheu he is later deciding whether or not to interveue upon the 

Bessy-Baker -e, his thoughts are a mixîure of romce and reaiity. At nrst he 
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uses her moment of distress as an oppomiaity to envisage himseif as a hero of 

romance: "1 was just going to rush to Bessy's side to clasp her ([ have no doubt) to my 

heart: to beard tk whiskered champion who was More her, and perhaps say, 'Char 

thee-cheer the6 my persecuted maideu, my beauteous love-rny Rebecca! Corne 

on, Su Brim de Bois Guilbert, thou dastard Templar! [t is I, Sir Wilfred of Ivanhoe!' 

(151-152). But Batchelor is no h a 0  leaping fiom the pages of Sir Walter Scott's 

I made no heroic speeches. Then was no need for Rebecca to jump out 

of [the] window aud risk her lovely neck. How could she, in fact, the 

French window being flush with the growid-floor? And I give you my 

honour, just es I was aying my war-cry, crouching my lance, and 

~shing a lo r e m s e  upon Sir Baker, a sudden thought made me drop 

my (figurative) point: a sudden idea made me rein in my gdloping 

(metaphoncal) steed, and spare Baker for that tirne. 

Suppose 1 had gone in? But for that sudden precaution, there 

mi& bave been a Mrs. Batchelor. I might have been a bullied fathéf 

of ten children. (1 52) 

Bessy's eyes are eveu more p o w d  in her encotmter with Baker because she 

is not wearing her spectacles. Batchelor, using heightened poetical laquage, notes this 

fact as he takes his position in the gade11: 

1 sat by a large Mac bush I waited. PerItaps she would corne. The 

mornuig-rom windows were wide open on the fa- Wi11 she never 

corne? Ah! what is that ta11 fonn advancing? giidinflding imo the 
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chamber iike a beauteous ghost? Who most does iike an angel show, 

you may be sure 'tis she. She cornes up to the glass. She lays her 

spectacles d o m  on the mantelpiece. She puts a s h  white hand over 

her auburn hall. and looks into the rnirror. Elizabeth, Elizabeth! 1 

corne! (148) 

The removd of her glasses makes her semaily attractive, and seemingly available, to 

Batchelor and his p&c outpourlligs, and it sets up her encounter with Baker, for he 

now recognises her as Betsy Bellenden-the aame she had used while working as a 

dancer, 
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'1 thought 1 lmew you yesterday,' says Baker- 'Only, gad, you 

see, I had so much clara on board, 1 did not much k w w  what was 

what. And oh! Bessy, I have got such a splitter of a headache. ' 

'Oh! please-.please, my name is Miss Rior. Ray! pray sir, 

don? . '- 

'You've got hmdsomerdooad ded handsomer. ffiow you 

now weli, your spectacles o E  You corne in h e r ~ e a c h  my nephew 

and niece, humbug my sister, make love to the sh-. Oh! you 

uncommon sly M e  toad!' (153) 

Bessy's "nakedn eyes expose her true naaire. Mer her marrïage to Lovel, she 

takes on a much stronger presence, causing Batchelor to remark crypticaiiy, believe 

she beI ieves he beliews he is the master of the house" (6 1). Lovel fàred litt le better in 

his first mariage to Cecilia, who upon her death became irnmortaiised as an angelic 

work of art As a portrait she should represent the object of the gaze, the ideal 

womaa-the "angel"-hzen into a painting, something which is looked at but cannot 

look. And yet Thackaay tum the painting into en image of the fdse ideal, because 

Batchelor notes that the eyes ofthis portrait "followed you about, as portraits' eyes so 

painted d; and those glances, as it seemed to me, still domineered over Lovel, and 

made him quail as they had done in life' (128). B e q ,  tw, cornes to dominate Lovel. 

JUS d e r  they becurne engaged, Bessy, who is not Weanng her glasses as Miss Prior 

specificdy notes, begins to take mrnmaad of her fimire husband and home: 

'1 can corne and share Louisa's mm, rnamm,' says Bessy. 'It 

wilt wt be propw fot me to stay here at all-until afterwards, you 
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how. Or I can go to my unde at St. Boniface. Don't you think that 

will be besf eh, Frederick?' 

'Whatwer you wish, my dear Liay! ' says Lovel. 

'And 1 dare say there will be some little alterations made in the 

house. You talked, you know, of  painting, Mr. Lovel: and the children 

aui go to their grandmamma Bomington. And on our retum when the 

alterations are made we shall always be delighted to see you, Mt. 

Batchelor-ow kindest old &end. Shaii we not, a-Frederick?' 

'Aiwayq aiways,' said Frederick. 

* . * . . c . * r . . . . . c . .  - 

'1 think you had better put off those 

to-momw, Fred?' 1 say to Lovel. 

men you expect to dimer 

'1 think I had, Batch,' says the gentleman. 

'Or you can dine with them at the club, you know?' rernarks 

Elizabeth. 

Yes, Bessy. ' (1 94-1 95) 

Lovel's domination by women wiil continue. The point is made more explicitly in 

The Wahes and the Lambt which concludes with Milliken's ironic comments about 

his soon-to-be biissfitl Me with Julia-"'Oh mother! oh, George! oh, Julia! what a 

cornfort it is to me to think that I am r e l d  from the tyrany of that temile mother- 

in-1aw7"(54)-just before hÏs fimne mother-in-Iaw, Mrs. nior, bustles onto the scene. 

BatcheIor has revealed h m  the starî of his narrative that Lovel will marry 

Bessy, so their engagement at the end cornes as no surprise. What may be surpn'sing 
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is the story's final melancholy tone, rerninisceat of the glwmy tone at the conclusion 

of Rebecca and Rnue~: "Valete et pl'dr'tet you good people, who have witnessed 

the üttle comedy. Down with the d n ;  cover up the boxes; pop out the gas-lights. 

Ho! cab! Take us home. and let us have some tea, and go to bed. Good night, my 

little players. We have been merry together, and we part with soft hearts and 

somewhat ruefiil countenances, don? we?" (195). Lovel concludes not with the happy 

ending of melodrama, nor with the tableau of the ideal patriarchal fmily. Does 

Bessy, like Pocahontas, marry the wrong man? Should she have manieci Bedford, 

who Catherine Peters claims is the story ' s mie hero (257)? 

Ln temis of Batchelor's initial discussion about his tale's chmcters, she does 

marry the hero-Lovel. Lovel could be considered as another parody of the d e  

rescuer, another example of Thackeray's refiexive look at the convention of the happy 

ending in drama and fiction. Lovel saves Bessy fkom the wrath of his mother and 

mother-in-law when they l e m  of her past and threaten to ttm her out of the house. 

Like Bedford, and uniike Batchelor and Drencher, he does not mind that she acted on 

the stage. However, Lovel's motives for rescuing Bessy should be questioned. He 

setms more eager to assert his authority, for once, over the mothers than he is to 

declare his love for Bessy. His proposal of marriage has more the aura of fairytale 

than r d  Iife, aiallowîng the Cinderefla (as Batchelor bas referred to Bessy early in the 

story) to get her prince. Batchelor caiis him the hero of his narrative, yet this 

cootimially heapecked man shows M e  streagth ofcharacter, and has few appearances 

other than to corne in at the end to play, fleetingly7 the hero. 
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Batchelor begias his retrospective story with a pronouncement about his 

chamter "Who &dl be the hero of tbis tde? Not I who write it. 1 am but the Chorus 

of the play" (57). Noaethelesq the taie that folIows belies this assertion, for it is very 

much about him and the writing of drama and fiction. When Thackeray wrote The 

Wolves rnd the Lamb, he could not fiad a ttieatre manager who would produce it. 

H m a n  Merivale, who witnessed an amateur performance of  the drarna in February 

1862, as part of Thackeray's housewarming at his new Palace Green home, agreed 

with others that the play was faulty because "thme was a lack of dramatic incident and 

movement" (349). The reworking of the play into Lovel is dmost a vindication for 

this assessment. h i e  to the addition of Batchelor, it becornes a story abmt the lack of  

dramatic action, about the very vetacity o f  theatre itself to represent human nature. 

The person who looks at theatre with romantic eyes, expecting to see the ideai fernale, 

has weak eyes. The voyeuristic gaze that looks fiom a d e  distance cannot stand up to 

the realiaic gaze that lwks back at him, and so the eyes quail as fdse romanticism is 

exposed. Thus in the opening lines of Lovel the Widower Thackeray establishes a 

t h & d  context for his story and at the same tirne he undermines t. The actors in 

this work cannot conform to traditional toles and dl because the heroine does not 

yiefd passively to the imprisoning gaze of the mde spectatorlplaywright. The mighty 

"whack" she administem to Baker is indeed a levelling biow to CUItwaI images of 

femininity a d  mesculinity, and to the forces that have createci these images. 
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Michael Booth notes that Matthew Gregory Lewis' 1801 play Adehorn, the 

Ouilaw Mudes a prime example of the typicd remie, complete with the kind of 

dialogue by the heroine-the plea "Uahand me!"-that Morgiana fàils to utter, and the 

rescue b y the hero, nishing fiom a place of safety, that Batchelor E l s  to pdonn: 

Brenno. 

Innogen. 
Brenno. 
hogen. 
Brenno. 
hogen. 
Bremo. 
Innogen. 
 MO. 
[mogen. 

Hold! You fly not ! That passion bums in my veins, which, if you 
refiise to satisfy? force shall compel. 
Force! 

Think on your situation. 
Unhand me! 
You are alone. 
Monster ! 
Your cries will be unheard. 
Oh, Heavens! 
Nay, this s t n i g g l i n p  

Help, help! Oh, Adelmom! 
~delmom (rushingfrom his conceuhent). What shrieks ! Villain, desist ! (28) 

See Louisa May Alcott's short story "Behind a Mask: or, A Woman's Powei' 

for a sidar incident. Actress Jean Muir. keeping h a  professional background a 

secret, h d s  work as a govemess. Her true nature is revealed to the story's characters 

when they find Ietters she has wrinen meeling her plans to win over the family with 

ber deceptioo. 

Batchelor's refereace to Rebecca of lvmhue is an ironic parallei to Bedford's 

situation in that Ivanhoe defends her fiom Sir Brian de Bois Guilben, but does not 

rnarry her, soinethhg which Thackeray "corrects" in Rebecca and Rowem. 



Conchision: 

Margaret Sullivan, playing an actress The Mmn's OM Home] who 
has agreed to give up her career for ber Park Avenue husband (Henry 
Fonda), suddedy bolts, goes to 'Idlewild' (now Kennedy) and is 
boarding a plane to Hollywood when Fonda cornes with some 
pammedics to capture her. The lasi shot of the film has Sullivan in a 
straitjacket, in the back seat ofthe ambulance, looking up at Fonda with 
the srnile of the blissfilly subdued. 

Molly HsskeD, Holding My û w n  in No Mm 's Lad 

nie figure of the stage woman as a fictional character in drama, cinema, and 

literature remains problematic to gender studies. On the one hand, she embodies the 

strong, independent female who seeks professional ernployment outside the home. 

But, because she is dso frepuently depicteci as a woman whose tme happiness resides 

in the domestic sphere, who must abandon her c m r  in order to be contenteh her 

independence is continually undermineci. What appears as a character who stands for 

ferninine autonomy iq in fact, an individual who conspires with ideology to sanction 

the traditional female roles of wife and mother, to endorse the notion of the Ange1 in 

the House. 

The 1937 film Sage D m  is a vivid example of this dichotomy. Its portrayai 

of a group of aspiring actresses gives a mUtd message about a wornan's place in the 

acting profession. While Îts actresses exhibit strength and courage, as they cope with 

lascivious producers, few job prospects, and low wages, and while it offers a rare 

cinematic story of femdes bonhg togaher despite the cornpetitive nature of their 

profession, the nIm also implies women are better offworkhg in homes of their own 

than on a public stage. It concludes with one of th& rnembers (Lucille Bail) Ieaving 
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the boarding house to get marri& Fellow actress Ginger Rogers ruefully commelits 

that "At least she'll have a couple of kids to keep her company in her old age. And 

what'll we have? Some brokendown mernories and an old scrapbook which nobody 

will look atn  The meanhg is obvious: for an actress (for any woman) there is no 

better role than that ofwife and mother. 

The 1967 movie Vuilky of the Dolls (based on the 1966 novel) provides an 

even more dismal view of the [ives of actresses. The film ends with a woman 

(Barbara Parkins) refùsing a marnage proposal; she walks away Rom a house (the 

domestic sphere), a soiitary figure. While she offea us an image of a woman who 

happily relishes her independence, it must be pointed out that she does not play an 

actress in the fiIm. Three wornen who me cast in the roles of amesses are depiaed as 

anythmg but independent and happy. One (Patty Duke) becornes addicted to pills and 

at the end is seen to be verging on madness; another (Sharon Tate), whose husband is 

confineci to an insane asylum, cannot cope with what an impending mastectomy will 

do to her beauty and commits suicide, and the third, a successful but unmanîed ageing 

actress (Susan Hayward), sums up her iife and aueer when she says to another 

chamter, 'One day you'll find yourself alone like me and wonder what the hell 

happened." 

Even the light-hearted musical M y  Sister Eileen (1955) implies that the acting 

profession is Serior to the proféssion of managing a household. Hence, Eileen, the 

aspiring actress, reminds her sister Ruth of what their father told them befbre they 

moved to New York to find work in the acting and wnting fields, "T?me7s eight 

miilion people in New York and halfofthem are men. One of them is bound to be the 
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nght boy for you." And, as  recently as 1999, Hollywood offered its viewers relatively 

nothhg new in its depiction of fictionai actresses. The plot of Nutting Hill, a film in 

which a fmous u n m d  actress has a relationship with a bookstore owner, is 

describeci by its makers as "For botb, something or someone seerns to be missing" 

(Universal). As Sue Pierman notes in her review of the movie, even financially secure 

actresses are internafly insmire if they are without a man in their lives: "[Julia] 

Roberts plays an action-film heroine whose roles require her to save the world, though 

she can't get a handie on her love life. She shines as  the beautiful yet Milnerable 

actress who yearns for her true soulmate." Molly Haskell has observed that this 

disempowerhg of the actress as a strong, professional woman is a standard cinematic 

device aimed at pleasing viewers. Commenting on the 1936 comedy The M m ' s  Our 

Home, she says 

as with many such films, what we remember is not the scene of 

surrender but the previous ninety minutes in which the heroine more 

than hoMs hm own in the battle of the sexes. As in Shakespeare's 

play% the happy endmg is a convention that satisfies a need for order 

and resolution while leaving ample room for doubt as to the 

completeness of the promised joy. (6) 

The notions that actresses, successftf or not in their careers, are incomplete without a 

inan, that to ignore such a relatioaship in favour of their careers is unnaturd and 

unwomanly, and that they must marry in order to give a text its requisite happy 

ending, persists in our presentday culture. Hence, Thackeray's stage women are a 

refkshing comnist because they inspire new readmgs about these conventional 



230 

representations of fernini.  While Haskeil's claims about the interpretative 

reactions of an audience tu a film's conclusion are dubiouq Thackeray leaves no doubt 

in our minds that he wants us to think. rritically, about the ideas and images of 

femininity he has presented in his texts. 

For example, aa illustration in Lovel the Widower shows Bessy looking at her 

reflection in a mirror. We can see her duai image. symbolic of her govemess-actress 

nature and Batchelor's uncertainty about her character. Like him, we may wonder 

when is s he acting-mirroring culturai representations of femininity-and when is she 

not? 1s she a lamb or a wolf? And then we notice that Thackeray has added a third 

image to ponder. Pictured in the illustration is a woman who never appears physically 

in the text-"You will never see her alive in this history" (77). says Batchelor-but 

who appears in other illustrations and is often alluded to in the story. She is Mrs. 

Lovel-the fitatus and title Bessy will assume when she manies Lovel. 

Lovel's fist wife, the late Cecilia Lovel is an important tigure, especially for 

what she contributes to the story's look at readings of femininity. She exists now as a 

large portrait on a wdl. Pictucecl with her hq-which stilI rernains as a fixture in a 

corner of the Lovel household-she is a perfect mode1 of the Angel in the House, or so 

her mother insists. However, when Cecilia was alive, she hardly conveyed the 

quahies of an angel. Rather. Batchelor insists she was a noisy, disapeable, bossy 

woman who henpecked her husband: 4 thought her a 1- scraggy. lackadaisical, 

egotisticai, coll~eqtfentiai, insipid aeatufen (59). Even though her mother coustaatly 

refers to ber as an angel, others, inchding Cecilia's own son, point out she had not 

been a mode1 of  perféction when she was alive: 
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bovel] had his littie Cissy at his knee: he was sitting under the portrait 

of the defùnct musician, whose harp, now muffled in leather, stood 

dimly in the corner of the room. 

'1 am here not at my own wish, but from a feeling of dut- 

towards thatdepasted-angel!' says Lady Baker, pointing to the 

picture. 

'1 am sun when mamma was here, you were always 

quanelling,' says little Popham, with a scowl. 

'This is the way those imocent children have been taught to 

regard me,' cries grandmamma 

'Silence, Pop,' says papa, 'and don? be a rude boy.' (78) 
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Thackeray underscores Cecilia's "angelic" nature with Batchelor's sarcastic references 

to her harp playing. Cecilia stands in the portrait 

fingering that harp with which she has o£ken driven me half mad with 

her 'Tara's Halls' and her 'Poor Marianne'. She used to bully Fred so, 

and be so rude to his guests, that in order to pacifj~ her, he would 

rneanly say, 'Do, my love, let us bave a little music!' and thrnpty-  

thmpty, o f  would go her @oves, and "Tara's Halls' would begin. 

'The harp that once,' indeed! the accursed catgut m c e  knew any 

other music, and 'once' was a hundred times at least in my heating. (77) 

Not only is Cecilia a poor harpist for an angel, but she is refmed to as an angel oniy 

when her mother tinds the reference useful in advancing her own importance within 

the family. For example, Batchelor r&ers to one incident when Lady Baker 

abused her position. She appeaied to Cecilia's pichire a great deai too 

much during the course of breakfast. She hinted, she sighed, she 

waggied her head at me, and spoke about 'that angel' in the most tragic 

manner. Ange1 is al1 very well: but your angel brought in à tozd 

p o p ,  your departeci blessing calleci out of her grave ever so many 

times a day; when grandmarnma wants to carry a point of her own; 

when the children are naughty, or noisy. when papa betrays a flickering 

inclination to duie at his club, or to bring home a bachelor niend or two 

to Shrub1ands;-I say your angel always dragged in by the wings h o  

the conversation loses hw effect (143) 
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As part of his reflexive approach to literature, Thackeray parodies the concept of the 

Angel in the Hou-the icon of femininity. 'ïhis story, dong with many other texts, 

suggests that a woman can become this Angel only if she is containeci within art- 

either by playing d e s  on stage, or by being ûamed within a portrait. The Angel is an 

artificiat, theatncal, constnict, a &Ise representation of femininity irnprisoned within 

as heavy a ûame as Cecilia's portrait. 

Culture may try to conceal this fiame, but Thackeray's stage women make it 

visible. Of those who are h l y  wntained by culture within this border, as "portraits" 

of ided femininity-ballerinas, Pocahontas, Shakespearean and melodramatic 

heroines-Thackeray use the intertexuality of parody to make us intensely aware of 

the makers of the fiame. They try to disguise the fact that ballerinas are physical 

women, not disembodied spirits. They try to romanticise the history of Pocahontas to 

the extent that ber tme story has been d l  but lost. They try to ignore the fact that 

actresses who become Imogen, ûphelia, and Mn. Haller on stage are so different in 

thek private iives that they cast aspersions on the ability of playWright to convey tnie 

femininity. They try to categorise ad-authontMan fernales, nich as embodied by 

Clytemnestra, as unnatural and evik because through their defiance the h e  becomes 

exposed. 

Thackeray's f i  attack on those who make these âames, who "kW women 

in art with conventionai images, intensifies in The Ravetzswmg and Lovel the 

W i h e r .  The writers/tl~irrators r s o t  impnson their heroines within art because the 

borders of the fiame bewme too apparent Neither woman d l  acquiesce to the role 

of damse1 in distress. They are not angels but earthbound women who respond 
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forcenilly when attempts are made to restnct their complex m e s  within simplifed 

tbeatricai constructs. They do not fit traditional scripts, traditionaï images of 

femininity in dture. Their Nunitors, baving lost control of their heroines' 

characterisation, then lose control of theu stories. They can provide no happy 

endings, no order, and no resolution for their readers. Both stories, to an even 

greater extent than Thackeray's other texts, become metacommentaries on literary 

conclusions and mdhfiilness in art. For example, each makes reference to the 

marriages oftheir principal stage women, thus conforming to modem films' use of the 

recuperation of the independent actress to the domestic sphere. But Thackeray's texts 

are much more expliet about the "ample doubt" conceming the "completeness of the 

promised joy" that Haskeli refus to in t m s  of modem cinema At the end of The 

Raveming, the namitor finds Morgiana is happily manied; no longer is she the 

celebrated Ravenswing. But is she? Woolsey adamantly insists that her sole identity 

is now "'Mrs. WOOLSEY,'" sharply reminding Fitz-Bwdle that she has "Iong since 

le& the stage." But while that should settle the matter of her character, Fi tz-Bode 

aotes that Morgiana's mother then "trod on my toes very severely, and nodded h a  

head an al1 her rîbands in a most mysterious way" (R 462). In that mysterious nod, 

Thackeray Ieaves the tes  ambiguousIy open, implying that Morgiana may, like her 

motha, stiU be linked to the worid of theatre. Woolsey may not have absolute wntrol 

over her, just as the nanator himself cannot W y  controI her in the wnting of her 

story. 

L o d  ends with the notice of Bessy and Lovel's d a g e ;  the hero is to marry 

the heroine and ail will be right in tams of literary tradition. But Batchetor d e s m i  
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the even in a language of uncertainty, as if he cannot bnag himself to commit it to 

paper as a fail accompli: 

A month af temds ,  a cab mighr have been seen driving Eosn the 

Temple to Hanover Square: and a month and a day after that drive, an 

advertisement nrighr have been read in the Post and Times: 'Married, 

on T h d a y ,  I M ,  at St. George's, Hanover Square by the Reverend 

the Master of St. Boniface College. ûxbridge, uncle of the bride, 

Frederick Love!, Esquire of Shniblands, Roehampton, to Elizabeth, 

eldest daughter of  the late Captain Montague %or, K.S.F.' (L 195, 

emp hasis mine) 

The story, which Batchelor describes as a comedy, ends on an unhappy note 

(reminiscent of  his gioomy conclusion in Rebccm and Rowem) that is most 

unorthodox for a comedy: Wood night, my Iittle players. We have been meny 

together, and we part with soft hearts and somewhat niefiil countenances, don? we?" 

(L 195). 

That Batchelor implicates the reader, as well as his characters, as "little 

players" in his script is consistent with the other texts in which Thackeray wants his 

readers to remember tbat they are reading fiction, that we redise part of this fiction is 

the way women have been rendered and fhmed within tas. One of Thackeray's 

favounte techniques for showing the disparity between fiction and mcth was parody. 

As Margaret Rose says, "in evokhg the expectations of an audience for the imitation 

of a certain work ody to 'disappoint' or shodc the reader with another text, parody has 

dso enabied the author to m c k  reader acpectations fQr imitative or representationd 
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works" (185). This attack on expectations is never so clear as in nie Raveriswing 

when Fitz-Bode is forced to apologise to his readers for the unorthodox- 

unthegtricai-behaviour of his herouie. He redises that his readers have b e w  pre- 

conditioned to expect fictionai females will exhibit the behaviour of women on stage. 

Thus he says defensively, "It is not my fault that my heroine's sensibilities were not 

more keen, that she had not the least occasion for sal-volatile or symptom of a fiiinting 

f~ but it was so" (R 40 1). 

But overtuming raider expectations about the behaviour of heroines is not the 

only way Thackeray inseris his readers into his texts. His interest in the process and 

reception of art coalesces in his narrators' uncertainties and arnbiguities about the 

stories they are telling. What are we to make, for example, of Batchelor's admission 

that his story, "though it is dl tme, pas] not a word of tmth in it . . . that his wvel's] 

wife [Bessy] . . . is not the lady you imagine her to bey' (L 60)? 

The answer lies in our willingness to adopt a cntical approach to the images 

culture presents to us for our consumption. LovePs self-conscious storyteller, dong 

with the writers and stage women of'ïhackeray's tscts, reminds us of the need to re- 

eduate our trust in those who make cuItural representations of femininity, and of the 

need to question fiction's and cirama's fkithfbIness tu human nature.' His texts offa 

us the challenge that we can become better, more aitical, readers of our culture, and 

thereby achieve a greater understanding of the complexity ofhuman behaviour. 



Notes 

'One twentieth-centuy d e r  

Angela Carter, who, like Thackeray, 

who questioned tnithfulness in fiction was 

ofken used stage women, including femde 

puppets, circus peflonners, and actms, to demythologise the ferninine images that 

have become entmiched wiuiout our culturc and to overtum literary conventions such 

as happy endings. 
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