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Abstract

“The Ethics, Aesthetics and Politics of Carlyle’s French Revolution’ examines the work
of Thomas Carlyle as a crucial aesthetic intervention in the modern reception of the
French Revolution in Europe. It interrogates the prevalent critical constructions of
Carlyle’s work and finds them to proceed predominantly from the Whig historical
agenda, structured around such key nineteenth-century concepts as utilitarianism and
civilisational and moral progress. Within this critical framework, Carlyle’s largely
conservative cultural stance and Christian spirituality are hardly allowed any creative
potential and, ever since the famous fabrication of James Anthony Froude who depicted
Carlyle as ‘a Calvinist without the theology’, they have been perceived as artistically-
stunted, irrational, and out of touch with the nineteenth-century political, social and
cultural realities. In examining Carlyle’s involvement with German Romanticism on the
one hand, and with contemporary British periodical press on the other, this thesis
proposes a more comprehensive reading of Carlyle’s politics, aesthetics and spirituality
in an attempt to represent his radically open, catholic and indeed cosmopolitan artistic
agenda which taps into the Scottish Enlightenment concept of rationality, Calvinist
scepticism towards nineteenth-century progressivism and acute perception of evil in this
world, and post-Burkean Romantic aesthetics of the sublime. We chart the aesthetic
movement from Carlyle’s early dialogue with Schiller and Goethe to ‘The Diamond
Necklace’, Carlyle’s first artistic rendition of the French pre-revolutionary scene,
delivered as a (Gothic) moral tale and anticipating The French Revolution (a historical
work that uniquely employs the Gothic genre within historical narrative, arguably
unparalleled in British post-Burkean Romanticism). The critical reception of The
French Revolution in Britain is examined, with special attention paid to the highly
unfavourable review by Herman Merivale in The Edinburgh Review, in order to
challenge the Whig line in Carlylean criticism and to expose the fundamental artistic,
political and moral disagreement between Carlyle and Merivale. Carlyle’s Calvinist
stance sees both Merivale’s and Thomas Babington Macaulay’s facile exorcism of the
categories of good and evil from their historical agendas as irrational given the recent
French terror (which, in Carlyle’s reading, released its demons precisely through such a
botched ethical deal). Similarly, I highlight Carlyle’s close dialogue with John Stuart
Mill both in their correspondence, and in the publications in the London and
Westminster Review, while | argue that this intellectual exchange is crucial for the
1



reading of The French Revolution as a text challenging Mill’s utilitarianism, and written
within the institutional framework of the contemporary periodical press. Finally, Carlyle
Is seen to make capital of the concepts of Gothic and sublime, introduced by Edmund
Burke and popularised by the Anti-Jacobin Review in Britain, by applying them directly
to the French mob in search of a new spiritual tongue for his times (a move that even a
nineteenth-century radical liberal thinker such as Mill sees as politically, if not
artistically, far too subversive and revolutionary). Creative non-conclusiveness and
playful deconstruction of the prevalent post-revolutionary narratives of 1789
characterise Carlyle’s deeply spiritual and artistically-sophisticated text, which, in an
orthodox Christian reading, rejoices in the messy, dark and complex residue of human
history, through which Christian providence acts in mysterious and unexpected ways

that do not allow for any simple, de-mythologised reading.



Abbreviations

CL: Collected Letters of Thomas Carlyle and Jane Welsh Carlyle.
CME: Critical and Miscellaneous Essays. 4 vols.
FR: The French Revolution. 3 vols.

Works: The Centenary Edition of Carlyle’s Works.



Introduction

This thesis aims to examine Thomas Carlyle’s French Revolution (1837) as a text which
opens a profound artistic, ethical and political debate with French, British and German
nineteenth-century cultures. I will seek specifically to regain the artistic potential of
Carlyle’s Calvinism, which he sees as a valid critical voice to challenge and
imaginatively re-examine the contemporary European cultural landscape. The current
body of readings of The French Revolution, which have been constructed from a
predominantly ‘Whiggish’ perspective, have arguably undersold Carlyle’s vision by
forcing it into a narrow agenda of Britishness, as well as by rejecting Carlyle’s
spirituality. In this critical perspective, Carlyle’s Calvinist thought, ever since Francis
Jeffrey’s scoffing dismissal of Carlyle’s metaphysics as ‘mystical jargon’,* has been
described as politically and artistically stunted, ‘unwordly’, ‘inward-looking’, and as a
case of ‘mystical withdrawal’ from this world.> Within the Whig historical narrative,
Carlyle’s aesthetics have been seen as essentially escapist,® while both his Calvinism
and indebtness to the Scottish Enlightenment heritage have been essentially dismissed
and neglected.* Challenging these readings, this thesis will examine Carlyle’s Scottish
Calvinist thought together with his post-Burkean Romantic stance in order to claim that,
rather than narrowing and disabling Carlyle’s perspective on Europe, as it has often
been claimed, ° they allow a creative and truly cosmopolitan dialogue with the culture of

post-revolutionary Europe.

! The Letters of Francis Jeffrey to Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, ed. by William Christie (London:
Routledge, 2008), p. 21.

2 Cf. Philip Rosenberg, The Seventh Hero: Thomas Carlyle and the Theory of Radical Activism
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1974), p. 22, where Rosenberg claims that Carlyle’s “Weighing
the claims of the profoundly uworldly Calvinism of Carlyle’s youth, which constantly reminded him of
the trap set by the secular principalities and powers, against the growing recognition that mystical
withdrawal was not possible for him in the face of the ‘Hell and Hunger’ that called upon him to act,
Carlyle could bring himself, as we shall see, only to the borders of the public world, from where he sent
forth social and political essays in which public matters are discussed in an essentially private, inward-
looking vocabulary.’

¥ Compare the readings of Carlyle by John Stuart Mill, as well as by Herman Merivale, which will be
examined later in this thesis.

* Although compare Ralph Jessop’s valuable studies: Ralph Jessop, Carlyle and Scottish Thought
(London: Macmillan Press, 1997); Ralph Jessop, ‘Resisting a Dangerous Legacy of the Enlightenment:
Carlyle, Hamilton, and James on the Mechanization of the Human Condition, History of European Ideas,
39:5 (2012), pp. 631-649.

> Cf. Rosenberg’s portrayal of the supposedly claustrophobic, ‘private, and inward-looking’ focus of
Carlyle’s writings: “Significantly, many of his essays on arcane German literature were written in
London, whereas his studies of contemporary England were worked out in retreat on a remote farm in
Scotland which he himself described as a ‘desert.” Rosenberg, p. 22. See also: Charles Frederick Harrold,
Carlyle and German Thought: 1819-1834 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1934).
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I will begin by tracing the nineteenth-century origins of some of the prevailing
critical constructions of Carlyle. Within the nineteenth-century British Whig discourse
of civilisational progress, Carlyle’s Scottish Calvinist thought is systematically read as
‘an ancient dialect’, and a sign of his cultural backwardness. Carlyle’s biographer,
James Anthony Froude,® is the first to vest his reading of The French Revolution in the
discourse of theological and cultural fatalism. Froude rightly sees Carlyle’s religious
views as playing a major role within his reading of the Revolution, but his portrayal of
Carlyle’s theology is largely an expression of Froude’s personal fatalistic creed, as well
as the disappointment with his own romantic construction of Carlyle as a theological
reformer, capable of initiating a second spiritual Reformation. Froude’s somewhat
claustrophobic focus on Carlyle’s theology (examined primarily through Carlyle’s
biography rather than through his texts) leads to his presentation of Carlyle as a
‘Calvinist without the theology’, a tragically doomed hero, unable to free himself from a

demonic, and essentially irrational creed.

Froude’s reading has proven surprisingly seminal, inspiring critics to portray
Carlyle as fatally divided between his supposedly anachronistic religious and cultural
stances on the one hand, and the contemporary British and European milieu on the other
(a reading reflected in Matthew Arnold’s description of Carlyle as a ‘moral desperado,”’
a paraphrase of Froude). Subsequent criticism has also been deeply troubled by
Froude’s presentation of Carlyle’s artistic incapacity, supposedly rooted in his religious
thought. Following this fabrication, Charles Frederick Harrold reads Carlyle’s texts as
dramatically divided between his flawed theological assumptions and a more culturally-
progressivist interest in German Romantic philosophy. ® Within such a critical
landscape, Carlyle’s vast, confident and open European vision, sponsored by his
translations, historical curiosity and artistic engagement with German and French
cultures, have been undervalued and perceived as means of escape from his Scottish

cultural and religious background.

Building upon the readings of John Holloway,® who places Carlyle next to John
Henry Newman (1801-1890) in an array of the leading nineteenth-century cultural

thinkers interested in challenging the utilitarian and materialistic concepts of rationality,

® Froude’s Life of Carlyle, ed. John Clubbe (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1979).

’ Cf. David J. DeLaura, ‘Arnold and Carlyle’ in PMLA, 79:104-29 (1964), p. 105.

8 Charles Frederick Harrold, Carlyle and German Thought: 1819-1834 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1934).

% John Holloway, The Victorian Sage (New York: W. Norton and Company, 1965).

5



as well as Terry Eagleton’s Ideology of the Aesthetic,’® and its development in Kevin
Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker’s Refiguring Revolutions,** as well as Stefan Collini’s
insights,? this thesis will argue that Carlyle’s artistic vision demands a broad, cross-
cultural and interdisciplinary reading. Entering into a deeply political and moral debate
with nineteenth-century British and European texts, Carlyle reimagines his cultural
milieu in a way which has been undervalued in the nineteenth-century Whig
construction of the aesthetic, the ethical and the political as separate and
incommensurate discourses.** No such unproblematic separation is possible in Carlyle’s
Romantic post-Burkean concept of human experience as irreducible to any given

political, philosophical or moral theory.

I will examine the reception of The French Revolution in the contemporary
periodical press, which, I will argue, is one of the main addressees of Carlyle’s elitist
critique. The aesthetical, political and spiritual discussions staged in these early
receptions of The French Revolution will provide inroads into Carlyle’s interrogation of
Friedrich Schiller’s aesthetics, which Carlyle examines from a Burkean position.
Carlyle’s reading of Schiller’s concept of the sublime as rooted in the search for a
contemporary (Romantic) spiritual idiom, will lead to the presentation of his own anti-
utilitarian artistic agenda in ‘The Signs of the Times’ (1828), followed by ‘The
Diamond Necklace’ (1837), and The French Revolution. Whereas traditionally, in line
with Froude’s reading, these texts have been read within the English Whig historical
tradition, my examination of Carlyle’s dialogue with Herman Merivale, Francis Jeffrey
and Thomas Babington Macaulay will present the post-Burkean British Whigs as the
main addressees of Carlyle’s political, moral, and cultural critique. Carlyle caricatures
Macaulay as ‘a spiritual hippopotamus’;** describes Merivale as a man speaking the

115

idiom of ‘platitude absolue’™ (‘absolute platitudes’, a joke at Merivale’s disregard of

all absolute values); and portrays Jeffrey as a ‘a man whom they have kneaded into the

19 Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1990).

1 Refiguring Revolutions, ed. by Kevin Sharpe and Steven N. Zwicker (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1998).

12 Stefan Collini, ‘From Non-Fiction Prose’ to ‘Cultural Criticism’: Genre and Disciplinarity in Victorian
Studies’ in Rethinking Victorian Culture, eds. Juliet John and Alice Jenkins (Houndmills: Macmillan,
2000).

13 Cf. Thomas Babington Macaulay, ‘History” in Critical and Historical Essays, vol. 1 (Philadelphia: A.
Hart, 1854).

Y CL 26: 273-275.

5 CL 12: 262-265.



shape of an Edinburgh Reviewer, and clothed the soul of in whig formulas.”*® Carlyle’s

*17js an intended

ironic depiction of Macaulay as ‘the sublime of Commonplace
oxymoron, since Carlyle reads the sublime as the idiom of the supernatural, rejected in
the Whig historiographic agenda. Carlyle’s mock sublime, modelled on the language of
The Anti-Jacobin Review, can be read as a direct challenge to the Whig historical model
which we will examine in Macaulay’s ‘History’ (1828). Carlyle’s own artistic
historiographic agenda spelled out in the ‘Reflections on History’ (1830) posits a
symbolic and anagogical reading of history with the aim of creatively rejuvenating and
transforming the historical discourse, which in the Whig rendition has become,
according to Carlyle, increasingly artistically and spiritually ‘austere’ and culturally
“frigid’.*® Carlyle’s own style is indebted to the rhetorical and ideological impetus of the
earlier Scottish Covenanting Whig tradition largely discontinued in nineteenth-century
Britain and featured in the speeches and writings of such nineteenth-century public

figures as Edward Irving (1792-1834) and Thomas Chalmers (1780-1847).

The artistic and political provocation in The French Revolution is spelled out in
Carlyle’s description of his work as ‘an Epic Poem of the Revolution: an Apotheosis of

Sansculottism!”*°

(an accolade which, despite his early political sympathy with France,
not even John Stuart Mill was willing to accept). Whereas Mill is more appreciative of
the linguistic and generic experimentation of The French Revolution than other
contemporary reviewers, this can be seen as his deliberate move to avoid a more
profound critical engagement with Carlyle’s text on political, philosophical and ethical
levels. The dialogue developed in the correspondence and the periodical press between
Mill’s and Carlyle’s artistic, political and moral concepts will reveal Carlyle’s

resentment at what he sees as Mill’s embracing of the Whig language of progressivism.

The diversity of genres from which Carlyle draws, such as: medieval moral tale,
drama, epic poem, Gothic tale, German Marchen, Scottish historical novel, millenarian
literature, Calvinist sermon, and periodical press will be examined more closely. This
‘impure’ linguistic and generic texture of The French Revolution, I will argue, is an
expression of Carlyle’s thorough challenge to the deterministic and linearly structured

Whig type of historical narrative which, in Carlyle’s view, ignores the richness and

1% Thomas Carlyle, Reminiscences, ed. by lan Campbell and K. J. Fielding (Glasgow: Kennedy & Boyd,
2009), p. 342.

7 CL 26: 273-275.

8 CME: 2:169.

9 CL 7:301-309.



complexity of human experience. Challenging the utilitarian historical model from a
Christian position, Carlyle will be seen to present tense, chaotic imagery, and dramatic
dialogue in defence of free will in human history. Simultaneously, Carlyle’s belief in
the active role of the devil in this world is expressed in his cynical view of the attempts
made by the nineteenth-century historians to purify their texts from the moral categories

of good and evil.

A closer examination of the British and European debate in which The French
Revolution engages will reveal Carlyle’s bold, culturally-informed and cosmopolitan
artistic agenda, sponsored by his Calvinism, German Higher Criticism, Scottish
Enlightenment and Burkean aesthetics of the sublime. A critical gap in a holistic
examination of the spiritual, aesthetical and political currents of Carlyle’s artistic
agenda is what this thesis identifies in the existing readings of Carlyle’s oeuvre. | will
attempt to address this critical lacuna by presenting The French Revolution as a text
which creatively challenges the existing political, theological, philosophical and
national accounts of the Revolution, in a reading that is deliberately playful and
inconclusive and that envisions historiography as a negotiated discourse between the
natural and supernatural,? political and ethical, aesthetical and ethical, positing all these
spheres as part of one human experience. Finally, I will contend that the artistic
sophistication of Carlyle’s text, expressed in its linguistic and generic experimentation,
sponsors a dialogue with the French (and European) culture on a level of engagement
which had arguably not been attempted since the publication of Burke’s Reflections on
the Revolution in France (1790).

20 Cf. Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, which proposes an extravagant pontifical union between the spiritual and
the physical realms, which is never unproblematic (due to the operation of the devil in this world).
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Chapter 1: “‘Calvinist without the theology’: Froude’s Construction of Carlyle

In the Twilight of the Idols (1889). Friedrich Nietzsche called Carlyle ‘an English [sic]
atheist who makes it a point of honour not to be one’ and accused him of a ‘constant
passionate dishonesty against himself.”! For Nietzsche, both Carlyle’s life and his
philosophy are an example per se of the slave morality saturated with resentment and

hypocrisy:

Carlyle: a man of strong words and attitudes, a rhetor for need, constantly
craving for a strong faith and the feeling of his incapacity for it. [...] The
craving for a strong faith is no proof of a strong faith, but quite the
contrary. If one has such a faith, then one can afford the beautiful luxury
of scepticism [...] Carlyle drugs something in himself with the fortissimo
of his veneration of men of strong faith and with the rage against the less
simple-minded: he requires noise. A constant passionate dishonesty
against himself — that is his proprium; in this respect he is and remains
interesting. [...] At bottom, Carlyle is an English atheist who makes it a
point of honour not to be one.?

Nietzsche’s sharp caricature features as a lasting presence in Carlylean criticism which
until today remains strongly dedicated to the biographical examination of the figures of
Carlyle and his wife. Nietzsche’s satirical depiction of Carlyle’s supposed hypocrisy
and profound moral dishonesty has since deeply troubled critics, to the point that it has
become almost impossible to examine Carlyle’s works without answering Nietzsche’s

construction of Carlyle in some way.* For example,

! Friedrich Nietzsche, Twilight of the Idols, in The Portable Nietzsche, tr. Walter Kaufman (Penguin: New
York, 1982), p. 521.

2 Ibid.

® Quoting Nietzsche’s portrayal of Carlyle, Harold Bloom presents Carlyle’s self-deception as the main
characteristic of his thought and blames Carlyle for sowing the seeds for the twentieth-century fascism:
‘Carlyle’s later decline is prefigured in his characteristic valorization of nature over what Blake had called
‘the Human Form Divine.” In his profound anxiety to overturn the empirical view of the cosmos as a vast
machine, Carlyle divinized nature and debased man. It is Carlyle, and not his critic Nietzsche, who is the
true forerunner of twentieth-century Fascism with its mystical exaltation of the state and its obliteration of
compassion and the rights of the individual.” Harold Bloom, Essayist and Prophet (Philadelphia: Chelsea
House Publishers, 2004), p. 96. Cf. also J. Hillis Miller, “’Hieroglyphical Truth” in Sartor Resartus”
Carlyle and the Language of Parable’, in Victorian Perspectives, Six Essays, ed. by John Clubbe, Jerome
Meckier (London: Macmillan Press, 1989), pp. 1-20; Tom Toremans, ‘A Typical Romantic’: Carlyle and
Coleridge Revisited’, Thomas Green Lecture for the Carlyle Society 2008. Toremans begins with
Nietzsche’s portrayal, arguing that Nietzsche’s view ‘foregrounds a primordially religious condition:
Carlyle is a Romantic to the extent that he desperately attempts to articulate a faith that he seems
tragically unable to fully acquire. [...] At the core of Carlyle’s writing, then, Nietzsche locates a
fundamental self-deception that is at the basis of his rhetoric: Carlyle is ‘a rhetorician from necessity’
because he is essentially in denial of an anxiety at the heart of his moralistic enterprise. What is more, this
rhetorical noise serves as the basis for an uncritical hero-worship that is to mask an underlying atheism

9



David Daiches lists a number of paradoxes in Carlyle’s writings, among which
Carlyle’s supposedly paradoxical religious system plays the main role. In what we can
see as a paraphrase of Nietzsche, Daiches claims that: ‘[Carlyle’s] own belief was based
on a deep emotional revulsion against his own scepticism manifesting itself partly in a
vision of a live and numinous universe and partly in a will to be up and doing.”*
Similarly, Philip Rosenberg views Carlyle’s religion not only as a ‘redundancy which

we can well afford to ignore’, but also specifically as duplicitous:

Certainly the faith in god Carlyle insisted he never lost is not an
insignificant part of his belief system. Yet it seems to me so completely
artificial, something he vehemently asserted in an attempt to coach it into
existence, something he said not because it was true but because he
wanted to make it come true.”

Dismissing Calvinism is part of Rosenberg’s agenda to present Carlyle as a radical
Marxist thinker. Carlyle’s irrational belief in the ‘godly power of nemesis at work’ has
no more than biographical interest, according to Rosenberg, and owes much to his
childhood education and the early influence of his deeply religious mother.”® The urgent
call for a moral reform in Carlyle’s works is read by Rosenberg as an expression of his
“failure to have anything more substantial to offer.’” In essence, Carlyle is a ‘historical
determinist” who believes in the power of larger historical and social forces to control
human behaviour.® From the moment when Carlyle supposedly assumes ‘something

like pantheism’, Rosenberg dispenses altogether with his religious thought.®

Similarly, in the chapter ‘The Advent of a Prophet’ in Carlyle and the Burden of

History, John D. Rosenberg diagnoses a deep division within Carlyle’s psyche:

that Carlyle seems unable to acknowledge.” Toremans, pp. 16-17. Compare also: J. Hillis Miller,
“’Hieroglyphical Truth” in Sartor Resartus” Carlyle and the Language of Parable’ in Victorian
Perspectives, Six Essays, ed. by John Clubbe, Jerome Meckier (London: Macmillan Press, 1989), pp. 1-
20, where Miller negotiates Carlyle’s position between Nietzsche’s view of Carlyle’s fundamental
dishonesty against himself and Emerson’s assurance of Carlyle’s honesty. In his deconstructive reading of
Sartor Resartus, Miller proposes that both of these descriptions are valid (‘Carlyle is both, or neither’).

* David Daiches, ‘Carlyle: The Paradox Reconsidered’, The Thomas Green Lecture, 6 (Edinburgh: The
Carlyle Society, 1981), p. 7.

> Philip Rosenberg, The Seventh Hero: Thomas Carlyle and the Theory of Radical Activism (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1974), p. 48.

® Ibid.

" Ibid., p. 141.

¥ Ibid., p. 142. Rosenberg’s disappointment with Carlyle is due to the fact that he is desperately trying to
construct him as a radical political thinker with a defined political agenda; Carlyle is in Rosenberg’s
depiction merely a political radical thwarted in his development: ‘his entire development as a political
thinker was stunted by the absence from England of either a living radical tradition or a community of
radical intellectuals to which he could turn.” The Seventh Hero, p. 144.

% Ibid., p. 48.
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Carlyle lost his faith in orthodox Christianity and in the literal truth of the
Bible. Yet his loss of orthodoxy only intensified the lifelong urgency of
his will to believe. In Basil Willey’s words, Carlyle is the classic instance

of that typical phenomenon of his time, ‘the religious temperament

severed from religion”.'?

In Carlyle and Tennyson, heavily influenced by James Anthony Froude’s portrayal of
Carlyle, Michael Timko presents Carlyle as a tragically (and almost schizophrenically)
divided thinker who is unable to ‘answer the riddle of the Sphinx’, that it ‘the
apparently unresolvable conflict between Fact and Spirit, Earth and Sky [...] past and
present, order and chaos, labour and idleness [...].** Carlyle’s religion is supposedly the
focus of his life-long spiritual and intellectual crises, from which he never recovers. In
the chapter ‘The Carlylean Dilemma: The Riddle of Destiny’, Timko locates Carlyle’s
drama in his ‘inability to convince himself and others of his belief in the primacy of
either the “natural’ or the ‘supernatural.””*? In a reading that arguably perpetrates some
of Carlyle’s major fictional myths, Timko sees Carlyle as a figure of Philosopher
Teufelsdrdckh, then as a fearful answerer of the mythical Sphinx, or as king Midas who
is unable to justify his (irrational) creed: ‘Carlyle’s own position seems to be similar to
that of Midas; indeed, everything Carlyle touches turns to physical actuality rather than

spiritual idealism.”*3

Arguably, these portrayals have enjoyed a lasting influence in contemporary
criticism because they proceed from a much earlier construction of Carlyle by his first
major biographer, James Anthony Froude (1818-1894).* Nietzsche’s depiction of
Carlyle as a tragicomic figure helplessly divided against himself, stems more or less
directly from Froude’s seminal biography, which most probably served as Nietzsche’s
main source of reference. Nietzsche begins his discussion of Carlyle with the
acknowledgment of his critical debt: ‘I have been reading the life of Thomas Carlyle,

this unconscious and involuntary farce, this heroic-moralistic interpretation of dyspeptic

19 john D. Rosenberg, Carlyle and the Burden of History (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1985),
p. 8.
1 Michael Timko, “The Carlylean Dilemma: The Riddle of Destiny’ in Carlyle and Tennyson
(Houndmills: Macmillan Press, 1988) pp. 43-54 (p. 47).

12 bid., p. 43.

3 Timko, p. 47.

1 There were some biographies published during Carlyle’s lifetime, such as Friedrich Althaus’s work
published in 1866 and republished in Two Reminiscences of Thomas Carlyle, John Clubbe (ed.) (Durham,
N.C.: Duke University Press, 1974). However, Froude’s work is recognised as the most acclaimed and
influential one.
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states.” °

If we are to follow the general critical agreement that Nietzsche is here
referring to Froude’s biography,*® then, rather than a comment directly on Carlyle,
Nietzsche’s satire can be read as aimed primarily at Froude’s ‘heroic-moralistic’
narrative. Nietzsche’s depiction of Carlyle’s religion as an expression of his slave
morality is in line with Froude’s attempt at a psychoanalysis of Carlyle, whereby he
reads his religion as an expression of what Freud would later classify an Oedipus
complex towards his deeply religious mother.” Froude also frequently reprimands
Carlyle for being childish and dishonest with himself. ** Specifically, Carlyle’s
marriage, according to Froude, is a form of self-deception, whereby Carlyle religiously

sublimates the neglect of Jane:

The chorus would remark, perhaps, on the subtle forms of self-deception
to which the human heart is liable, of the momentous nature of marriage,
and how men and women plunge heedlessly into the net, thinking only of
the satisfaction of their own immediate wishes.*

Froude’s captivating portrayal of Carlyle as a self-deluded misanthrope, and a doomed
Romantic genius vainly struggling with the Calvinist demons of his childhood (which
end up by overpowering him) has been a recurring ghostly-presence which has tainted
not only the biographical studies of Carlyle, but also specifically the critical readings of
his thought with an undue pessimism.?’ Froude’s most famous construction of Carlyle
as a ‘Calvinist without the theology,” a phrase which has since become the largely

unchallenged cliché for Carlylean criticism, carries the paradoxical connotations which

15 Nietzsche, p. 521.

16 Cf. for example J. Hillis Miller, pp. 1-20.

7 «Carlyle worry comes back on me sometimes. What, in the name of truth, ought | to have done? It was
a tragedy, as truly and as terribly as Oedipus; nor was the character altogether unlike [...] Was | to hide
all this when he had prepared his own indictment?’ Quoted in: Ciaran Brady, James Anthony Froude: An
Intellectual Biography of a Victorian Prophet (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 387.

18 “These were times when Carlyle was like a child, and like a very naughty one [...] It was not easy to
live with a husband subject to strange fits of passion and depression, often as unreasonable as a child [...]
With all his splendid gifts, moral and intellectual, Carlyle was a like a wayward child—a child in
willfulness, a child in the intensity of remorse.” Quoted in: Brady, p. 369.

19 James Anthony Froude, Froude’s Life of Carlyle, ed. by John Clubbe (Ohio State University Press:
Columbus, 1979), p. 170.

20 Cf. Simon Heffer, Moral Desperado: A Life of Thomas Carlyle (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,
1995); Herbert L. Stewart, ‘Carlyle’s Conception of Religion’, The American Journal of Theology, 21:1
(1917), pp. 43-57, which is a defence of Carlyle from Froude’s accusations of disbelief: ‘Carlyle, like the
poet [Wordsworth], would rather have been a pagan suckled in a creed outworn than have been brought
up in a scientific school which dissolved the divine in mechanical explanations.” p. 48. Compare also
Rosenberg’s unflattering depiction of Carlyle’s religion in Sartor Resartus: ‘In passage after passage
Carlyle’s Manichean demonology calls attention to the presence of the divine and the diabolical in human
affairs. Yet these images can never crystalize into a polarized vision because Carlyle seems unable to tell
his demons apart: “either diabolical or divine,” he is likely to say, as though there were only a hairline of
difference between them.” Rosenberg, ‘Carlyle’s Religion’, in The Seventh Hero, p. 47.
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have been creatively reused in Nietzsche’s portrayal of Carlyle. While Froude explicitly
claims that Carlyle is a religious reformer and indeed a prophet who exorcises the
demons of Calvinism and anticipates the emergence of a new spiritual tongue, the
accolade is implicitly suggesting that Carlyle is either unable to fulfil his mission, or
that he is hypocritically hiding his true credentials from his followers. Froude’s own

explanation of ‘the Calvinist without the theology’ is notoriously elusive:

I have seen him confessing to Irving that he did not believe, as his friend
did, in the Christian religion, and that it was vain to hope that he ever
would so believe. He tells his mother, and he so continued to tell her as
long as she lived, that their belief was essentially the same, although their
language was different. Both these statements were true. He was a
Calvinist without the theology.?

Froude’s paradoxical depiction can perhaps be seen primarily as a rhetorical tool used to
strike the reader with a sense of mystery and suspense in his biography, Thomas
Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of His Life, 1795-1835 (1891). While on the
one hand Carlyle is portrayed as a religious reformer opposing the school of Edward
Irving and the millenarians, on the other Froude also suggests that the ultimate failure of
Carlyle’s religious programme stems from his pathological desire to please his fanatical
mother. From Froude’s depiction Carlyle emerges as a duplicitous, or at least a
confused prophet, uncertain of his own convictions. In Froude’s own words, his obscure
portrayal of Carlyle is designed to give the readers the chance ‘to solve Carlyle’s
mystery’, and to decide for themselves (on basis of Froude’s helpful evidence) who

Carlyle truly is:

If [Carlyle] was wrong, he has misused his powers. The principles of his
teaching are false. He has offered himself as a guide upon a road, of
which he had no knowledge. [...] If, on the other hand, he has been right
[...] then Carlyle, too, will take his place among the inspired seers, and he
will shine on, another fixed star in the intellectual sky.*
However, Froude decision to depict Carlyle’s life as a ‘Greek tragedy’, with a carefully
controlled moral commentary delivered through the mouth of the omnipresent Greek
chorus persona, transmits the sense of disappointment and Carlyle’s failure both as a

public and private figure. Although Carlyle merits Froude’s praise for his critique of

2! James Anthony Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of His Life, 1795-1835,
vol. 2 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. 2.

22 James Anthony Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of His Life, 1795-1835,
vol. 1 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), p. XVI.
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Irvingites and his search for a more rational spiritual stance, yet Froude’s summary of
Carlyle’s position as ‘the Calvinist without the theology’ can be read as a bitter
disappointment at the return of Carlyle’s unchanged Calvinistic system of belief.
Ultimately, we are being told, Carlyle fails to go beyond his early childhood religion

and remains to the end an orthodox Calvinist.

Looking in perspective, Froude’s portrayal of Carlyle as a ‘Calvinist without the
theology’ would have been legible within the Whig myth of scientific progress,
whereby Scottish culture is presented as backward-looking in clinging to its Calvinist
past. Henry Thomas Buckle (1821 — 1862)% presents Scotland as paradoxically divided
between its dark Calvinistic side and the modern scientific spirit of Britain, from which
Scotland appears to be radically estranged. Buckle claims in On Scotland and the

*24 is thwarted in

Scotch Intellect that the civilisational progress and “the spirit of science
Scotland because of the deeply ingrained seeds of Calvinism, which keep it spiritually
and mentally in constant limbo between the states of civilisation and barbarism.
According to Buckle, the Scottish Calvinist mentalité is directly responsible for holding
Scotland mentally in superstition, and for thwarting its intellectual progress. It is

presented as the locus of Scotland’s fractured and divided self:

A people, in many respects very advanced, and holding upon political
subjects enlightened views, do, upon all religious subjects display a
littleness of mind, an illiberality of sentiment, a heat of temper, and a love
of persecuting others, which shows that the Protestantism of which they
boast has done them no good.?

The Scottish Enlightenment is a particularly fraught time in Buckle’s narrative because
of its “clergy-like’ concern with the categories of first principles and moral sense, which
supposedly distracts the philosophers’ attention from Scotland’s social and economic
issues (the only ones that merit historian’s attention in Buckle’s narrative). Whereas
Scottish theology supposedly corrupts all national historical attempts at ‘objectivity’,
Buckle claims that by means of his privileged critical stance (beyond the theological
parlance of Calvinism) he is able to map Scottish history ‘from an elevation’ as a

smooth progress of causes and consequences: ‘We, who, standing at a distance, can

% Henry Thomas Buckle, On Scotland and the Scotch Intellect, ed. H. J. Hanham (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1970).

 Ibid., p. 157.

% bid., p. 156.

14



contemplate these matters from an elevation, and see how events pressed on and

thickened, cannot mistake the regularity of their sequence.”?®

In his biography, Froude can be seen to inhabit Buckle’s myth of Scotland,
whereby Carlyle’s helpless struggle with Calvinism compares directly to Scotland’s
inability to embark on any tangible intellectual and cultural progress due to its deep-
seated Calvinist superstition. A “Calvinist without the Theology’ in this reading marks
no real progress, but rather a regress to the point beyond which Carlyle’s thought is
apparently unable to proceed. Even though Carlyle appears to have renounced Calvinist

theology, he remains, to Froude’s disappointment, a Calvinist.?’

It is worth remarking, that unlike in his biography of Carlyle, where we see
Froude rehearsing Buckle’s progressivism, his earlier essays engage in open polemic
with Buckle.?® Froude’s early readings of Carlyle demonstrate that he was deeply
receptive to Carlyle’s critique of the Whig school of historical writing based on the
discourse of progress and scientific historicism, which in Auguste Comte’s (1798 —
1857) positivist model aimed to subject historical thought to the law of social evolution
(of which the first stage was the theological one, to be eventually overcome by the
modern scientific model). In his interpretation of Carlyle’s thought, History: Its Use and
Meaning (1852),%° Froude enthusiastically proclaims Carlyle the new prophetic writer
of the nineteenth century, capable of integrating spiritual insight back into historical
writing. He specifically begins by criticising the progressive school of historical thought
which he sees as political propaganda parading under the appearance of science. He

juxtaposes it with (Carlyle’s) definition of human life as rooted in mystery:

Their [ancient historians’] philosophy, if they had any, was one rather of
suspense than of conviction; and in their hands, as in those of Homer or of
Shakespeare, human life was an unresolved mystery, yielding many
morals; but none which adequately explain it, none which leave upon the
mind any certain conviction of its destiny or its nature. In all times and

% |bid., p. 127.

27 Compare also Laurence James Saunders’s discussion of the Calvinist temper and its ‘inherent
pessimism’ which, according to Saunders, thwarts in Scotland social, political and economic progress.
Saunders, Scottish Democracy 1815-1840: The Social and Intellectual Background (Edinburgh: Oliver
and Boyd, 1950), p. 223.

%8 See for example Froude’s paper “The Science of History: Paper delivered at the Royal Institution, 5
February 1864°, reprinted in James Anthony Froude, Short Studies on Great Subjects, 4 vols (London:
Longmans, Green & Co., 1990), vol. 1, 1-38 (pp. 7-8). ‘[Buckle] cared little for individuals [...] Great
men with him were but larger atoms obeying the same impulses with the rest [...] with them or without
them the course of things would have been much the same.’

2 James Anthony Froude, "History: Its Use and Meaning', Westminster Review, 62 (October 1854), 420-
48.
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countries, the great writers of history have been more or less what we

now call sceptical. The more they have known of human things, the less

certain has everything appeared to them; with the exception of the broad

moral laws of right and wrong, they have found no other rules uniformly

prevailing.*
We can see here Froude resolutely entering Carlyle’s critique of the nineteenth-century
historical determinism which sought to determine the laws of historical development by
means of analysis of the past events. For Froude (and Carlyle), no such unproblematic
reading of history, yielding many morals, is possible. Indeed, Carlyle ridicules all
attempts at creating larger patterns of historical development and determining the course

of history, whether theological or secular, in “The Signs of the Times’:

At such a period, it was to be expected that the rage of prophecy should
be more than usually excited. Accordingly, the Millennarians have come
forth on the right hand, and the Millites on the left. The Fifth-monarchy
men prophesy from the Bible, and the Utilitarians from Bentham. The one
announces that the last of the seals is to be opened, positively, in the year
1860; and the other assures us that ‘the greatest-happiness principle’ is to
make a heaven of earth, in a still shorter time.*

Carlyle’s satirical depiction of ‘the rage of prophecy’ can be seen as the leading theme
of his early writings, such as Sartor and The French Revolution, where all attempts at
creating larger explanatory structures of human behaviour are ridiculed. Inhabiting
Carlyle’s vision of history as located beyond all human calculations, Froude presents
himself as a historical “sceptic’ (in the sense of questioning the main current of the
nineteenth-century ideology) drawing from the tradition of the best ancient and
Christian writers and historians. Froude notices ironically that previous to the
nineteenth-century ideology of progress, all attempts to determine the course of history
would have been seen as essentially irrational both within Christian and ancient culture.
For Homer and ancient writers, Fate would have been responsible for the course of
human life; for Christian writers, it would have been God’s Providence, which is
beyond human understanding (whereas in this early interpretation of Carlyle, Froude
assumes Christian perspective, his later decision to depict Carlyle’s life as a Greek
drama will shift his position closer to the Greek concept of Fate). Whereas Carlyle

pokes fun both at the religious (Millenarian) attempts at “‘prophetic’ readings of history

30 i

Ibid., p. 422.
3! Thomas Carlyle, Critical and Miscellaneous Essays, Collected and Republished, Four Volumes in Two,
vol. 1 (London: Chapman and Hall, 1888), p. 100. (Hereafter this edition will be cited as CME followed
by the volume number).
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(a position he shares with Mill),

and of the utilitarian (Mill’s) philosophical
historiography, Froude focuses on the second one. Following Carlyle, Froude calls for
scepticism towards all historiography which, by ignoring the supernatural perspective in
human life, has rendered historical narrative both incredible and unrealistic. Divorced

from spiritual reference, in Froude’s account, human action appears to be meaningless:

History had driven away the imagination, and made the supernatural
incredible; would it be possible for it to replace what it had destroyed, and
reunite them again to reality? Without these, even reality was unreal—for
they were part of it, they were its life, its substantial being; and they too
by themselves had no abiding endurance.*

Froude specifically accuses Whig historiography of being unimaginative, fatalistic and
poor in artistic expression. The works of Gibbon and Macaulay, Froude believes,
present the world unrealistically as ‘shadowed over with impenetrable gloom’. Given
Froude’s own later fatalistic depictions of Carlyle’s work, it is noteworthy that here
Froude is clearly looking in Carlyle for a novel type of historian who will be able to re-
integrate spiritual thought with historical narrative and speak the language of Christian

hope:

The best English historians, with the one exception of the writer [Carlyle]
whose honoured name we have placed at the head of this article— those
most admired and read among us, Gibbon, for instance, and Macaulay—
pretend to give us nothing but a picture of human things without God in
them, without even the proper dignity of humanity in them; a picture of
persons and of actions which leaves our love and hatred unaffected, our
admiration without an object, emotion dormant, and imagination dead;
such a view of this earth and of the life of man upon it, as, were it to
prevail as it is more and more prevailing, and become the dominant spirit
of the time, might well indeed make us ask, in the dearth and deadness of
all noble and generous feeling, what History had done for us.**

The new spiritual tongue which Froude advocates in his essay, cannot be simply a
return to previous forms of human spirituality (writing in the wake of Past and Present,
Froude may be alluding here to Carlyle’s increasing medievalism). Rather, it must
answer specifically the spirit of the times: ‘the teaching which shall rise us must be of a

kind which shall not, as before, appeal to the conscience and the imagination, and to

32 Compare Mill’s “The Spirit of the Age’ (1831), a work which drew Carlyle to Mill’s writings, and
where Mill probably ridicules Edward Irving’s ‘prophetic writings’, such as Babylon and Infidelity
Foredoomed of God: A Discourse on the Prophecies of Daniel and the Apocalypse, Which Relate to
These Latter Times, and Until the Second Advent (Glasgow: Collins, 1828).

% Froude, 'History: Its Use and Meaning', p. 445.

* Ibid., p. 444.
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only those, but will satisfy the highest demands of the reasonable soul.”® The new
spirituality which Froude is anticipating (and implicitly already sees developed in
Carlyle’s writings) will be rational and in touch with the scientific and philosophical

discoveries of the nineteenth century. The new historical writer,

reverently laying hold of the eternal facts of human life, shall enable us to
see in them a revelation of the will and nature of the Almighty maker of
the world; and on this argument, which cannot lie, shall teach mankind
once more to know their God, and feel His living presence among them.*®

In the ending of his essay, Froude echoes the last words of Carlyle’s Sartor
Resartus with an implicit reference to Carlyle himself as the new spiritual guide for his
times: ‘It may be that he is among us at this hour.”®’ Ciaran Brady notices that, although
published in the wake of Past and Present, the portrayal of Carlyle’s innovative
historical approach in ‘History: Its Use and Meaning’ is specifically a reaction to
Carlyle’s French Revolution, always the central text in Froude’s reading.® Froude’s
exalted depiction of the new model of symbolic and mystical historiography can be thus
seen as a reference to what Froude reads as Carlyle’s spiritual history in The French

Revolution:

Then History will no more be the ineffectual thing which now we know
it; it will no more be written to furnish politicians with sounding periods,
theologians with arguments, philosophy with examples, or the idle
multitude with amusement; but in a spirit of reverent desire to know its
real meaning — with every highest power of the human soul — with all
imagination, to see into the inner heart of things — with all faith, to
percei\3/§, them in their relation to Him, in whom we live and have our
being.

Froude is clearly influenced by Carlyle’s poetical presentation of human history as the
unclear terrain through which ‘the mysterious vestiges of Him’ can be glimpsed
(although, the historian’s perspective — or indeed any human perspective, in Carlyle’s
broad concept of historiography — is imperfect and confused, and can be perfected, in

Carlyle’s anagogical reading, only in eternity.*)

% |bid., p. 447.
% 1bid.
¥ Ibid., p. 448.
% Ciaran Brady, James Anthony Froude: An Intellectual Biography of a Victorian Prophet (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2013), p. 214.
39 H
Ibid.
““CME 2: 172-3.

18



However, this early appreciation has proven much less seminal than Froude’s
dramatic biography, The Life of Carlyle (1882-1884), which focuses rather
claustrophobically on Carlyle’s private life.** What we see in this later construction of
Carlyle by Froude is arguably a bitter register of Froude’s disappointment with
Carlyle’s personal life, and specifically, his marriage.** Significantly, when Froude
posits himself as a defender of Jane in his biography, his chosen culprit is Carlyle’s
Calvinism (this is a round-about way of both accusing Carlyle of the failure of his
marriage and acquitting him since, as Froude argues, Carlyle’s pathological Calvinist
psyche diminishes his responsibility). More importantly for our study, Froude applies
this model not only to Carlyle’s biography but also to his writings. What Froude in his
early appreciation of Carlyle’s texts considered an innovative and ground breaking
approach to the point of hailing Carlyle the best living British historian, he now presents
as a disappointing return of Carlyle’s destructive and essentially irrational faith which is
out-of-touch with reality. Once Carlyle is revealed to be a failed prophet, all Froude’s

appreciation for his thought is retrospectively withdrawn.

As Ciaran Brady observes, Froude’s construction of Carlyle is strongly rooted in
the circumstances of its composition.*® Froude’s image of Carlyle was shaped through
their close friendship in the later part of Carlyle’s life, and tightened after the death of
Jane Welsh Carlyle in 1866 in the long period of Carlyle’s mourning when Froude was
one among few friends admitted to share in Carlyle’s grief.* The fact that in his
Reminiscences Carlyle repeatedly accused himself of Jane’s unhappiness seems to
endow Froude’s biography with a sense of tragedy and premonition of the approaching
disaster. We see Froude from the first pages positioning himself as Carlyle’s first and
most dedicated apostle, and an inspired translator of his confused and otherwise
apparently unintelligible message for the reader. Brady hints that Carlyle himself

designed this role specifically for Froude by first announcing that no biography of him

* This from the beginning was one of the main criticisms of Froude’s biography. See: The Carlyle
Encyclopedia, p. 183: ‘Froude’s focus on an unfolding drama of personality, and on the primary
relationship of marriage, appeared to many to disregard Carlyle’s wider social, intellectual, and family
relations. Representatives of these slighted constituencies soon came forward to advance their points of
view and to set the record straight.’

*2 In his dramatic reading of Carlyle’s marriage, Froude is arguably under the emotional spell of Carlyle’s
Reminiscences (1881) where Carlyle repeatedly accuses himself of not loving Jane enough and not
showing her the love and affection she deserved. Cf. Thomas Carlyle, ‘Jane Welsh Carlyle’, in
Reminiscences, ed. by lan Campbell and K. J. Fielding (Glasgow: Kennedy & Boyd, 2009), pp. 34-176.
*3 Cf. Brady, ‘“Writing the (Auto)Biography of Carlyle, 1876-84", in op. cit., pp. 352-389.

* The Carlyle Encyclopedia, ed. Mark Cumming (Madison: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2004),
p. 182.
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was ever to be written, and then suddenly changing his mind and leaving to Froude a
hotchpotch of his papers, letters and other miscellaneous materials with the dramatic
order: ‘Take them and do what you can with them. All | can say to you is “Burn
Freely”. If you have any affection for me the more you burn the better.”* For all we

know, Froude did not burn a single page. Brady remarks:

The commission granted to Froude was therefore an immensely difficult
but at the same time an extraordinarily privileged one: to be not simply
the guardian of the late great man’s reputation, but, far more importantly,
his evangelist.*®

If Froude was indeed initiated into his apostleship by Carlyle himself, he takes the full
advantage of his position. The captivating force of Froude’s depiction comes directly
from his positioning of himself as the voice of infallible authority based on his
friendship with Carlyle and his privileged knowledge both of the published and
unpublished materials handed to him personally by Carlyle in full trust. In the first
pages of his biography Froude proudly brandishes his privileged role as Carlyle’s one
and only biographer and sets the aura of mystery and suspense, which only he will be

able to solve:

Mr. Carlyle expressed a desire in his will that of him no biography should
be written. | find the same reluctance in his Journal. No one, he said, was
likely to understand a history, the secret of which was unknown to his
closest friends. He hoped that his wishes would be respected. [...] In the
papers thus in my possession, Carlyle’s history, external and spiritual, lay
out before me as in a map.

Froude also quotes an extract from Carlyle’s journal in order to prove the
‘impossibility’ of the task granted to him by Carlyle:

I would say to my Biographer, if any fool undertook such a task,
‘Forbear, poor fool, let no Life of me be written; let me and my
bewildered wrestlings lie buried here, and be forgotten swiftly of all the
world. If thou write, it will be mere delusions and hallucinations. The
confused world never understood nor will understand me and my poor
affairs. Not even the persons nearest to me could guess at them; — nor was
it found indispensable; nor is it now (for any but an idle purpose)
profitable, were it even possible. Silence, and go thy ways elsewhither.”*®

** Brady, p. 358.

*® Ibid., p. 3509.

* “Introduction’, in Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p. 77-79.
*8 Froude’s Life of Carlyle, 321.
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This presentation of Carlyle’s biography serves to add grandeur to Froude’s task and to
boost his position as the chosen and supposedly only capable writer able to solve the
mystery of Carlyle’s life, of which even his closest friends were unaware. In his
unpublished Relations with Carlyle (1903), he writes: ‘He never told me in words what
this secret was, but | suppose he felt that | should learn it from his papers.’*® Froude

comments proudly on his privileged position:

Higher confidence was never placed by any man in another. I had not
sought it, but I did not refuse to accept it. I felt myself only more strictly
bound than men in such circumstances usually are, to discharge the duty
which | was undertaking with the fidelity which | knew to be expected
from me.°

Froude is here perhaps perpetuating Carlyle’s own fictional myths by imitating the role
of the character of the Editor from Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, a dedicated translator,
interpreter and researcher who is the only expounder of the foreign thought of the
unknown and apparently unseen by anyone German Professor, Diogenes Teufelsdrockh.
The British Editor goes through the Professor’s copious manuscripts in search of the
hidden truth about Teufelsdrdckh’s life.>! Both Carlyle’s fictitious novel and Froude’s
biography can be seen as indebted to the nineteenth-century ‘quest for the historical
Jesus’ pioneered by Strauss (1808-1874) in his Life of Jesus (1835). Froude’s narrative
reads like a captivating detective story in search of ‘the historical Carlyle’, delivered by
his closest apostle. As in his earlier works, Froude focuses on Carlyle’s religion — now
no longer a liberating, imaginative and innovative force in Carlyle’s writing, but dark

and restrictive:

The secret of a man’s nature lies in his religion, in what he really believes
about this world, and his own place in it. What was Carlyle’s religion? |
am able to explain it, partly from his conversations with myself, but

* «[Carlyle] had originally intended that no biography of himself should be written. He had said in his

journal that there was a secret connected with him unknown to his closest friends, that no one knew, no
one would know it, and that without a knowledge of it no true biography of him was possible. He never
told me in words what this secret was, but | suppose he felt that | should learn it from his papers.” Froude,
My Relations with Carlyle (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons) 1903, p. 17.

> |bid., p. 322.

*! The confused Editor goes through ‘miscellaneous masses of Sheets, and oftener Shreds and Snips,
written in Professor Teufelsdrdckh’s scarce legible cursiv-schrift; and treating of all imaginable things
under the Zodiac and above it, but of his own personal history only at rare intervals, and then in the most
enigmatic manner.” Sartor Resartus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000), p. 59. (Hereafter
this edition will be cited as SR followed by the page number).
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happily not from this source only, into which alien opinions might too
probably intrude.>

The proof of the extent to which Froude’s depiction of the hidden secret of Carlyle’s life
(his sexual impotence supposedly connected with his religious puritanism) caught the
popular imagination and caused a scandal in the nineteenth century,®® is the number of
biographies published in the wake of Froude’s portrayal, defending Carlyle’s virility
and moral uprightness, among which are David Alec Wilson’s (1864 — 1933) Mr
Froude and Carlyle (1898) and his six-volume biography (1923-1934). Henry Larkin’s
hagiographic Carlyle and the open secret of his life (1886) depicts Carlyle as a saintly
figure unsuited for the earthly life, whose true secret was supposedly his hidden desire
to gain unofficial influence in the Conservative government. Next to the saintly
depictions of Carlyle’s relationship with his mother (which Larkin feels acutely that he
needs to address in the wake of Froude’s attack), Larkin’s narrative reads like a political
suspense story. Carlyle’s mission supposedly needs to be kept secret both from his wife
and his closest friends alike, and Carlyle is seen using his clandestine contacts, such as
Lady Ashburton (whom Froude depicted as Carlyle’s platonic lover), in order to pursue
his political aspirations.>*

Whereas Larkin’s imaginative plot and his wish to defend Carlyle from Froude’s
attack is easily appreciated, Froude’s own agenda needs to be reassessed. In the chapter
‘Writing the (Auto)Biography of Carlyle, 1876—-84’, Brady to an extent rightly claims
that Froude’s portrayal can be seen as carefully controlled by Carlyle, and even as
Carlyle’s ‘self-portrait’. Carlyle’s close relationship with Froude, his own choice of
Froude for his biographer, and, subsequently, his selection of materials together with the
directions for his biography, according to Brady, predetermine the close and almost

claustrophobic focus on Carlyle’s marriage, as well as on his sexual impotence. Carlyle

>2 Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History, vol. 1, p. 2.

>3 Cf. “The Froude Controversy’, in The Carlyle Encyclopedia, p. 182.

> ¢S far as | can weigh the evidence, | should judge that Lady Ashburton [...] had really penetrated the
secret of Carlyle’s life, so far as his personal aims were concerned; and that, with womanly tack, she had
made him feel that whatever she divined was perfectly safe in her keeping. [...] The fact was, that
through Lady Ashburton and her influence, especially in her gatherings of the social and intellectual
notabilities of the day, he found almost his only means of gaining personal intercourse, on anything like
an equal footing with the leading minds and Ruling Powers of the country’. Henry Larkin, Carlyle and
the Open Secret of his Life (London: Kegan Paul, 1886), p. 299.

22



himself, Brady argues, presented Froude with direct ‘evidence of his sexual immaturity’

in his letters and journals.>

It can indeed be argued that Carlyle is at least partly responsible for Froude’s
construction of the portrayal of himself as a Romantic genius, a religious rebel who
strives against forces larger than himself and ultimately succumbs to their
overwhelming influence, such as featured in the fictitious semi-autobiographical
Byronic hero of Sartor Resartus, Professor Teufelsdrockh. Yet, the extent to which

"% s a conscious

Froude’s claim that Carlyle “has been substantially his own biographer
artistic and rhetorical tool has been under-appreciated. By claiming not only to be
speaking in the name of Carlyle, but actually assuming his voice in what he presents as

Carlyle’s autobiography, Froude gains a seemingly unquestionable authority:

He has been substantially his own biographer. But no one, especially no
one of so rugged and angular a character, sees the lights and shadows
precisely as others see them. [...] If in this part of my duty | have erred at
all I have erred in excess, not in defect.”’

Froude’s claim to historical ‘objectivity’ inhabits nineteenth-century historicism, such
as pioneered by Leopold Ranke (1795-1886). Froude is presenting himself as absolutely
truthful to his source materials, while at the same time, he also claims to be reading
larger patterns within Carlyle’s life, which Carlyle himself cannot see. This approach
clearly departs from his own earlier deconstruction of the objectivity of the authorial
voice in the Whig historical model. Particularly, Froude’s earlier stress on the
subjectivity of biographical representations clashes with his own authoritative voice in

the biography of Carlyle. In *History: Its Use and Meaning’ Froude writes:

[N]o one who has attended to the difficulty of arriving at the truth on the
simplest matters of common contemporary occurrence, or who has
compared the opinion on such matters which he has himself entertained at
different periods of his life, can have avoided feeling how hopelessly
precarious a material are humanly written histories on which to build a
philosophy of life. We could not even write our biographies without
lying, as any one of us may prove by writing an account of his own

> Brady, op. cit., p. 361. Brady argues that Carlyle must have been aware of the fact that ‘[q]uestions of
sexual continence and incontinence had [...] been a central theme which had engaged Froude in the
fictions he had produced more than thirty years earlier’, and therefore Carlyle made a conscious choice of
a biographer who could expose his own impotence.

% Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History, vol. 2, pp. 469-470.

% Ibid., pp. 469-470.
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childhood twice over, at an interval of years; and contrasting his own two
versions of his own actions.>®

From the first pages, Froude infuses his biography with the spirit of a Greek
tragedy of which Carlyle and his wife become the ill-fated heroes.*® In Froude’s
Romantic depiction Carlyle is presented as a Hebrew prophet, a Romantic Ishmael,
Isaiah, John the Baptist, Saint John on Patmos, Saint Anthony, the poor Arab, a
Bedouin, and Faust.”® This imagery gives credit to the idea that Carlyle’s life is the
playground of forces beyond his control, which supposedly predetermine its tragic

course. Carlyle, in Froude’s words, was

not meant for happiness, but for other ends; a stern fate which
nevertheless in the modern world, as in the ancient, is the portion dealt
out to some individuals on whom the heavens have been pleased to set
their mark. [...] in Carlyle the sense of having a mission was the growth
of the actual presence in him of the necessary powers. [...] He was a
vates, a seer.®

Froude’s commentary on Carlyle’s life is given by a returning persona of the Greek
Chorus which anticipates the impending doom unseen by Carlyle and his wife: ‘The
functions of a biographer are, like the functions of a Greek chorus, occasionally at the
important moments to throw in some moral remarks which seem to fit the situation.”®?
In this capacity, Froude posits himself as a teacher who offers useful moral lessons and
clues on Carlyle’s marriage. Discussing Carlyle’s marital mistakes, Froude admonished
Carlyle, taking the side of Jane: “Penitence, however, sincere as it might be, was never
followed by amendment, even to the very end of his life.”®® Poetically inhabiting the
persona of Jane, Froude offers his moral admonitions: ‘[hJowever deeply [Jane]

honoured her chosen husband, she could not hide from herself that he was selfish—

%8 Froude, 'History: Its Use and Meaning', pp. 421-422. Ironically, ever since Froude, the facile
identification of the main hero of Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus, Diogenes Teufelsdrockh, with Carlyle
himself, has become accepted. Cf. for example Philip Rosenberg’s claim that: ‘In the small details of
childhood and education, as well as in the larger narrative of the crisis of faith and the final ‘conversion,’
there can be no doubt that Teufelsdrockh is Carlyle.” Rosenberg, op. cit., p. 47.

% A larger discussion of this theme is contained in John Clubbe’s ‘Introduction’ to Froude’s Life of
Carlyle, (Ohio State University Press) 1979, pp. 4-27.

% Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p. 11. In all fairness, Carlyle himself was at least partly responsible for
perpetuating his legend of a Romantic outcast heroically struggling with his demons. He did it most
prominently in his early work, Sartor Resartus (1833-34), as well as in his correspondence. Sartor has
been read (also by Carlyle himself) as his semi-fictional biography in which the author’s alter ego is a
German professor Teufelsdrockh, a Byronic rebel and a poetic image of Martin Luther, an inspired
prophet and reformer of his age with a (mystical/political) revolutionary agenda.

%! Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of his Life, vol. 1, p. 277.

%2 Froude, Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p. 170.

% Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of his Life, vol. 1, p. 183.
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extremely selfish.”” All events in Carlyle’s life are accompanied by Froude’s moralistic

commentary and his keen premonition of the imminent tragedy:

The Greek chorus would have shaken its head ominously, and uttered its
musical cautions [...] Yet it is perfectly true that Carlyle would have been
an unbearable inmate of any house, except his father’s, where his will was
not absolute.®®

The decision to follow the pattern of a Greek tragedy in his biography is heavy in
consequences for Froude’s reading of Carlyle’s religious thought. As we have already
seen, Froude presents Carlyle’s religion no longer as a positive strand in his thought, but
rather as a means of accounting for Carlyle’s sexual and artistic impotence. Calvinism
is, for Froude, the key to the terrible ‘secret’ of Carlyle’s life, which he claims to be able
to decipher for the reader through a creative theological-psychological reading.
Froude’s description of Carlyle as a ‘Calvinist without the theology,” as | have already
hinted, in itself suggests Carlyle’s self-contradictory and divided personality. Under this
banner Froude is having Carlyle play two roles at the same time. On the one hand, he
constructs Carlyle as a radical reformer of Calvinist theology, a new prophet whose
mission is to reshape its tenets dramatically; on the other, as Calvinism’s tragic victim,
unable to disentangle himself from his received beliefs and forms of thinking, even
when explicitly claiming to have rejected them. In the latter reading, Carlyle’s
Calvinism can be seen to play the role of the Greek Fate, which shapes his life and from
which he is apparently unable to escape (Froude seems oblivious of the fact that he is
essentially perpetuating the pattern of the Calvinist doctrine of predestination, which he
explicitly rejects).

In line with the first role, Froude lionises Carlyle as a radical religious leader,
comparable to Calvin and Luther, who is capable of reinterpreting Christianity for his
times, by re-inscribing it within the rational and Enlightenment tradition. Carlyle is a

modern re-interpreter of Calvin:

On the broad facts of the Divine government of the universe he was as
well assured as Calvin himself; but he based his faith, not on a supposed
revelation, or on fallible human authority. He had sought the evidence for

% Ibid., p. 337.
% Froude, Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p.195.
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it, where the foundations lie of all other forms of knowledge, in the
experienced facts of things interpreted by the intelligence of man.®®

He is also a Christ-like figure coming not only to reform Christianity but apparently to
remodel it completely into ‘something wider, grander, and more glorious’, in Froude’s

Romantic vision:

[H]e believed as strongly as any Jewish prophet or Catholic saint in the
spiritual truths of religion. The effort of his life was to rescue and reassert
those truths which were being dragged down by the weight with which
they were encumbered. He explained his meaning by a remarkable
illustration. He had not come (so far as he knew his own purpose) to
destroy the law and the prophets, but to fulfil them, to expand the
conception of religion with something wider, grander, and more glorious
than the wildest enthusiasm had imagined.®’

For all these claims of Carlyle’s programme of religious reformation, of opening and
liberalising of Calvinism into a much more universal religious stance, in the end,
Froude’s reading of Carlyle’s texts follows his portrayal of Carlyle as a tragic figure
unable to free himself from his ideological preconceptions. Key to this reading is
Froude’s positioning of The French Revolution as the main text in Carlyle’s thought. As
Brady has insightfully suggested, Carlyle’s masterpiece has been the main text of
reference as a challenge against the orthodox historical style, not only for Froude but
also for his contemporaries.®® However, Froude’s reading of The French Revolution in
his biography has little to do with his earlier appreciation of the innovative and
imaginative potential of Carlyle’s work. Explicitly, Froude is highly impressed with The
French Revolution, which he reads dramatically (in accordance with his leading theme)
as an ‘Aeschylean drama’:

[The French Revolution] stands alone in artistic regularity and
completeness. [...] It has been called an epic. It is rather an Aeschylean
drama composed of facts literally true, in which the Furies are seen once
more walking on this prosaic earth and shaking their serpent hair.*

The shift from John Stuart Mill’s influential appreciation of The French Revolution as

an epic poem of the nineteenth century, to that of Greek drama, is heavy in

% Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of his Life, vol. 2, p. 2.
67 H

Ibid., p. 4.
%8 ‘For Froude, as for many others of his generation, Carlyle’s exemplary masterpiece in historical writing
as art and as prophecy was The French Revolution (1837). Itself a polemic against orthodox history, The
French Revolution was a radical experiment in historical style.” Brady, op. cit. p. 214.
% Froude, Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p. 354.
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consequences for Froude’s reading. The aim of Carlyle’s history is to convey Christian

hope and the belief in God’s providence to the modern world:

Struggling thus in pain and sorrow, he desired to tell the modern world

that, destitute as it and its affairs appeared to be of Divine guidance, God

or justice was still in the middle of it, sternly inexorable as ever.”
Yet, Carlyle’s reading of history, for Froude, is disappointing, implausible, and plainly
unimaginative, a fault which he attributes to Carlyle’s Calvinist thought. Carlyle’s
Scottish puritanical mentalité supposedly prevents him from reading history faithfully,
by imposing grand teleological narratives over his account. Whereas Carlyle, as we
have already hinted in “The Signs of the Times’ rejects and gently ridicules Christian
historicism, such as instanced in the nineteenth-century millenarian readings of history,
Froude reads The French Revolution as an example of Carlyle’s interpretation of history

as divine distribution of punishments and rewards for human actions:

To the Scotch people and the Puritan part of the English, the Jewish
history contained a faithful account of the dealings of God with man in all
countries and in all ages. As long as men kept God’s commandments it
was well with them; when they forgot God’s commandments and
followed after wealth and enjoyment, the wrath of God fell upon them.
Commerce, manufacturers, intellectual enlightenment, political liberty,
outward pretences of religiosity, all that modern nations mean when they
speak of wealth and progress and improvement, were but Moloch or
Astarte in a new disguise, and now as then it was impossible to serve God
and Baal. In some form or other retribution would come, wherever the
hearts of men were set on material prosperity.”

Although in his earlier writings Froude saw Carlyle as a reactionary figure, a prophet in
search of a new spiritual tongue, here he clearly reverses this reading back to the
traditional post-revolutionary conservative religious interpretation of the French

Revolution as divine retribution upon the French nation, most famously presented in

" Ibid., p. 355.

™ Ibid., p. 329. Compare later readings of Carlyle’s Calvinism in The French Revolution, which follow
Froude’s agenda: ‘[A]s faithlessness broke out and society broke down, the duty of ruling was passed to
those unfitted for it, and finally to a mob. Anarchy, which Carlyle regarded as the manifestation of divine
punishment, continued more and more violently until (as personified by Danton and Robespierre)
exhausted with its own excesses; in the absence of a natural order came, too, rampant injustice.” Simon
Heffer, Moral Desperado, p. 167. And: Neo-Calvinism and the French Revolution, ed. by James Eglinton
and George Harinck; where Mark W. Eliott sees Carlyle’s Calvinism as contributing to his perception of
the Revolution as divine punishment, as well as to his lack of social perception:‘He clearly anticipated
revolution in Britain, before coming to realize that secular education could be as useful a means of social
control as religion had been.” ‘Revolution, Theology and the Reformed: Learing from History’, in Neo-
Calvinism and the French Revolution, ed. by James Eglinton and George Harinck (London: Bloomsbury,
2014), p. 68.
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Joseph DeMaistre’s Considérations sur la France (1796) "? and in Britain by Sir
Archibald Alison’s History of Europe from the Commencement of the French
Revolution to the Restoration of the Bourbons (1833).” In Scotland, Alexander Keith, a
minister in the Church of Scotland in Signs of the Times (1832) reads all history as the
fulfilment of the divine (anti-Catholic) prophecy and the French Revolution specifically
as the divine punishment on Catholics in France,’® while in The last days: a discourse
on the evil character of these our times (1828), Carlyle’s close friend, Edward Irving,
interprets the French Revolution as a divine punishment on the ‘infidels of France.””
We will discuss Carlyle’s critique of Christian prophetic historicism more closely in

Chapter Four.

Froude’s reading of The French Revolution also establishes Carlyle as an anti-
Enlightenment figure, and a Calvinist fanatic who sees ‘wealth and progress and
improvement’ as ‘Moloch or Astarte in a new disguise.”’® In Froude’s reading, Carlyle
speaks distinctly Edward Irving’s preaching tongue admonishing France for its Catholic

identity:

France was the latest instance of the action of the general law. France of
all modern nations had been the greatest sinner, and France had been

72 «[M]ankind may be considered as a tree which an invisible hand is continually pruning and which often

profits from the operation. It truth the tree may perish if the trunk is cut or if the tree is overpruned; but
who knows the limits of the human tree? [...] | know well that in all these considerations we are
continually troubled by the wearisome sight of the innocent who perish with the guilty. But without
becoming deeply involved in this most profound question, we can consider it solely in the light of the
age-old dogma that the innocent suffer for the benefit of the guilty. [...] There is nothing but violence in
the universe; but we are spoiled by a modern philosophy that tells us all is good, whereas evil has tainted
everything, and in a very real sense, all is evil [...].” Joseph De Maistre, Considerations on France, ed.
and tr. by Richard A. Lebrun (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 28-31.

"3 For Carlyle’s opinion on Alison compare his letters to Mill: ‘I glanced into Alisons [sic] Book lying on
a Table. He is an Ultra Tory, and therefore cannot understand the French Revolution; otherwise, they say,
a man of considerable ability [...]” CL 6:368-374. And Carlyle’s answer to Mill’s review of Alison’s
Europe during the French Revolution: ‘I received your Books last Wednesday, together with a great
packet from my Brother. The little Paper on Alison was the first thing | fell upon; a thing I read carefully
and even twice. There is not a word in it that | do not subscribe to: it is really a decided little utterance,
with a quiet emphasis, a conscious incontrovertibility, which (heretic that | am) | rejoice to see growing in
you.” CL 6:444-450.

" Alexander Keith, The signs of the times, as denoted by fulfilment of historical predictions (Edinburgh:
William Whyte) 1832. On page 87 Keith writes: “Whatever may be the variety or discordance of political
opinions respecting the French revolution, there cannot be a question or a doubt that it began to take the
dominion with irresistible violence out of the hands of the papacy, and that it fell as a noisome and
grievous sore upon the men which had the mark of the beast, and upon them which worshipped his
image.’

> Edward Irving, The last days: a discourse on the evil character of these our times, proving them to be
the “perilous times’ of the ‘last days’ (London: James Nisbet, 1850), p. 482.

76 Cf. John D. Rosenberg, Carlyle and the Burden of History, p. 32: ‘For Carlyle, as for Romantics before
him, the rationalism of the Enlightenment was a prime symptom of its deluded view of human nature and
its denial of history.’
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brought to open judgement. She had been offered light at the
Reformation, she would not have it, and it had returned upon her as
lightning. [...] She had preferred to live for pleasure and intellectual
enlightenment, with a sham for a religion, which she maintained and
herself disbelieved.”

Although Froude explicitly argues that Carlyle rejects miracles in his reformed faith:

He had learnt that effects succeeded causes uniformly and inexorably
without intermission or interruption, and that tales of wonder were as
little the true accounts of real occurrences as the theory of epicycles was a
correct explanation of the movements of the planets.’®

However, he apparently contradicts himself by claiming that Carlyle constructs The
French Revolution as the playground of God’s absolute rule over human action via the
intervention of terrible ‘forces in the universe’. In Froude’s increasingly conservative
tongue, divine intervention in not a proof of the divine care for humanity, but rather a

display of God’s anger and revenge:

Constitutions, Bills of Rights, and such like were no substitutes for
justice, and could not further justice, till men were themselves just. They
must seek first God’s kingdom, they must be loyally obedient to the law
which was written in their consciences; or though miracles had ceased, or
had never been, there were forces in the universe terrible as the thunders
of Sinai or Assyrian armies, which would bring them to their senses or
else destroy them. The French Revolution was the last and most signal
example of ‘God’s revenge. "

What we arguably see here is a display of Froude’s personal fatalistic system of belief
in which ‘God’s revenge’ is the leading motif. Froude’s semi-biographical novel, The
Nemesis of Faith (1849), is structured around the idea of divine punishment which
reaches the protagonist, Markham Sutherland, after he has been engaged in a spiritual
search which led him to question Anglican and Calvinist beliefs. In his development,
Sutherland is drawn in turns to the teachings of Carlyle and John Henry Newman
(1801-1890), and is supposedly finally saved by Newman’s alter ego, but immediately
succumbs back to his fatalist creed and dies feeling the most miserable of men, wishing

he had never been born.® Significantly, The Nemesis of Faith expresses Froude’s

" Froude, Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p. 331.

"® Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of his Life, vol. 2, p. 3.

" Froude, Froude’s Life of Carlyle, p. 330.

8 Froude’s novel enacts a larger literary rebellion against the moral implications of the Calvinist doctrine.
David J. DelLaura notices: ‘[I]t has recently been shown that the loss of religious faith in such
representative early Victorian agnostics as F. W. Newman (John Henry Newman’s brother), J. A. Froude
[...], and George Eliot was not due, in the first place, to the usually suggested reasons — the rise of
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protest against the Calvinist doctrine of Divine retribution and predetermination (which

in his biography he assigns to Carlyle’s reading of history):

I mean that the largest portion of mankind, these very people who live
about us, feel with us, act with us, are our daily companions — the people
we meet at dinner or see in the streets, that are linked in with us with
innumerable ties of common interest, common sympathy, common
occupations — these very people are to be tortured for ever and ever in
insuperable agonies. My God! And for what?®!

Carlyle’s reaction to Nemesis, where Carlyle’s thought features such a strong presence,

makes one wonder what he would have thought of Froude’s biography:

Froude’s Book is not, — except for wretched people, strangling in white

neckcloths, and Semitic thrums, — worth its paper and ink. What on Earth

is the use of a wretched mortal’s vomiting up all its interior crudities,

dubitations, and spiritual agonising belly-aches, into the view of the

Public, and howling tragically, ‘See!” Let him, in the Devil’s name, pass

them, by the downward or other methods, in his own water-closet, and

say nothing whatever!®
In the light of Nemesis, Froude’s ‘Calvinist without the theology’ ultimately depicts
Carlyle on a lost position in the battle with the Calvinist moral code. In Froude’s
romantic portrayal, Carlyle is a failed reformer, unable to fulfil his mission of rescuing
the world (and Froude) from the fatalistic creed of predestination and divine retribution.
Specifically in The French Revolution, Carlyle fails to answer Froude’s passionately
articulated call for a merciful, humane God and a catholic and sympathetic church. For
Froude then, Carlyle fails not only in his marriage and personal life, but primarily in his
role of Froude’s spiritual teacher and leader.®® Froude’s biography itself, can perhaps be
read artistically in this agenda as the Divine nemesis reaching Carlyle, through Froude’s

iconoclastic biography.

evolutionary theory in geology and biology and the Higher Criticism of the Bible. Instead, in each life the
dominant factor was a growing repugnance toward the ethical implications of what each had been taught
to believe as essential Christianity’ David J. DeLaura, Hebrew and Hellene in Victorian England (Austin:
University of Texas Press, 1969), p. 13. Similarly in Phases of Faith Passages from the History of My
Creed (1850) F. W. Newman (1805-1897), a friend of Carlyle (and younger brother of Cardinal J. H.
Newman) traces the development of his faith from Calvinism, through its complete rejection, to
undefined theism.

8 Froude, The Nemesis of Faith (London: J. Chapman, 1849). p. 19.

2CL 24:13.

% Froude confesses his devotion to Carlyle: ‘From the time | became acquainted with his writings, [I]
looked on him as my own guide and master [...] If | wrote anything, | fancied myself writing it to him.’
Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of his Life, vol. 2, pp. 179-180.
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Froude’s depiction of Carlyle as an anti-Enlightenment writer and a failed
figure, both in his personal life and as a writer, has had a long purchase. Since Froude
blamed Calvinism for all Carlyle’s misery and confusion, hardly any positive account of
Carlyle’s spirituality has until today been produced (a critical lacuna already suggested
by writers such as Suzy Anger or Barton Swaim).3* Much critical energy in the
nineteenth century is spent on redeeming Carlyle and his work from Froude’s
iconoclastic image. One seminal way of doing this is to stress the influence of the
German Romantic writers on Carlyle’s thought and specifically of Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe. However, the nemesis of Carlyle’s Calvinism is always close at hand and
the benign teachings of Goethe soon succumb to Carlyle’s dark ‘unenlightened’ creed.
Norwood Young repeats Froude’s reading of The French Revolution, which stages the
reappearance of Carlyle’s terrifying Calvinist God as soon as Goethe’s correcting

influence loses its grip upon Carlyle:

He regards that convulsion as a punishment for sin. [...] In every part of
the story the reader feels the presence of God and His active control over
events. The people are inspired by God to rise against their oppressors
and wreak vengeance upon them. [...] The real God of Carlyle, now that
Goethe is dead, is a just and jealous God, an inexorable Judge, who
punishes the children for the sins of their fathers.®

The same argument is repeated in Hill Shine’s reading, according to which Carlyle
looks in the German writings for a more tolerant religious morality than that sponsored

by Scottish Puritanism, a project which ultimately fails with Goethe’s death.®

8 Suzy Anger has recently pointed to the lack of a deeper critical study of Carlyle’s engagement with
Calvinist theology: ‘Although virtually every critic concedes the importance of his Calvinism, there has
been only a single article devoted to establishing specific Calvinist influences in Carlyle’s thought, this by
C. F. Harrold in 1936°. Suzy Anger, Victorian Interpretation (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2005), p.
182, footnote. In what is intended to be an inroad into a re-examination of Carlyle’s theology in a broader
perspective, Anger places Carlyle’s writings in the context of the nineteenth-century biblical criticism and
negotiates the place of Carlyle’s thought in between the reflections of Cardinal John Henry Newman and
the German school of Higher Criticism, sketching comparisons with twentieth-century hermeneutics. Cf.
also Barton Swaim, *”Our own Periodical Pulpit”: Thomas Carlyle’s Sermons’, Christianity and
Literature, 52:2 (2003), 137-158, and Swaim, Scottish Men of Letters and the New Public Sphere
(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2009).

¥ Norwood Young, Carlyle: His Rise and Fall (London: Duckworth, 1927), p. 354.

8 ‘poetry, Carlyle insisted, should find its materials in facts rather than in fiction. History the
manifestation of the supernatural in the actual, was to serve as exempla to society. Religion, also a highest
moral interpretation of the supernatural in the actual, was to provide the highest moral interpretation of
these phenomena of life. But that problem of the highest moral interpretation caused him much trouble. It
was one aspect of a conflict between two elements in his own nature — a conflict between romantic
tolerance and Puritanic intolerance. At the death of Goethe in 1832, the tolerant viewpoint lost perhaps its
ablest single supporter in Carlyle’s mind.” Hill Shine, Carlyle’s Fusion of Poetry, History, and Religion
by 1834 (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1938), p. 85.
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The champion of the argument which juxtaposes the Calvinist and the German
influences in Carlyle’s thought is Charles Frederick Harrold. When in the 1830s Harrold
attempts a closer critical examination of the Calvinist debt in Carlyle’s writings, he does
it increasingly from a philosophical rather than a religious stance. Froude originally
stripped Carlyle of his theology, but he supposedly left him his religious apparel intact.
Yet, if we read Froude’s original opposition as poised between religion and theology, in
Harrold’s interpretation of the ‘Calvinist without the theology’, Carlyle is left barely
with a scant stoic attitude, which Harrold analyses in the context of his philosophical
writings. In Harrold’s interpretation, what we witness in Carlyle’s writings is a battle
between his Calvinist fatalistic and outdated philosophy on the one hand, and the more
open, modern and life-accepting influence of German mysticism on the other, a battle in
which, however, Calvinism always has the last word. Harrold concludes that Carlyle is
a rather mediocre critic of German philosophy, who seeks in it only a confirmation of
his own Calvinist creed: ‘He was obviously not a philosopher but a wanderer among
ideas, seeking here and there an echo of his own convictions.”®” Because Harrold is set
on examining Carlyle’s work as an instance of philosophical criticism (rather than an
imaginative artistic production), this conclusion is presented as a major flaw in
Carlyle’s writing. Representative of Harrold’s essentially negative reading of Carlyle is
his presentation of Carlyle’s reaction to Schiller’s motto that truth is a process: ‘immer

wird, nie est’ (“is always becoming/always will be, never is’):

Too theistic, even in this early period, for such a view, he oscillated
between his Calvinistic conviction of ‘original sin,” and his desire to
adopt the Goethean optimism toward human nature, the poet’s serene
acceptance of the world, his belief in the fundamentally divine nature of
man. Beneath his intermittent espousal of the Fichtean belief in the moral
progress of the world, in the inevitable and divinely decreed development
of man to high spiritual attainments by means of man’s indwelling
divinity, Carlyle never quite lost his ascetic pessimism, the hatred of evil,
the need of expiation, of renunciation.®

What we can glimpse here is Harrold’s own bias towards German Romanticism, which
leads him to presenting Carlyle’s creed as outmoded. By putting ‘the original sin’ in
inverted commas, Harold clearly suggests that Carlyle’s theology has no place within

his philosophical study. The original critical pattern set out by Froude is also given a

87 Charles Frederick Harrold, Carlyle and German Thought: 1819-1834 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1934), p. 18.
% Ibid., p. 111.
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more definite reading by Harrold. Carlyle is permanently trapped in his outmoded and
aesthetically-flawed faith which supposedly stops him from embracing the progressive
optimism of the German Romantic school. Harrold can be seen here to involuntarily
enter Comte’s positivist tongue when he depicts Carlyle as torn between the two
‘stages’ of human progress, while his Calvinist belief prevents him from progressing to
the modern secular stage. Harrold leaves no doubt to the reader about which side he
personally supports: German philosophy connotes optimism, acceptance and moral
progress, by contrast, Carlyle’s spirituality is exclusive, out-dated and pessimistic. The
two directions which Harrold draws for Carlyle’s thought are: the Calvinist utter
damnation of humanity and this world on the one hand, and the German mystical
divinisation of man and nature on the other. In another passage, Harrold depicts Carlyle

wavering between an optimistic German pantheism and his old dark puritanical theism:

He always wavered between a love of nature as suffused with deity, and a
rejection of her as a cloud on the otherwise dazzling face of Truth. In his
more optimistic moments, when he felt sure of the nearness of God, he
pantheistically praised nature’s beauty and justice, and sensed God as
resident in all grades of being from ‘the seraph [to] the glow-worm.’
When, however, he was oppressed by man’s short-comings and nature’s
darkness and blindness, he reverted to his puritan theism, and saw the
divine as remote and transcendent.®

This sharp division, which we supposedly witness in Carlyle’s thought, can be read as
both the inheritance of the English Whig-perpetrated narrative of Scotland as self-
divided between civilisational progress and its Puritan past that we briefly examined
earlier and an expression of Harrold’s own anti-Calvinist bias. Carlyle’s occasional
‘mysticism’ (channelling his German Romantic interest) in Harrold’s interpretation is
the only way to escape his dark theology. It “shines like a golden gleam through the

darker texture of [Carlyle’s] Calvinism’®

However, such occasional pearls in Carlyle’s
thought in no way redeem his fundamentally flawed doctrine. All in all, we are told that
Carlyle’s *mysticism’ is a disguised failure to grasp German philosophy properly, and
an expression of his ‘inability to systematize or think through a number of variously
related doctrines’.*! Harrold believes that Carlyle is no mystic, although he may assume

a ‘mystical tone’, and if at all, he is more indebted to the German thinkers and Goethe
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than to great German mystical thinkers.® Ultimately, then, similarly to Froude, Harrold
is another critic profoundly disappointed with his hero: if Carlyle fails as a critic of
German thought, he cannot be seriously considered as a mystic either (which, we are
told, are the only two ‘bright” strands in his otherwise dark and philosophically-misled

doctrine).

It is important to note here that whereas Harrold examines the idea of Carlyle’s
mysticism in full seriousness, its actual nineteenth-century connotations in the
periodical press are far from religious. In fact, in the Whig idiom of Francis Jeffrey
(1773 -1850), Carlyle’s Germanism and his ‘mysticism’ function as interchangeable
terms, and both are dismissed as the ostensibly stylistic faults in Carlyle’s texts. Froude
quotes Jeffrey’s critique of Carlyle’s style: ‘Jeffrey frankly said that he could not set
much value on paradoxes and exaggerations, and no man ever did more than Carlyle to
obstruct the success of his doctrines by the tone in which he set them forth.”*® In a letter
to Carlyle written in 1828 criticising Carlyle’s essay on Burns (1828), Jeffrey describes
Carlyle pejoratively as a Germanophile and advises him to avoid his ‘mysticism’, which
is an expression of his foreign sympathies. Whereas this appears to be primarily a
critique of Carlyle’s style, Jeffrey also advises Carlyle jokingly to abandon the role of
‘the apostle of another reformation’, registering his low opinion about Carlyle’s
‘puritanism’:

I wish there had been less mysticism about it [Carlyle’s essay on Burns] -

at least less mystical jargon [...] I am firmly persuaded the great source of

your extravagance, and of all that makes your writings intolerable to

many - and ridiculous to not a few, is not so much any real peculiarity of

opinions as an unlucky ambition to appear more original than you are - or

the humbler and still more delusive hope of converting our English

intellects to the creed of Germany - and being the apostle of another
reformation — | wish to God | could persuade you to fling away these

%2 Harrold quotes the supposedly mystical elements in Carlyle’s thought: ‘rejection of the understanding
as a means of comprehending ultimate truth, in favor of an immediate and intuitive access, his belief in a
Godlike ingredient in man, providing a point of common ground between the soul and its Source; his
conception of God as nameless and ineffable, his fondness for the imagery of the abyss; his love of
silence as both a means of knowing and as a characteristic of deity; his doctrine of nature and man as
revelation of a divine force which is both a being and a becoming, both immanent and transcendent; his
conviction of the essential oneness of all things; his emphasis on symbols, under the forms of objects,
events, language; and his interest in the relation between time and eternity — his longing for an Eternal
Here and Now.” Harrold, ‘The Mystical Element in Carlyle, p. 473.

% Froude, Thomas Carlyle: A History of the First Forty Years of his Life, vol. 2, p. 397.
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affectations - and be contented to write like your famous countrymen of
all ages.™

In the idiom of Jeffrey’s Edinburgh Review, ‘Germanism’ is a term of offence, an
expression both of the periodical’s anti-Romantic bias and its Whig credentials
(Germany being regarded as the philosophical continuator of French radical thought).
Significantly, in this half-joking description Jeffrey also links Carlyle’s ‘German’ style
to his religious convictions. The new reformation supposedly staged in Carlyle’s texts
reflects the early Whig reading of the French Revolution as the continuator of tradition
rooted in the Reformation and the Glorious Revolution. Jeffrey’s cynical and
patronising reference to ‘another reformation’ which Carlyle is inviting via his
‘mystical’ style shows how far this tongue of description had become an alien presence
in the 1820s.%® The Edinburgh Review will change its line of depicting the Revolution
soon in the wake of the July Revolution of 1830, but even then the image of Germany
as the hotbed of revolutionary thought propagated by The Anti-Jacobin Review will
remain strongly present. Not only Carlyle’s ‘mystical’ (Romantic) style but also his
‘mystical’ (irrational, anti-Whig) political views are, according to Jeffrey, out of touch
with reality.

Crucially, also in Harrold’s account, Carlyle’s style in The French Revolution is
seen as a distraction that ultimately discredits him as a historian. Harrold begins
persuasively by hinting that rather than as a historian, Carlyle should be regarded as an

artist at work:

Instead of considering Carlyle as a scientific historian we may more
properly regard him as an artist, dealing with reported fact from a
confusing number of directions, and handling materials which, however
manifestly unreliable they themselves might be, always demanded some
degree of accuracy and good faith, and which on the other hand permitted
various turns of interpretation, emphasis, perspective, or moral judgment.
From a great number of in- coherent and carelessly inaccurate narratives,
he attempted to winnow that thing which he revered with his whole soul,
the significant human fact.

% The Letters of Francis Jeffrey to Thomas and Jane Welsh Carlyle, ed. by William Christie (London:
Routledge, 2008), p. 21.

% Compare Carlyle’s opinion of Jeffrey: ‘Here is a man whom they have kneaded into the shape of an
Edinburgh Reviewer, and clothed the soul of in whig formulas [...] but he might have been a beautiful
Goldoni, too, or something better in that kind, and given us beautiful comedies, and aerial pictures, true
and poetic, of Human Life, in a far other way.” Thomas Carlyle, Reminiscences, ed. by lan Campbell and
K. J. Fielding (Glasgow: Kennedy & Boyd, 2009), p. 342.

% Harrold, “Carlyle’s General Method in the French Revolution’, PMLA, vol. 43, No. 4 (Dec., 1928),
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However, this initial appreciation of Carlyle as an artist, is contradicted in Harrold’s
opinion that all in all Carlyle is a second-rate artist in The French Revolution, which,
apart from Carlyle’s theoretical and emphatically not artistic commentary, displays little

talent:

Those sections which are not devoted to running commentary on the
Revolution, on democracy, or on other problems, are Carlylean renditions
of various dull or hopelessly biased accounts, selected for color and
drama, arranged according to climax or contrast, and presented so as to
secure the result desired, a “flame-picture.”®’

The picture emerging from Harrold’s study is that of Carlyle failing as a German
philosophy interpreter, a mystic, a historian, as well as an artist.” Harrold’s major study,
Carlyle and the German Thought (1934) establishes the critical pattern in which
Carlyle’s native Scottish thought is contrasted with the influence of German Idealist
philosophy.

The critical tradition of presenting Carlyle’s vision of history in polarised terms,
poised between the Germanic and puritan influences, is more recently found in David
Sorensen’s ‘Carlyle’s Method of History in The French Revolution’ (echoing Harrold’s
‘Carlyle’s General Method in the French Revolution’). Here too Carlyle’s Calvinism is
seen as disabling him from embracing Goethe’s higher view of history: ‘lronically,
Carlyle was re-living the Calvinist paradox that had tormented his father [...]. He
wanted to believe with Goethe that men were responsible for shaping the course of
history, but his Calvinist sense made him suspicious of their efforts to reform
themselves. He rejected determinism in one instance, while he endorsed it in another.”*®
We see here the repetition of the critical line established by Froude and Harrold.
Carlyle’s religion is paradoxical (Froude’s ‘Calvinist without the theology’), it connotes
Carlyle’s deterministic reading of history, as well as the millenarian belief that the
French Revolution heralds the Apocalypse. While Goethe’s reading connotes a less

deterministic and fatalistic reading of history, which ‘answered to Carlyle’s deepest
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yearnings’,* yet, he is unable to accept it and remains torn between the two historical

visions.

This division has been recently fundamentally questioned by scholars such as
Ralph Jessop'® and Cairns Craig who have radically shifted the philosophical debate
which takes place in Carlyle’s writings back to the Scottish terrain. Craig has contended
that German Idealism should not be opposed to Scottish Calvinism because the
nineteenth-century thinkers ‘saw themselves not as negating their Scottishness but as
recovering an older Scottish sense of religious commitment in a modern philosophical

discourse.”*®* Craig writes:

For Caird, like Pringle-Pattison, Carlyle’s Germanism was not a betrayal
of Scottish traditions, but, rather, the recovery through philosophy and
history of the fundamental principles of the reformed tradition.'%?

If this fundamentally Calvinist-rooted debate has been shifted towards other terrains
almost to an utter disregard of its origins, it is, in Craig’s contention, because of the
English focus of Carlyle’s criticism. In Out of History: Narrative Paradigms in Scottish
and English Culture Craig accused literary criticism of presenting Scottish culture as
‘parochial’ and measuring it against the English standard. Carlyle, writing in a very
broad cosmopolitan perspective about Germany and France, but from a distinctly
Scottish Calvinist standpoint, does not easily fit into such an Anglo-centric critical
framework. Craig argues that critics like Raymond Williams have seen English culture
as exercising the main influence on Carlyle, while they ignored almost completely the
impact of Carlyle’s Calvinist upbringing and the Scottish Enlightenment tradition. He
charges Williams with “ignoring the cultural interchanges in which a writer like Carlyle
was necessarily engaged’.*® In Craig’s interpretation, Carlyle’s position as an outsider
in the capital gives him the critical advantage over English intellectuals in his censure of

% Ibid., p. 82.

100 Ralph Jessop, Carlyle and Scottish Thought (London: Macmillan Press, 1997); Ralph Jessop,
‘Resisting a Dangerous Legacy of the Enlightenment: Carlyle, Hamilton, and James on the Mechanization
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the industrial era: ‘It was precisely because Carlyle did not belong to the core that he

could point to the developing tensions of an industrial society.”***

Similarly, Stefan Collini draws attention to this negative approach specifically in the
field of the ‘cultural studies’ (championed by Raymond Williams). The picture of
Carlyle drawn by cultural studies, Collini argues, has been that of a radical manqué or a
primitive critic of the bourgeois idea of the society.'® It has also tended to curtail the
breadth of Carlyle’s thought by subjecting it completely to the cause of furthering the
progress of socialism in Britain. Instead, Collini advocates a much more holistic
approach to Carlyle’s works, noticing that their broad cross-disciplinary scope of
interest demands such an altogether more catholic answer. According to Collini, too
much critical attention has been expended in an attempt to ‘classify’ Carlyle as a
philosopher, a political thinker, or a literary critic per se, whereas the less-specific
application of the nineteenth-century idea of a ‘sage’ would suit better Carlyle’s
miscellaneous and cosmopolitan interests. Collini’s vision offers a move forward from
the conventionally overly pessimistic depictions of the sage of Chelsea as a ‘dishonest’
Calvinist, not quite a radical political thinker, not quite a Tory/Whig/Liberal, not quite a
democrat, n