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SUMMARY

Thi=s uvorlk identifiez wvarious wmodes of addres== in George
Meredith’=s fiction in the 1light of a knouledge of the
contemporary readership addres=zed. Chapter One dizcu=ses

the natuvure of the Yictoriamn reading pubklic, and conclude=
that it was not homogeneous but fractured, with Meredith’=z
readership bteing identified with an intellectual elite,
rather than with a majority vho shared wuhat Meredith called
"puklic taste”.  But, after a conzideration of hou
Meredith’=s reputation va=s eztabklished, it becomez clear that
thiz reputation masked the actual addrezz vhich the novels
made to their readers.

In the nex three chapters, the thesizc i=s then
developed that =pecific patterns of addrezz were uzed in
Meredith’s fiction to reach thi=z divided readerzhip.
Chapter Tuo examines the dévi:es By which thiz doubkle
addre== waz achieved. Chapter Three conziders addreszz in
relation to Astyle; firstly by examining the =tyle of
Meredith’s fiction inm isolation, and then by making a direct

comparison tbetuween The Egoist and popular fiction published

in the =ame newuspapeir in the =Same year. Chapter [Four
extends the argument to conzider addrezz in relation to
value =y=stems the novelz az=zume that their readerz =hare.

The work concludez with three caze =ztudies uhich use the
finding=s of the previous three chapters, together with an
undersztanding of the wvay in which contemporary divorce
reportz addres=zed their readers, to illustrate that
Meredgth’z fiction wvaz addres=sed not to the "Reader®, a= i=

usually suppo=ed, but to a multiplicity of readers.

A e



INTRODUCTION

The direction of wmy research came from an initial
consideration of Meredith as a communicator. I had $ound
that hiz celebrated Essav on CDméd“* appeared to address its
avwdience in a way which was guite contradictory. On the one
hand it offered to educate the taste of an audience which it
clearly identified as being in need of imbrovement; on the
other hand its mode of address distinctly implied an
audience which was already highly cultured, in Meredith’s
phraze, "a selecter world."? There iz a familiar lecturing
device whereby the phrase "as we all know..." actually meaneg’
"I cannot be bEothered discussing...," a device to enable an

argument to move forward rapidly. But, in The Ecsay on

Comedy it iz not a gquestion of occasional casual short cuts:
the divided address of the audience runz right through the
Egsgay. Turning then to the novels with this feature of the
E=zavy in mind, I dicscovered that contradictions of address
recur variously throughout Meredith’s fiction, =0 much =o
that they amount to a shaping force.

Many studies 0¥ fiction avoid considering the way
fiction is addressed - understandably, because nobody goes
to fiction for the direct information for which we consult a
phone book or a cook book. This avoidance has, however, all
too often brought studies of fiction to a tacit acceptance
of an untenable mode of communication - an author addressing
the perennial and unchanging reader. Meredith’s fiction

provides a particularly vivid example of duplicities of
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address which are not uncommon in nineteenth century
fiction, and which are indeed implicit whenever fiction is
put in circulation awmong a non-homogeneous readership.
Recent Meredith ztudies have been almost forced to take this
into account, but have sustained an unfortunate reluctance
to abandon the myth of the universal reader addressed by an
author who knows his universals.

Gillian Beer™ and Mohammed Shaheen® both assume an

anonymous and unchanging reader in their thematic analyses

of Meredith. John Lucas’s account of "Meredith’s=
Reputation"=s did concern itself with the contemporary
readership of Meredith’s novelss but, by taking

pver-literally the =statementz of a restricted group of
Meredith’=z fans, he brought himself to the conclusion that
Meredith's nhovels were the exclusive property of an
intellectual coterie. Lucas did poetulate, albeit
schematically, a =plit in late nineteenth century culture, a
split between "art and popularity” (p. 5); but he placed
Meredith’s novel=s as belonging only to the high sphere of
art, untouched by the supposedly separate features of
popular culture. Lucas’= argument was not pursued through
any analyesiz of the textual aspects of address, uhich might
well have led him to =ome different conclusion=s.
Reader-response theory haz informed one recent =study,
and to an extent the p=Eychologizing =o common to this
approach has been opened out to take account of hiztorical

considerations. In The Readable People of George Meredith

by Judith Wilt=, Meredith’s contemporary reading puklic is



identified a=z including "second assistant book-keepers" as
well as "university graduates" (p. 533! bBut UWilt’s attention
to hi=tory i= brief to the point of being cursory. She
moves qguickly to a claim that there waz a "Meredithian
subplot,” vhich aimed to unite disparate and different
readers in a gingle "commuhity of literacy” {(p. 41). Wilt
assume=s thi= plot effectively =suvcceeded, and =he then
proceeds to =uggest that the "act of reading® raisesz all
readers to the =zame level - perhapsz a more extreme position
and a narrower one than any advanced by Iser.” Her
interesting exploration of several author-reader games in
three of Meredith’= novels is= flawed by consiztent reference
to "the reader," a unified subject.

My work has explored the consequences of Wilt’s
historical perception, and I have examined the diversity of
readership which =he denied herself the opportunity to
consider. Very far from ;Dnsidering a unified readership a=s
a condition of their production, Meredith’z novelz employed
a variety of modes of address to appeal to a fractured
readership. Meredith’=s novels can thuz be =een az more
complex than the neat and absolutist divizion betuween "art
and popularity® would zallow.

My approach i= historical and my argument progresses as
follows. Chapter One malies an analysi= of the contemporary
readership of Meredith’s novels and examines how his
reputation was formed. Chapter Two singles out some of the
devices whereby a divided readership was addressed. Chapter

Three considers the relationship betueen gtyle and addrese,
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and Chapter Four relates address to alternative value
systems which the novels evoke. Chapter Five takez three
cace studies to show that these aspects of address
interacted differently, and that it haz been on the basizs of
some specific interactions in this area that asesthetic
esteem has developed variously.

My central focus has been Meredith’s work, but my
central concern has been as wmuch with a larger aspect of
nineteenth century culture - the position of Ffiction
targeted on a heterogeneous readerszhip. Along with studies
of Meredith’s novels, 1 offer analyvzesz of zome of hiz short
stories and of hi= celebrated sonhet sequence "Modern Love."®
I also give detailed attention to writings which illuminate
the specific nature of some of Meredith’s strategies,
writing such as divorce-reports, and popular +fiction +From

the Glasgow Weekly Herald. By examining Meredith®z fiction

alohgeide writingse which literary criticism has largely
ighored, I hope to have at least re-opened the issue which
iz at once gestured towards and regrettably csimplified in
the simple "art and popularity” dichotomy.

Mo =ingle existing svystem of literary termz has been
adopted throughout. I have instead taken up whatever seemed
the most useful tools to advance each =tage of the argument.
When I employ such words as ‘“"readership," "address" and
"etyle” my meaning is defined and expanded in the coursze of
the argument. There is an obvious initial debt to Pierré
Macherey’s & Theory of Literary Production® and =ome of the

detail in my descriptive stylistices owes much to the work of
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Roger Fowler.*®

Recent developments in theory have been an important
background to my work, but my first concern haz been to map
an uncharted azpect of literary hiztory rather than to
achieve a pristine theoretical position. I of fer a
contribution to knowledge rather than a final concluzion.

This work does share common ground with Rachel
Bowlby*® apd Jacqueline Rose,'* who have also advanced from
the assumption that not all readers are the zame. However,
my concern has not been with either wvomen’s -ﬂcﬁcwns
{although Virago has claimed Meredith as ite own), nor with
a genre =o auwdience specific as children®s “hwuhue. But, as
do both these scholare, I take é body of Ffiction which up
till nnw‘ has wmainly been examined as expressing the =single
and unified viecwpoint of an author nf genius, and I incteod
attempt to read thisz work asz= it addreszses disparate groups
of readere.

The questions this approach raises are crucial once it
iz acknowledged that writing communicates, but they are aleo
gquestions to which conventional literary syllabuses have
till now given little cspace. Meredith has always gilven
difficulty to the devisors of literary syllabuses, who have
accorded him esteem while withholding attention. The
significance that I claim {for this work is that it puts at

least some of thece exclusions in gquestion.



CHAPTER ONE

EXCLUSIONS AND INCLUSIONS:
THE CONTEMPORARY READERSHIP OF MEREDITH’S FICTION

AND ITS RELATIONSHIF TGO THE VICTORIAN PUBLIC

The novels of George Meredith, from The Shaving of
Shagpat in 1856 to Celt and Saxonh which was published
posthumously in 1910, appeared over a period of vyears
roughly corresponding to the second hal$ of the nineteenth
century and extending into the first decade of the
twentieth.

During these vyears Meredith’s novels acquired a
reputation which centred around a mythic status, as "more
honoured than popular”?t, This reputation, nurtured
initially by modest praise, frequently tempered by a
suspicion of excessive cleverness, grew throughout the
century and reached a peak just before the author’'s death in
1209, with the unrestrained adulation of an elite.
Meredith’s coterie of admirers, encouraged by the author’s
own ctritical statements and mock humble pose of a man
writing in a wilderness, built this reputation Ffor the
novels on the supposed dichotomy between a Meredith novel
and the fiction generally appreciated by popular taste.

The factors affecting the growth of this reputation are
inextricably bound up with an understanding of the nature of
the novels’® readership. This readership consisted of a

small subsection of the reading public, which was in turn a
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small percenﬁagex of the public as a whole. Guided by
reviews by‘leading critics of the day, response to the texts
altered as the Meredith canon expanded.

This <+first chapter will consider the changing
composition of Meredith’s contemporary readership and
subsequently look at its reception of the novels as they
initially appeared. It is hoped that this study will help
to explain the ambiguities surrounding the distinctive

reputation which Meredith’s novels acguired during his

lifetime.

The Contemporary Readership

There are many problems in any endeavour to define the
parameters of the readership of Meredith’s novels. The size
of the readership was influenced by a number of
inter-related economic, educatiocnal and social variables.
Any clear perception of a typical actual reader is partially
obscured by a mass of conflicting statistics, resulting in
many qualified and tentative statements. Information
regarding the specific topics of literacy, publishing,
circulating-libraries and 1literary periodicals helps to
illuminate the issue.

The level of literacy in Britain in the second hal+f of
the nineteenth century gives an indication of the size of
the total pool from which readers could be drawn. Raymond
Williams cites the record of the ability to sign the
marriage register as evidence of the extent of literacy in

Britain in the Victorian period, and quotes <figures which
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show an increase in the extent of this ability throughout
the

century:=.

Men Women Total
Able to sign % % : %
1839 656.3 50.5 S8.4
1873 g81.2 74.6 77.9
1893 95.0 94.3 94,65

But there are different degrees to literacy. The ability to
sign one’s name bears 1little relation to the degree of
literacy reqguired to read a novel. Although educatioh
spread during this periocd with the passing of such
legislation as the Elementary Education Act of 1870, which
was the first seriously organized attempt at a national
system of education for all children, it was usually of a
minimal kind. Lawrence Stone emphasises that despite the
fact that "after 1840 the growth of elementary education in
Victorian England was so rapid that it took only another
fifty vyears virtually >tu wipe out illiteracy altogether,"
"the upper levels of education remained extraordinarily
elitist in scale and char;cter.?“ The Victorian reading
public can therefore be divided into a number of categories
defined on the basis of literacy and general educational
standards. If, as Raymond Williams suggests, only 3% of the
population read a daily newspaper, then the percentage
possessing the interest, or ability, to read a novel must

almost certainly have been considerably less.
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In the category of readers who were educated to only an
elementary level, the prevailing taste wa=z not for
novel-length fiction, but for short sensational talesz which
appeared in weekly journals of a low educational s=tandard,
such as The Family Herald. By 1870, thiz periodical had a
circulation of two hundred thousand, compared to a

circulation figure of two thousand and five hundred for the

Fortnightly Review=<, Richard Altick sums up the taste of

this readercship!

Some intellectually ambitious worlers applied
themselves to cerious books, working their way
through them =lowly, attentively, and retentively.

But the wmajority chose books and papers written
expressly for an audience of semi-~literates uwho=e
requirements were simple but demanding. Because
they possessed wvirtually no general information,
their reading matter had to be devoid of all but
the most familiar literary and his=torical
allusions, they could not be expected to waste
time puzzling over any more recondite kind. &nd
because their attention spanz were cshort, they
needed a running =upply of excitements, brief and
to the point, and sentencez and paragraphs to
match.s

Full of 1literary and bhistorical alluzionz, discursively
expanding to three volumes with sentences and paragraphs to
match, replete with recondite puzzles of a most elaborate
lkkind, Meredith novels were most decidedly not suitable for
the semi-literate reader described above. This audience was
lost in its entirety to Meredith, a primordial soup with
which he did not concern him=self, and which did not concern
itself with him. He ignored this category of reader in his
tritical pronpuncements and personal letters, =paring them

the contempt he allotted to "public tasteo," ag he termed
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it*, the taste of an altogether more educated,‘i§ to his
mind just as unenlightened, section of society.

Lack of educational ability was only one +factor in
preventing the poor from becoming full members of the
reading public. Poverty itself made such novels largely
uhavailable. Darkec Suvin, whose article *"The Social
Addressees of Victorian Fiction 1870 - 19200" covers fairly
tlosely the period during which Meredith was writing, deals

with this guestion at length!

From what we know about prices and incomes, I
would hold that, at least until the mid-nineties,
volume-length fiction was available +for purchase
to no more than c. 5 - 15% of British families.
Perhaps 10 - 235% bought the penny parts and the
cheapest reprints ... while rather more than half
of the population did not buy fiction at all. As
to the free public libraries, their borrowers seem
to have made up c. S - &% of the total
population...Thus, people who read volume - length
contemporary fiction at all came in Britain at the
very best to 10 - 16%, or between one tenth and
one sixth, of the potentially available public.”

Taking the "potentially available public” to mean all those
who were literate {(with the reservations already made and
all due étress on the word "potentially”), we can see houw
this number becomes considerably reduced when one removes
from it all those literate people who were unable to afford
the 3is 6d price of the three-volume novel, or the annual
guinea fee for the circulating library. Economic factors,
therefore, as well as indirectlﬁ affecting the composition
of the readership with regard to the level of education

- amongst the population, also directly affected the nature of
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the readership by pricing novels out of the reach of the
majority of people.

Meredith’s novels, though often initially appearing in
serial form, & fact which will be considered shortly, were
then published in the standard three volume +orm at the
standard price by Chapman and Hall and latterly by
Constable. Novels in such a format, a luxury item for even
middle-class readers, were of a prohibitive price to those
on the poverty line, existing wholly outside their scheme of
things. The three-volume novel was kept at an artificially
high price throughout the century for what J. A. Sutherland
calls "the dullest pof literary reasons - because it was

commercially safe:"®

Overlong, overpriced and almost from the first
overdue for extinction the three-decker at 31s éd.
which began with Scott saw out Thomas Hardy’s
novel-writing career. It is likely that the new
novel, that wost speculative o+f commercial
ventures, was the most stably priced and sized
commodity in the whole nineteenth - century market
place.®

The stable, high-priced and enduring commodity described
above inspired certain nineteenth century entrepreneurs with
a desire to circumvent it, and open up the reading of
. fiction to a wider public. Mr Mudie’s circulating 1library,
which after due deliberation stocked select Meredith novels,
is perhaps the most significant of these ventures.

With an annual fee of one guinea, the circulating
library made novels accessible to the middle classes rather

than to the poor.i°© However, the actual audience for
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Meredith’s novels was not made up of many of Mr Mudie’s
subscribers. The circulating library became an arbiter of
taste in the nineteenth century. 1In 1860 Mudie’s annual
acquisition of novels was 120,000, making him the *largest
single purchaser of novels in the world."** George Moore

said of Mudie’s:

The librarian rules the roost, he crows and every
chanticleer pitches his note in the same key...And
in accordance with his wishes English fiction now
consists of either a sentimental misunderstanding
which is happily cleared up in the end, or of
singular escapes over the edges of precipices, and
miraculous recoveries of one or more of the senses
of which the hero was deprived, until the time has
come for the author to bring his tale to a close.
The novel of observation, of analysis, exists no
longer among us. Why? Because the librarian does
not feel as safe in circulating a study of life
and manners as a tale concerning a lost will...We
must write as our histories, our biographies are
written, and give up once and forever asking that
most silly of all silly guestions, "Can my
daughter of eighteen read this book?:2

That guestion was asked by Mudie’s of The Ordeal pf Richard

Feverel, which was published in 1859, It was Meredith's
first proper novel, preceded only by his idiosyncratic
Arabian fantasy The Shavina of Shagqgpat and the rambling
German fairytale Egring. However, The Ordeal of Richard

Feverel was not deemed suitable for the eighteen vyear old
. Miss Mudie - Mudie banned the book. Described by Lionel
Stevenson as "an extended personal essay in the guise of
fictibn,"*= the novel is a prime example of what George
Moore refers to as, "the novel of observation, of analysis.”

The novel is a dramatised examination of a system of
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education, a ponderous topic for the members of a
circulating library. It is, however, full of incident and
even the occasional "sentimental misunderstanding” -and
"singular escapes over the edges of precipi:es;" or their
equivalent. The factor which alienated this particular
readership from the novel could be described as its
unpredictability, as it unfolded within an unfamiliar
discourse. "Immorality” was the alleged ground for the ban:
it was claimed that the novel would "offend the kmodesty of
its patrons”*<; but Mudie’s shelves never lacked a plentiful
stock of seedy stories. The portrayval of Richard?’s
corruption by Mrs Mount, unhampered as it is by sentimental
apologies, is shocking only if it is read in a context of
external propriety, with which sensational novels stocked by
Mudie’s did not concern themselves.® Yet the novel did
have an element distressing for a reader habituated to
Mudie’s stock: its ending, which has an unexpectedness that
can still surprise, Lucy’s untimely death, which
frustratingly occurs just as the reader has been 1led to
anticipate complacently the certainty of a fulfilling
conclusion, is disturbing in its perversity. The end of
«thev novel leaves the reader a bleaker prospect, conjured up
in these words: "Have vou noticed the expression in the eyes
of blind men? That is just how Richard looks, as he lies
there silent in his bed -~ striving to image her on his
brain."*® This provides a contrast to the wedding feasts
and accounts of multiplying families with which even the

most sombre of Victorian tales tends to be resplved. The
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texts of Meredith’s novels continually confound and confuse
the reader with sudden erratic moves which shake the
standard patterhs. Forrexample: Diana’s inexcusably excused
exchanging ﬁf love +for ready mohey in Diana Ef the
Crossways) the very odd and capricious romantic career of
the ‘heruine of Sandra Belloni, who turns up again under
several different names and amidst a host of unidentifiable
characters in Yjttorias; the hero’s throw- away death in
Beauchamp’s Career,

It would seem that the deviations of Meredith texts
- from the mwost easily accessible variety of Victorian novel
was one factor, among others, which 1lost +for them the
attention of the typical middle-class library subscriber, as
Meredith cnmplained in Sandra Bellpnhi: "and away flies my
boolk back at the heads of the librarians, hitting me behind
them a far more grievous blow,.,":? |

The circulating library readers represented for
Meredith the "publicﬂ‘taste", frequently set up to be
specifically derided in Meredith’s novels. This readership,
unlike the semi-literate reader, was not entirely lost to
Meredith, but he did disclaim involvement with it. "Public
taste” as excercised through the machinery of the
circulating library was respohsiﬁle for the great success of
Mrs Henry Wood’s East Lynnes a book which Meredith refused
to pass for publication when he was publishér’s reader fnh

Chapman and Hall:
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It is in the worst style of the present taste.

What a wmiserable colourless villain, Levison! The
husband a respectable stick: the heroine a botched
fool: all the incidents forced - that is, not

growing out of the characters: and the turning
point laughable in its probability. Why do wvou
foster this foul taste? There®s action in the
tale, and that’s all.z=

For Meredith here, "present taste” is the antithesis of the
matter and style of a worthwhile production. As Meredith’s
career went on, this divide was harped on obsessively in his
letters, and it was emphasized, rather than ignhored, in the
construction of his own novels., The proposition that the
texts were removed from the scope of a readeréhip who were
in fact indifferent anyway, turned into a pervasive pose.

I have been concerned so far with establishing who did
not form the readership n+fMeredith novels, with eliminating
from the total pool of readers those readers who had little
or no contact with these novels. I will now consider the
nature of the categories of readers for whom Meredith’s
novels were accessible.

One line of investigation which should result in
precise statements about the composition of this actual
readership, iz an examination of the jnurnal; in which the
novels were serialized, and a consideration of what might be
included in a discussion of the journal reading public.
Meredith’s novels were serialized in the <Focllowing

periodicals:
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The Shaving of Shagpat - no serialization

-Earina - no serialization

The Owdeal of Richard Feverel - serialization in French only
Evan Harringtoh - Once a Week

Sandra Belloni - In French only, Revue des Deux Mondes

Rhoda Fleming - no serialization

Vittoria - Fortnightly Review

. The Adventures of Harry Richmond - Cornhill
Beauchamp®s Career - Fortnightly Review
The Eqoist - The Glasgqow Weekly Herald

The Tragic Comedians - Fortnightly Review

\

Diana of the Crosswayvs = Fortnightly Review

One _of Our Congquerors - Fortnightly Review

Lord Ormont and his Aminta - Pall Mall Magazine
The Amazing Marriaqge - Scribner's magazine

Celt and Saxon - Fortnightly Review

|

Out of sixteen novels only three, all early works, did not
appear in serial form. . Although Evan Harrington was the
only one of Meredith’s novels to be written primarily for
serialization*?, serialization became, with each succeeding
novel, an increasingly important means of bringing the
novels before the public®’s attention. As six out of the
thirteen novels which were serialized made their appearance
in the Fortnightly Review, it is perhaps appropriate to
start this survey with a consideration of that periodical.
Alvar Ellegard outlines clearly the problems of-

identifying the readership of individual periodicals, and
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makes some modest proposals for tackling these problems:

Scarcely - any direct information on the
characteristics of the readers of each peripdical
exists. Those were not the days of market
research and readership surveys. Some - clues,

indeed, can be obtained +From descriptions and
advertisements in the advertisers’ handbooks and
directories of the time. But in the main the
readership has to be inferred from the periodical
itselsf: its general appearance, its price, its
style and tone, its opinions and its contents.=%

His examination of these aspects of the Eprtnightly Review,

found that it "appealed to an educated middle to upper class
public, politically liberal-radical, with a rationalistic
philosophical creed. "=2 External - features of - the

Fortnightly Review therefore suggest that the periodical in

which several of Meredith's novels first appeared in serial
form addressed a readership which took education +or

granted, a readership which held a particular set of vieuws
3
and values.

Ellegard®’s conclusion tallies with what we know of the
Fortnightly Review's spohsors and writers. The periodical
was established in 1865 by a small group of men, amongst
whom were Frederick Chapman and George Henry Lewes, and was
shortly afterwards bought by Chapman and Hall, who were
Meredith’s publishers throughout most of his career. John
Morley, a close personal friend of Meredith's, was editor of
the periodical +rom 1886 for fifteen years. During this -
period the Fortnightly Review became, according +to John
Mason, "the = most distinguished journal of the late

nineteenth century."== Jphn Mason, in his article "Monthly
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anhd Guarterly Reviews, 18865 - 1914," has -labelled the
periodical’s readership the "emerging vintelligentsia"za, a-
view further confirmed when we turn to the journal’s -
contents. The FEortnightly Review of Ist October, 1880 ( New
Series, No0o.28) . in which serialization of The. Tragic
Comedians began, is a typical issue. With the exception of
an installment +from Meredith’s novel, the list of contents
is made up almost entirely of religious and political
articles. The articles are written with the intellectual
seriousness which their titles suggest: John W. Probyn on
"Religious Liberty and Atheism,” Mark Pattison, "Industrial

Shortcomings; An Address," James Randell oh "Friendly
Societies,” Augustus Craven’s "Narrative of the Fall of the
Bastille"” and T. E. Leslie on "Political Economy in the
United States." A listing of contributors to the

Fortnightly Review, compiled by a modern scholar, Walter

Graham, reads like a roll call of late nineteenth century
sages! "Walter Bagehot, Matthew Arnold, G.  J. Whyte
Melville, John Dennis, Moncure D. Conway, J. Adqington
Symonds, -Grant Allen, Sidney Colvin, Alfred Austin, Edwuard
Lowden, William Morris, Walter Pater, W. M. Rossetti, Leslie
Stephen, and George Saintsbury."®% Perhaps most telling is
the circulation of the journal. Ellegard guotes Mnrley’s

estimation that each issue of the Fortnightly Review of 1870

went through a print run of two thousand +Ffive hundred

copies, whereas each issue of the Family Herald, as has - -

already been mentioned (p. 12), enjoved a print run of two -

hundred thousand copies. - Circulation +figures further
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confirm what i= evident from its contents and habitual
contributors - the Egrtnightly Bgyigur was a publication
addre=sing, what John Mason has termed, "a new aristocracy
of intellect"®%; conszequently, the serialisations of

Meredith’s novels were addrezsed to an educated elite.

Other periodicals in which Meredith’=s novels were
serialized -~ Qpnge 2 Week, cornhill, Pall Mall Magazine,
Scritbner's Magazine - although perhapz dizplaying less

pnliti;al and wmore literary influences, recsembled the
Fortnightly Revieuw, in that they pas;essed a highly educated
readership. 2% However, there is one apparently surpri=sing
exception to this - the serializéiinn in 1879 of The Egoist
in the @laszggw Ueejtlw Herzld.=" Thiz newpaper’s usual
literary Serial was of a zenzational or zentimental nature -
"Moriarty in Exile” (1872 or "The Mi=er of Ha=elhow”
(1880). Ihe Egoigt wa= =old to the Glacgou Weekly Herald
without Mefédith's khowledge, and a letter he wrote to
Rotert Louiz Stevenson at the time recordz hiz dizgu=t at
the editugs change of title®®, yhich =oftened itsz .Etern
philozophical appeal to a promise of character eccentricity
on display;'the title given to the =erialis=ation was "Sir
Uillaughby Patterne; The Egoist.® The first inz=tallment of
The Eqoizt appeared on 2i=t June, 1879, am1d5£ repnrts. of
"Flute-band nuisance at Maryhill® and "Distress in
Milngavie."” At the price of one penny an i=sue The Egoist
came to a readership who never could have afforded 31z &4
for a three-volume novel. However, az we =hall =ee later

{Ch., 3, pp. 109 -~ 132), unusunl circumcztances in the

PAGE 22



development of the Glasgow Weekly Herald itself had brought
about this asso:iation.nf a Meredith novel with a readership
unused to Meredith’s particular style of fiction.

The unexpected readership acquired by The Egqpist was an
exceptional occurrence; serialization otherwise did' not
bring Meredith’s novels to the attention of a mass:
readership. The other periodicals in which the nhovels
appeared each had a small homogeneous readership, not unlike

the Fortnightlvy Review, =% The first readership -of

Meredith’s fiction was, then, self-consciously intellectual,
educated above the average level in Victorian society, above
that of Matthew Arnold’s "philistine” middle-class =2, and
above Meredith’s own concept of the "public taste.”

The manner in which the limited circle of Meredith’s
readers came to be regarded, and came to regard themselves,
as an elite - with all the implications of the best and the
chosen which that word implies - is a crucial function of
the relationship between that readership and the novels.
For a vivid example of how Meredith’s actual contemporary
audience was striving to count itself as an elite, we have
only to consider the audience which assembled for the one
public lecture which Meredith delivered. This lecture -

later published in 1897 as An Essay onh Comedy and the Uses

of the Comic Spirit - was given in 1877 to wmembers of the

London Institution for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge.
The name of this organisation gives an indication of its
purpose and the tone of its teaching. Its composition at

the time of Meredith’s lecture is summarised as follows by
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Richard Alticlk:

The narrovness or mizguided ambition of the
Diffusion Society’s programme was most forcefully
revealed by the gradual conversion of the
mechanic’s institutes...into semi-frivolous
institutions dominated by the middle-clazs. But
their continuing popularity in provincial towns,
once their programme had been revised, showed hou
hungry ordinary middle-class people uere for
occazional snacks of literature and art. Here
culture was brought down to the level of the
common unders=tanding and while many performances
offered in its name uwere the very definition of
vulgarization in its worst =sense, they uwere at
lea=t a cut above both the printed pap and the
strongly seaszoned fare purveyed at rock-tottom
price=s, to the semi-literate masses.>t

Meredith’s 1lecture addressed itszelf directly to a
desire for culture =uch a= Alticl describes. De=spite his
learned flourishes and grand design it was primarily a
lesson in taste. The culture-hungry middle-clas=s members of
the auvdience and the cself-improving working-men of whom
their were many, according to Meredith’zs letter to the
zecretary of the Institution™2, heard from Meredith what
they had to aspire to. The audience at the London
Institution li=tened as they were offered an opportunity to
become “citizens of the =selecter world," (p.?21) wvhere
acceptance depended upon the ability to appreciate a certain
kind of literature, literature that was explicitly
associated with civilis#tinn and commonszense and intellect,
the kind of literature which Meredith regarded himself as
writing, and which was oppos=ed to the "public taste.®"
Member;hip of this elite, they vere further counselled, did

not allow {for "“public taste,” which was dismizsed a=s that of
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"the idle empty 1laugherz" (p. 15) who appreciated =s=atire,
irony, or just plain fun.
Az a more ample analysi=s will demonstrate (Ch. 2, pp 45

- 855), the very stvle of Meredith’'s addresz in his lecture

m

assumed an auwdience which wanted to ee literature as
culturally improving, socially uplifting, and zomewhat
exclusive. The wide range of experimentation in noveli=stic
=tyle and technique for which Meredith is noted was, a=
detailed anaﬁsis will =how, constantly directed to a
readership ambitious, lilte the lecture audience, to place
itzelf within a deliberately created "selected world.” The
actual contemporary readership combined those who belonged

to an intellectual elite and tho=se who aspired to membership

of such a select group.

Meredith’=s Contemporary Reputation

By the time of his death in 19092 Meredith’z novels, ﬁnd
the author himself, had acquired a reputation for literary
Erilliance which was largely fabricated by thé intelle:tuai
elite among hi= readership, and in particular by an
identifiable coterie among that elite. Even while it
remained an uninteresting mfstery to the "populace,” zand to
the "philistines,"sS Meredith’s fiction elicited an
excessive and undiscriminating enthusiasm from Victorians
laying claim to an eminence over and against "populace” and
"philistine=s." Contemporary comment on hi=s fiction had, as
we =hall see, tuo distinct m%nifestations; on the one hand

there were the reviewz, sometimes favourable, zometimez not!

on the other hand Meredith was extolled and dis:uésed by



disciples and proteges who were themselves engaged in
developing a discourse which had existed outside mainstream
Victorian thought on the novel, and who themselves aspired
to eminence through this discourse.

This special discourse can be exemplified in the
fervent admiration of Robert Louis Stevenson, who became a
friend and freguent correspondent of Meredith’s. In an
-essay entitled "Books which have influenced me,” he pays

this tribute:

I should never +orgive mysel+ if I <+orgot The
Egpist. It is art, if vou like, but it belongs
purely to didactic art, and from all the novels I
have read (and I have read thousands) stands in a
place by itsel+.==

Stevenson was given, not only to expressing a personal
preference for Meredith’s novels, but also to making
critical comparisons with Shakespeare. He expressed the
belief, +or instance, that "the last interview between Lucvy
and Richard Feverel is pure dramaj more than that, it is the
strongest scene, sihce Shakespeare, in the English
tongue."3® gStevenson’s was criticism with no middle-ground,
no tempering of praise with reservations or doubt.

Further eulogies in the same vein as Stevenson’s came
from James Thomson. Thomson is guoted at length in J. A.
Hammerton’s compilation George ﬂetegggh in Anerdote and
Criticism™ <%, which was written juét before Meredith’s death,
and which is in its own way an intense panegyric on the
subject ‘of Meredith’s 1life and work. "Dolts who are not

wearing out their knees before the Meredithian shrine," (p.
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150) met, notes Hammertoﬁ appraovingly, Thomson’s
disdain, and Hammerton associates himself with Thomson in
appreciating "a pearl to which the grosser mob is
indifferent". {(p. 14%) Thomson himselft rises to even

greater excessi

George Meredith stands among our living novelists

much as Robert Browning until of late vears stood

among our living poets, guite unappreciated by the

general public, ranked with the very highest by a

select few...For the rest, the causes of his

- unpopularity are obvious enough, and he himself,

as he more than once lets us know, is thoroughly

aware of them...Not only does he appeal to the

conscience residing in thoughtfulness, he makes

heavy and freguent demands on the active

imagination - monstrous attempts at extorfion which

both the languid and the sentimental novel reader

bitterly resent, and which, indeed, if they grew

common with authors (luckily there is not the

slightest +ear of that) would soon plunge the

- circulating libraries into bankruptcy.=”

The twists of superiority and sarcasm which mark this

writing, "{luckily there is not the slightest fear of

that)", indicate how the coterie comment developed its elite
air.

The 'comparisnn Thomson mwakes between HMeredith and
Browning was a common one, based on the similiar way in
which their reputations developed. The vocabulary wused by
reviewers to condemn the early waorks of Brnwning, is almost
identical to that used in later indignant ocutbursts against
Meredith: “"obscurity”"=®, "talent deliberately perverted"s®,
"bad taste"*°, "a curiosity and a puzzle®<:, After this
initial lack of comprehension, critical opinion as to the

worth of Browning’s poetry became divided. He was taken up

and lauded, as Meredith was, by "a small band of devoted
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adnmirers, "2 wyhile at the same time being generally regarded

as "a poet without a public"<®, as a contemporary noted!

Mr Browning is the poetic idol of men who give
laws to cliques and coteries. The Athenaeumn
"kowtows" to him. Mr Ruskin gquotes from him at
length in obvious admiration. Even at the
university, where new poets find little
acceptance, his exquisite verses are set by
enthusiastic professors to be rendered into Greek
by the candidates for the Classical Tripos. And
vet we are afraid that not one in ten of the
pecple who subscribe to Mudie’s have ever read a
. word of his writings.<=<

This reviewer, writing in 1863, describes the same divide
between what was read "at the university,” and what was read
by "those who subscribe to Mudie’s," that aftfected
Meredith’s own popularity. Influential members of the
"perverse literary cliqqe"‘“ of Browhing admirers, such as
George Eliot and Swinburne, played an important part in
establishing Meredith’s reputation for "genius”. The
reasons they suggested for the lack of popularity of the two
wr-iters were similariy the works of Browning and Meredith
could only be appreciated by the superiocr reader. George
" Eliot praised Browning for "a majestic obscurity’, which
repels not only the ignorant but the idle"<=, and Swinburﬁe
wrote that "He is something too much the reverse of obscurej
he is too brilliant and subtle for the ready reader of a
ready writer to +follow"<”, Both critics drummed up a
following for the poet by crediting admirers with
exceptional intelligence and good taste. Literary elitism

reached a peak at the end of Browning’s career with the
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creation of the Browning Society, and, like Meredith, he
received the ungualified adulation of an ardent up-market
readership. - Both Meredith and Browning had gained
reputations as seers by the time of their deaths, and were

valued not as entertainers, but for their "philosophy".

The creation of Browning’s reputation in the 1860s and
*70s demonstrates the power of a literary cligue.
Stevenson, Thomson, George Eliot, Swinburne, and like-minded
individuals, such as W. E. Henley and James Barrie, were
pleased to notice their owh superior literary
perceptiveness. This attractive elite;, who presumed to know
better than less able readers, helped to puff up Meredith’s
reputation towards the end of the century, and to provide
the novels with a readership anxious to share in a secret.

Meredith’s reputation by the end of his career was such
that his eightieth birthday became a journalistic event. J.
A. Hammerton celebrated the anniversary with a whole

chapter:

My purpose in this chapter is to compile from the
forbidding mass of these newspaper criticisms and
reports an account of the eightieth birthday that
may possess some permanent value in the future as
a record of a notable event in the career of a
great author whose earlier and middle 1life had
been as barren of public interest as his old age
was embarrassed therewith.<®

Other attempts to embarrass his old age included critical
ventures with eulogistic titles and commentary which is
breathlessly reverent. One such is Geprge Meredith: His

Litfe, Genius and Teachihg (1913) by Constantin Photiades.<”
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The +first chapter of this boolk consists of a description of
a visit made by the author to Flint Cottage, where he sat at
Meredith’s feet. The copious wisdom Photiades gleaned there
takkes him twenty-four pages to recount. Like-minded studies
by Hannah H. Lynch=e, Richard Curle=z, Richard le
Gallienne®=2, FElmer James Bailey®3, James Moffat®<® and M.
Sturge Henderson®®, all helped to 1labour the point,

elevating Meredith, by contrast with other mortals, for his

"genius:
I may say further, more particularly, that I have,
in the wmain, concerned myself more with My
Meredith’s genius than his talent - i+ the
distinction be not too old-fashioned - not the
mass of his worlk, but only that part of it which 1
consider peculiarly his own.%®

The "talent"/"genius” distinction, and the stress on what

was "peculiarly his own", which Gallienne makes here, were
recurrent features in these works, and contributed to the
creation of the Meredith myth. The use of the word "genius”
set Meredith’s novels on a plane where actual analytic
criticism was considered uhhecessary, and almost insulting.
Meredith’s novels were to be appreciated for an indefinable
something that was "peculiarly his own". This individual
essence, this mark of "gehius", became a touchstone of
taste. Critics approached the word "genius" with caution
once it had been used freely in influential circles, and
they hesitated to dispute it for fear of displaying lack of

intelligence through their failure to see it. As no

external criteria were involved in the proclamation of this
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genius, few hard arguments were entered in the debate, and
the reputation of Meredith’s novels became a qguestion of
distinction and taste.

Readers of Meredith’s novels were rewarded in the last
decade of ;he nineteenth century and the first decade of the
tﬁentieth, with the knowledge o©of their own good taste.

Possession of this numinous quality of "taste” could be

alleged because the novels were renowhned for
inaccessibility. Inaccessibility was not considered on
material grounds - such as the high cost of the books - but

was identified in the supposed complexity of their style.
This was a view of Meredith’s fiction shared by his admirers
and his detractors. A hostile review Ffrom one of the

contributors to The Saturday Review on One pf Qur Conauerors
commented oh "tortuous precosities"” and "linguistic
nightmares&j although this review ends with an unambiguous
attack, "This is surely not the way to write,"®” it shares
with Meredith’s admirers a focus on Meredith’s manner of
wr-iting, his stvle,

The reviewers of Meredith’s novels were divided during
his career as to whether this was, or was not, the way to
write, each critic coming down with firm conviction on one
side or the other. The dichotomy can be perhaps summarised
by the opposition of the two words "clever®" and "genius," an
opposition vhich continually recurs in contemporary
criticism of the novels; for example, W. E. Henley wrote onh

the subject of The Egoist:! "Mr Meredith’s style, it seems to

me, has always been his wealk point. Like Shakespeare, he is
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a man of genius, who is a clever man as well; and he seems
to prefer his cleverness to his genius,"=2= An  unsigned
review in the Zaturday Review expressed the opinion, when
discussing Vittoria, that "It is often so clever as to be on
the verge of genius, but somehow we don’t get on with
it...,"” and talked of "Mr- Meredith’s very clever, though
rather unreadable performance..."®* Though Henley was a
devotee, and the unknown reviewer a sceptic, both are
confused as to where Meredith’s cleverness ends and his
genius begins. The word "clever" was used as a derogatory
term. The dominant Victorian discourse was suspicious of

what it saw as quick wit at the expense of sound moral

sense. "Genius," onh the other hand, was a far more
elevating concept. "Genius" was romantically inspired and
existed outwith the everyday sphere of reference. Allusive

and evaluative criticism was then in vogue, particularly in
any discussion of Meredith’s novels.

Meredith’s fiction was considéved in the context of
"genius” from the very beginning. George Eliot, in her

review of The Shaving of Sh at, his +First publication,

directly introduces the term: "The Shaving of Shagpat is a

work of genius, and of poetical genius. It has none of the
tameness which belongs to mere imitations manufactured with
servile effort, or thrown off with sinuous Facility.” A
Meredith novel is <from the first, singled out in George
Eliot’s words, as "the apple-tree among the trees of the
wood, "=° .and not, as he and his coterie were to insinuate

and lament in later vears, allowed to "languish in the
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=hadez".”?
Yet, very s=oon after that introductory, rapture; the "but=s"

begin to appear. A review in The Veztminter PRevieuw subs=titutes

"clever® for "geniusz". It claim= that the author in thiz nooel
hazs =acrificed "euphony and almost zensze” to "much clewver and

vigorous dezcription”.®® @&lthough for many yearzs thiz revieu uas

attributed to George Eliot, a2 regular contributor to The

Heztminzter Reviey, itz anonymity cloaked an advertizement for

1

Meredith himzelf.=2=e Meredith’= attempt at =elf praize through
mock apology initiated a =trand in critical thinking wvhich
ultimately worked againzt the popularit, it sought. Cleverness
became =omething to be more and more =uspiciou=s of, for it might
Baffle one’zs perception of the =enze. Az further novelz in the
Meredith canon appeared, the divide betuween thoze uho facoured HMr
Meredith’=z *geniuz" and those who =corned hiz "clevernezs"
increazed. The "clevernez=" of the novelz came to bte regarded by
both the enthuziaztic and the repulzed az a draubaclk in the bid
for popularity, az iz zuggested by The Time= review of The Ordeal
of Richard Feverel: "But it iz al=o very oracular and ob=cure in
parts. Let wu= premize that Mr Meredith belongz to a cla==s of
fictioniztz who are more rare than uelcome - more honoured than
popular".,== Houewver, the divide in opinion waz agreed in
remarking a uniquenes:s baszed on complexitsy.

The wmyth of inacce=sibility wasz fostered by thoze uwvho
claimed to see through the new clothe=, thos=e vho preferred the
vuord "clever” to "geniuz", and equally propagated by the novel’s
admirers=s. fdmirers Here happy to con=ider the novel=s
inacces=zible to the many becauze the fev could thern g=zin honour
from their appreciation. Thiz tendency wvazs noted in contemporary

comment:
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The taste for Mr George Meredith’s later novels is
a sentiment, personal, freakish, tiptoeing an

impertinent superiority of glance. From a
pinnacle of the supercilious it tuwinkles a
cavalier stare! - below, the swinishy above - the

stars. Georgioum sidus!e<

Such exaggerated rhetoric was frequently provoked by the
Meredithian pose, which it mockingly parpdies, and it was in
particular the later novels, as the critic notes, that
excited such diverse reactions, from adulation to loathing.

The early novels which succeeded The Ordeal of Richard

Feverel, such as Evan Harrington (1860), Sandra Belloni
{1864), and Rhoda Fleming (18865), were given limited
attention, which focused mainly on the vagaries of the plot,
with some glances at the "display of intellectual
pyrotechnics"=®, Meredith’s novels gained increasing
popularity in the middle period of his career, with The

Adventures of Hartry Richmond (1871), Beauchamp’s Career

{18749), e E t (187%9), The Tragic Comedians (1880) and

Diana of the Crossways (1885). The latter two, like his

sonnet sequence "Modern Love” (1862), perhaps gained some
of their popularity from the saiacinus scandals from which
they sprang. They were Meredith’s versions of the popular
pot-boilers, "a bending for a moment to catch the vulgar
ear,"%%® pf which even his fiercest detractors seldom accused
him. Although Diana of the Crossways is the only one that
could really be described as a popular success, all three
present a special problem which will be considered in
Chapter Five.

It was in the later novels that what was “"peculiarly
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his own" became most pronounced. The critics adopted
positions at opposite extremes, as if unsure how to respond

to the oddly unfamiliar discourses of Lord Ormont and his

Aminta (1894), The Amazing Marriage (1895) and One  of  Our

Conguerors (1890)., In this uncertainty as to their personal
responses, reviewers turned to more extensive discussion of
Mereﬁith;s readership. Indeed, these novels constituted
something approaching a crisis for the Victorian critic,
whose stance of discriminating consumer usually +feigned
indifference to the market forces that shaped novels as a
commodity. The following unsigned article in Jhe Timeg in

1891 provides an example of this type of criticism:

My Meredith, like Mr Browning, has his special
circle of worshippers, who appear to adore his

e eccentricities as part of his genius., Is it too

/ unkind to suggest that intellectual pride has
something to do with this enthusiasm? Delighted
with themselves +for being able to distinguish
magnificent shapes in it, they are pleased to
imagine their admiration of the intricate pattern
is a mark of superior understanding.e”

This "sgpecial circle of worshippers” in the last decade of
the nineteenth century, appear to have been those literary
readers who were in pursuit of the beautiful phrase,
aesthetes or decadents, involved in the intricacies of the
text, who claimed to be indifferent to the social comment
which mere mirroring of life might offer. William Watson
describes Meredith in 1889 in the Natipnal Review as "the

idol o©of the aesthetes, the darling of the supetrior

people"e®, Meredith’'s later novels provided ideal reading
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material for these enthusiasts, gratified by "a literary
manner which even in these days of affectation and strain is
of unigue perversity."=* F, €. Thomson in his arti:fe
"Stylistic . revisions in One of our Congquerors” shows just
how many stylistic refinements were made in the construction
of this text.”°® The +irst few paragraphs of the novel
present the reader with copious "puzzles in rattle-boxes."”2
A text containing . & concentration of metaphors and
allusions which alienated the majority of the reading
public, viould seem in its self-consciousness, and
undisguised artificiality, a suitably purposeless puzzle.
Oscar Wilde, in his "Decay of Lying" (188%9), used wit
and irony to unmistakably identify Meredith’s novels witﬁ

the aesthetic ideal:

But whatever he is, he 1is not a realist. Or
rather I would say that he is a child of realism
who is not on speaking terms with his father. By
deliberate choice he has made himself a
romanticist. He has refused to bow the knee to
Baal, and after all, even if the marn’s +fine spirit
did not revolt against the noisy assertions of
realism, his stvyle would be qguite sufficient of
itselt to keep life at a respectful distance. By
its means he has planted round his garden a hedge
full of thorns, and red with wonderful roses.®2

Wilde ignores what many earlier critics had stressed - the

political debates in Beauchemp's Career, the expose of
character traits in The pist, the sombre, if sometimes

obscure, analysis of relationships in One of our C uerprs,
in favour of the "wonderful roses” of style; art rather than

reflected images of life. This attitude marked the loss, if
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there were any left by the 18%90°s, of those readers who read
Meredith’s novels for plot,character and story, and defiﬁed
the inner elite as those who feasted on dandified prose.

A multitude of considerations, such as an - educational
standard, a specific kind of journal, a vociferous coterie,
and an artistic approach, had therefore come to surround
Meredith’s novels, and by the end of the nineteenth century
had cohered into a literary myth. This literary myth was
important in attrac£ing, or discouraging contemporary
readers, and in many ways had just as much influence as the
texts themselves in constructing a readership.

The myth, which was largely generated by critics,
wWrriting as they did of neglected gernius and inaccessibility,
was furthered by the public and private outpourings of
Meredith’s own imagination. An identifiable discourse gives
continuity to The letterg. The qgestion of readership is
central. The texts are full of railings against the critics
and contempt for "public taste”. Exaggerated despondency
alternates with impatient anger, and arrogance
intermittently bbeaks through the excessive humility which
was another favoured pose, as in this single sentence from a
letter of July 188%9: "But that is the old day of the leading
by the ear to the pillory, where to receive the reviewers’
addled eggs and flying cats, I kéep it back."”®, or again in
a letter in January 1882: "As for me, I work on up in ny
corner, and am passing from the pathetic of obscurity into
the ludicrous, for who can help laughing to see an old

fellow still stitching books that nobody buysi'"=<4, The
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bemobaning o©of a lack of popularity is not unwarranted:
although Meredith’s novels did acquire a  contemporary
reputation that left the author by no means an unknown, the
Peadership for his novels was small - far smaller than that
of similarly well-known literary +figures, such as George
Eliot, or of more determinedly popular authors, such as Mrs
Henry Wood®S: 'my name is celebrated but no one reads my
beoks, "% the author told Photiades. The Meredith myth was
nourished by the novels’ lack of popularity.

Raymond Williams defines the word "popular® in three
ways®?, roughly summarised as: 1) the old radical sense of
being "for the peoples" 2) the establiéhed popular reading
material of crime, scandal, romance etc.j 3) popular in
pu%ely market. terms. Meredith’s novels were "popular” in
nﬁne of these senses. The novels were nhot concerned with
-the +ate of the masses; they shunned the discourses which
the mass readership mpost desired, and were consequently
- relatively unsuccessful in market terms. The texts revolved
arpund countrvy-house settings and middle-class or
aristocratic characters, and their dominant discourse was
defiantly unromantic. As is suggested by his constant
bargainings with Chapman and Hall, and the demise of most of
his novels after one or two editions, it was not financial
success as a . novelist that enabled Meredith to leave a
modest fortune on his death: that fortune had been
accumulated through inheritance, journalism, and his labours
as &a publisher’s reader. Scorning the "popular” in its

first two senses led to the "popular” in the sense which

PAGE 38



Meredith sought - a large readership - eluding him.

The size of Meredith’s readership was not greatly
increased by translations of his work: the contemporary
readership for Meredith’s +Ffiction remained almost wholly
English-speaking. The novels were seldom translated during
the author’s lifetime, as Constantin Photiades complains in
the senario he creates of his fellow-countrymen pondetring

their loss:

I+ George Meredith is as entrancing as you say,
why has he not been translated into French 1like
Dickens, Thackeray, George Eliot, the sisters
Bronte, Rudyard Kipling, or even as Mr Thomas
Hardy? France gives generous hearing to foreign
authors,..How does it happen that Meredith was not
more celebrated during his life-time?”®

- The readership was therefore of an insular nature.
Meredith, in both letters and novels, attributed the
smallness of his readership to the lack of taste of a public
that was specifically English., He gave a new twist to the
Celt/sSaxon dichotomy, which Matthew Arnold earlier had taken
from French criticism. Meredith identified "pulic taste"” as

that . of the Saxons, the "sgquat Goths," who in Ceglt and

Saxon are accused of "cattle-contentedness"” and
"carcase-dul lness"7®, Vaguely evoking a distant Welsh

ancestry, Meredith used the word "English", like the word
"popular,” as a contemptuous way of referring to a
potential, but unattainable, readership: "I am disdainful of
an English public and am beset by the devils of satire when

I look on it."®° The readership he actually addressed was
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set squarcly among this English public. It was a clever
ﬁnse, identifying sensitive and intelligent readers tie.
those who appreciated Meredith’s novels) with Celtic
imagination; vyet another means of implying that his readers
stood out from the rabble of ordinary readers.

The readership who actually took up Meredith’s novels
with the most direct enthusiasm towards the end of his
career were not usually associated with Welsh inspiration.
A uniform edition of his work appeared in America in 1394
and mas very +favourably received. Meredith rewarded -
Anerican discrimination with an aphoristic turn, at  once
-cryptic and elitist: "It is curious that a writer despised
in England should have struck the American mind: and of
course the said writer inclines to think that it is because
there is a mind."®* His publisher’s expansion into the
American market provided a larger audience for Meredith’s
later novels than the narrow circle of the intellectual
elite which constituted the greater part of the readership
in Britain. The enthusiastic response to the novels in

Amnerica showed itselt not eonly in articles by complimentary

critics, such as Flora Shaw in The Princeton Review and G.
P. Baker in The Harvard Monthly. but also in large book
sales.®2 Re-publication of the novels +for an American
market led to a readership for the earlier novels that they
had never acguired when they were first published in
- England. Meredith delighted childishly in this turn of
fortune! "I had heard of large sales over there, and a mah

of experience tells me it is nothing to what it will be.
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But I confess the touch of American money has impressed me
with concrete ideas of fame."®® Meredith’s appreciation of
the touch of American money could be voiced in a business
letter to his publishers, though not, of course, in the

oracular wisdom dispensed to Photiades.

¥EF¥X%

In this chapter, it has been shown that the composition
of the contemporary readership for Meredith’s novels
altered during the course of his literary career. When The
- Qrdeal of Richard Feverel was published in 1859, it was read
by a diverse group of educated readers, eager for new works
by new authors. As each new Meredith novel appeared the
public began to acquire a cumulative knowlege of the
"Meredithian," partly based on a familiarity with the texts,
and partly founded on a reputationi on myths - the myths of
inaccessibility, of unpopularity, of spiritual superiority -
myths which 1like all other myths were neither true, nor
untrue. These myths were manufactured by the actual
readership, and were also instrumental in defining that
readership. By the time One of Qur Conguerors was published
in 1890, the readership had been pared down and had acguired
definite parameters. Self-consciously aware of the rareness
of their predilection for Meredith’s novels, this readership

discouraged new recruits by implying that the novels were
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inaccessible to a wider public, but it thereby attracted
others who wished to associate themselves with such a
self-styled intellectual elite,

However, it was not only the success of Meredith’s
novels with an intellectual elite which formed the basis for
the Meredith myths. Their failure to appeal to "public
taste", and Meredith’s subseguent reputation as a
philosopher who stood completely outside the mainstream of
Victorian +iction also mask the social address which the
texts themselves make. The following chapters examine the
constitution of those texts, to consider the actual modes of

address - and the readers addressed - of bMeredith’s fiction.
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CHAFTER TWO
ADDRESS AND AUDIENCE

In Chapter 0One, the conclusion was reached that
Meredith’s readership was drawn mainly from an intellectual
elite. Meredith’s reputation haé led both contemporary and
recent critics to go one step further in presuming from the
nature of Meredith’s readership that his novels were
addressed exclusively to an intellectual coterie, and not to
the mainstream contemporary reading public. David Skilton,
for example, suggests that Meredith’s novels, "tended to
undermine standard Victorian orthodoxies."* The author of
éhe Concise Cambridge History of English Literature
perceives in the novels, "a rejection of the normal
Yictorian wvalues in faith and 1life."® This tendency to
regard Meredith’s novels, whether the work of a genius or a
crank, as lying outside the mainstream of Victorian fiction,
has been strengthened by the confusion between the reader
whom the texts appear to imply, and the actual contemporary
reader addressed.

"I am bound to forewarn readers of this history that
there is no plot in it"S - a typical address in a Meredith
novel by the narrator to his readers, for despite pleas on
behalf of "a poor troop of actors to vacant benches,"? the
texts continually imply an audience. As many critics have
commented, Meredith’s novels are full of references to a

clearly defined reader., Gillian Beer discusses the
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"reader’s role" in relation to several of Meredith’s
novels.® Judith Wilt devotes a book to what éhe fbelieﬁes
vias George Meredith’s obsession "with the real and fictional -
Reader. {(p. 3) She sees Meredith;s relationship with the
wider reading public as consisting of a series of attempts
to convert readers <from their ignorance. Both writers
regard Meredith’s principal concern as educating individual
readers, ridding them of "sentimentalism and egoism"” (Wilt,
p. 8), civilising them so that they become fit readers +for
Meredith’s novels. Gillian Beer comments that "the reader is
forced to undertake simultaneously tuo contradictory roles:
that of living through the experience and that of analysing
it dispassinnately" (p. 113), while Judith Wilt refers to
the "raising up D# the civilised reader® (p. 19). In this
chapter, it is suggested that the implied reader, defined Ey
Iser as "a construct of the text,"® wyas not a means of
addressing individual readers, but rather part of a dual
mode of address directed at expanding the readership for
Meredith’s novels.

Most of the characteristics of the implied réader who
mas a consistent presencé'-in all Meredith’s‘nnvels, are
perhaps initially most clearly perceived, nhot in one of the

novels themselves, but in An Essay on Comedy and the Uses of

the Comic Spirit, the origin of which was discussed in

Chapter One (pp 23 - 25). With this introduction, we will

then turn to consider the use of the implied reader in four

of Meredith’s novels - The Ordeal of Richard Feverel,

Sandra Belloni, The Egoist and The Amazing Marriage, These

novels have been selected for analysis because they
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represent the early, middle, and late stagés of Meredith’s

career.

An Essayv ohn Comedy

The Essay is clearly a piece of literary‘:riticism, but
of a particular kind. FPierre Macherey distinguishes between
twp types of literary criticism - criticism as appreciation
{the education of taste), and criticism as knowledge (the
science of literary production). (p. &) Meredith, in the
tene of an urbane man of learning with an improving lesson
to impart, attempts to educate his audience’s taste. It is
not a scientifically rigorous process; there are no close
analyses of texts, which are handled cavalierly to
illustrate the Espav'’s thesis. The argument is punctuated
with flights of utter fancy - a pyramid of auwthors, Heine
standing on Shelley’s shoulders to eqgual the height of
Aristophanes - anecdotes and extravagant metaphors.

The education of the taste of the actual audience,
specifically defined in time and space, is initiated by the
construction in the text of an ideal reader, who will
possess the ability to respond to the Comic Spirit as the
thesis of the text requires. The nature of this reader is
defined by the use of several recurring words - "culture",
"civilisation", "intellect”, "spcial”, "commonsense”,
"comedy". The premise of the Eggpy is a statement of the
requirements for comedy. With the use of these words, or
variations upon them, the narrator indicates the milieu in

which the ideal reader exists:
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A society of cultivated men and women is reguired,
wherein ideas are current and the perceptions
quick, that he may be supplied with matter and an
audience. The semi-barbarism of merely giddy
communities and feverish emotional periods, repel
hims and also a state of marked spocial ineguality
of the sexes, not can he whose business is to
address the mind be understood where there is not
a mnoderate degree of intellectual activity. (p. 8)
This is the "selecter world” {(p. 21) - a utopia.
Oppositions are set up between the actual world perceived at
its werst - "semi-barbarism” - and the ideal - " a society
of cultivated men and women.” The rational - "wherein ideas
are current and the perceptions guick” - is opposed to the
irrational - "feverish,” "giddy," "emptional." There is one
further criterion, which in Victorian society was just as
far, and perhaps further, removed +From reality, that of
equality between the sexes.

Here, three factors are presumed necessary to nourish
the narrator’s comic ideal - civilisaticn, the eqguality of
women and intellect. Without these factors, you may have
satire, irony, humour and possibly, as imn Bagdad (p. &0), a
1ot of fun, but vou cannot have comedy in its highest form.
The narrator is concerned with civilisation and its
consequences in two ways - their reflection in the internal
viorld of the drama (his examples are almost all from the
theatre), and their effects on the society which provides
the author and auvdience. Comedies must contain civilised
characters and matter to make you think. Such plays can
only be created and communicate their ideas in a civilised,
intellectual society.

The issue is confounded by the addition of another

relationship between the civilised and the cowmic. I+ vou
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need civilisation to produce comedy, vou also need a sense
of the womic to be wholly civilised. Meredith offers his
audience at the London Institution, &an audience made up
largely of working-men, the opportunity to become "citizens
of the selecter world” (p. ?1), where acceptance depends not
on class, but on the ability to smile perceptively and
politely: "Sensitivehess to the comic laugh is a step in
-civilisation. Ta shrink from being an object of it is a
step in cultivation.” {(p. 93) Comedy is the "ultimate
civilizer, the polisher,"” subtly retining appreciative
auwdiences to fit them for the ideal world which Meredith
suggests throughout his essay; a civilised, reasohable,
humarne world of wisdon.

The world which the implied reader inhabits is conjured
up in the text in the lofty, supremely cnnfideﬁt, and
sometimes arrogant tone of the "Victorian Sage", as John
Holloway  describes it: "aphoristic generic sentences, "
"presupposing the reader’s agreement,” always "is," never
"seems, " or "appears," or "perhaps."®

This pose is at its most elaborate in the panegyric on
the Comic Spirit, with the fauns and their silvery laughter
in a "finely tempered” realm of "mental richness” {(p. 83),
as in the following lines: "I+ wvou believe that our
civilisation is founded on commonsense f{(and it is the +first
cnndiiinn of sanity to believe it)..." {(p. 88) Every actual
reader who values his appearance of sanity will be reluctant
to disagree with the assumed acceptance of the implied
reader, a reader who is identified with the refinement and

subtlety of the Comic Spirit, with "unsolicitous
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pbservation,” "honesty and shaniness," and disspciated from
a multitude of uncivilised,ignorant and anti-social vices -
"vanity,” ":on:eit;" "shnrt;sightedness," "hypoorisy" (p.
89). The ideal reader, unlike many an actual reader, is
neither a self-deceiver, an egoist, nor a +ﬁol. He ié not a
butt for the :nmi:; but a perceptive observer of it. The
ideal reader has an understanding of comedy in the special
sense of the word as defined in the Essay.

In order to have this Pappért with the Cnmi: Spirit,
the ideal iwmplied reader must possess certain gualities.
First and foremost, he must be civiliséd. To be civilised,
to be polished, is- to be beyond the corruptiqn of public
taste, which is with the "idle empty laughefs“ (p. 15). The
tone of the first half of the Essay is censorious, for
before explaining what the Comic Spirit is, he emphatically
states what it is not. Hié moral and intellectual gualms
about plays that attempt to do nothing more than entertain,
remind one of Ruskin . looking , and not laughing at the
pantomime of "Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves," while he
ponders upon a letter in The Times entitled "Ef#ect of
Modern Entertainﬁegt on the Mind of Youth."® For Meredith,
"bad traditions”® (ﬁ.' ) have created an atwmosphere for
comedy which is entirely ﬁppnsed to the airy sphere of the

Comic Spirit, dragging us down into the mud of a “"vulgar

spciety” - "impure," "dull,” "faw," "cynically licentious,”
"immnral," (p. 2) . Civilisation is associated with
cultivation, with appﬁeciating the right things - "High

Comedy" instead of "Low Comedy! (p. &2), the poetic

imagination of Shakespeare instead of the "South-Sea Island
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manners” (p. 6&2) of most Restoration Comedies. Audiences
who show ernough delicacy to reject the wvulgar, are to be
treated to exhibitions of 1life amongst their social
superiors, for "the middle class must have the brilliant,
flippant, independent upper for a spur and a pattern.”

{(p. 24)

However, although the aristocracy is the natural realm
for the Comic Spirit to preside in, the civilised iwmplied
reader is not synohombus with the aristocrat. The civilised
world of the Comic Spirit is not identical to the
aristocratic societies which feature in the majority of
Meredith’s novels. The 4gult between the "centres of
polished barbarism known as aristocratic society”:e agnd the
"selecter world" {(p. 21), betwe;ﬁ the aristocrat and the
civilised implied reader, gives scope for the comic. The
character of Sir Willoughby, civilised though his surface

'may be, is not the character of the implied reader, +for he
is a primitive beneath his polished veneer, an object for
the comic, rather than a spectator of it, totally 1lost in
it. The implied reader is never immersed in such a way, but
superior in his civilisation and cultivation. Willoughby
and his coterie, unmistaltably High Society, fitting
perfectly Veblen’s description of the leisured class -
"spending money time and effort guite uselessly in  the
pleasurable business of inflating the ego"** - no more
represent the inhabitants of the ‘"selecter world" (p.21),
than do the individuals who contribute to Meredith’s idea of

public taste.

"Civilised" is closely connected in the vocabulary of
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An_ Esssy on Copedy with "intellect.® ‘The ideal reader

responds with intelligence, rather than feeling. To be
cultured is not enouwugh, the reader must also possess
"brainstuff:i"12 "Thus, for want of instruction in the Comic
idea, we lose a large auvdience among our cultivated middle
class that we should expect to support Comedy. The
sentimentalist is as averse as the Puritan and as the
Bacchanalian.” (p. 64) Mot all of the cultivated middle
- tlass possess intellect. The popular taste is with the
"idle laughers" (p.15), with the ‘“primitive Aristophanic
comedy"(p. 74). The concebt of the ideal reader is de+ined
even more closely when, from the class of the cultured, is
selected the subset of the intellectuai.

The actual reader is coerced into associating himself
with this intellectual implied reader, by means of a number
of strategies, the most obvious of which is the "them" and
"us" word game. "They," the English Public, are condemned
from the beginning, and are obviously a category of reader
to dissociate oneself from immediately, i+ one wants to
maintain a belief in one’s own good taste. "You" are given
the benefit of the doubt, but are still in need of
education. The discourse bullies Fhe reader into
identifving with the implied reader, by assuming the
agreement of "us" and "we," and disparagingly looking down
on the alien "they" who are placed +Firmly outside the

educational scope of the discourse.

The hectoring tone is consistently maintained
throughout the Essavy. The ideal reader®*s reactions are
described with complete ;Dn+idence: "You must...," "You
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will...," "You share...," "You become...," "You feel..."”
There is no guestion of choice. The text admits no
possibility of disagreement; compliance is assumed. It is a
gquestien of good taste. The implied reader is privy to the
proper knowledge!: "I think it will be ackhnowledged,” "You
will have noticed,” "Mao one would presume to say." By this
means, the actual contemporary reader is presented with a
series of tests. These taste tests are freqgquently prefaced
by the words "I+ vou...3;" +or example: "I+ you detect the
ridicule, and vour kindliness is chilled by it, you are
slipping into the grasp of Satire." (p. 79) Sorting out the
discerning believers in the Comic Spirit from the rabble of
Satire enthusiasts is a rigorous process. The actual
contemporary auwdience at the London Institution, who by
their Qery attendance at such a lecture revealed their
eagerness for self-improvement, must have felt themselves
thallenged to discard the earthy remnants of their own bad
taste, as condemned by the Essay, and to rise to the
ethereal heights of the intellectuals, to close the gap
between themselves and the implied reader.

The discourse of An Essav oh Comedy, which at +first
encompasses a deep pool of imzsginary readers, moves on to
sieve put all the unsuitable groups, so that it can +inally
imply the ideal reader without reservations. By the time we
.reach the premise, after only a few hundred words, the
Ennglish Public as a general mass has been discarded, leaving
us with the "cultivated middle class.” (p. 64) From this
civilised section of society, o©only those who possess a

"moderate degree of intellectual activity" (p. 8) are
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soleocted to keep company With the faune and the silvery
laughter.

Entry, however, is not assured, even +for this elite.
Another criterion is applied. The ideal reader must be a
spocial animal. Sentimentalism, egoism, and what is called

in the text "unreason," are anti-social traits:

"The Comic poet is in the narrow +field, or
enclosed sguare, of the society he depicts and he
addresses the still narrower enclosure of men’s
intellects, with reference to the operation of the
spcial world upon their characters. (p. 83)

Lack of true social feeling, like the absence of
civilisation and intellect, by making one a target for the
Comic Spirit, prohibits one from citizenship of the
"selecter world."” (p. 21)

The social aspect of the implied reader is explored in

The Essay through the definition of that wholly sociallly

constructed virtue, "common-sense." The basis of the comic
is "an esteem for commoh-sense’ {(p. 74)3% "our state of
society is founded in common-sense” (p. 20). "Common-sense”

is put JFforward in the discourse as the most important
ctivilised spcial value - a touchstpopne created by a consensus
of opinion in spciety. Of course, "commoh-sense” is not so
much what the contemporary readership believed, as what the
narrator suggests they ought to believe, what they would
believe if they were members of the "selecter world" (p.
f1). In setting up "common-sense” as a self-evident virtue,
the narrator centralises ideas which are peripheral. The

theory of comedy discussed in the Essay is specifically
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defined, and common krnowledge, only to the inmplied reader.
By labelling the theory "common-sense,” the narrator
persuades the actual reader to accept the discourse as an
obvious truthj; to deny it is to put oneself outside the
sphere of commbn wisdom.

The use of "common-sense” in the eighteenth century
way, to mean the wisdom of ratiocnal, civilised men, is in
unison with the reasonable tone of the whole essay. The
Comic Spirit, anthropomorphised 1like some Greelk goddess,

sure of a world that can be brought to order, is a force for

moderation, holding the balance between the pairs of
extremes which are set up - the "nonh-laughers and the
ever-laughing” (p. 10)3; the "Puritan" and the "Baccanalian”

{(p. 10)5 the "inveterate opponents” and the "drum-and-fife
supporters” of Comnedy. {p. 13) The implied reader -
cultured, intellectual, social, possessing commonsense, and
therefore scorning excess - treads a middle path between
these extremes.

"Commoh-sense, " as we have seen, is not the wisdom of
educated Victorian society, but the wisdom which the
discourse of the text implies is the ideal +foundation +or
society, The discourse of s;cial eguality +or women -
"common-sense” to the implied reader - would not have seemed
"common-sense” to the majority of contemporary readers who
were still caught up with artificial and sentimental images
of the gdeal role for womer. The views elaborated on in the
text are less those of the status quo than they are

constructed to seem. The implied reader is as likely to be

2 wbmen as a mansj "clear-sightedness,” the feminine
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egquivalent of "common-sense," places her firmly on the right
side of the diyide.

The construction in An Essay oh Comedy of an implied
audience who were sophisticated enough to appreciate
Meredith’s name-dropping, from Aristophanes ohuwards,
suggests at first that the actual audience addressed was of
a similar kind. However, as we have seen (Ch.l, p. 24),
Meredith was perfectly well aware that he was lecturing to a
cross-section of the reading public. He used the implied
reader as a means of addressing, not only those few who
believed themselves to correspond to this ideal, but also
the greater majority who sought to aspire to the only
"unchallengeable upper class" (p. 21) which they were ever
likely to be invited to join. As is indicated by the
following lines, taken from a letter Meredith wrote two days
after delivering his lecture, he was not so much interested
in educating his readers as in preventing them from leaving
before he had +finished: "Audience very attentive and
indulgent. Time 1lhr. 25min. and no one left the hall, so
that I may imaéine there was iﬁteres£ in the lecture! Pace
moderate! but Morison thinks I was intelligble chiefly by
the distinctness of awticulatiun."B The dual mode of
address, operating through the construct of an implied
reader, became for Meredith a means of capturing the
attention and indulgence of a wider reading public. As with
several other such attempts, the Essay was not a success -
"The Secretary savys I shot too high"w; and he never gave a

public lecture again.

PAGE 54



The Ordeal of Richard Fevergl

With the example of An Essay on Comedy in mind, we will

now consider The Ordeal of Richard Feverel (185%),
Meredith’s +irst novel, preceded only by two exotic

fairvytales The Zhaving of Shagpat (1858) and Farina (1857).

The atmosphere created by the narrative of The 0Ordeal of

Richard Feverel is decidedly eighteenth century, rather than

nineteenth. It has a picaresque plot, revolving arcund the
education by trial of a well-meaning i+ impulsive ybung man,
whose native milieuw is rural, and who finds only corruption
in the big city.

The implied reader in the novel can be clearly
perceived in the tone which the narrator adopts in  his
direct addresses to the reader. This tone is associated
with the lofty, wmildly humereous (the faun’s s=smile  rather
than the <=atyr’=s laugh), mock philosophic chapter titles:
"Richard passes through his preliminary ordeal, and is the
occasion of an  aphorism,” "In which the last act of the
comedy takes the place of the Ffirst,” "Celebrates the
time-honoured treatment of & dragon by the hero." The
narrator is cultured, superior, detached, and has an eye for
the ironic. The narrative is peppered by words of w sdom
from the fictional "Pilgrim’s Scrip,” with sducated
allusions (Richard and Lucy =zeen as Fertsinand and Miranda in

an extended simile, for example!, and with clever character

n
pn
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s created with = mininum of well-turned phrases. The
narrator  looks douwun from the ethereal heights of the Comic

Spirit ith the confidence of one who knows what fools these
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mertals be. His attitude to the events he describes is, in
part, associated with the attitude of the character Adrian
Harley, who, although himself satirized, is certainly the

most knowing character in the novel:

To satisfy his appetites without rashly staking
his character, wa=s the wise youth’s problem for
life. He had no intimates except Gibbon and
Horace, and the society of these fine aristocrats
of Literature helped him to accept humanity as it
had been, and wasji a supreme ironic procession,
with laughter of Gods in the background. Why not
laughter of mortals also? Adrian had his laugh in
his comfortable corner. He possessed peculiar
attributes of a heathen God. He was a disposer of
men: he was polished, luxurious, and happy - at
their cost. He lived in eminent self-content; as
ore lving on a2 sofi cloud, lapt irn sunshine.
(vol. 1, p. 58)

In this passage, the narrator obviously dissociates himselds
from the character he describes! "a disposer of men,” "at
their cost." ¥et, as can be seen from the ironic tone of
the description, the narrator does regard characters in  the
novel as something of "a supremse ironic procession.” His
spciety, the text implies, is ameng the "fine aristocrats of
literature.” He is "polished” and exudes an air of "eminent
self-content.”

& narrator of such culture and intellect, it is
implied, iz nrnot addressing the public taste, but rather an
equally civilised readership. The ideal reader in  this
partnership will have the education to prevent him missing
any of the many literary allusions, without straining after
them, ard the wit to smile with perception and ease at the

subtly comic.
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However, the narrator’s high-minded address masks a

second address in The Ordesnl of Richard Feverel to a mwuch
wider readership, as a critic noted on the novel’s

publication:

A bargain is avowedly offered. I+ we eat so much
fleur, we shall have so many plums -~ if we will
let the writer have his sermbnizing out, we shall
have a plot, a heroine, and many comic phrases,S

The novel does, as is suggested here, strike a bargain with
both sections of a reading public which was at odds as to
what they wvalued as "flour” and "plums". The intellectual
elite were offered the opportunity to identify with the
civilizsed implied reader, and accept "plot, heroine and many
comic phrases" under the guise of an educational parable.
At the same time, readers who, like the reviewer, Pegérded
the narrator’s aphorisms as mere interruptions in  the
narrative, were treated to a plot, whick although it broke
many of the rules they were familiar with, was of so
sensational a nature as to be banned by the circulating
Iibréry. The novel is packed with lively incidents -
Richard’s boyhood adventures, his courtship of Lucy, their
separation, Richard’s adultery and Lucy’s death. These
episodes provoke an emotional involvement on the part of the
reader whiéh runs couhnter to the narrator’s detached tone.
It is left to the reader to privilege the address he

prefers,
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Sandra Belloni

The plural nature of the reading public, which The

Ordeal of Richard Feverel attempts to come to terms with, is

openly discussed in Sandra  Belloni (1854) . The novel
implies a dichotomy between a civilised readership and
public taste through its use of two distinct narratnrs.' One

harrator addresses the general reading public, while the

other narrator demands a wmore select audience. Each
narrator provides a critique on the addrecss of his
counterpart. For example, in the following 1lines the

Philosopher is seen by the romantic story-teller as an

unwelcome intruder in the narrative:

‘What the Philosopher means is to plant in the
reader®s path a staring contrast between mwy pet
Emilia and his puppet Wilfrid. It would be very
commendable and serviceable if a novel were what
he thinks it but all attestation favours the
critical dictum, that a novel is to give us
copious =ugar and nO cCcane. I, mnyself, as a
reader, consider concomitant cane an adulteration
of the qualities of sugar...We are indeed in a
sort of partnership, and it is useless for me to
tell him that he is not popular and destroys wy
chance. {vol. 3, pp 210 - 211)

There iz just enough irony in this paszeage to allow the
follovwers of the Philosopher to congratulate themselves on
their superior taste, but it i=s not so heavy-handed as to
alienate the many readers who agreed with the popular
narrator in preferring "copious sugar and no cane.’ The
Fhilosopher’s narrative similiarly admits the possibility of
satire. When the Philosopher indulges in what intellectual
readers would regard as serious character analysis, he lays

himeelf open to charges of pretension from the popular
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narrator, ag in the following lines:

This waxes too absurd. A&t the risk of breaking
our partnership Ffor ever, I intervene. My
Philosopher’s meaning iz plain, and, as usual
goods but not even I, who have less reason to
laugh at him than any body, can gravely accept the
juxtaposition of suffering and cigare. And,
moreover, there is a little piece of action in
store. vol. 3, pp. 304 - 3085)

These satirical comments are less subtle than the opposing
satire on popular Fiction, in keeping with the reading
skills and tastes of the two audiences addressed. This
distinction has 1led most critics to believe that the
Philosopher’s narrative is priveleged in the novel.
However, despite the fact that the FPhilosopher’s narrative
would appear to place that of the romantic =story-teller,
rather than the other way around, the novel is undeniably
composed predominantly of ‘"sugar," rather than “"cane.”

Sandra EBelloni can be read as a romantic adventure

punctuated by farce. The capricious relationship of Wilfrid
and Emilia provides the love interest and suspencse, while
the exaggerated foibles of the Polez and Mrsz Chump provide
the farce. It iz a tale which exploits its chance of being
popular,; =slipping freqguently into melodrama. Emilia, the
Cinderella +igure, despised by the Ugly Sisters and courted
unsuitably by her Qene+actnr’s =oh, moves from rags  toward
riches by means of her talent for singing. Although
hampered by the peculiarly Meredithian vagariez of the plot,

Sandra Belloni iz enticing to public toszte,

The FPhilosopher is, therefore, introduced tao give

intellectual credence to a story which would be placed
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otherwise within the genre of popular romantic fiction.
Irony is used for fear of too blatantly dizcouraging an
audience whom the narrator has so clearly set out to catch,
but his presence is necessary nonetheless, in order to hkeep
up the pretence of a civilised and intelligent implied
reader. . The Philospher provides readers who associate
themselves with this implied reader with a moral, which
turns a fanciful tale into a fit object for study. Read in
this wmanner, with the guidance of the Philosopher, Zandra
Eelloni becomes a parable on the Subje:t of esentimentality,
ripe for interpretation by an analytic mind. Emilia’s
sentimental ramblings become purely an object lesson in  the
weakness of the sentimental character.

This refined reader, whose perceptions it is implied
reach higher than the heads of the possessors of public
taste, iz suggested, not only by the introduction of the
Philosopher, but also by the use of several instructive
chapter headings: "Showing how Sentiment and Passion take
the Diseaze of Love," "The Pitfall of Sentiment,” "Suggests
that the Comic Mask has some Kinship with a Skull,”
"Contains a further Anatomy of Wil$frid." However, none of
these chapters deliver the analysis, or teaching, which they
=0 cnnfidenily ANNOURCEe. Instead, we are presented with
further unhindered episodes in the farcical, or the romantic
strand of the plot.

Sandra Belloni was praised by memnbers of the
intellectual elite amongst contemporary critics, such as

Arthur Symons, for what was described as its  "profound
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serioushesse of aim" and considered to be "weighted with
intellectual sericusnhess."*® Yet, in terms of "intellectual
serioushescs, " the text of Sandra RBelloni does not differ

markedly from the text of Evan Harrington (1860), which was

generally dismissed at the time with words such as  "easy,"
"pleasant,” "absorbing."*™ Snobbery as a comic vice in Evan
Harrington is a fairly obvious and repeated source of
amusement, rather than a ctomplex subject Ffor study. WUith
its +arcical strategems and set-pieces (eg. the scene in
which "The Dauwghters of the Great Mel have to Digest him at
Dinner"), and all the well-worn jokes about "snips,"1® the
novel is far-removed from the lofty ideal of the Comic
Spirit. The narrator is too busy organising the coup which
i to result in Evan being recognised by one and all as a
gentleman, to pretend to be a philosopher. &s for the
Countess de Saldar de Sancorvo, she ic definitely a clever
figure o©of +fun, but the response she provokes does not bear
much relation to the "fauns” and the "silvery laughter” of

An Essay on Comedy.

In Sandra Belloni, “"sentiment® is treated in just as
obvious a way as ‘"snobbery" is in Evan Harrington. The
majority of the novel’s characters are just as much figures
of chaotic 4un as= is the Countess in the earlier novel, but,

through the inclusion of the "FPhilosopher”, Sandra Belloni

acquired a reputation for "a profound seriousness of aim.”
The novel, therefore, addressed itself to readers of popular
fiction, while at the same time it solicited the admiration

of the elite.
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The Egoist

In The Ordeal of Richard Feverel and Sandra Belloni, we

have seen the construct of the implied reader used as a
means of addressing a readership which was not homogenebus,
but fractured. It is, however, in The Eqoist (1879), the
first novel that Meredith published after propounding his
cnmic theory, that the implied reader, as defined in Al
Essay on Comedy, iz most distinctly inferred. For the first
time in a Meredith novel, the main narrative is prefaced by
a separate, and lengthy, discussion between the narrator and
his implied Feaders. In "The Frelude" to the novel, the
narrator creates the ambience within which the tale is told.
He introduces thé implied reader to the theme of the novel,
the manner in which this theme will bte treated, and,
briefly, to the central character. This preamble also
provides the reader with an exaggerated taste of the
elaborate style which is consistently maintained throughout
the narrative.
The constant use of the words "us,” "we," "wou," inh
"The Prelude,” clearly implies a reader. In characterising
this implied reader, "The Prelude echoes key words from An
Essay on Comedy] ‘"culture," '"ecivilisation," "intellect,"”
"social,"” "commonsense," "comedy." Using these words, the
harrator outlines the gqualities and conditions which are
necessary to produce a proper reading of the novel. He
suggests a compliance on the part of his implied reader with
confident statements vhich admit no possibility of

contradiction, as in these opening lines:
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Comedy is a game played’%o throw reflections upon
social life, and it deals with human nature in the
drawing-room of civilised men and women, where we
have no dust of the struggling outer world, no
mire, no violent clashes, to make the
representation convincing. (p. 1, vol. 1)

"Comedy", as in An Essay on Comedy, is used as a touchstone
to separate the cleav—sighé&d: frum the indiscriminate
followers of pure Ffun, and is again bound up with "social
life" and "civilised men and women." The novel is intended
to elicit a social response. Comedy is associated with
man’s role in society, with the nuances of spcial
relationships. The novel takes as its source the "Book of
our common wisdom”, ‘tp. 3, vol. 1) "our united social
intelligence” {(p. 4, vol. 1). Willoughby is "a gentleman of
our time and country” {p. &, wvol. 1). Egaism is. .an
anti-social vice. Victorian individualism has 1led to (the
appearance of "a race of little princes" (p. 22, vol 1)’thD
share Willoughty’s outlook: "bBound in no personal duty to
the State, each is for himself" (p. 22, vol. 1). The egoist
cannot function in society and that makes him irredeemably
comic. Lack of true esocial feeling prohibits the reader
from citizenship of that "selecter world," introduced in the
Essay.

The narrator assumes that he is addressing, not only a
social reader, but an extremely cultured one, or at least a
reader who is interested in acquiring culture. Comedy will
act as "the wultimate civiliser, the polisher" (p. 5, vol.
1). The novel will provide an improving lesson for the

reader. He is exhorted to be alert, in order to withess the
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dissection of an egoist. The vocabulary appropriate to an
improving tale, is pervasive - " perusal of the book Df
common wisdom® {p. 3, vol. 1), "value of a run at hiz heel=z"
ip. 1, vol. 1), "minutest grains of evidence,"” "interrogate”
{ip. 1, +wvol. 1)} "uncover ridiculousness" {(p. 7, vol. 1),
“correction of pretentiousness" (p. 5, vol. 1) "Listen, for
comparison..." f(p. 5, wvol. 1. The reader i= obviously
expected to dissociate himself from those who value nhovel
reading as no more than a pleasant pastime.

The =tyle nf“,y@;gggl yde’ itzelf, =uggests a readership
for the novel only amongst those who have the necessary
concentration for intellectual gamecs. Device=s =such as
circumlocution, extended metaphors, classical allusions,
syntactic paralleli=m, personification and unusual
collocations, contritute to the frustration of coherence on
a =semantic level. In the main narrative of The Egoi=zt, as
vwe thall zee when we come to analys=e the =tvle of the 'ﬁavel
in wmore detail {(Ch. 3, pp. 109 - 137), these featurez of
etyle do not occur in quite such a :on:entratéd form. The
=tyle of "The Prelude" acts as a sort of challenge to the
intellectual resader. After this introduction, the reader i=s
never "thwacked with aphorisms and sentences and a fanta=tic
delivery of the verities" (Sandra Belloni, p. 211, wvol. 3)
to quite =zuch an extent again.

"The Prelude," therefore, can bte =een a= addre==sing
{teelf to those readers who would wish to acsociate

them=elves with the cultured reader whom the narrator

continually implieg, to an intellectual elite and those who
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aspired to membership of such an elite. Thiﬁ address must
have been successful! The Egoist, of all Meredith’s novels,
was the one received with the greatest enthusiasm by the
i#felle:tual coterie among his critics. Robert Louis
Stevenson hailed the novel as "didactic art,"*® and agreed -
with the narrator of "The Prelude" that the novel was a
parable and Willoughby Patterne  an okject lesson.
Meredith’s admirers did not, however, acclaim the novel
snley because it appeared to address their intellect.
Aesthetes, such as Arthur Symons, chose to stress another
strand in the narrator’s address to his readers, which
existz alongside the didactic strain. Symons read with the
preconception that "a work opf art has bBut one reason for
existence, that it should be a work of art, a moment of the
eternity of beauty."2° He wrote a preface to an edition of
An Essay on Comedy in which he described Meredith as a
"decadént" and "sp deliberate an artificer."2* Meredith was
outraged and replied with the following rebuke: "That one
which heads your version of my Essay on Comedy is entirely
misleading, and to entitle me a "Decadent” iz ludicrously
childish."22 Meredith had no time for Symuné) "hnment of
eternity of beauty,” for him "the life of the comedy is in
the idea." {(Essay,p. 93) However, despite Meredith’s
denials, "The Frelude" does offer aesthetes, like Symons,
the opportunity to forget the lesson, to adopt a pose, and
to play an aesthetic game.

At the beginning of The Egoist the narrator, as we have

seen, initiatee a relationship with the reader. He tells
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him what he is going to read, and how he ought to read it.
If the stresz is placed on the +first phrase of "The
Prelude’s opening sentence "Comedy is a game" (p. 1, vol.
1), rather than on the second4which supplies the motive "to
throw reflections upon social life..." {(p. 1, vol. 1), then
the nature of the harrator’s invitation alters.
Furthermore, the narrator’s enthusiasm for playing the game
is sustained throughout "The Prelude"s comedy is a
"diversion" (p. 4, vol. 1), an "innovation" (p. &6, vol. 1),
and an "escape” {(p. 3; vol. 1). As we saw from his remarks
in Chapter One, no critic of HMeredith accepted the
appnrtunify to "escape" more readily than Oscar Wilde. To
illustrate his scorn for realism in fiction, Wilde fashioned
the following comparison! "The nineteenth century dislike of
Realism is the rage of Caliban seeing his own face in the
glass."2% In "The Prelude", comedy is described as "an
Ariel released by Prospero’s wand from the fetters of the
damhed witch Sycorax' {(p. 5, vol. 1). This ethereal "gane"

is opposed to the Caliban of realism:

"I conceive him to indicate that the realistic
method of a conecientious transcription of all the
visible, and a repetition of all the audible, Iis
mainly accountable for our present branfulness,
and that prolongation of the vasty and noisy, out
of which, as <from an undrained +eq,streams the
malady of sameness, our moderh malady.®

Realism is to be discarded in the novel. There will be "no
dust of the struggling outer world, no mire, no violent

crashes, to wake the correctrness of the representation
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convincing” {p. 1, wvol. 1), nor "to woo credulity through
the impressionable senses” (p., 1, vol. 1). The Comic Spirit
has "not a thought of persuading you to believe in hin" ip.
1, vol., 1).

William Ernest Henley recognised thiz rejection of
realism in The Egoist when the novel was first published in
1872, He comments on the novel’s characters in  the

following terms:

"the atmosphere they breathe is as artificially
rare as that of Orogon’s parlour. To live with
them vou nust leave the world behind and content
yourself with essences and abstractions instead of
substances and concrete things; and wyou must
forget that such vulgar methods as realism and
naturalism ever were.,"=2%

Henley, here, agrees with the narrator of "The Prelude” that
the novel will be art, not life, and implies, perhaps with a
hint of irony in his exaggeration, for Henley was not an
uncritical adwmirer of Meredith, that this distinction will
place a 4gulf between Meredith’s novel and the "vulgar"”
realism of contemporaries such as George Eliot. Her last
novel, Daniel ﬁernnda {18786), like all of her later novels,
had made a <strong plea to the =erious reading public.
Therefore, in remarking on the new heights which Meredith’s
novel had reached, Henley was making a mock claim For the
superiority of the aesthetes to the intellectuals.

The narrator’s "Art," however, will not exist for ite
own sake. He informs his implied readers that his rejection

of realism will enable them to pursue the novel’s theme -
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egoism - with greater clarity. Stevenson read this as a

justification of "didactic Art," whereas Henley read it as

merely  an axtuse +pr the fascination of "fine sayings, and
magniloguent epigrams, and gorgeous imagesJ and fantastic
locutions"2%; fpor Henley, "the literary egoism of the author
of Sir Willoughby Patterne appears to overshadow the amorous
egoisnm of Sir UWilloughby himself, and to become the
predominating +fact of the boolk."=z2e For Stevenson, The
Egpoist iz a parablej to Henley it seemé "artificially rare,"
a pared down, finely constructed, artistic object.

We have s=o far seen how both these readings are invited
by the identification of actual readers with the implied
reader in "The Prelude”. We will now look at the way in
vwhich this address is sustained in the main narrative of the
hovel. The novel may be the "drama of a suwicide" (p. 8,
vol. 1), but in the epigraph to "The Prelude,” "Through very
love of self himselt he slew” {(p.8, vol. 1); the lesson of
this supposedly didactic novel is summed up before the
nharrative begins. The Comic Spirit and the laughing imps
are ceremoniously introduced as critics whose viewpoint the
reader is encouraged to share. They are supposedly
objective commentators, at one remove from the action. By
the conclusion of The Prelude, the reader is phiﬁed aﬁd
ready for the play to begin, just as the "squatting imps in
a circle grow restless on their haunches, as they bend evyes
instantly, ears at Full cock, for the commencement of the
drama of a suicide" {(p. 8, vol. 1). What is to follow will

be a "drama", the reader is 1in the audience. He is a
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spectator rather than a participant. He is aware that the
narrative has been consciously constructed for his benefit.

The narrative whose rules have thus been so0 blatantly
exposed, works consistently to lkeep credulityyat bay. The
setting is everywhere and nowhere - a country-house of no
precise geographical location, or distinct description, but
of very tightly defined boundaries. This spartan landscape
iz peoplod By an cconemical cast of characters. In a three
volume rnovel of 1010 pages, there are speaking parts for
only a handful of characters, ﬁ;;v;;;;fﬁer with only one or
two other named characters, existing in the background, make
up a very select societvy. The action in which these
characters participate is very strictly defined in time as
well as in  space. The main seguence of events is
concentrated within the space of a few days. There is no
extraneous matter, no change of scene, no secondary chorus
of characters, to pad out the novel into a believable
representation. There are no distractions from the
cleverness of the artifice.

The four main characters on whom our attention is thus
focused, Willoughby, Clara, Laetitia and Vernon, are not
enticingly Lkelievable +figures, but to a greater or lesser
extent symbols of certain attributes. Willoughby, for
example, exists entirely as the per+ect'representatinh of
the "Egoist." Each character has a similar label which, as
would bke impossibkble in a serious realistic novel, forms a
comprehensive description of their character. Clara is "a

dainty rogue in porcelain” {p. 75, wvol. 1), Vernon is
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"Phoebus Apollo turned fasting friar" ((p. 16, vol., 1).
These epithets are not introduced discreetly By the
narrator, but are bandied about casually by the characters
themselves. Willoughby, az the heading to Chapter 10
indicates, supplies his owh title, and with undisguised
irony blurts out the novel’s theme, "Beware of marrying an
Egoist, my dear!” {(p. 185, vpol. 1) There is no subtlety in
tﬁis method of delineating character, all is writ large, all
accessories are subsumed to the telling trait.

In a similar way, the reader’s attention is drawn to
- the other symbols which pervade the novel. They lie on the
surface of the narrative, and any which are in danger of
going unnoticed are pointed out by the narrator, or the
characters. For example, one group of symbols which is
consistently foregrounded, is the one surrounding Willoughby
Patterne’s name. The willow pattern plate portrays a jilted
lover. The idea of the plate introduces porcelain as a
recurting symkol - Clara is a "dainty rogue in porcelain.”
Mres Mountstuart points the significance of a broken
porcelain vase that had been intended as a wedding present
for Willoughby and Clara, just in case any reader has failed

to notice the symbolic nature of the episocde:

Mrs Mountstuart handed the wretch a half-crown
from her purse. Sir Willoughby directed the
footman in attendance to unload the fl1y and gather
up the fragments of porcelain carefully, bidding
Flitch be guick in his departing.

"The colonel’s wedding present! I shall call
tomorrow," Mrs. Mountstuart waved her adieu.
"Come every day! - Yes, I suppose we may guess

the destination of the vase." He bowed her off:!
and she cried, -
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"Well, now, the gift can be shared, i+ you’re
either o vou for o divigien.® In the eceragch ot
the carriage wheels he heard, °*At any rate there
vwas a rogue in that porcelain.”

These are the slaps we get <$rom a heedless
world. {(p. 321, vol. 1)

Clara’s romantic view of Willoughby, which by this stage in
the narrative has been well and truly shattered, is
represented in the broken vase, and emphasised by thé
echoing of the word "rogue.”

Other conceits are employed, less +or their pointed
comment on the narrative, and more for the opportunity they
allow for fantastical flights of fancy. The remark "He has
a leg,”" which sticks to Willoughby throughout the novel, is

elabtorated on in three pages of pure fancy!

"He has the leg of Rochester, Buckingham, Dorset,
Sucklingy the leg that smiles, that winks, is
obsegquious to you, vet perforce of beauty
self-satisfiedi that tuwinkles to a tender midway
between imperiousness and seductiveness, audacity
and discretionj between *you worship me*, and '1I
am devoted to vyou’; is vyour lord, vyour slave,
alternately and in one". {p. 20, vol. 1)

To eceay all that and more is to say nothing. It is
extravagant word play of the kind which forms the substance
of The Egqoist. The novel thrives on conversation, reguiring
nothing more of the reader than that he appreciate the pung
the obvious allusion, the apt phrase. In such chapters as
"Mre Mountstuart’s Dinner Party," "Conversation at a
Luncheorn Table,” and "Clever Fencing and the Need for It,"

the dialogue is highly wrought, constantly drawing attention
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to its artifice, and bearing very little relation to the
rhythms and expressions of common speech in life. The
narrator describes this kind of conversation as "wit and
repartee suitable to the electrical atmosphere of the
dancing~-room, on the march to a magical hall of supper.”
(Vol. 2. p. 132) Such dialogue consciously splicits

applause from its auwdiernce, as Dorothy Van Ghent suggests:

On Meredith’s style iz imposed a somewhat
desperate function of keeping auvuthor, characters,
and reader in a state of awareness, not so much o+f
what is going on, but of each other, a function of
keeping us awalke to the fact that we are reading a
brilliant book by an exceptionally intelligent
author about highly burnished characters - all of
which the style makes us ever so ready to admit.="

The style of the text, with its showy cleverness, is overtly
aiming +for effect. The result is to demonstrate for the
reader the novel’s conscious art.

This techhigue, described by Virginia Wool+f as
"dahcing—mastér dandyism"2®, is seen, not only in selected
passages, but also in the manner in which the entire novel
is constructed. The narrative focuses Jun Willoughby'’s
courtship of Clara, and progresses through the grouping and
regrouping of characters. All the various bermutations are
clearly identified for the reader in the chapter headings;

for example, "Migss Middleton and Mr Whitford,"” "Clara and

Laetitia,” "Dr Middleton, Clara and Sir Willoughby."
Alterations in these relationships are similarly
sigrn-posted. Laetitia is still in subjection to Sip

Willoughby’s charms in Chapter Fourteen, "Sir Willoughby and
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Laetitia,” kut she has arrived at a position of dominance by

Chapter Forty-nine, which is significantly entitled
"ILagtitia and Sir Willoughby." The way in which the novel
is structured is qguite conspicuous. George Woodcock

identifies, what he sees as, the formal nature of such an

obvious structure!

"The formal elaboration of The Egoist, paralleling
the elaboration of conventions within which the
appropriately named Patterne dances his pompous
minuet of life, is characterised by the triangular
groupings of characters: Willoughby - Clara -
lasetitiaj; Willoughby - Clara - Vernonj; Clara -
Vernon - Horace; Willoughby - Mrs Jenkinson -
Clara. The shifting relations within and betueen
such triangles are the choreography of the work as
a whole, "=%

The words "dances" and "choreography" are particularly
appropriate in a description of the text, as they imply an
acutely conscious artistry. The reader is invited to
spectate as the dance proceeds, and his attention is drauwn
at various points to the intricacy of the steps.

An analysis of one chapter, chosen because it indicates
clearly the manner in which the reader is addressed, will
show the nature of the novefs "choreography." Chapter
Fourteen, entitled "Sir Willoughby and Laetitia,"” concerns a
significant development in the relatiunship between the two
characters. In order that the reader need be in no doubt,
the chapter begins with a direct statement, made by the
character Willoughby himself, of the purpose of the
conversation which is to follow: "I prepare Miss Dale" (p.

252, vol., 1). Willoughby’s pose is then described in three
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sentences, the third of which wmoves away from the specific
character by means of a simile. The following sentence is
wholly concerned with the abstract, as are the next five
paragraphs. These paragraphs form a flight of fancy on the
theme of the BOOK GF EGOISM: "In the hundred and fourth
chapter of the thirteenth volume of the BOOK OF EGOISM it is
written: Pus;essinn without obligation to the cbject
possessed approaches feclicity" {p. 252, wvol. 1). This
praverb is then elaborated: "For example..." (p. 252, vol.
1y, "In 2l1l these cases..." {(p. 252, vol. 1), "But there is
one instance..." (p. 2533, vol. 1), "as we shall see in our
sample of one among the highest of them" (p. 254, vol. 1).
We now turn back to the character Willouwughby, but not to the
specitic point in the narrative where we left him, rather to
a review of the history of his entire relations with
Laetitia, which includes a lengthy extravagant simile on the
subject of kings and cats. Having played all the
intellectual games that can be played with that paﬁhcular
proverb, the narrator returns to the imaginary book for a
freseh one! "Further to guote from the same volume of THE
BOOK: There is pain in the surrendering of that we are fain
t8 relinguish" {g. EBB, vwel. 1). Thie preverb eparke off on
anecdote designed to illuminate it: "There ohce wWas a
venerable gentleman..." {p. 255, vol. 1). From this
digression, we turn back in the next paragraph to Sir
Willoughby Patterne and Miss Dale, to a lengthy dissection
of motives made clinical by the intrusion yet again of THE

EOOK:
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The wvision of his resoclution brought with it a
certain pallid contempt = of the physically
faithless womanj no wonder he betook himself to
THE BOOK, and opened it on the scorching chapters
treating of the gex, and the execrable wiles of
that foremost creature of the chase, who runs for
life. She is not spared in the Biggest of Books.
But close it.

The writing in it having been done chiefly by
men, men naturally receive their fortification
from its wisdom, and half a dozen of the popular
sentences for the confusion of women (cut in brass
worn to a polish like sombre gold), refreshed Sir
Willoughby for his undertaking. (p. 257, vol. 1)

This abstract discourse serves to distance the reader, and
to distract him from the impetus of the tale. It ends with
a reminder of Willoughby’s "undertaking," a signal that the
dialogue is about to begin. The next sentence returns to
the particularity of "Laetitia’s +faded complexion" (p. 257,
vol. 1). Even the short description of the setting in which
the conversation is to take place is not straighforward, but
complicated by "the crossing of two express trains along the
rails in Sir Willoughby’s head" (p. 258, vol. 1).

The conversation that now begins is a game of words.
The words onhe participant uses are examined and refined,

before being batted back:

"%You have not been vexed by affairs to-day."
"&ffairs,’ he replied,’ must be peculiarly
vexatious to +trouble me. Concerning the country
or wy personal affairs?

"I fancy I was alluding to the country." (p. 2858,
vol. 1)

The game 1is highlighted by the character’s own explicit

recognition of it. Willoughby regards conversation as
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"a garden to stray into when he was in the wmood +for
displaying_elegan:e and brightness in the society of a ladyj
and in speech Laetitia helped him to the nice delusion” {p.
260, wvol. 1}. This dialogue is "display" and "delusinn”.
Supposedly :asualvremarks have complex sentence structures,
or contain carefully developed cnncéits. A phrase used at
the beginning of the conversation may recur at a later
stage. Willoughby loses h;mself in his own rhetoric. He
quikbles over the use D+ a word, and deliberates ubnn the
most ornate manner in which to express himself. Laetitia
undercuts his "abstract elucidations" {(p. 265, vol. 1) with
her simple sentence, "I am in my thirtieth yvear" {(p. 268,
vol. 1), and thus wins that round of the game! "It was the
jarring clash of her brazen declaration of it upon his low
rich flute - notes that shocked hin" (p. 267, vol. 1). The
participants in this word game are acutely aware of the
nuances of every word, and of the effect of the choice of
one styvle of address over another.

The action of the whole novel is concerned with just
such cnn+wnntatinﬁs as the one described above, in which
characters fence with words, witticisms, definitions,
epigrams, equivocations, recoghising the power of a
misuhderztanding, an evasioh, a promise or a lie. This can
be seen in Clara’s attempts to +find the right words to
canvince Willoughby that she wishes to be free! "His ability
to silence her was great! she could not reply to a speech
like that" (p. 140, vol. 1), or in Mr Dale’s attempts to

worl out  the truth: "I may have mistaken Dr Middleton;i he
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has a language that I cah compare only to review-day of the
field forces" (p. 331, vol. 3). Remarks such as these draw
attention to the way in which the characters speak. That
Willoughbty is an egoist, and Dr Middleton "a keen reader of
facts and no reader of persons” {p. 237, wvol. 2), is
identified as much as anything in their manner of address:
their "language," therefore, is foregrounded.

The characters’ different modes of address to their
listeners are undisguised exercises in striking the right
attitude. Even the natural Clara in her various "petitions
for release" (p. 269, vol. 1), becomes caught up in these
linguistic strategems, adopting the pose at any one time
which seems most likely to convince Willoughby to give her
up. The narrator’se address to his readers voices a similar
self-conscious artifice. R. H. Hutton, a contemporary
critic of Meredith’s fiction, viho wae in general
unsympathetic to what he saw as Meredith’s literary
affectation, nevertheless perceptively evokeJ the manner of

the narrator’s address in The Egoist:

In +fact, Mr Meredith often calls up an image of a
handsome, witty, polished, juvenile cousin of
Carlyle, in 18th century costume, with neat,
powdered wig, lace ruffles, Kknee-breeches, and
5illk stockings, of keen and curious vision, but
too courteous to be profound or stirring, who
regards the world as a foolish piece of
protoplasm, chiefly valuable as stuft+ out of which
to cut epigrams and apt similes.=o

In this image,(Huttnn captured the nuances of the narrator’s

tone, which enabled him to conjure up an implied reader with
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whom the cultured elite, whether intelleocctunls or aosthoteo,
could identify. Mr Meredith’s persona as an essayist - a
lezss sombre version of Carlyle, with a nonetheless "keen and
curious vision" of "our time and country" (p. S5, vol. 1) -
is merged with that of Mr Meredith the wit, cutting "epigams
and apt similes" with all the flair that had won Wilde a
name for himsel$t at Oxford, in the five years preceding the
publication of The Egpist.

The above analysis of the implied reader in The Egoist
leads us to conclude that the novel addressed a coterie
readership. However, the novel is less remote +from
contemporary popular +iction than the narrator in "The
Prelude” would have his cultured readers believe. Meredith,
ever aware of the reguirements of his market, recognised the
compromi=e that had to be made, as he makes clear in the

following lines from a letter!:

My Egoist is on the way to a conclusion. of
pot-toilers let none speal. Jove hangs them up; on
necks that could soar above his heights but +for
the accursed weight.=2

Meredith may have referred to his novel as a "pot-boiler” in
a private letter, as long as he referred to it as "a comedy
in rnarrative" on the front page of the first edition. In a
similar way, the high-wminded "Prelude,” and all the other
examples of the wit and wisdom of the narrator’s address-and
the characters® concversation, mask a second strand in the
narrative, which was addressed to the popular taste.

Clara and Willoughby’s comic courtship dispels the air
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of intellectual discourse cexuded by "The Prelude.” As we
have zeen, identifying the comic flaw is a cimple process,
alliguing the ﬁaaa@;s attentien te ke given 8 uatehing the
characters become cmbroiled in an interesting and
humburously handled plot. If the subtleties of particular
lines have to be left to the intellectuals to d;;ipher, then
the farcical nature of such encounters as "Mid-night: Sir
Willoughky and Laetitia; with Young Crossway under a
coverlet,” remains easily accessibkle. Without +the gloss
acguired for the novel by its highly polished narrator, the
novel could potentially be read as much as a “"comic drama®
for readers who reguired primarily to be entertained, as it
nwas a parakle for intellectuals, and a game for aesthefes.
The +fact that this dual address succeeded with a coterie
readership, but failed with a wider reading pubklic, can only
be explained when we come in Chapter Three to compare
Meredith’s concept of a "pot-boiler” with several
contemporary examples of the genre. I+ the novel’s =tyle
legitimated "cowmic drama" as reading material for an elite,
it at the zame time rendered it inaccessible to ihe popular

ES
tacste.

The &Smazing Marriage

An  awareness oFf the relationship between address and
audience has been found to be an important constituent in
all the 'Meredith novels discussed so far. However, in Iﬁg
Amazihg Marriage (1895), Meredith’s last novel (apart from

the early, but unfinished Celt and Saxon, published'
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pocthumously), the lsgue iz forecgrounded to guch an extent
that it wvies Ffor atfentinn with character and plot.
Meredith worked on The Omwazing Marriage intermittently from
18729 tﬁ 18325, a period during which the plurality of the
reading public became increasingly marked. Meredith’s final
response to this problem, after years of attempting, and
failing, to address both sections of this readership, was to

exploit a technigue which he introduced, as we have seen, in

()

andra Belloni - the uze of two distinct narrators to

address two different audiences. Dame Gossip and the
"literary =surgeon” (p. 131) narrate different episodes of
the =ame tale. The reasonable, educated narrator, who is
capable of ordering and analysing events, and of prnviding
motives and detailed personalities for his characters, is
frequently interrupted by Mistress Gossip, the incarnation
of Meredith’s impression of the popular imagination -
"feeding popular voracity with all her stores” {p. 388),
telling her racy tale with relish and exclamation marks,.
Each narrator implies a di+%erent audience. Dame
Gossip is clearly addressing the popular taste. She
introduces her narrative with the words "Evervybody has
heard” (p. S5), and proceede in a breathless, colloguial,
"she said to vhim and he said to her" way, to unravel
well-known tales within well-known tales. Her whole story
is founded on hear-say - "some say," "they say," "as you can
imagine,” "as he was called," "the story goes." Popular
ballads and treasured relics are cited to auwthenticate the

facts - "a publican at Kew still exhibits one of their hats"®
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{(p. 5. She claims to be recounting for the entertainment
-of her auwdience what everybody knows from the evidence of
their own eves and ears.

However, the story of the 0ld Buccaneer and Countess
Fanny is not a simple folk-tale, a chapter from the "Book of
Common Wisdom" (The Egoist ‘p. 3, vol. 1). It is a piece of
senzational journalism. The beautiful fun-loving Countess
and the amorous naval hero walk straight out of the gossip
columns of the gutter press. The story, full of sly
insinuations and double entendres, iz manipulated to
heighten the sentiment and excitement. The destitute wife
becomes the Whitechapel Countess, reported to have been seen
selling vegetables in a greengrocers. The narrator
fantasises around a few dubious facts to satiate her thirst
for events, romance, and a good strong plot, becoming
overwhelmed at times by her own invention - "Only to think
of her, I could sometiwmes drop into a chair for a good cry"
{p. 4). The play that the Dame guotes as being a version of
the famous elopement that has roused the popular imagination
to fever pitch, is hardly more theatrical than the Dame’s

oun supposedly factual account:t

The stage-piece is called Saturday Night, and it
had an astonishing run, but is only remembered now
for the song of Saturday, sung by the poor
coachman and labourers at the village ale-house
before he starts to capture his wife Ffrom the
clutches of her seducer and meets his fate...’The
ravished wite of mwy bosom’, he calls her all
through the latter half of the play. It is a real
tragedy."” {(p. 13)
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Here, the characters and action have been wrought into

a romantic cliche. Dame Gossip obviously approves - this
melodrama is "a real tragedy." It is what the public wants
- it had "an astonishing run." Dame Gossip dishes up

dezcriptions of the Countess’s physical attributes, and
liste of Kirby’s naval adventures, because she believes this
i= what her audience are hungry for. She takes great pride

in krowing her reader:

For it is an infant we address, and the
story-teller whose art excites an infant to
zerious attention succeeds best; with English
people assuredly, I rejoice to think, though I
pray their patience here while that philosophy and
exposure of character block the course along a
road inviting to traffic of the most animated
kind." (p. 551)

Dame Gossip's implied reader simply wants to be hept awake
and entertained with "story," rather than “philosophy.”
However, The Amazing Marriage also provides us with an
alternative vision of the reader to the one implied by Dame
Gossip, one that is closer to the cultured reader we have
identified in earlier novels. Dame Gossip’s meanderings are
suddenly extinguished by &a more sober narrator, who
diemisses them as being "against good taste and commonsense"

{p. 257). As we have seen in An_ Essay on  Comedy, both

words, "taste" and "commonsehse, " are important in
Meredith’s vocabulary as criteria for dividing the
discerning +rom the ignhorant, the elite from the rabble.
These two gualities provide entry into the "selecter world”

(Essay, p. 91). Dame Gossip, who lacks these assets,
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renders herseld wvulnerable to the polite smiles of the
civilised man of learning. She has revealed herseld to be
one of the "idle empty laughers," {(Essay, p. 15) who know
nothing of the subtleties of the Comic Spirit, the fauns and
the silvery lauvghter. The Philosopher in  his "anatomical
lectures" does not envisage the reader to be Dame Gossip’s

wide-eyed child. He derides her attitude:

The end in design is to win the ear by making a
fuss, and roll evenht upon event for the braining
of commorn intelligence, until her narrative
rezsembles dusty troopings along a road to the
races." {(p. 38%)

The Philozopher does not address a reader who can be deluded
by "fuss," who judges a tale on the number of events, and
the specd at which they succeed each other. The
Philo=zopher’s reader, it is implied, is clear-sighted
allowing him to make his narrative ponderous and analytical.
He analvyesez events and characters, stresses nuances of
thought and feeling, and continually asks the guestion which
Dame Gossip never asks, - why? In describing the Welsh
landscape, discussing Woodseer®’s philosophy, and detailing
subtle changes in the relationship between Carinthia and
Flestwood, the narrator  makes use of the familiar
Meredithian techrnigue, a "passion for phrase-making," which
J. M. Barrie suggested had 1led to the novels being "as
over-dressed as fingers hidden in  rings."=S For example,
Fleetwood having complacently convinced himsel$ that he is

imwune to the attractions of his wife’s nature, is described
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thug!

He wmight bo likened to the doctor'sc patient
entering the chemicst’s shop, with a prescription
for a drug of healing wvirtue, upon which the
palate iz as 1little consulted a=s a robustious
lollvpop Eoy in the household of ceremonial
parent=s; who have rung Jfor the troop of their
orderly domestics to sit in a row and hearken the
intonation of good words. {(p. 239}

This i=s a complex sentence which is not immediately
accessible to the readeri a simile which will not stun with
its vividrness, but one which provides a pause in the plot -
vet one wmore watering place on  that "dusty road to the
races" {p. 38%9). Chapters with titles such &as "In Which
Certain Changes May be Discerned,” "In Which the Fates are
zeen and a Choice of the Refuge from Them," or "Below the
Surface and Above," are discursive, full of digressions,
moral discourses, meditations and flights of fancy. In the
chapter “Mountain WUWalk in Mist and Sunshine," the clouds
turn from pythons to peacocks to fish (p. 45). Mountains
and sunsets are poor material for the gossipi character is,
and ought to be a mysteryi philosophy ie a dangerous element
from which a story requires to be rescuedy and as for
phrase-naking, she has a "detestation of imagerial epigrams"
{p. 428).

We are, therefore, bresented in IThe Amazing Marriasge
with two narrators, impfying: two distinct kinds of
readership. Judith Wilt, who sees Dame Gossip and the
analytical novelist as representing, not a dichotomy in the

readership, but a "serious conflict over the best, the most
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humane look on life," accords the two narrators equal welght
in the narrative - "Meredith proposes the marriage of both
looks to us" (p. 212). For Gillian Beer the device "is part
of the substance of the novel’s meaning, at times running
parallel to the conflict between Carinthia’s instinctive
actions and Flectwood’s complex motives for inaction” -
"There is thus no final authority to whom we may turn for
our reading of events. The reader becomes the arbitrator.”
(p. 172) Both critice malke the assumption that the novel is
addressed to ‘"us," "the reader," and not to a fractured
contemporary readership who could never arrive at a
consensus of opinioh as to the merits of the two narrator’s
and the two tales they tell] such a consensus between high
culture and puklic taste would indeed have been an "amazing
marriage.” The two narratives are in fact addressed, not
ohnly to two implied readers, bBut to two reading publics.
Thie is not, however, to agree with Wilt or Beer that
neither of the narratives is privileged. The analytical
noveliet clearly places the Dame’s narrative; he has seized

control of a novel which she may only interrupt. His

narrative forms forty out of the novel’s forty-sevehn
chapters. WUith the body of the narrative against it, Dame
Gossip’s interludes are seen as subordinate to the

novelist’s sober analysis of character and action. This
weighting of the balance in Ffavour of an intellectual
readercship, seen in terms of the proportion of the narrative
addressed to them, i reinforced by the nature of the

addrese each narrator makes to his implied readers. The
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novelist’s scorn of popular taste is matched by the popular
narrator’s distaste for philosophy, but, in Dame Gossip’s
lack of respect for her owhn readers, a critigue of popular
fiction and its readers is distinctly implied. The novelist
can de=zcribe Dame Gossip’s approach as requiring "the
braining of common intelligence”, but, when she boasts that
"it is an infanf we address," the novel®’s dual address is
disrupted, and her narrative becomes & critigue on public
taste. Her narrative, unlike the narrative of the romantic
story-teller in Sandra Belloni, exaggerates Ffeatures of
popular fiction to the point of parody. The novel’s addrecss
to readers of popular fiction has become less urgent, while
ite addrese to an intellectual readership has become more
E0. The difference in emphasis, as regards the two
readerships, between Sandra Belloni (1884) and The Amazing
Marriage (1895), reflects the changes that had occurred in

thirty vears in the composition of Meredith’s readership.
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CHAFTER THREE

ADDRESS AND STYLE

In Chapter Tue; 1t was chown that M@Pedith'a novelo
used the construct of an implied reader to address a
readership which was not homogenepus but plural. However,
‘as we =saw in Chapter One, the novels (with the notable

exception of Diana of the Crosswavs, which will be discussed

in Chapter Five) failed in their attempt to address public
taste, and were then taken up by an intellectual elite.
Style is the feature most freguently held responsible, by
bBoth contemporary and modern critics, for this nheglect on
the part of the majority of readerz. The connection is,
however, =seldom explored in any detail. Instead only
passing reference is usually made to what most critice are
content to describe az ‘Yeccentricity" and ‘“obscurity"j

"compreszion and knottedness of language,"* in Jack

/
S

‘Lindsay’s viords.

In thi=z chapter, we will look at the development of
style (where ‘'"style"” is taken to mean "a selection from a
total linguistic FEPEPtDiFE")Ev in the novels and short
stories preceding The Egoist, the ‘hovel which first prompted
critice to deszcribe Meredith’s stvle as "ﬁeredithian".3 In
an attempt to identify the similarities and dissimilarities
between this =tyle and that of public taste, a comparison
will then be made between The Egoist and other +fiction

published in the popular newspaper in which the novel was
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originally cerialized, the Glasgow Weeklwy Herald.

The Shaving of Shagpat

The Shaving of Shagpat (1858) was the +first of

Meredith’s fictions to be published. It is not a novel, but
rather an oriental fantasy in the tradi;inn of the Arabian
Mights, a number of translations of which had appeared in
the previous two decades.” Many of the familiar
story-telling technigues from the earlier Arabian tales were
adopted in order to male the Victorian imitation convincing.
The wain narrative i=s made up of a collection of loosely
caonhnected adventures, concerning a large and diverse cast of
characters. A summary of the plot, attempted by Meredith’s
contemporary, James Moffat=, runs to several pages.
Inserted in the wmain narrative are several digressions, in
the form of self-contained secondary stories.

From the first, the narrator endows the rnarrative with

the quality of folklore!

Mow the story of Shibli Bagarag, and of the bali
he +ollowed, and of the subterranean kingdom he
came to, and of the enchanted palace he entered,
and of the sleeping king he shaved, and of the two
princesses he released, and of the Afrite held in
subjection by the artes of one and bottled by her,
iz it not krnown as *t were written on the
finger-nails of men and traced in theipr
corner-robes? {(p.1)

This one long simple sentence previews the tale, and
proclaims its fame and antiquity. It is made up of several
clauses of similar structure, joined together by the simple

conjunction "and." The simple, almost monhotonous
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accumulation of clauses suggeste an oral history, rather
than a contrived literary +fable.

This impression is reinforced by the succeeding
paragraphs. Out of the sixty-nine paragraphs in Chapter
One, forty begin with one of the words "now,"” "and," "then"
or "so.," The narrative moves guickly, concentrating on
events, with no philosophical reflections on the action,
except +or those provided by supposedly familiar poets,
whose wordes of wisdom are served up in snappy couplets:
"Ripe with oft telling and old is the tale,/But’t is of the
sort that can never grow stale’.(p. 1) Thieg is clearly the
style ©of the dedicated story-teller. The wvocabulary is
familiar, and the images are drawn from the rich source of
all the world’s well-krnown stories. The following passage

provides an example of this style!l

Mow, the nights and the days of Bhanavar were even
as this night, and she was as an unguiet spul till
the appointed time for the meeting with her lover
had cowme. Then when the sun was lighting with
slant beam the green grass slope by the blue brook
before her, Bhanavar arraved herself and went
forth gaily, as a martial gueen to certain
conguest, and of all the flowers that nodded to
the setting, - vyea, the crimson, purple, pure
white, streaked-vyellow, azure, and satfron, there
vas no bird fairer in its hues than Bhanavar, nhor
eird of the heavens Ffreer in its glittering
plummage, nor cshape o0f loveliness such as hers.
Truly, when she had taken her place under the palm
by the waters of the lake, that was no
exaggeration of the poet, where he savs...ip. 33)

The rhythm of this pasesage evoles the language of the Bible.
Echoing &and parallel clauses add a 1lvyrical guality to
sentences which are otherwise simple enough to concentrate

the reader’s attention on the narrative. The adjectives are
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commorn ones used in familiar collocations - "green grass,"

"blue brook." Archaic idiowms are used to give a sense of
timelessness to the tale - "yea,” "arrayed herself,” "went
forth." The list of colours adds in an undemanding way an

extra dimension to the description, and a few more pleasant
spunds to the poetry of the whole.

The tale continues in this vein, meandering through
such chapters as  "The Talking Hawk" and "The Lily of the
Ernchanted Sea,” wuntil the oft predicted conclusion is
reached: "So was shaved Shagpat,.the son of Shimpoor, the
son of Shoolpi, the son of Shullum, by Shibli Bagarag, of
Shiraz, according to preordainment” {p. 377). The Shaving
cf Shagpat is precisely what it claims to bke in its
subtitle, "An Arabian Entertainment.”

Contemporary reviews were 1in agreemenht with this

analyveis of The Shaving of Shagpat. The style was commented

on for the most part as being no more than, in the words of

The Critic, "a pleasant manner of telling a tale."® UWhen

the critic in The Spectatoir complained of the work's
"clevernese,"” he was referring to the complexities of the
plot rather than to the language. Geurgé Eliot, in a very
enthusiastic article on The Shaving of Shagpat, praised the
style for its simplicity: Mothing can be more vivid and
concrete than the narrative and description, nothing fresher
and more vigorous than the imagery."® 6. H. Lewes endorsed
thie view!: "the language is simple, picturesgue, pregnant -
not ornate inanities addressed to the ear."® All the

adjectives used to describe this earlieszt example of
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Meredith’s style suggest the opposite of "eccentricity” and

"obhscurity,”

Farina

The Shaving of Shagpat was +ollowed by Farina (1857).

Earina, like the earlier work, was written in imitation of a
particular type of fiction, in this case romantic adventure
with a medieval setting. Both tales later came to be
associated in the mind of the public as forming Meredith’s
apprenticeship. Mary Sturge Henderson, writing in 1207,
makes a typical remark in her commentary on these two works:
"He has shownh unusual agility in catching the idioms of
alien languages) he is, we suspect, training himselfs to
epeak im his owh.":° Hpwever, allowing for "the idioms of
alien languages," the stvle of Farina differs from that of

The Shaving of Shagpat in ways which are significant for a

study of hMeredith’s style.

The narrative of Earina is structured by the "now,"
"and," "=so," of the story-teller, but the language in which

this story is told is more elaborate than it was in  the
previous tale. The effect is no longer one of unadulterated
simplicity. Each chapter contains several passages of
extravagant description in the style of the following!

A full flood of moonlight burnished the knightly
river in glittering scales and plates, and rings,
as headlong it rolled seaward on from under crag
and banner of old chivalry and rapine. Both
grected the scene with a burst of pleasure. The
gray mist of +flate on the south side glimmered
delightful to their sight, coming from that drowsy
crowd and press of habitationsi but the solemn
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glory of the river, delaving not, heedless, impacscioned -
pouring on in some sublime conference between it and heaven
to the great marriage of waters, deeply shook Farina’s

enampured heart. (p.330)

In thiz description, familiar collocations of the greeh
arassfblue egly type have been replaced by unusual ones -
"knightly river," "drowsy crowd." In the +first sentence,

three words (scales and plates and rings") are used to

describe one phenomenon. The sentence ends with an
unexplored and obscure wmetaphor - "under crag and banner of
old chivalry and rapine.” The third sentence is a long and

complex one, punctuated by five commas, a semi-colon and a
dash. Again, three similar expressions ("delaving not,
heedlecss, impassioned”) are used in place of ohe to
elaborate on the initial description. The passage
culminates in a rather Ffanciful and exaggerated image,
corjured up in the high-sounding phrases "sublime
conference" and "marriage of waters."

This elaborate stvle prnvnked‘cnntemporahy critics to
do for the first time what they would henceforth do out of
habits they commented onh the stvle of a Meredith novel as
being that text’s most significant feature. In their
criticism, the first indication of a particular tone, which
became common in later criticism, can be identified. The
critic in The Saturday Review, for example, exXpresses
dissatisfaction with what he saw as some of the excesses of

style in Farina:
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Ve also feal inclined to guarrel with Mr
Meredith’s word-painting. Certainly Mr Ruskin has
a great deal to answer for, as no ohe hHow cah
describe =imply and temperately, but must Kkeep us
to the Ruskin level, and put on his colours thiclk
and bright, 2

The critic, baving established the nature of his "guarrel”,
then finished the article with a mock appeal to Farina'’s

author:

We wish Mr Meredith would not insist on giving us
o much for our money. We should prefer a chaster
article; and we can only hope that an author who
has =0 many excellent gualities will when he next
comes before the public, choose a better sukject,
and cut down by one-half his estimate of what is
due to himsel+ and his readers in the way of +Fine
lariguage. =

The critic made allowances for the author’s "many excellent
gualities", but guestioned the self-conscious nature of the
"fine language", a&and presumed that this was not what the
public wanted. With the publication of his second worlk of
t+iction, the peculiarities of Meredith’s style began to be
identified, and the affect ot this style on the reader to be

discussed.

The Ordeal of Richard Feverel

Meredith’s +first Jull-length novel, The Ordeal of

Richard Feverel {1859), was a departure from the earlier
tales, not only in terms of plot and setting, but also in

terms of style. The relationship between the narrator and
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the implied reader was discussed in Chapter Twoj the various
styles of address will now be considered in more detail.

The novel has a contemporary English setting, a plot
containing all the c=uspense connected with a hero and
heroine who experience mahy advances and reversals of
fortune, an acsortment of comic characters and a tragic
ending. The +Ffeature of the novel which attracted most
critical attention, however, was its "philosophy.” A

reviewer in The Leader commented:! The Ordeal of Richard

Feverel can be designated less as a novel than as a
philosophical criticism upon the wvarious methods of
educating children."*® This confusion between fiction and
"philosophical criticism” on the part of a contemporary
critic was provoked by a particular philosophical style
which was to recur in Meredith’s later novels.

An  analyesis of Chapter Twenty-nine, "In Which the last
Act of a Comedy Talkes the FPlace of the First," illustrates
what is wmeant by HMeredith’s "philosophical style." The
chapter bkegins with an entirely abestract address by the
narrator to ‘the reader on the subject of Caesar’s crossing
of the Rubkicon. The style of this address is highly
rhetorical, +for example! "There they have dreamed: here they
must act. There lie youth and irresolution: here manhood
and purpose.” {(p. 282, vol. 2). These two seﬁten:es have
parallel etructures, "There...here..." Each sentence is
make up of two opposing clauses which balance each other -
"dreamed” being opposed to "act," "youth"” to "manhood,"

"irresolution” to "purpose." A fictitious work, The
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Philosophical Geography, (p.282, vbol. 2) is then referred to

ag an authority on the subject, and the infnrmatiuﬁ that it
ig "about to be puklished® is included in parenthesis to
give the source credibility. The paragraph continues with a
fanciful cdnceit arising from the personification of fate as
"Madam Fate" and "Universal Fate” (p.282, vol. 2). It ends
with an aphoriszm taken from another imaginary book: "I
sukescribe to Fhat saving of THE PILGRIM’S SCRIF! "The danger
of a little knowledge of things is disputable: but beware
the little knowledge of one’s self!" (p. 282, vol. 2). In
this sentence, the narrator’s presence 1is directly
underlined by the use of "I." The whole paragraph creates
the impression of a cultured narrator addressing a similarly
cultured audience +or the benetit of that auwdience’s
improvement.

The second paragﬁaph moves away From this general
addrese by introducing in the first sentence the novel’s
central character: "Richard Feverel was nhow crossing the
River of his Ordeal.” {p.284, vol. 2) However, as is
indicated by this sentence, the paragraph is not concerned
with the iwmediate action of the narrative. The metaphor of
the "River" has been retained, but its application has been
narrowed down to an elucidation of the "Ordeal" of the hero,
instead of that of the whole of the human race. The second
sentence expands on the metaphor of the first, two laﬁds on
either side of the river representing Richard’s past and
future lives. There then follows a few sentences of
Peflectinn upon Richard’s thoughts and feelings, which ends

with an extravagant comparison between Richard and Caesar.
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The rest of the paragraph consists of & rhetorical guestion,
an aphorism, a metaphor, and the narrator’s reminder that it
is he, and not the hero, who has thus contemplated the
hero’s consciencc. These two philosophical paragraphs
introduce the action, which is announced by a return to the
here and now at the beginning of the third paragraph: "It
was a =oft Fair day" {p. 2835,vol. 2). The rest of the
chapter i=s concerned with the next epicsode in the narrative,
writtern mainly in dialogue.

Thi= pattern, paragraphs of aphoristic wisdom
introducing the wain thread of the narrative, occurs

frequently in The Ordeal of Richard Feverel. However, these

polished prefaces do not give way entirely to a plain style.

Interspersed with passages of dramatic dialogue, and
paraaraphs which move the action forward are lyrical
passages which elakorate at length on the narrative. The

chapters in which the young hero and heroine +all in love -
"&n Attraction," "Ferdinand and Miranda" and "A Diversion
Played on a Penny UWhistle" - are paricularly rich in

examples of this style:

Sweet are the shy recesses of the woodland. The
ray treads softly there. A +film athwart the
pathway guivers many-hued against purple shade
fragrant with viarm pines, deep moss-beds, feathery
ferns. The little brown sguirrel drops tail, and
leapss the inmost bird is startled to a chance
tuneless note. From silence into silence things
move. {(p. 42, vol. 2)

In thie passage, there are no loud rhetorical effects or
discordant sounds, no lorng rambling sentences or complicated

punctuation. A sense of harmony is created by the soft
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z=ikliant sounds. The images are apt and vivid; they reqguire
no long explanations, unlike several of the images in the
philosphic pacssages. Members of Meredith’s coterie

readerchip, suckh as Photiades, were as fulsome in their

praise of hiszs "poetrvy" as they were of his "philosphy":

The poet iz recognised in George Meredith by his
fervent effusions, which overtlow - oven in hio
stories - in so impetuous a flood, in glittering
imagery, in vast and labyrinthine interludes which
$low along like orchestral accompaniments in our
modern operas, like the strophes and anti-strophes
of an ancient choir. It is not only in The Ordeal
of Richard Feverel that he interpolates a
"diversion upon a penny whistle,” but he does the
same in each of his novels, from The Shavi
Shagpat to The Amazing HMarriage, r«

Here, Photiades,  in the confident tone of unashamed
exaggeration (Meredith’s imagery does not just +$low, it
"overflows,"” in a "flood," not a stream, and in passages
which are not simply long, but "vast and labyrinthine"},
distinguishesz Meredith’s novels +or their poetic interludes.
Meredith’s 1lvrical style, like his philosophical style,
addresses intellectuals and aesthetes, such as Photiades, in
such a high-minded way, that they are persuaded that they
are reading a novel of +ar greater weight than that of
popular fiction. The majority of the reading public, whose
tacte waz not for "poetry” or "philosophy," could guickly
page over these interludes, in favour of the plainer style
of the dialogue, and the easily accessible narration of
events. The rnovel’s lack of appeal to popular taste on its
publication was due, not +to ite style but, as we saw in

Chapter One f(pp 7 - 8), to its +ailure to present
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senzational events in a way in which HMr Moadie and his
respectable readers would find acceptable. Samuel Lucas,
writing in The Timest=, was struck by the ‘“"strange
contrarinese"” of the style of the novel, and described it as
"yery pracular and obscure in  parte...so crystalline and
brilliant in its principal passages”. This variation in
style in the novel promoted a dual mode of address, which
was not cuccesz=fully carried through in relation to the

novel’s subject matter.

Sandra Belloni
The juxtaposition of opposing styles, identified in The

Ordeal of Richard Feverel, is openly discussed in Sandra

Belloni. In Chapter Two the role of the two narrators in
addveséing a divided readership was examined - the duality
of this address can be seen in the different styles which
these two narrators adopt. The stvle of the FPhilosopher’s
narrative is consistently mannered, as in the following

linecs:

e, are subject; he savs, to fantastic moods, and
chall drvy ready-minted phrases picture them forth?
As for example, can the words "delirium", or
"froenzy", convey an image of Wilfrid’s state, when
his heart began to covet Emilia again, and his
gentiment not only interposed no obstacle, but
trumpeted her chrms and fawned for her, and he
thought her lost, remembered that she had been his
own, and was ready to do any madhness to obtain
her? "Madnesgs" is the word that hitse the mark,
but it does not fully embrace the meaning. To be
in thiz state, savys the Philospher, is to be ON
THE HIPPOGRIFF; and to this, as he explains,the
persons who travel to Love by the road of
sentiment will come, i+ they have any stuff in
them, and i+ the one who kindles them is wmighty.
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He distinguishes being on the Hippogriff from
being pocssessed by passion. Passion, he cays, ie
hoble strength on fire and points to Emilia as a
representation of pascsion.{p. 3&85)

The Philosopher, here, self-consciously discusses his choice
of worde, analysing their precise meanings, in an attempt to
convey the snbﬁiety and thoughtful ness of his descriptions,
in comparison to the supposedly racier style of the novel’s
principal narrator. The style of this ironic digression -
the use of an obscure mythological figure in a metaphor, the

use of capitals and italics for emphasis, the inclusion of

an aphorism, and the way in which the fiction is exposed by
the =zuggestion that a character is merely a "representation”
{a feature in the whole novel focused in frequent allusions
to Thackeray's VYanity Fair) - foregrounds, what Photiades
termed, Meredith’s "Art".

However, by 4far the greater part of Sandra Belloni is
written in the style which the Philosopher scerne, the style
of sentimental romance, which slips easily into farcej as in

the following speech from Emilia:

You are not cruel. I krnew it., I should have
died, if vou had come between us. Oh, Wilfrid’s
father, I love vyou! - I have never had a very
angry word on my mouth. Think! if vyou had made me
curse ¥ou, For, I could! You would have stopped

my life, and Wilfrid’s, What would our last
thoughts have been? We could not have forgiven
P=1'1 Take up 4dead birds killed by frost. You
cry: Cruel winter! murdering cold! But I Knew
better. You are Wilfrid’s father whom I can kneel
to. My lover’s father! wmy own father! my friend
next to heaven! Oh! bless my love for him. You

have only to know what my love for him is!{pp. @96
- 27, vol. 2)
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Emilia’ce speech demands very little of readers’?
comprehension. It is composed of a succession of short,
simple sentences, punctuated by exclamation marks, to convey
increasing excitement. The vocabulary is limited largely to
words of onhe syllable, and imagery limited to the single
pathetic and easily accessible wmetaphor of the lovers seehn
ag ‘"dead birds killed by frost.” This =style does not
surptise, or provoke readers, but rather allows them to

follow & series of well-rehearsed steps.

An _Essav on Comedy

The style of The Ordeal of Richard Feverel and Sandra

Belloni, despite interludes of *“philosophic criticism” and
"poetry," did not preclude those novels from appealing to

public taste. In MHMeredith’s later novels, however, the
style of the Philosopher was increasingly privileged. The

peculiarities of this particular style clearly distinguished

meredith’s novels from popular fiction. In An_ Essay ohn
Comedy, published as an article in 1877, around the

mid-point of Meredith’s career, the style which acts as a
touchstone in determining who does and who does not belong
in the ideal world of wisdom referred +to throughout the
Essay,  is the style of the Essay itsel$. The principal
pascage in the Essay provides the best example of this

style:

I vyou believe that our civilisation is founded on
common-sense f{and it is the first condition of
sanity to believe ity, you will, when
contemplating men, discern a Spirit overhead; not
more heavenly than the light flashed upward +rom
glasgy surfaces, but luminous and watchfulji never
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shooting bevond them, nor lagging in the rear, soO
closely attached to them that it may be taken for
a =slavish reflex, until its features are studied.
It has the sage’s brows, and the sunny wmalice of a
faun lurkz at the corners of the half-closed lips
drawn  in an idle ovariness of hal+ tension. That
clim feasting smile, shaped like the lohng-bows,
was once a big round satyr’s laugh, that flung up
the brows like a fortress lifted by gunpowder.
The laugh will come again, but it will be of the
erder of the swmile, Finely temperedy, showing
sunlight of the wmind, mental richness rather than
noisy enormity. Its common aspect is one of
unsolicitious observation, as if surveying a full
field and having leisure to dart on its chosen
morsels, without any fluttering eagerness. Men's
honesty and shapeliness in the present doesji and
whenever they wax out of proportion, overblown,
affected, prentensious, bombastical, hypocritical,
pedantic, +fantastically delicate; whenever it sees
them zelf~deceived or hooduwinked, 4given to run

riot in idolatries, drifting into vanities,
congregating in absurdities, planhing
short-zightedly, plotting demwmentedly; whenever

they are at variance with their professions, and
violate the unwritten but perceptible laws binding
them in  consideration one to another; whenever
thoy offend sound reasonh, fair justice, are false
in humility or mined with conceit, individually,
or in the bulk - the Spirit over-head will look
humanely malign and cast an obligue light on them,
followed Ly volleys of silvery laughter. That is
the Comic Spirit. {(p. 88)

Thie iz an over-wrought piece of prose. One clause is
refined by the next in carefully balanced and lengthy
sentences ~ the second last sentence being one hundred and
sixteen words long. The tone is =D controlled that a
potentially contenticus statement can be seemingly thrown
amay in parenthesis - Yand it is the first condition of
sanity to believe it." Such is the degree of control that
the extravagance of a twenty-one word list tan be contained
mithin the semblance of rational argument. The passage
begins with a2 premise, "I+ wyou believe...vou will...," and

continues in "but® and "rnor" and "whenever" to elaborate on,
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and substantiate, this premise. It ends with the confident
last statement, foregrounded by its directness, "That i=s the

Comic Spirit." The image of the faun is pursuwued through a

concentration of metaphor and simile and uhnusual
collocations - "sunny malice,” "idle ovariness,” "humanely
maltign.” Balance is achieved through the rhythm, parallels
and echogs - Yidolatries," ‘vanities,” "absurditie=s,";

"drifting," "congregating," "planning," "plotting.®

An  Essay on Comedy attenpits to provide a justification

for this kind of style. fhe theszis of the work is that if
the reader cannot appré:iate the "mental richness" {(p. 88)
of such writing then it is an indication that he lacks all
the virtuses which are the mark of a civilised man. The
reader iz coerced into desiring entry into an exclusive
group, a group defined by its powers of discernment,
civilisation and concentration. The test of these powers is
the abkility to appreciate a certain style. It is =a
contident style, whichy while suggesting a minprity

awdience, does not suggest an eccentric one.

Meredith’s Short Stories
At the end of the 1870s, Méredith published three short

stories in the New Guarterliy Magazrine! The House ~cm the

Beach (Janhuary,1877), The Case of General Ople and Lady

Camper {(July 1877), and The Tale of Chloe (July 1879).

BEecaunse these storiesz appeared contemporaneously with An
Essay _on Comedy, they have generally been taken up by
critice as useful examples of Meredith’s comic theary,

rather than for their other interest. Each text, however,
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makes its own contritution to our understanding of the
address and stvle of HMeredith’s novels. In particular, it
will be interesting, at this point in the chapter, before
carrying‘nut a comparison between the serialization of Ihe
Egoist and =hort =stories serialized in the same popular
hewspaper; to consider the style of Meredith’s own short

stories,

The Housme  on_the Beach is subtitled A Realistic Tale.

This claim prompte the guestion! "realistic" for whom? This
story ie the only piece of HMeredith’s +Fiction which is
devoid of any trace of aristocratic character, setting or
even allusion. Instead the tale turns on the maximi "The
eccentricity of common percsons ig the entertainment of the
multitude."*<s contemporary critic described the story as
being "a study of lower middle-clase persons in a louwer
middle-class setting.”*™ Such “lower middle~class" readers
would +ind the characters and props "realistic” in a story
of an ex-tradeszman turned bailiftf in a small sea-side town.
Readeré who regarded themselves as being of a slightly
higher class were given ample opportunity to distance
themeselves, and to look down upon lower middle-class mores
and manners, for Tinman the bailiff is a figure of fun. He
i= a =mall town man with small town ambitions, and
pretensions above his station. Too "high-stepping” {(p. 110)
by half, he has not the proper perception of the steps onh
the ladder, and does not realise that he is aiming too high:
"Once an esquire, you are off the ground in England and on
the ladder. An esguire can offer his hand in marriage to a

lady inm her own righty plain csguirecs have married
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duchesses) they marry baronet’e daughters every day of the
veek® (p. 111). Any reader can appreciate, as the character
et Timman does not, that there are "esquires” and
"esquires," and that a character coming so directly from a
"marketing mnthér” {p. 110) has quite a distance wvet to
climb. Tinman’s aims do not conflict with the aims of the
middle-classes! "to do like the rest of his countrymen, and
rise above them, to shake them class by class as the dust
from his heels" (p. 112), but they are couched in such
comically exaggerated terms that they allow the reader
comfortably to escape inclusion in the esatire. Tinman’es
over-weening social ambition is mixed up with the comic
flaws of pettiness and greed, and any critique ot
social-climbing is lost in the laughter elicited by Tinman’s
ever larger dinner parties and ever cheaper wine. Laughter
from the other middle-class characters, all of wvwho are
admirably sane, accompanies the btailiff’=s +all. For a
middle-class reader there was no need to feel that the
values of his class were in question: it is purely the
ineptitude with which they are practised by a man outside
|

the middle-class which is ridiculous. Later Feaders? have
seen Tinman less as a comic original and mwmore as a
historical and social type, with his dream of building a
"Sailor’s convalescent Hospital at Crikswich to seduce a
prince with, hand him the trowel, make him 1lay the ‘stnne“
tp. 115).

The text of The House on the Beach lsoli:its a
middle-class audience. Only they would recognise the

actiphs of the characters as being "realistic." They could

PAGE 104



appreciate, as neither the aristocracy nor the poor could,
the nuances of social class with which the central character
ie obseeeed. They are not, however, alienated by being
forced to read the text as a critique of their own social
class, for the character’s flaws are presented in too comic
a manner to produce anything other than an attitude of
superiority in the reader. At the =ame time, the style of
the introduction to this ‘"realistic tale,” which places
Tinman’s story as a comic parable of the kind elevated by An
Essay on Comedy, advertises it as worthy of the cultured
reader’s attention. The aphoristic wisdom of the +irst
par;graph, which culminates in a statement of the cstoriec
maral, "these must learn from it sooner or later tﬁat they
are uncomfortakbly mortal®” {(p. 109), begins to give way in
the second paragraph to a'descriptian of Tinman’s behaviour
at a fish auction. After this opening, the occasional
appeal to "Readers deep in Greelk dramatic writings"vtp.
112), serves to sustain the dual address.

The Case of General Ople and Lady Camper is zet in "a
genhtlemanly residence” {p. 256) just "beyond the immediate
suburbs of London” {(p. 255). This house is inhabited by the
character of General Ople who is accorded a thnrnugﬁly
middle-class pedigree and middle-class values: "Comfort,
fortification, and gentlemanlinéss, made the place, as the
General said, an ideal English home” {(p. 2568). In
establishing his station in life the General ic= éiven, as
vwell as the love of a comfortable home life, the "sentiment
of humble respectfulness toward aristocracy® (p. 2527), and

an édmiratinn for wealth. His character is ;Dntrasted with
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the character of Lady Camper who is a member of the
aristocracy, and thus of "superior station" (p. 258) to the
General. Lady Camper is seen, for all her superiority, as
being "eccentric" {(p. 260), whereas General Ople, Ffor all
his <+aults, 1is seen as being "one of us" (p. 285). The
reader is expected to relate to the values and manners of
the character of the General, rather than those of the
aristocrat. 1In the story, Lady Camper launches a scathing
attack on those values and manners, and mercilecssly
caricatures the General. Yet the reader’s respect for the
General s not diminighed. He remaine a "loval gentleman”
{p. 29%), while her satire is perceived as being cruel. The
sense of self-satisfaction, which is located in the text as
being specifically middle class, is implicitly enhanced.
The narrator’s consistent tone of detached humour, in
relating "how it came to pass that a simple man and a
complex woman +fell to union after the strangest division”
{p. 345), does, however, allow a superior reader a position
from which to look down upon both Lady Camper’s satire and
Genral Ople’s self-satisfaction. The style allowus réaders
to perceive the story as elither =2n amusing farce, or a
sophisticated comedy of manners.

The eccentricity against which middle clase values are

to be affirmed is, in the case of The Tale of Chloe, not a

feature pf character but of genre. As in The Amazing
Marriage, popular Ffiction is parndied. This parody, which
forms the whole of the first chapter, includes a summary of
the sentimental history of “the illustrious gentleman who

was inflamed by Cupid’s darts to espouse the milkmaid, or
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dairymaid, under his ballad title of Duke of Dewlap” (p. 3),
and a sample of the ballad itself. This chapter ends with
an ironic swipe at the taste for this type of fictiont "A
living native duke is worth fifty  Phoebus Apollos to
Englishmen, and a buxom young lass of the +ield5‘ mounting
from a pair of pails to the estate of duchessz, a more
romantic object than troops of your visionary Yseults and
Guineveres” {(p. 7). This parody of the "popular taste" at
first seems to indicate an intended readership other than
the mainstream one, a readership who appreciate the
narrator’s classical allusions, and share his sense of
superiority. It further suggests that the following tale
will reject the traditions which it mocks.

The style of the main text of The Tale of Chloe,
however, belies its introduction, for it can be comfortably
read as a sensational tragedy of the kind popular with the
mass-reading public. It contains the :haracter types
familiar to readers of popular mid-Victorian fiction - the
elderly noble, married to the young country maid with "the
melting blue eyes and the cherry lip® (p. 28)§ the villain -
"a foreign-looking gentleman wearing muusté:hins" (p. 472),
the heroine - "a lady who squandered her fortune to redeem
some ill-requiting rascal”{p. 12). The plot also relies on
familiar conventions - the young duchess attempts to run
away with the villain, and is ponly prevented at the eleventh
hour by the suicide of the heroine. Chloe’s selfless death
leads the lovers to repent their folly, and repeatedly to
exclaim "Mo more of love!” (p. 104), while the Master of

Events 1in the tale "indulgees in verses above the grave of
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Chloe" (p. 105). It is a plot which combines sentiment and
sensation. The text provokes a heightened  suspense in the
reader, which culminates in the melodramatic scene where the
duchess +finds Chloe’s body:! "desperately she pulled, and a
lump descended, and a flash of all the torn nerves of her
body told her that a dead human body was upon her® (p. 101).
This tale, which contemporary critics, =such as Barrie,
described as "tragic,;":® touches at such points on the
macabre traditions of the horror story. It ends with a

burst of pathos:

To this day, when I write at an interval of
fifteen years, I have the tragic ague of that hour
in my Blood, and I behold the shrouded form of the
most admirable of women, whose heart was broken by
a +faithless man ere she devoted her wreclk of life
to arrest one weaker than herself on the descent
to perdition. {p. 104)

This sentence is constructed entirely out of phrases common
to tales of this types "heart was broken,” "wrecl of life,”
"descent to perﬁition." It offers readers nothing more than
familiar cliches.

The style of The Tale of ¢€Chlpoe legitimates for an
intellectual readership a pleasure in a genre of fiction it
pught to despise as louwly. At the same time, the stvle
implies an intended readership who can readily accept the
conventions of plot and rhetoric within which it operates.
Such a readership, as with the readership for the other two
short stories, could be made up of the members of Mr Mudie’s

circulating library.
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=) e Glas eel eral

The style of Meredith’s fiction has in this chapter so.
far been discussed in isolation. However, an analysis of
the relationship between Meredith’s style and the address

his novels made to readers must take into account the style

of other contemporary Ffiction. The serialization of The
Egoist in The Glasgow Weekly Herald offers us an opportunity

to make a comparison bgtweeh Meredith’s style and that of
the pnpular‘taste. It was suggested in Chapter Two {(p. 78)
that The Egoist was in some respects a "pot-boiler," but the
limitations of this description with regard to Meredith’s
novel Eecome obvious when we come to consider the style o+f
an unashamed example of that geﬁre.

This discussion will begin by establishing the features
of style common to serial stories published in the newspaper
in the csame vyear as The Esn;s;, before examining an
editorial Ffrom the newspaper, advertising the supposed
dissimilarity of the Meredith novel. From this, we will
learn not only about the differences the editors perceived
between Meredith’s novels and the uQual ser~ials, but also
abuut the effect that they expected these differences to

have on their readership. Finally, a detailed comparison

will be made between The Egoist and one of the serial
stories in particular, in order to establish whether or not

these differences did actually exist.

The Glasqow Weekly Herald, founded in 1864, was as has

'already been mentioned, during its first ten years, nothing

mnreA than an inexpensive adjunct to e Glasgow Herald,

summarising the week’s news.=°e The addition of serial
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gtnries was one way in which the newsbaper could begin to
‘acquire an independent identity. Seven stories appeared in
i879 prior to the serialisation of The Egpist - "Archie
Graham’s Peerage,"2* "My Study Chair! A Strange Tale,"=22
"Lizzie Wardrope's Luck,"2= "Moriarty the Exile,"2< "Doctor
James or the Dead Witness,"=® "Nannette: A Story of Sedan"=e
and "The Ards House Mystery."2®” Az {s suggested by their
titles, these stories belong to three related genres of
nineteenth centurey popular fictionj; romance, adventure and
mystery. "Archie Graham’s Peerage® and "Lizzie Wardrope’s
Luck" are rags to riches talesj "My Study Chair,” "Doctor
Jaﬁes" and "The Ards House Mystery” are all tales of
suspense wWith supernatural happenings and mysterinus
murders, and the remaining two are concerned with the
adventurous progress of the hero and heroine as they
overcome various ordeals.

" Each of the stories is held together by its plot which
tends to follow a common pattern. 1In each case, there is
only one easily identifiable thread to the narrative. There
are no subplots, or lengthy preambles to introduce the
characters,; or set the scene. The plot begins to unfold
immediately, with a well-worn phrase such as "a strange
thing happened to me," and the reader is drawn into it at
once. Thereafter the narrative progresses through a quick
succession of incidents towards a climax, when the mystery

iz resolved, or the lovers reunited. The mystery stories

~contain more peaks and troughs than the others, to heighten

>

-

'the suspense. Tension is built up at several points in the

narrative with lines such as, "And this is what we
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SaW...s” "We soon had it open, and this i what we found

within...,iq“My heart stood still and my knees literally
knocked together..."sv The reader is encouraged to read on,
acs he is in all these seven stories, by the desire to +ind
out what happens next.

Every stage of each story follows a narrative pattern
which must have been familiar to regular readers of the
newspaper, and vyet these routine devices still work to
arouse the reader’s curiosity, and involve him in the
telling of the tale. Part pf the attraction for the reader
in reading these serials must have been his secure knowledge
that evervything would work out ﬁell in .the end, that the
familiar path of the narrative would lead to a satisfying
and happy ending. A happy ending appears to have been an
essential ingredient. In all the stories the action is
c;rried through to a complete aﬁd cheerful conclusion, with
predictions of rosy futures for all the leading characteré,

and no loose ends.

i The common features in the plotting of these serials

':an be illustrated more clearly by a description of the plot

of one of the stories, "Lizzie WUardrope’s Luck.” This

"serial is a reworking of the Cinderella story, and direct

references are made to this in the text. The reader knows

the general way in which the narrative will progress before

‘he has +inished Chapter One. He knows what to expect, and

is not disappointed, for the story contains the usual number
of turns of fortune, with the usual results. The -
good-natured dauvghter of an ill-natured father marries an

actor and runs away from home to meet him. They are
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accidentally separated. She 1lives in poverty with her
child. Meanwhile, the actor has make his fortune abroad and
taken on his real title of Sir Arthur. He returns home and
the 'cnuple are reunited by chance, "so that everyone was
left happy and contented® (Feb.,B8th, 1872, p. 4).

This familiar plot is peopled by a variety of stock
characters. There iz a pure and good heroine, an ugly
sister, a wicked, miserly father and a dashing romantic male
lead: "an interesting mustachioed, scapegrace, with good
looks and an engaging manner” {Febk., 8th, 1872, p. 4).
Trite phrases such as this provide the only clues to the
_:haracters of the hero and heroine, Lizzie and Arthur, and
the minor characters are barely shketched in. Meither
Lizzie’s, nor Arthur’s, character: develops during the course
of the serial, only their external circumstances change.
They move from place to place, time passes, and they become
richer. No psychological reason is g9iven for the behaviour
of any of the characters, everything revolves around the
mechanism of the plot.

This treaiment of character is a feature common to all
seven serials. When one has finished reading any of these

stories, one has a clear recollection of the outline of the
! plot, but no distinct impression of the characters. Five of

z the serials contain the main character’s name in the title,
~but  none of them are character studies. The characters are
Enecessary to initiate, and participate. in the action to
\which they are subordinate, but they are analysed in no

greater depth than any of the inanimate objects, the

furniture and <Ffittings, which clutter up each narrative.
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Archie Graham, Moriarty and Mannette, all behave just as the

~plot requires, and the reader would expect.

The predictability of plot. and characters in the
serials is reinforced by the manner in which the tales are
told. A regular reader, familiér vith plot patterns and
stock characters, would read these stories quickly and
easily, but to avoid any difficulties, the narrator is
always present to direct the reader. In +four out of the
seven stories, there is a +first person narrator, who
addresses the reader, explains any fact of the action which
may be in doubt, and links chapters with short reminders of

what has happened already. In "Moriarty +the Exile,” +{or

" example, the title character recounts his adventures, and

his direct addresses require the reader to supply very
little +rom his own imagination. Moriarty explains at each
stage the form the next part of the narrative is to take:
"Before continuing the narrative of my adventures; I must
descrike the events which forced me to abandon the 1land of
my birth."§ "That reminds me I have not vet related the
cause of my compulsory expatriation.” {(Feb., 15th, 1879, p.
4); "WYe are over the last jump now, and on the flat. Ahead
looms the judge’s post, and beyond that the stand house.

Let me gather wy characters well together for a final

. sprint.” (May 10th, 1872, p. 4)j "I may as well here state
. for the benefit of my readers...But Ivora has stopped me at
'this point. ©She says 1 am beginning to twaddle, that I have

written enough, that I must bring matters to a conclusion,

in fact, that she will allow me only to say two words more"

{May 10th, 1879, p. 4). The tone of the narrator in these
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extracts is confidential. This creates an impression which
resembles an oral story-teller speaking to his listeners.
Fhrases such as "That reminds wme" and "I am beginning to
twaddle,” and the suggestion that the narrator is being
interrupted by his wife as he writes, means that the reader
is continually aware that he is being told a tale. The
implication is that this tale, as with an oral tale, is at
that moment in the process of being created, and not
structured like a piece of literature.

A similar relationship between the narrator and his
readers is established in the other three stories which have
first person narrators. The general effect of this device
is to malie the narratives extremely easy to follow. The
narrator assumes the readers® sympathy, that they share
similar values, and that all allusions will be familiar. In
case any aspect of the story should be in any doubt, the
narrator explains clearly his thoughts, feelings and actions
at each stage of the narrative, as in "My Study Chair" when
the narrator responds to some strange happening with the
question, "What did it mean? 1 asked wmyselt" (Feb. 1st,
1879, p. 4), and then goes on to supply several ansuers.

In the other stories which have third person narrators,

:the narrator is also used to establish the story-telling
convention. ’Dnctur James is narrated in a straightforward
Emanher. The emphazis is on a chronological sequence of
levents, with the narrator providing all the necessary links
in the action, as in the following lines:

Some weeks passed away, and Dr James Beeton was
moving among his patients and acquaintances as

i serenely, and with as much acceptance as ever. If
P a few at +irst Ffelt inclined to hold back on
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guspicion, his unnoticing suwavity, and the force
of example, overcame their hesitation and brought
round the old relations. (May 17th, 1879, p. 4)

In this concluding passage to the story, everything is

clearly explained in such easily understood terms as
"suspicion,® "force of example” and *hesitation," and
satisfactorily resolved so that the "old relations” are

restored.
In supplying motives for the characters, the narrator
commonly resorts to platitudes, rather than suggesting

something original, which would challenge the reader, as in

the following pascsage from MNannette:

There are certain moments of mental conflict or
victory, when the soul shines out in the human
face and gives it a grandeur or a grace which it
never Uknew before. It was =0 with Mannette.
Mever before had the sweet beauty of her +features
been sop marked as at that mowment in which she
knelt under the dim 1light before that picture,
whose sustaining smile gave such a strength to her
lingering soul. {(May 24th, 1879, p. 4)

In these lines, the parrator’s banal comment on the human
soul provides the gloss on what is really a simple adventure

story. Such remarks represent an obvious attempt to elevate

the tale in the readers® eyes, rather than serious
- reflections. Attempts at philosophy on the part of the
third person narrator usually descend into sentiment. A
L COBY, sentimental tone predominates, as in the final

‘paragraph of the story:

Merrily rings the hammer in Pierre’s workshop in
the dear o0ld square, mwmorning, noon and night.
Merrily rolls many an o0ld song in rising and
falling cadences, to keep time with that willing
hammer of honest work. Pierre asks who has a
right to =ing in all fair France if he has nhot?
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Who is happier than he? He has a wife richer than
rubies, more precious than refined gold; a wife of
spotless fame, and a noble, gueenly soul. He has
three little laughing boys, and the <vyoungest can
lisp his father’s name. In the bright days of
summer he can loolk out from his workshop door and
see hig little ones plavying by the fountain,
where, long ago, he saw the dawn of a noble love
in their mother’s eyes. This is why Piere Arnand
mingles labtour with song."i{May 31ist, 1879, p. 4)

This description of a happy domestic scene is laden with
sentimental cliches. The word "wmerrily,” which begins the
first two sentences, sets the tone for what is to follow.
Pierre’s work, his wife and his children, are all idealiced
- "honest work,"” "willing hammer," "richer than rubies,”
"queenly soul," "noble lnve;“ "three little iaughing boys. "
All these cliches enable the narrator to conclude, rather
smugly, *"Thiz 1is why FPierre Arnand mingles labour with
song.* This summing up emphasises the simplicity of the
precéding description. The narrator’s role has been to
smooth over any inconsistencies, or di++icuities, in the
action of the story, and not to expose or discuss them.

The different tones, described above, are adopted by

the narrators of the seven stories in varying degrees. Each

narrator has a mixture of tones - confidential,

. sentimental, philosophical, heavily ironical - which are

roughly blended. The one function of the narrator which
K»emains constant throughout, and is common to all of them,

Jis that of creating the illusion that the adventure,

romance, mystery, however outlandish, actually happened.

|
The predominant tone of the narrators is that of accurate
|

~ecorders of events. The reader is encouraged to believe in

the fiction.
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The reality of the story is perhaps most effectively
implied by the first person narrators. Each of the four
stories with such a narrator has a frame which establishes
the personality of the narrator, and suggests that his
narrative will be an authentic memoir. "The Ards House
Mystery," for example, is presented as an extract +Ffrom a
pdli:emah's account of a case. The narrator introduces the

story in a matter-ocf-fact tone in the following passage:!

"The Ard’s House Mystery" as it was called, made
some noise at the time, but the circumstances are
now, I dare say pretty well forgotten, so I may as
vell set down here what I knew about the matter.
This is indeed all there was to krnow, and more
than anvybody else knew, for 1 happened to be
intimately mixed up in it. (June Zth, 1872, p. 4)

It is suggested here, that the narrator will provide nothing
more than a factual account of events which were ohce commoh
knowledge, with the addition of a little inside information.
Colloquial phrases, such as "made some noise at the time,”
"I may as well” and "mixxed up in it," reinforce the
\fimpressinn of an individual’s recollections. The plain
voicé of the policeman is maintained throughout the
‘: narrative, and the story is framed with a final reminder of
. its supposed authenticity: "I need not prolong my story.
iThe result many will remember.”

The illusion of reality, created in this way, is
iﬁurther sustained throughout all the stories, by the
;nclusion of seemingly superfluous details regarding the
tharacters’ surroundings. A disproportionate amount of

§pace iz devoted to describing, for example, the door a
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character entered by, or the appearance of the furniture.
"My Study Chair" is concerned with ludicrous supernatural
happenings, but the mystery springs forth from a realistic

background, as is shouwn by the following lines:

"Retiring to my study, which I had furnished with
a table, a couple of common chairs, and a book
chelf, I seated myself at the desk, 1laid out ny
papers, and proceeded to malie copious memoranda.
After having been =o seated for about a guarter of
an hour, a strange thing happened to me”. {Jan
11th, 1872, p. 4)

As in the other stories, "a stfange thing happened" after a
ﬁegree of normality has been established. The narrator is
presented as an ordinary man in ordinary surrouwndings. The
reader is therefore predisposed to involve himself with the
tale.

The depiction of the reader’s reality is taken one
step further in three of the serials, by the addition of
details of 1pbcal colour. "Aarchie Graham’s Peerage” is
subtitled "An Edinburgh Story,” "Moriarty the Exile" is
described as "A Tale of Modern Glasgow,” and "Lizzie
Wardrope’s Luck" is also set mainly in Glasgow. In each of
these stories, local buildings are mentioned by name, while

the characters’ movements could be plotted on street maps.

iO* the seven stories, only one has a setting which would be

 totally unfamiliar to the majority of readers, Nannette: A
‘\ .

\Stnrv of Sedan, and this tale is full of details which
i

. reader®s would believe to be realistic in context.

i
|

The features of the seven serials, analysed above, have
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enough in common - in plot, narration and stvle - to reflect

the Formula to which they were written. The appearance of

The Eqoicst directly after the serials described would have

presented a sharp contrast to readers of The Glasgouw Weelilwy

Herald. The editor was aware of this contrast, and, two

‘vweelis before the serialisation of Meredith’s novel, the
nevispaper’s editorial was concerned to "let the readers know

vhat to expect” from the new serial (June Zth, 1879, p.bé).

The editorial was made up of paragraphs selected from the

k last number of The British Guarterly Review,

. 31
y Meredith’s previous works." The guotations chosen indicate

"regarding Mr

the editor’s attitude to The Egqoist, and the reszponse he

expected from his readers. They provide an opportunity to

make a comparison, almost point for point, with the formula

- already outlined.

The wain aim of the editorial appears to have been to

present Meredith as a "philosopher, poet and humorist.”

Each of these three was in turn given due consideration in

. relation to the novels. In outlining these three roles, the

article confused the author with the narrators of the

. novels, as in the following lines:

o As a philosopher, he stands outside his creations

‘ and the world he places them in, and notes with
tranguil, impartial, never unkindly, sarcasm all
the wealh points of classes and individuals.

- Here, the tone of the narrator is described.

The key phrase

is "he stands outside his creations.” A Ffew sentences

v

s .ater, the words “"calm observer" and

~

"critic” are used to

Fentify this “Philosopher.” These words create an
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impression of a narrator with a2 very different role from the

one prescribed in the formula. The narrators of the other

serials place no distance btetween themselves and the action.

They are either characters of the same type as they are

descriking, orr else, sympathetic reporters, who never

discriminate, except in a simplistic way, between gopd and

Ead, happy and sad. Meredith’s narrator, it is =uggested,

is in control,; providing a seemingly objective commentary on

events.

The reader waz further prepared for the different tone

‘of The Egpist by the next lines of the articlel! "He does not

in general deal in pathos, though often one sharp touch will

betray what he krnows of the deepest depths of suffering.”

In adwmiring the laclk of "pathos," the article =scorns  an

invariakle ingredient of the formula. A lack of sentiment

will BEe most noticeable in the normally most sentimental

section of the serial, at the end, +for "little is= he

addicted to giving us a close of perfect satisfaction.”

This is in contrast to the uniform closure of the formula.

This indication as to the tone of the new serial is

followed by = guotation which stresses the differences in

the nature of the plot and characters:

Entangled sprcial and personal

forte, for he studies the 1laws
their phenomena and produce their wvarious
combinations. A= was once said of Mr Browning,; he
*talies little account of the stock pa =sions’.
That is, he does not care to exhibit characters
and actions merely in their elementary form. He
traces their developmnent from various causes, he
shows them rooted in exceptional conditions, or in
conflict with other motives and circumstances, and
finally analvyses the outcome of all

great insight and touch, while never

relations are his
which underlie

this with a
losing sight
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of general laws and the resultant phenomena.”

Thizs directly states houw far from the formula the new serial
was expected to depart. The usual serials were entirely
dependent on the "stock passions,” "spcial and personal
relations" were never complex, but always presented in their
"elementary {form.” The words "analyses" and “"insight"”
emphasise the .9reater seriousnesse of Meredith’s novels.
They suggest a level of meaning guite bevond that of the
other serials. The phrase "general lavic and resultant
phenomena” suggests that the characters and actions in the
s

nn@@l will have wider implications, that a moral can be
drawn by setting them in the contex of human life as a
wvhole. If these plaudits did not alone distinguish
Meredith’s novels for the newuspaper’s readers from the
ephemehal tales, which they were used to, then the
comparison to Browning {a common comparison, as we saw in
Chapter One, pp. 27 - 22) would have clearly identitied
Mereqith with high culture.

EThe ﬁegt aspect of HMeredith’s novels which the
editorial focused on was the style. The discussion centred

on Meredith’s reputation as a "Poet”!:

"Ue have said that Mr Meredith is a poet, and it
needs not to refer to the glowing and vigorous
verse which he has written to satisfy ourselves
that the very essence of the poetical inspiration
i in him. It breathes through single phrases and
through whole passages of beautiful
nature-painting, and in the imagery which
accompanies his analysis of mental conditions, and
especially the conditions of feeling. But this
imagery iz not the imagery of what we must call
the sentimental (chiefly feminine) novel writing
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of the preszent day, limited, that is, to the
purely emotional kind, with fancy relations
bEetween the immediate atmospheric conditions and
the subjective moods of the moment.”

This passage points a contrast in style between the new
serial and the usual formula. In the seven serials looked
at, there are no memorable "single phrases." There are very
few attempts at "nature-painting," imagery, or any other
poetic effects, except as= is suggested, in sentimental
pacss=ages. The account in these 1lines of the imagery in
fnnvel writing of +the present day" accords with the
impression made by the guotation +from the ending of
Mannette, Ffor example. The next lines expand on this

contrast by linking a "poetic® style with the intellectual

quality of a novel!:

There is a backbkone of strength through a1l his
play of fancy, for it is all strictly in aid of
- that searching analysis which forms the groundworl
- of the vihole. This combination of poetic
! perception with philosophic thought, =0
‘ 1 conspicuous in George Eliot also, is essential to
g creative intellect of the highest order, though
- ; the thinking need not be gone throush before the
: reader’s eyes.

Meredith’?s +iction iz here invested with a collection of

high-zounding gualities; "a backbone of strength, "

”sééﬁﬁhing analysis," "poetic perception,” "philosophic
éhnught,” "creative intellect of the highest order." These
claims gquoted in an editorial Qesigned to "let the readers
knnwv what to expect® suggest that the editor regarded the
bnirast Eetween IThe Egoist and the serials which preceded

t as being extreme,.
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The +inal aspect of Meredith'’s novels selected for
comment - comedy - is one which relates to The Egoist in

particular:

To s=zay & word on Mr Meredith's humour, it may be
defined as the philosophy of the comic. It is
very peculiar, almost uniques in style it is
marked by a certain laborious conscientiousness, a
painstalking gravity which seems to be carefully
searching <for the exact words that may fit his
meaning and produces at last a sense of the wmost
appropriate absurdity. The grotesque may
sometimes be carried a little too farj but on the
vhole Mr Meredith’s own phrase of ’'thoughtful
laughter® will well express the sensations that
his pleasantry excites.

Once again a gquotation has been selected which uses elevated
language to describe a feature of style that had no
counterpart in the usual serials. It is stressed that the
comic style of Meredith’s novels is "very peculiar, almost
uniaue.” Certainly "painstaking gravity" and "thoughtful
laughter® do not fit the familiar formula, which depends oh
well-worn jokes for comic effect.

Through the presentation of these extracts in the

editorial of The Glasqow Ueekly Herald, the newspaper’s

readers were led to expect a serial with almost the opposite
qﬁalities to those which they were used to. The editor,
James Stoddart, was anxious to create the impression that
his newspaper was moving up-market.iﬁ. He therefore acquired
the serial rights to a new novel by the supposedly most

cultured and titerary of novelists, and quoted as many as

ﬁossible of the current cliches to advertise Meredith’s

réputatinn.
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James Stoddart’s editorial, as we have =zeen, advertised
Meredith's novel on the specific grounds of its
digsimilarity to his newspaper’s usual serials. However, it
i=s only by making a detailed comparison between the =tyle of
"Sir Willoughby Patterne: The Egnist"ésand the =tvle of onhe
of these c=tories that we can establish whether or not
readers were indeed presented with "what they were led to
expect.” If passages from "Archie Graham’s Peerage" are set
alongside passages from The Egoist, like being compared with
like - dialogue,for example - then the full extent of these
digsimilarites begins to emerge.

"Archie Graham’s Peerage," has been chosen out of the
seven stories because its central theme, the folly of pride,
corresponds to that of The Egoist. The plot of "Archie
Graham’=s Peerage” revolves around the heroéa reversals in
fortune with regard to social status and loves losing one to
+iﬁd the other. The first person narrator, the hero’s
cnn}idaﬁt, puts the emphasis +firmly on narrating the
various epicsodes in this szimple plots :haracﬁer and setting
are subordinate.

" The occasional descriptive paragraphs which do,
however, punctuate the narration of the action, have a brisk
functional tone, as i+ they have been conjured up because it

iz felt that they are sowmeshow reguired. The following

.descriptive passage represents ohe of the longer diversions

from the strictly mapped out path of the plot:

The front of the house was a delightful picture.
The 1low cottage walls were brown and covered with
roses, white and pink, and wvellow - that climbed
over the porch up almost to the eaves, and hung ih
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Eveet luxuh!an:e round  the Eazementsg, At each
side p¢ the dopp grew g fushig bush, & mass pf
bwilliant blmnm, all Summep long the murnuroys
haunt Of bees, Right in frant of the houge Has gz
SQuare pgf green Eward, ang suﬁrnunding that lay
the garden gpg Patcheg of shrubbery vhere
blackbirds and navises Piped from norning til}
night...Beyond the Jarden lay 3 varied Prospect,
The eve Fanged ovep Cultivatey fields and rigph
Pasture land, Studded herg - and there Hith darl
Patches of Wood, ti1, far ip the horizop the
ground rgsge into 1gy hills, With scftly-rnunded
outlines, It was hot 5 grand lahdscape Eertainiy;
but jp all itg details, 85 wel]l ag in its general
effect, the impressiuh it Conveyed Has opne ¢

This SCene jg describeq to the Feader jip Watter gf fact
vay, vhich Suggestg that j¢ is just vhat the harrator sam,
just gg "the eyve Fanged pygpn it. pmp Similes are used jip
the descriptiun. The landscape does ppt sSeem tp pe anything
elses it Simply exists g it is._ The feelings and thoughtsg
of the harrator aFe not involveq in the description. The:y

are SGparated from the Scene, anpg stated Simply and Cleariy

The des:niptinn . buiilgsg up gﬁaduallw, bhe clauze
fullnwing Ingically on  frop the ogpe before it, g add

anothep Piece toe the Picture, None o+t the Sentences draws

attentiagp to itsels by being excessively long, or

excessively short, Five but p¢ eight p¢ them are of 3

Similar length, havipg thirty~twn, twenty-thﬂee, thirty~one,

Ehirty-four, and thirty Words €ach, ang the othep three are
i .

shortep With hine, seven ang fuurteen hords, Thig gives ap
|

fmphessinn of Controliley negularity. The choice of

ahjectives does nnthing to distyrp thig even Surface, They

a%e almpst all familjap Ones, Placed vhere they Would pe
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expected, in common collocations - "rich pasture,” "dark
patches, " "softly-rounded outlines,” "brilliant blooms."
Simple adjectivez of colour predominate - "The low cottage
walle were brown and covered with roses, white and pink, and
yellow." The phraze "murnurous haunt of beez" stands out,
because "murmurousz" is the only adjective in the passage
vhich is less than entirely obvious, cnmiﬁg as it does +from
the area of sound rather than sight. The effect this
landscape has on the narrator is at last referred to briefly
and unimaginatively, in the repetition of a stock phrase.
The landscape creates the impression of "peace and repnseﬁ'
therefore the narrator acssociates the feelings of "peace and
repose” with the place. Mo attempt has been made to =uggest
that the landscape is presented as coloured by a character’s
mind. The narrator is simply a reporter of wuhat he sees.
Descriptive passages in The Eqoist are of a very
different kind to the one above, and fulfil a different role
in the narrative. The plot of The Eqoist centres far lecss
on what the characters do, and far more on what they =ay and
lthink. The +fall of Willoughby 1is plotted through the
:subtleties of other characters® responses to him at
different points in the narrative. His fate does not, a=s
Archie’s does, depend on a lost will turning up within the
hext few columns. Passages of description are not
?igressions, but an integral part of the narrative. The

i

character's thoughts and feelings, concerning his or her

\

sPr»nundings, are always the focus of interest, as in the

fpllowing paragraph:!
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She had a curiosity to know the title of the bool
he would read beneath these boughs, and grasping
Crossjay’s hand +fast she craned her neck, as one
timorous of a fall in peeping over chasms, for a
glimpse of the page; but immediately and still
with a bent head, she turned her face to where the
load of virginal blossom, whiter than summer-cloud
on the sky, showered and drooped and clustered <=0
thick as to claim colour and seem, like higher
Alpine snows in noon-sunlight, a flush of white,
her eyes perched and soared. Wonder lived in her.
Happiness in the beauty of the tree pressed to
supplant it, and was mwore wmortal and narrower.
Reflection came, contracting her vision and
weighing her to earth. (p. 216, wvol. 1)

This is not a seemingly factual description of an imaginary
sCene. The description is presented as having been
processed in the character’s head, and is all bound up with
her response to what she sees. In contracst to the first
passage, this paséage is wmade up of sentences of very
different lengths. The first senhtence consists of
ninety-seven words, and is followed by a sentence of only
four words: "Wonder lived in her." This short sentence,
conveying the high point of the :harécter's emotinn, is
foregrounded by being placed so sharply in contrast to the
mﬁ:h longer sentence which precedes it.

This description, unlike the last, relies on similes to
Ering much more into the paragraph than a bare account of
the scene would allow; evervything relates to something else,
creating a much richer effect. There are three similes in
;he first sentence alone - "as onhe timorous of a fall in
l
ﬁeeping over chasms," "whiter than summer-cloud on the sky,"
“like higher Alpine snows in nooh-sunlight.” 1In the first

passage, an unusual collocation stood out amidst a

tollection of familiar ones. In the second passage, the
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opposite is true - "virginal blossowm” seems ordinary in
comparison to the more vivid images. The accumulative
effect of using three adjectives - "showered and drooped and
clustered” - where one would do, contributes to the clarity
of the image. Verks in the passage work as hard as the
adjectives 1in bringing the description to life; "perched”
and "spared," for example, are words not usually used to
. describe the movement of the eves.
- 'Tﬁe description in the earlier passage was constructed,
ag the corresponding sketch would be drawn, stroke by
stroke. The construction of this passage is less obvious.
The first long sentence rushes along, clause upon clause, to
the word "soared." The climax is reached in the "wonder" of
the next séhtence, which then gFadually dies down in the
next twp sentences, becoming "mortal and narrower,"
"contracting” and "weighing her dnwﬁ to earth.”

This passage does not form a digression from the main
plot or themes, as the descriptive passage from the other
hovel does. It is, on the contrary, integral to events.

l The description of a tree is elaborated on to become a
\des:ription of Clara’s state of mind. The reader of "Archie
EGraham’Q Peerage" could skip over the descriptive passages
{withnut feeling he was missing anything. This passage from
The Egoist demands the reader’s attention: no word or image

&an be anticipated.
i

{ The above commentary on descriptive passages +from the

two serials, dranws attention to markedly contrasting
+§atuwes of stvle. Is the same true +for passages of

dialugue? The opening lines from "Archie Graham’s Peerage"

\,
|
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provide a good example of its style of dialogue:

*Well, Archie, o0ld fellow, how are you to-night?
It’s an age since I last saw you.’

*You may well say that,® replied Archie.?*1I
expected you up every evening last weelt, but I
suppose logarithms and revisionary bonuses have
kept you away. I am very glad to see vyou, for I
have most astounding news to give wou. Sit  doun,
like a good fellow, in your own big chair at the
other =ide of the +ire there. You are not in a
hurry, are you?’

*Oh, no’, I said. *Just for fear vou might forget
me altogether I made up my mind to favour you with
my company to-night.’ {Jan 11ith, 1872, p. 4)

This conversation does nothing more than initiate the plot.
The most important phrase is "I have most astounding news to
give you®s the rest is just the necessary padding, providing
etage directions and briefly sketching the scene. There is
nothing startling about the language; it serves to impart
information rather than to attract interest. The dialogue
consists of a string of common exchanges - "You may well say
that,” ",..how are vyou to-night,” "Sit down, like a good
fellow.” It is an attempt at colloquial speech, but its
very ordinariness makes it sound stilted.

The following piece of dialogue +from JThe Eapist

\ produces a very different effect:

*I judge by character’, he said to Mrs
Mountstuart.

*I+ wyou have caught the character of a girl =said
she.

*T think I am not far off it.’

’So it was thought by the man who dived for the
moon in a well.®

*How viomen despise their sex!?

*Mot =a bkit. She has no character vet. You are
forming it, and pray be advised and be merry; the
solid is vour safest guidej physiognomy and

manners will give vou more of a girl’s character
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than all the divings ypou can do. She is a
charming young woman, only she 18 one of that
sort.?

*0f what sort?* Sir Willoughby asked, impatientl:y.
*Rogues in pnrcélain.’

’I am persuaded I shall never comprehend it.?

*I cannot help you one bit further.’?

’>The word rogue!?®

It was dainty rogue.’

*Brittle, would »ou say?’

*1 am quite unakle to say.’

*An innocent naughtiness??

*Prettily moulded in a delicate substance.’

{p. 80 - 81, vol. 1)

In this dialnguq, no attempt is made to imitate natural
speechi supposedly casual remarlks have complex sentence
structures, or contain carefully developed conceits, and
ﬁetaphuré are used and discussed throughout. The
conversation is concerned with finding the correct metaphor
to describe Clara. The two characters refine each otheﬁ%
comments, with stage directions being pared down to enable
quick exchanges. It is an intellectual game, which focuses
the reader®s attention on the individual words, ratheh than
on their general sense. All is not on the surface, as it is
in the dialogue in "Archie Graham’s Péerage." " Here,
seemingly +flippant or cryptic remarks are integral to the
plot of the novel. The phrase "dainty rogue" proves
cignificant in view of what happens to Clara in the novel.
‘willoughby’s confidence that he has "caught the character”
ﬁf Clara, which guickly turns to bewilderment, "I am
persuaded I shall never comprehend it," and his desire to
Feplace the word "rogue” with the phrase "innocent
nauvghtiness,” indicate the rple that he is =set to playv.

| The stvle of the dialogue in "Archie Graham®>s FPeerage”

i noticeakle for its ordinariness; the =style of The Egqpist
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draws attention to itself because of its cleverness. Both

passages attempt to represent a conversation, but for

different purposes, as is reflected in their opposing

styles.

Comparisons between passages of description and

dialogue in the two serials have supplied numerous points of
contrast in style. The area of narrative in the serials
where the contrast is perhaps most extreme, however, is

vwhere the internal drama of the novel is worked out. 1In The

592153, much of the weight of the narrative is placed upon
ﬁassages in which the characters reflect upon their thoughts
and feelings. In "Archie Graham’s Peerage”, such passages
are rare, isolated, inconsistent, and subordinate to the
demands of the plot. The +following paragraph from the

opening eposode of the serial, indicates the level at which

the character®s conscioushess is presented throughout:

It was certainly an astonishing turn of fortune,
and of course 1 was bound to congratulate Archie
\ upon his good luck. Somehow, however, the words
\ of congratulation stuck in wy throat, but not from
envy, heaven knows! I could not feel altogether
§ glad at the news. For some years Archie and I had
i been to one another lilkke brothers, and I seemed to
\ see the end now to our close +friendship and all
\ : our easy, pleasant intercourse...Our old life,
\ with its hearty ways and the many mutual
\ sympathies begotten of our friendship, was gone
| for ever. {Jan. 11ith, 1879, p. 4)

in this passage, a first person narrator attempts to convey
l fairly simple idea, one which the reader would readily
Jhderstahd. There are no subtle nuances in his analysis,
nothing need be inferred, all is 1logically and clearly

explained. The reader’s attention is further relaxed by the
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unimaginative phrasing! ‘“"dear to the soul,” "beneath the
dignity,"” "gone for ever,® "mutual sympathies,"” "turn of
fortune,” "stuck in my throat,” "heaven knows,” "zuch simple
pleasures.” These stock phrases are strung together in a
predictable way. There are no similes or complex rhetorical
devices. One sentence simply follows on {from another,
requiring little effort on the part pf the reader.

The above passage would be quickly passed over in a
reading of the serial. It helps the reader to form an
impression of the narrator, of the tone of his narrative,
and of his relationship to the central character. Hovever,
this impression is no stronger than a general sencse thét the
narrator i=s good, his tone is benign, and the other
character is his friend. The following passage from Ihg
Egoist, in which a character also reflectz on events,

achievez a much more subtle effect:

“Miss Middleton owed it to Sir Willoughbky that she
ceazed to think like a girl. UWhen had the great
change begun? Glancing back, s=he could imagine
that it was nhear the period we call in love the

first - almost from the first. And she waz led to
imagine it through having become barred . from
imagining her own emotions of that season. They

viere dead as not to arise even under the form of
shadows in fancy. Without imputing blame to him,
for she was reasonable so far, she deemed herseldf
a person entrapped. In a dream somehow she had
committed herself to a 1life long imprisonment;
and, oh terror! not in a quiet dungeon; the
barren walls closed round her, talked, called for
ardour, expected admiration.” {p. 172, vol. 1)

In thie paragraph, the character’s thought process is
represented in detail - "she ceased to think like a g9irl,"

"she could imagine,” "she was led to imagine,” "barred from
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imagining her own emotions." The passage begins calmly with
a direct =tatement of the character’s dilemna. Thi=s i=s

followed by a rhetorical guestion, which invites reflection

- "glancing back." These reflection=z begin by being
"reasonable,” exact and discriminating - "the periud-we call
in love the first - almost from the first" - but then breal

out into "terror," away from argument and into imagery. The

metaphnr of the prison - "entrapped,” "imprisonment,®
"dungeon®, "barren walls" - becomes particularly wvivid in
the +final +three phrases - "talked, called for ardour,
egpe:ted admiration” - bringing willouwghby, as they do,

forcikbly back into the picture. The language used here is
far removed from the familiar phrases of the firs extract.
More is expected of the reader’s concentration. The sense
of a sentence such as "And she was led to imagine it through
having become barred from imagining her own emotions of that
season," is not immediately obvious on a first reading. The
viord "it" relates back to the second sentence, and refercs to
the time when the "great change" had begun, while "that
season” is "the period we call in love the Ffirst."
\Individual words arg accorded mwore importance in  this
Epassage, and the reader must follow the text more closely,
3than when reading the first passage, where the narrator’s
ihnughts are expressed in a commonplace way.
! These two styles have the effect of giving the tuwo

|
¥
t

éerials distinctly different tones, as if they are addrecsed

to different groups of readers. The contrast in tone can be

clearly heard in the +final paragraph of each serial.

"ﬁrchie Graham’s Peerage®” hazs a typical "all’s well that

\

\
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ends well," happy family ending, towards which th plot has

obviously been working from the beginning:

Years have gone by =since then, and have =sped so
guickly that I csometimes can hardly believe my
evyes when I see the children that now gather round
Archie's table. Mary and he are still as much
sweethearts as they were in their woung davys at
Inverton, and thelr home iz one of the happieot in
Christendom. Love there is lord of all, - and the
house is filled with the sunshine that beams from
honest and kindly hearts."{Jan 25th, 1872, p. 4)

This idvllic =cene, all love and sunshine, is described in a

banal way - "Years have gonhe Byaosyg” "happiest in
Cﬁristendom,” "honest and kindly hearts.” There is nb sence
of the narrator distancing himselt +$rom what he is
describingy he is completely involved -~ "I can _hardly

believe mwmy eves". He makes no criticism, nor suggests any
possibility of discord.

In The Egoist the emphasizs is entirely different:

So, and much so universally, the world of his
dread and his unconscious worship wagged over Sir
Willoughby Patterne and his change of brides,
until the preparations for the festivities of the
marriage flushed him in his country’s eves to
something of the splendid glow he had worn on the
grebt day of his majority. That was upon the
season when two lovers met between the Swiss and
Tvyrol Alps over the Lake of Constance. Sitting
beside them the Comic Muse is grave and sisterly.
But taking a glance at the others of her late
company of actors, she compresses her lips.

{p. 353, wval. 3)

This passage contains only an oblique reference to the happy
eﬁding. The lovers®’® happiness is very carefully balanced by

tﬁe spectacle of Willoughky and his "change of brides.” The
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narrator’s tone is completely dewvoid of sentiment. He
places himself at a very definite distance from the scene,
philosophically pointing out the univer=al implications of
events, and associating himself with the lofty viewpoint of
the Comic Muse, the personification of an abstract concept.
By referring to "her late company of actors," the narrator
bElatantly exposes the fiction. The tone is one of polite
amusement as he packs the puppets back in their box.

In both passages, the manner in which the narrator
addresses his readers implies that those readers share his
perceptions and attitudes. The implication is that the
reader of "Archie Graham’s Peerage” unthinkingly accepts a

superficial evaluation of events, and iz satistied with

‘ platitudes and cliches, whereas the reader of The Eqoist

adopts a superior smile and distances himself intellectually
from events.

"Archie Graham’s Peerage" and The Egqoist appeared in
gserial form in the same newspaper within months of each
other. A#As we have seen, the style of The Egoist demanded
‘that readers adopted a different method of reading than the
style of "Archie Graham’s Peerage" had required. The
newspaper’s readership could not have been expected to have
\altered its composition entirely over such a short space of
fime, even if such a dramatic change had been thought
#esirable, considering that the other features in the
ﬁewspaper remained the same during 1879. Publication of The

Egqoist gave The Glasgow UWeekly Herald a more literary

appearance, nhot because it appealed to a completely hew

audience, but because it addressed the same readership in a
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different way. Tho experiment does not appear to have been
o succeoze., It proveked ne reopponse in the nowcpoper's
correspondence column, and the weelk after the =erialisation

of The Eqpisgt came to an end an hew =erial, "The Miser of

Hazelhowe, " written to the familiar formula, began.
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CHARTER FOUR
"FAIR DEALING WITH READERS"
ADDRESS AMD VALUES

In di=scussing the address Meredith’=z novelz made to
contemporary readers, I have so far focused on the role of
the narrator, and the style of the novels. 1In this chapter,

‘Wi Qill expand the argument to talie account of the vaiues and
attitudes which the novels assume that their readers cshare.
"fair dealing with readerszs® {(p. 19, vol. 1) is promised in
one of Meredith’= most successful novels, Ope 11}

Conguerors., The setting i{= unashamedly middle-class, 1its
milieu is business, and not the aristocratic milieu
EMeredith’s intellectual coterie usually associated with him
kas surveyed in Chapter One). One ©of pur C uverpors i= the
successful culmination of a strand in Meredith’z work,
;hich asspciates him with an unlikely bed-fellow - Samuel
émiles, an association much overlooked, because the liéann
céllE for a revizion of those critical views which accepted
Meredith’s novels as offering a "eritique of the
céntempnrary world.”t I am not here arguing for a bourgeois
Mefedith, However, collusion with middle-class moralizing

became an element in zome of the patternz of double address,

vwhich are a constant feature of his novels.
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Samuel Smile’s Self-Help (185%)2 zucceszsfully addrezzed
itzelf +to the mass-reading public. Social historiancs have
attributed the bool’s wide popularity and enormous zales™,
not only to its appeal for the self-improver, eager to learn
the =zecret of becoming "an employer of labour and a thriving
man” {p. ix), but more significantly to itz affirmation of
valuesz which dominated the way in which the industrial and
commercial classes =aw themselves. The book’s heroesz are
"Men of Bu=siness" (p. 2&3) and "Leaders of Ipdustrs" (p.
2723 the wvalues which won them succese were "industry,”®
"perseverance," "self-culture," the "upright performance of
individual duty,” and the proper "usze" rather than "abuse"”
of money {(p. ix). After awvarding the laurelz to obvious
commercial successes, such as Josiah Wedgewood, Smiles then
goes on to interpret the achievementz of an a;snrtment of
historical characters, <from Michaelangelo and Mozart to
Napbleun, in term= of this catalogue of Victorian wvirtues.
By wusing these case studiez to illustrate 2 series of
oppositions {for example, industry/art, industry/the
peerage), Smiles iz akle to construct a hierarchy which
plécea the "man of business" {(p. 2&63) on the highest rung.
In the following extract he sets up one such opposition:
Hazlitt, in one of his clever es=zays, represzents
the man of business as a mean =zort of perszon put
in a go-cart, vyoked to a trade or professionj
alleging that all he has to do is, not to go out
of the bEeaten track, but merely to let his affairs
take their own course. "The great requisite,” he
EaYE, "for prosperous management of ordinary

business 1= the want of imagination, or of any
ideas but thosze of custom and interezt on the

narrowest =scale.” But nothing could be more
one-sided and in effect untrue, than =such a
definition. 0f course, there are narrow-minded
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men of businesz, a= there are narrow-minded
scientific men, literary men, and legislatorsj; but
there are alspo business men of large and
comprehensive minds, capable of action on the very
largest scale. (p. 263)

Here, in dismissing the literary intellectual’s view of the
"man of business" - "nothing could be wmore one-sided” -
Smilez is confident that his readers share his zuspicion of
Hazlitt’s cleverness. Two wvalue =syestem= are set in
opposition, in order to reaffirm the readership’s ouwn
aésumptinns.

I+, asz has been shown in previous chapterz, Meredith’s
novels were addressed to both zections of the reading public
- not only to an intellectual coterie which appreciated
Hazlitt’s "clever essays," but also to a wider readerczhip,
who bought Self-Help in their thousands, becauze they could
identify with the attitudes it expressed - then, that‘
address had to incorporate two distinct value sy=tems. In
analysing five Meredith novels - the early Evan Harringtoh
118861) and Rhoda Flewming (1865), The Adventures of Harrey

Richmond t18721) and Beauchamp’s Career 11878) from the

'middle period of Meredith’s career, and the later One of our

1ggﬂgggtgt§ {1890) - chosen because their thematic opposition

Pbetween trade and the aristocracy brings the problem into

fjocus, - we will see how this double address developed.

Every biography of Meredith leans, to some extent; ON

*‘ 3
suppased!yargiagraphical nature of Evan Harringtoh.
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Georage, the =son of Augustus, vwho ouned a tailor’=s shop in
the High Street, Fortsmouth, =o improved his position
throuvgh a mixture of talent, money, reputation, bluff aﬁd
conceit, that, by the end of his life, he was welcoming the

aristocracy to Box Hill on egual terms. Meredith’s

preoccupation with his spcial status has been
well-documented. In the following lines, taken {rom a

letter he wrote to a friend in 16884, a certain uneasiness

can be detected behind the usual bravado:

In origin I am what i= called here a nobody and my
pretensions to that ranlk have aluays received due
encouragement by which, added to a turn of my
mind, I am inclined to Democracy, even in Letters,
and tend to think of the claiwms of others when I
find myselt exalted.=®

Meredith may have been a "nobody®, a member of the
commercial classes who formed the mass-reading public, but
az a man of letters his circle was formed Ffrom an
intellectual elite. The ambiguity of his position enabled
}him to understand the attitudes of both groups of readers.
In Evan Harrinaten, the hero is, as Meredith was,
caught wuneasily between twp worlds. Evan "urites himseldf
tailor” {(p. 171) in one chapter and "ealls himself
éentleman" {(p. 184) in the next. On his journey towards
;elf—khowledge, Evan is offersed a number of paths. He can
Petqrn to the shop and forget all his aspirations, or he can
leluw his sister, the Countess, and pretend to be what he
iL nots; he can mimic the idle aristocracy, as represented by

Hamilton Jocelyn, or he can align himseld with the natural
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gentry; ac roproconted by Roee and Lady Jocelvyn. After a
number of false moves, he makes the right choice, and is
reconciled with Rose.

This bildungsroman is addressed to both sections of
Meredith’s readership. The aspirations o4 the industrial
and commercial classes are parodied for the benefit of the
intellectuals in the gross vulgarity of the Countess. In
contrast, the heroes desire for self-improvement proves to
bBe a noble and legitimate one, once he accepts the Samuel
Smile’s wvirtue of the "upright performance of individual
duty” (p. ix). I+ the hero’s origins are unmistalieably bin
trade, then the heroine, the novel’s touchstone of good, is
an aristocrat. However, like Evan, =s=he has her comnic
counterpartse, who provide a critique on the aristocracy.
Rose’s natural grace which she shares with her mother may
make them fit members of the "selecter world," (Essay, p.
21) but the rest of their family are diseased relics of an
earlier era. Evan’s origins in trade can be seen as fitting
Ehim far better for a worthwile place in society, than do the
 aristocratic origins of the rich, stupid and superfluous
IHamiltun Jocelvyn, s=serving to reassure the majority of
1Feadews that the s=son of a "snip" can ke the egqual of the
?orn gentry. These readers would readily accept the
%arratnr’s assessment of the tailor®s worth, as seen in the
|
following lines of direct address, which i= strengthened

because it arises out of the forced admiration of the

aristocrats:
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Well might they think that there was something
extraordinary in these Harringtons. Convicted of
Tailordom, these Harringtons appeared to shine
with double lustre. How was it ? They were at a
loss to say. They certainly could =ay that the
Countess was egregiously affected and vulgar;i but
who could be altogether complacent and sincere
that had to +ight =0 hard a fight? In this
struggle with society I see one of the instances
where success is entirely to be honoured and
remains a proof of merit. For however boldly
antagonism wmay storm the ranks of =zociety, it will
certainly be repelled, whereas affinity cannot ke
resisted; and they who, against obstacles of
birth, clainm and keep their position awmong the
educated and refined, have that affinity. (p. 350)

Here, even the Countess’s vulgarity is provided with an
excuse. The novel may have been a comedy of manners to
Meredith’s intellectual coterie, satirizing bourgeois
pretensions and aristocratic snobbery, bBut for a wider
reading public it offered comic solutions to what waz a real
proktlem - "so hard a fight,” a "struggle." Furthermore, a
hero who won through "against obstaclesz of bkirth,"” by "proof
of merit,” in the face of those who scoffed at "Tailordom”
and all it stood for, reaffirmed their faith in their own
attftudes and values.

'The comedy in Evan Harrington is plaved out against a
background removed from the hectic busyness of the Victorian
city. After a brief introduction to the shop, the action
moves to "the English country-house of an foshnnt of our
Qristncracy" tp. 125). This rarefied setting, common in one
(prm or another to most of Meredith’s novels®, addressed the
novel to both the intellectual coterie, and to the wider
reading public. It contributed to the sense of superiority

and culture which Meredith’zs admirers both attributed to his
\ PAGE 142
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novels, and also claimed for themselves as readers. On the

pther hand, the industrial and commercial classes, despite

their willingness to see the aristocracy as a breed under

threat, and their idyllic worlds as being flawed, could

not

but be fascinated by the depiction of the aristocratic

landed classes, who retained, in mid-VYictorian =ociety,

their esocial magnetism, even though their political pouwer

had decreased. The majority of readers may have had

somevhat critical attitude to the aristocracy itseldf,

they still retained a conspicuous enchantment with

=%

but

ite

traits and trappings. The aristocracy still reprezented the

highest of the steps on the social ladder. F. M.
Thompson specifies the steps as "trade, a fortune,
acquisition of an estate, a baronetcy, menbership

Parliament, and finally a peerage."s "{_ ady Rosely

affords. One has only to look at the popularity
*eilver-fork" novels amongst Mr Mudie’s =subscribers®,
appreciate that the wmajority of readers would not share
M. Furstev’s later gualms about "the home counties posing

)

the universe."® Remoteness from their daily lives was

when the hero in this scenario has risen from their

he land of wish-fulfilment.
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Beckley Court” {p. 10y, a character on a high rung,

possesses all the glamour which a title and pedigree

of

to

E.

as

a

fascinating rather than an alienating factor, especially
oun
Jrank. For the intellectuals, this remote upper-clacss
etting represented a civilised sphere for the Comic Spirit

o operate in! for Mr Mudie’s subscriber’s, it represented



Rhoda Fleming

I+ Evan Harrington offered the industrial and
commercial classes reassurance as to their social merit,
thern Rhoda Flewming offered them a similar reassurance as to
the right-mindedness of their moral values. Readers were
promised a "plain story,"® revolving around the conventions
of the familiar fallen woman tale which was so popular with
the Victorian mass-reading public, and thi=s indeed is what
they found! "The tragedy of the story is the fate of Rhoda’s
Eeautiful sister Dahlia, who has been 1led astray by a
well—bnﬁn young London lover,"® wrote one reviewerj and
another picking vp on the story +finds easily identifiable
material: "the story is of a poor girl, abandoned by her
lover, who marries a despicable man in order to appease her
Puritan family.,"22 Both descriptions by contemporary
critics =how how the characters can be easily read as
récnghisable stereotypes - ‘'"poor girl," "well-born young
London lover," "Puritan family." The novel does lend itseldf
to re-telling in such terms. There is the Kentish family of

Chapter 0One: "stiff, =olid, unobtrusive men, and very

personable women" (p. 7, vol 1)j the safe harbour from which
‘Dahlia, the flighty daughter, "having a disposition to rise"

fp. 14, wvol. 1) drifts towards the "mystic city of London”

p. 14, vol. 1). The well-bred men she meets there are of

£wo distinctive tvpes; her lover, Edward, who, given to

"dissipation and indulgences” (p. 86, vol. 1), tempers these

v&ces with melodramatic remorse. He is "composed of better

stuff" (p. 84, vol. 1) being the son of a banker:
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r2e.the Sir William Blancove, Baronet, of city
feasts and charities, who, besides being a wealthy
merchant, possessed of a very acute head for
banking, was a scholarly gentleman, worthy of
riches. His brother was Squire Blancove, Oof
Wrexbys but between thesze two close relatives
there exists no stronger feeling than what was
expressed by open contempt of a mind dedicated to
business on the one side, and quiet contempt of a
life devoted to indolence on the other. (p. 83,
vol., 1)

Here, the "man of business" and the gentry are again
opposed, Hith the banker az the obviousz superior of the idle
Squire. Algernon, the =second type of London gentleman,
whose function it is to highlight Edward’s redeemable
features, iz the son of Squire Blancove, the indolent
aristocrat, and is therefore typically an “éasy tripping
sinner and flippant soul" (p. 85, vol. &).

Set in opposition to the two villains of the piece is
the hecessary hero, possessing the virtues of
"perzeverance,” "industry" and ‘'self-culture." He enjovs
the 1love opf the novel’s herpine, the epornymous Rhoda
Fleming, whose strength of character i=s all along compared
with the weakness of Dahlia, her +fallen sister. Added to

these main characters are an aristocratic lady of dubious

reputation, a foolish miser uncle, and a couple of aged

‘comic farm-hands, so there is a more than sufficient pool of

|
|

lelements for the construction of a Victorian tale of the

popular kind.

This is not, however, the only way in which Rhoda
i
Elgming could have been read by contemporary readers. For

the intellectua 'z, it was possible to construct Dahlia,

|
rather than Rhoda, as the novel’s heroine, and thus read the
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novel, in the words of one modern critic, as "a scathing
attack on the superstitions of respectability.”t2 It is not
.difficult to see Rhoda as a very Fflawed and unsympathetic
heroine. Her rigid mworal code, which ceez her sistegs
salvation in terms of méwriage at all costs to the first man
that will take her, causes more trouble forr all the other
characters than Dahlia’s initial 4$all. But this ambiguity
is not foregrounded sufficiently Ffor it to threaten the
preconceptions of the contemporary middle-class readers for
whom the novel was first of all, and most obviously, an
uncomplicated moral tale, which confirmed rather than
contradicted their "superstitions éf respectability.” There
are many occasions when the narrator’s comments reaffirm a
stﬁaight+nrward moral conclusion, and wmilk the proper degree
of sentiment from the situation, as in Chapter Thirty when

Robert =sees the destitute Dahlia:

The young man who can look on them we call fallen
women with a noble eye, is to my mind he that is
most nobly begotten of the race, and likeliest to
be the sire of a noble line. Robert was less than
he; but Dahlia’s aspect helped him to his rightful
manliness. He saw that her worth survived.

The creature’s soul had put no gloss upon her
sin. She had sinned, and her suffering was
manifest. {p. 240. vol. 2)

The "sin" and the "suffering®™ of the woman, and the

"nokility" of those who cast a compassionate eye on such sin

l
|

and ‘suffering, are terms familiar in the rhetoric of

mid-Yictorian morality. It would have been an easily
|

assimilated scenario to Victorians who believed themselves

morally obliged to aid such women, while emphasizing the sin
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and only partially mitigating the suffering. The
description of the sinner which follows the description of

her plight is equally in tune with Victorian sentiment:

The colourlessness of her features helped to it,
and the off little close-fitting white 1linen cap
vwhich she wore to conceal the stubborn-twisting
clipped curls of her shorn head, made her unlilie
vomen of our world. She wazs dressed in blachk up
to the throat. her eyes were still luminously
bBlue, and she let them dwell on Rokert one gentle
instant, giving him her hand humbly.

{(p. 241, vol. 2)

This passage contains all the warkers necesszary for the
middle-class Victorian reader to construct an image which
was acceptable in his moral scheme of things. The character
iz "unlike women of our world" for the fallen woman could
never be taken back into society. Her actionz had brought
down a barrier between herself and other women. She |is
dressed in the Puritan clothes of penitence - "close-fitting
white linen cap,” "dressed in black up to the throat"” - and
has abandoned any attempt to look attractive -
"colourlessness of her features,” "shorn head."” She cannot

look anyone in the face, and her wovement=s are perforce

H"gentle" and "humble.”

The whole of the novel is pervaded by such moral

rhetorics in just one single chapter we find the +following

‘examples: "My sister is a Christian and forgives"” (p. 247,

|
bul. 2), "Now, when you can show him your husband, wmy dear,

he’ll 1ift his head” {p. 247, vol. 2), "Say, Dahlia was
\

false, and repents, and has worked with her needle to

éubsist, and can, and will, for her soul strive to be clean”
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(p. 250, wvol. 2). For the intellectual elite, this might
suggest parody, seeming so over-wrought as to invite ironic
reading, as in fact exemplifying hypocrisy and false values.
But within the idiom of popular Victorian +iction, it can be
taken at face value.

The 1last chapter, in particular, lends itself to an
empathetic reading by the vast majority of the mid-Victorian
reading public. The novel moves towards closure with the

usual concise summary of the characters future lives:

There were joy-bells +for Robert and Rhoda, but
none for Dahlia and Edward.

Dahlia 1lived seven Years her sister’s
housemate,; nurse of the growing swarm. She had
gone through +ire, as few woman have done in like
manner, to leave their hearts among the ashes; but
with that human heart she left regrets behind her.
The soul of this yourng creature filled its place.
It shone in her eyes and in her work, a lamp to
her 1little neighbourhood; and not less a lamp of
cheerful beams for one day being as another to
her. In truth, she sat above the clouds. When
she died she relinguished nothinag. Others Uknew
the loss. Between her and Robert there was deeper
commurnity on one subject than she let Rhoda share.
Almost her last words to him, spoken calmly, but
with the quaver of breath resembling sobs, were!
"Help poor girls.1=

The family circle revolves around the novel’s moral hero and
“hewnine. Society’s future rests with the morally strong.
tDahlia iz allowed a place on the edge of this circle, but
\she does not linger on for long. She has been, in all but
%the literal sense of the word, "dead” ever since she
;uffered her fall - "hearts among the ashes,” "she sat above
the clouds,” "When she died she relinguished nothing.”

ahlia’s =in has been forgiven, but it can never be

forgotten. She can never be fully accepted back into the
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eircle. €he vandere about instead, engaged in that
virtuously Yictorian activity of cheerful good works and
then, =suitably repentant to the last; she is satisfactorily
tidied away. Her dying words have the moral triteness of a
zampler text. They provide the regquired moral lesson, while
Eeing familiar enough not to disturkt in any way comfortable
Victorian moral values.

Dahlia’s last words, "Help poor girls,"” would have a

more disturbing effect on readers who resziszted the dominant

‘ictorian discoursze of external propriety. The narrator

malkes a point of emphasizing that Dahlia haz "gone through
fire.” 1In one sense it is the Puritan Rhoda who i= out=zide
the circle, wunable to share in the "deeper community”
betuween Robert and Dahlia. For the intellectuals, the "plain
story" becomes the tragedy of a woman who suffers unjustly
as the victim of the misguided values of her society - "the
strongest thihg'in Englich letters since Shakespeare died,”
in R. L. Stevenzon’s words.'* Depending on the contemporary
reader®s owun moral preconceptions, Dahlis is either a sinner

against the codes of her society, or the victim of the

‘ mi=guided values of that society. It can bte =een in the
" above extract that the narrator addresszes himself to both
‘these attitudes. Hisz middle-class moralizing is tempered by

hints of the darker side of that moral =cheme.

The Adventures of Harry Richmond

i

I In Evan Harrington and Rhoda Fleming, the wmwajority of

the contemporary reading public could have perceived their
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own ideology, the values and attitudes of the industrial and
commercial classes, as being privileged in the text. The

Adventures of Harry Richmond went a step further - it

offered those readers the opportunity to witness the
complete construction of a2 middle-class manfhn The novel
spans the growth of Harry Richmond from childhood to
manhood. It plots Harry’s gradual disillusionment - 4rom
childish wonder to »youthful contempt - with his father’s
aristocratic dreams, through to hi= final rejection of those
dreams, and acceptance of life as it has to be lived.

The novel employs first person narration. The firs
chapter, which concerns the melodramatic kidnapping of the
voung child by his father, is written in the third per=son,
to indicate that the child’s hazy memories have been
clarified by =zubsequent stories, but from the Eecﬁnd chapter
nnwards 211 the adventures are related by the developing
character of Harry Richmond himself. Readers have a role in
the text as interpreters of events which the child narrator
can only hint at: "I could understand that my father was
disapproved of by them, and that I was s kind of shuttlecock
flving between two Lbkattledores but why they pitied me I
:cuuld not understand.®*® Unlike Evan Harrinaton and Rhoda
%Eigmiﬂﬂ, the novel has no third-person narrator to address
readers with an authoritative verdict on events. Harry’s

immaturity malies his own analysis of his character and

4]

ehaviour obviously unreliable. His development i
therefore open to different interpretations, which are

dependent to a large utent on readers? oun
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presuppositions.

Readers are able to plot Harry*s progrezs az he moves

back and forwards between the influencez of two worlds.
Intoxicated at time= by his {father’=s fantazies, he i=s
sobered by his responsibilities to his grandfather. The

contrast between these two influences on Harry iz just one
of several oppositions in the text. The opposition betueen
the father, Richmond Roy, and the grandfather, Sguire
Beltham, i= one between glittering aristocratic sham and
=table bourgeoiz wvalues. The Squire i=s describéd as "a
curious study to me; of the Tory mind, in its attachment to
solidity, fixity, certainty, its unmatched génernsity within
a limit, its devotion to the family and its family eye for
the country” {tp. 224, +vol. 2. He embodiesz all the
treasured Victorian values, whereasz Richmond Roy can offer
Harry nothing that is solid or secure - the z=carlet livery,
the fine houses, and the expensive education all vanish at a
moment®=s notice.

‘:This opposition between two charactersz leads on to an
opposition between two ways of life - adventure/financial
i respectability. Richmond Roy allows money, all of which he
}wheedles out of other people, to slip through his fingers,

vthereas the Sguire knows the value of money!:

You may not be aware that your grandfather has a
most =agacious eye for businesz=s. Had he not been
Born a rich mwan he would still have kEeen one of
our very greatest mwillionaires. He ha=s rarely
invested but to double hi=s capital; never
speculated but to succeed...He Iinous how to go on
hiz road without being cheated. For himself, your
grandfather, Mr Harry, is the =oul of honour.

tp. 25, vol. 29
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Having "a =agacious eye for business"” could be equated with
being "the =oul of honour" Ffor one of Samuel Smile’s

readers. For him, %Sgquire Belthawm would bte the novel’®

111

touchstone of good.

Another aspect of this opposition betwueen two schemes
of wvalues i=s the choice of two heroines which the novel
provides. Ottilia, whow Harry worships for the greater part
of the novel, is =l German princess. Beautiful,
intellectual, excessively refined and other-worldly, she is
as near to perfect as it is possible to be. Janet, whom
Harry eventually marriez, is stable, sensikle, and ordinary.
Janet would be =& mwmore familiar heroine to middle-class

Yictorians. The character of Ottilia would be too {foreign

and zotic an ideal of womanhood. Harry’s eventual
recognition of Janet’s worth could ke read by the

contemporary reading public as a recognition of the proper
Victorian values.

These proper Yictorian values are introduced directly
in a central scene in the novel through the character of the

- German professor, vho undertakes to {further Harry’s
|

education. The character voices a vitriolic attack on

"Engliszh =society: "You have such wealth! You embrace half

Ethe world., You are such =a little island! All  this i=s
ﬁwohder+u1. The bitterness is, you are such a mindless
i

people” {p. 78, wvol. 2). However, opportunities are

provided in the text for the Yictorian reader to avoid the
'\
thallenge of such statements. The character’s outburst is

A
et with the narrator’s comment! "So on, against good taste
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and commun;ense" {(p. 83, vol. 2). To be at odds with such
spund principle’s as "good taste” and "commonsense," is to
be beyond the pale, and if this does not put the character’s
remarks into their proper perspective, then they can accept
them, as the narrator does, as a "jealous outburst of
Continental btile” {p. 88, wvol. 2). Readers who stood
outside the mainstream of Victorian society, and dissociated
themselves from the attitudes and valuves of the “"mindless
people,” could read the narrator’s remarlis as being a naive
confirmation of the Professor’s criticism, but for the "you"
who are under attack, Harry’s retort could bte read
complacently at face value.

The Adventures of Harry Richmond in this way addreszses both

sections of the reading public. The intellectual elite
achieved ambiguity by reading against the devices which
provide closure. For them, the journey the character makes,
which begins with adventure and all the joys of the
imagination and ends in settled security, could have been
regarded as a negative one. Photiades, for example, devotes
“an entire chapter entitled "George Meredith’s Genius" to
\des:ribing the novel in terms of the "strange paths, and
‘
\fairy lands, where a commonplace novelist would never
venture"te, apd for him Rickmond Roy is the strongecst
presence in the novel. However readers among the industrial
nd commercial classes could see the path which leads to the
responsible position of a British husband and +father” {(pP.
24) as bkeing an honourable one, and the novel as having a

moral which reaffirms their own values.
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The novel’s ending promotez this awmbiguity., Harry and
Janet return to Riverczely as man and wife, but only +to =ee
the house burn down before their eyes. It is po=ssible to
gee thi=s ending as simply Harry’s break with his past, the
Banishement of Richmond Roy’=s dreawms from Harry®z =table new
world., However the fire also invitesz a less reaszurring
interpretation. Richmond Roy may have been destroyed, but
so too i=s Riversely Grange, which has represzented security
for Harry in the novel from page one. Az Gillian Beer
notes, "the safe harbourage of Rivereely Grahgé ie seen to
be a= ephemeral as Richmond Rovy’s majesty” {p. 78). What
Harry is left with at the end of this final adventure ics for
the reader to infer. WUhether the novel’s last words,
commenting on Richmond Roy’s disapearance, "He was never
=een again® tp. 298, wvol. 3), would have reprecented an
optimistic or a pessimistic ending for contemporary readers

depended on their valuesz and attitude=.

Besuchamp’s ee
Beauchamp®’s Career (1878), like the Adventures of Harry
Richmond, concerns a child’'s growth to manhood in
‘cnntemporary society. However, Beauchamp's career has
lnuthing of the picaresque romance about it - all the choices
EBeauchamp iﬁakes are sombre ones. Meredith described
ﬁeau:hamg's Career (187&8) as "philosophical-political,” with
?nn powerful stream of adventure,”":” a description which
éartly invites ug to consider the nature of the audience it

Jddressed. In its first chapter, there i= an announcement
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of a political theme!

This day, this hour, this life, and even politics,
the centre and throbbking heart of it (enough, when
unburlesqued, to Elow the down off
gocssamer-stump of fiction at a =ingle breath, I
have heard tell; must be treated of:! men, and the
ideas of men, which are - it is policy to Gte
emphatic upon truisms - are actually the motives

of men in a greater degree than their appetites!
these are my themes. (p. &)

An  immediacy, evident in the phrase "This day...," places

the commentator here, as if in direct communication with the

reader. In the solutions it provides to the

"philosophical-political” problems it poses, the text can

present its answere as applicable to questions which engage

that actual readership. A pact is offered to the reader in

the use of the word "ours."”

Mevil Beauchamp, the novel’s hero, is an ‘aristocratic

radical, dedicated to the cauvuse of the poor. His frenzied

\ career throws him into contact with various aspects o0f an

England in a state of +flux. Contemporary ideas are in

conflict with those which are essentially mediaeval, and the

collicsion of interests between different s=sections of the

\cnmmunity is leading to an increasingly important struggle
\

\%ur political power. Therefore, instead of one uniform

image of English society, Beauchamp’s Career portrays

.

several different "Englands,” several distinctive positions

\rnm which evenhts can be viewed. Each position is

associated with a leading character. Oppositions are set up

between the landed aristocrat, the radical thinker, the
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rising Manchester man and the rich drone, with Beauchamp
standing putside these oppositions for what is ideally, and,
in the light of his "career," naively, right.

In the working out of these oppositions, it is implied
that readers share.the superior viewpoint of the narrator,
through the use of the words "we,” "our," "us," which
pervade the text. Readers have the opportunity to associate
them=elves with the narrator’s opinions, and dissociate
themselves from the target of his "ambitious cshaftes": "I
shoot mwmy arrows at a mark that is pretty certain to return
them to me" (p. 10, vol. 1). Readers among the industrial
anhd commercial classes could quite comfortakly see
themeselves as= being one of the "People” in the novel, a term
which becomes more clearly defined as the narrative unfolds.

The "People" largely escape ridicule. In Chapter One, in
which the narrator describes England’s confused reaction to
the threat of war from France, the "People" are the
tax-pavers, the embodiments o0f sound-sense in comparison
with press and Government, within whose machinations they
are cavght up: "Will vou not own that the working of the
eystem for scaring him and bleeding is very ingenious” {p.
¢, wvol. 1). The "People” are not the ones in control, the
povers that be.

1 Meither are they the poor. The poor exist in the

i
|

Shadnwy background of Beauchamp’s Career, as objects to ke

argued over, cursed, pitied or lauded, but they do not
\
|
participate in the action. They have no zpolkesman ambhg
i

|
their own number. The novel has a radical hero, but its
|

\
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politics are not radiczal in any way which would seriocusly

offend a conservative Victorian reader. The serious

'prublems of the poor are ohly articulated selectively at

second-hand. The only one of the "bread and cheese people”
whbEe fate i= impres=ed upon  us, iz that of the

"insignificant bit of mudbank life” (p. 33%, vol. 3}, whom

[M]
mn

Mevil dies to save. It can quite cowmfortably be =seen 2
zerry bargain, with the stress on the word “insignificant.”
To the character of Everard Romfrey, "in mind a mediaesvsal
Earon, in politics = crotchety unintelligible Whig" {(p. 25,
vDl. 1), the poor are hi=s loyal serfs, to bes protected as a
part of his estate; almost as important to him as his hares
and hi=s birds. To the character of Beauvchamp, with his
"faith in the future" (p. 267, wvol. 2), and ultra-radical
programnme to open musseums  on Sundavys, they are the
inspiration of his krnight errantry. Dr Shrapnel,
Beauchamp’s radical sponcsor, tells him: "You and I and some
dozen labour to tie and knot them [ihe poor] to wmwanliness.

We are fewu; they are many and wealk® (p. 170, vol. 20. The

cpoor in the novel are the passive subject of an argument
‘betusen two ideologies. Mo reading of the novel could
privilege the opinions of the semi-literate poor. They were

:ﬁot included in the audience that the novel addrezzed.

E I+ the "People" did not incorporate the poor, what the

|
narrator calls "the legs of the country” (p. 43, 1), neither
10 they include "the head"” ip. 43, wvol. 1), the landed
iristncr;cy. The aristocracy are the main object of satire
i% the novel. & mainstream auvdience could read Beauchamp's

i
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Career as an attack on the power of the ariztocracy, and a
call for an increase in their own pouwer. Thige was an issue
of great importance to the industrial and commercial classes
in 1876. By the 1870°=s the power of the landed interest was
already in decline, as F. M. L. Thompzon states: "The
principle of inherited authority, which had been on trial
throughout the nineteenth century, was at last found wanting
by the educated public.” The aristocracy retained ite
status only with the consent of the middle-clazses, "who
form the real and efficient mass of public opinion."?*®
Political, economic and administrative power were in the
control of, as Carlyle termed it in Past and Present (1845),
the "industrial aristocracy."'® Carlvle presents a critique

of a paracsitic class in the process of decay:

The bough that is dead shall be cut away, for the
sake of the tree itself. 0147 yes, it is too old.
Many a weary winter has it =swung and crealed
there, and gnawed and fretted, with its dead wood,
the organic substance and =till living fire of
thi=s good treej many a long summer has its ugly
naked brouwn defaced the fair green umbragej every
day it has done mischief, and that only; off with
it, 4+or the tree’=s sale, if for nothing more; let
the Conservatism that would preserve cut it awvay.
(p. 222)

The landed aristocrat is "dead wood,"” and has no part in

%urthering the prosperity of the country. Samuel Smiles
Lrites of the need for the Peerage to ke "fed, from time to

|

1

time, by the best industrial blood of the country - the very
liver, heart, and brain of Britain" {(p. 202). The Victorian

industrial and commercial classes, assured as they were of
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being the "liver, heart and brain of Britain,” were not
going to pay uncritical homage to their social superiores.
Beauchamp’s Career focuses this distrust of the landed
clasz through its characterization of Everard Romfrey. He
is portrayed as having an innate, unquestioning sense of the

superiority of his class, and an anachronistic belief in its

right to govern:

The conversation he delighted in most might have
been goimng on in any century since the Conquecst.

Grant him his not unreasonable argument upon his
property in game, he waz a liberal landlord. Mo
tenants were forced to take his farms. He dragged
none by the collar. He gave them liberty to go to
fustralia, Canada, the Americas, if they liked.

(p. 28, vol. 1)

In dismissive dealings with all hi= opponents, he
dembnstrates an overwhelming conftidence that his opinions
repwesent views that prevail in his society. He proposes to
pas#iunately defend this position, a collection of archaic

codes, and to "fight for every privilege his class

\ possessed” (p. 45, vol. 1). In Chapter Three, Romfrey has a

tspee:h which is a senophobic attack on the

"cotton~-spinners":

i e« . they were binding us hand and foot to =ell us
‘ to the biggest buver, and were not Englishmen but
Germans and Jeuwus, and qguakers and hvbrids,

\ diligent clerks and speculators, and commercial

| travellers, who have raised a fortune from

1 foisting drugged goods on an idiot population.

3 He loathed them +for the curse they were to
the country. And he was one of the few who spoke
out. The +fashion was to pet them. We stood
against them; were half-hearted, and were beaten;
and then we petted them, and bit by bBit our
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privileges were torn away. We make lords of them
to catch them; and they grocers of us by way of a
return. *Already,’ e=said Everard, *they have
knocked the nation’s head off, and drv-rotted the
bone of the people.’® {p. 41, vol. 1) '

The mwajority of the reading public, made up as= it was, from
"diligent clerks and speculators,” would take a different
view from the Romfrey , as to who had "dry-rotted the bone
of the people,” and would read such passages as csatirical
critiquez of the class which the {fictional character was
taken to represent.

I+ Everard Romfrey is, for a post-Carlyle readership,
"dead wood" in Beauchawmp’s Career, then who is "organic
substance”? Mot Dr Shrapnel and his fellow radicals. The
character of Shrapnel can be regarded by the mainstream
reader as being as extreme and inflexible in his views as
Romfrey is, preaching aktout the future as Romfrey does about
the past, in speeches of opposing bias, but =similiar
intoxicated passzion. Beauchamp’s concern for humanity, and
hiz honest s=self-sacrificing efforts to bring Dr Shrapnel’s
golden future a little nearer the present, make him the
novel’s wundoubted hero, whatever the disposition of the
reader.

However, it iz also clear that Beauchamp®’s story is
the "exhibition of a hero whom circumstances overcome" (p.
?0, vol. 1). His idealism can easily be dismissed by the

reader as being too fragile to survive in a practical world.
4

|
e 1= not "substance” or "fibre."” At the end of the novel

he i=, both literally and metaphnri:ally, swept away by the
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tide. He =zaves one life, rather than the abstract millions
he dreamt of saving. The future does not lie with Beauchamp
or with hiz kind of heroism.

In Beauchamp’=s Career, those readerzs uwho share the
values and attitudes of "the diligent clerks and
speculators" {(p. 41, vol 1) are offered the opportunity to
infer that the strength and stability of the "tree” lies

with the character of Blackburn Tuckham, the mwiddle-claczs

- Manchester lawyer. He =survives the tale in a better

condition than anyone, marrying Cecilia, the prize that
Beauchamp is too indecisive to capture, proving that new
morey can win old rank. lWhere Beauchamp is cavalier,
Tuckham i= sensible, often to the point of banality! "A zafe
”percentage of savings is the basi=s of civiization” {(p. 128,
vol. 2). This wmay not be an inspiring motto, but it i=s a
sound Victorian wvalue. The character of Tuckham =tands in
the centre of the novel, betuween Romfrey and Shrapnel, as
the representative nf common-sense, the sense of the
majority of the Victorian reading public.: "He invoked
commonzenze, instead of waving the {lag of =zentiment in

retreat” {p. 130,vol. 2. These readers regarded their ouwn

nwiz=domn, "common-sehse," as being dominant in =ociety, and

all lesgs soundly-based s=social values as being mere

\"Eentiment." They were optimistically progressing, rather
| .
rhan in retreat.

: Tuckham has "an air of solidity" (p. 283, vol. 2} and

£ ‘"authoritative in =speaking” (p. 283, vol. 2). This

Zolidity and authority is never successfully challenged in
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the novel by any of the other characters. HMNone of the

ideologies propounded dents Tuckham's confidence in his own?

Mone despises the English in reality. Don’t be
misled, Miss Halkett. We’re solid, that is the
main point. The vworld feels our power, and has
confidence in our good +faith. I ask for no
MOFreE. ..

My aim for wy country is to have the land
respected. For that purpose we must have powers
for power wealthi for wealth industrvys for

industry internal peace! therefore no agitation,
no artificial divisions. &Al1l1’=s plain in history
and fact, =0 long as we do not obtrude
sentimentalism. Mothing mixes well with that
stuff - except poetical ideas!

{(pp. 183 - 4, wol. 3)

Thiz speech is a consummate expression of the ideology of
the Victorian business class. The text contains some of the
key words and phrases in their wvocabulary - ‘“power,"
"wealth,"” "industry,” "solid,” "in reality,” "good +ai£h,"
"internal peace." The statements are emphatic, admitting no
possibility of contradiction? "All’s plain in history and
fact,” "that iz the main point."” This confidence is
bolstered up with npational pride, "None despicse the
; English,"” and characterised by egoism, "I ask...," "My
laim...” For Meredith’s intellectual coterie, Tuckham’s
lspeech could be read as satire. His confidence undeniably
éverges onh complacency. His assertion that "all’s plain®,

i
obviously exposes the limitations bof his viewpoint.

Huwever, the svstem of wvalues so clearly articulated by
|
Tuckham in this =peech, though denigrated by radical and

aristocratic characters alike, never really loses its

aLthnrity; no other credible system of values is shown to
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exist. The novel can be seen by bourgeois readers as
confirming the claim that "the lead of men of property i=s in
most case=z sure to be the =afe one” {(p. 127, wvol. 2.
Commonsenze, perceptive laughter, and soundness of heart,
are identified with the industrial and commercial classes in
the novels not with the aristocrats, the idealists, or the
poor. The taxpavers, the Manchester men, the "concrete

mass, " are the "People" whom the novel appear to address.

n

They could read this supposedly radical novel without having
to accommodate any uncohgenial ideas.

Houwever, one more aspect of the relationship betueen
the "People” and the aristocracy needsz to be talken account
of, if their relationship in the novel is to ke reflected
accurately. Beauchamp'’=s Career incorporatez a ‘paradnx
uhich we have already identified in Eva arr ton - the
middle-cla=z=s’s ambivalent regard for titled nobility.
Des=pite the confidence which Blackburn Tuckham and his peers
exuded, thé aristocracy still had the power to impress them.
Everard Romfrey can be seen to possess redeeming features,
- which are just as much identified with his rankk as are his
faults. His= brutal whipping of Shrapnel i= motivated by his
chivalry to women. He believes that Shrapnel has slandered
Rozamund Culling’=s character. The act iz esszentially that
\of a primitive =avage, but it i=s given the gloss of the
mntive of a noble Kknight, protector and gentleman, a
Tepresentative of generationsz of heroic ancestors. The
gloss is all the more seductive becausze the csensational

violence happent between chapters, and we are only concerned

|

|
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with the cause and effects. When Romfrey dizcovers his
mistalie, his code of honour forces hjm to make a Eincers
apology. Hi= behaviowur towardz Beauchamp is erratic, but
generouz, and, despite hiz deep di=zapproval of Beauchamp’s
politics, he never =evers the dynastic connection. &lthough
aristocratic characters in the novel, such as CLCecil
Bazkelett, who baits Dr Shrapnel by publicly reading the
radical’s personal letter to Beauchamp, cannot ke =zeen a=
being other than wealk and vindictive, Rowmfrey nonetheless,
however dislikeable, displavys the featurez of a nokle
gentleman.

Everard Romfrey needs to be such an ambiguous character
tecause the middle-class reader retained his respect for the
cla== which he aspired, however diztantly, to join. Samuel
Smiles in Self-Help uszes the peerage asz the ultimate carrot
to encourage his self-improving readers. In Chapter Seven,
entitled "Industry and the Peerage”, he quotez humerous

examples of, "zons of attorneys, grocers, clergymen,

‘ merchantz, and hardwvoriting memberz of the wmiddle class" (p.

214), who bkecame peers, to prove his supposition that "HNo
clazs iz ever long =stationary. The mighty fall, and the
humble are exalted. HMew familieg take the place of the old,

vwho disappear among the ranks of the common people” ‘p.

1

203Y. A middle-class Victorian reader, therefore, while not

wishing to =ee the aristocracy hold political powuer, did
bish to see its social standing maintained.
The fact that Beauchamp'’s Career addreszed itself in

part to the =zympathies of the mainstream reading public has
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been overlooked by modern critics. They have followed the
lead of Meredith’s intellectual contemporaries, in reading
thi=s "philosophical-political® novel as a dramatic statement
of the author’'s radical sentiments. Jack Lindsay believes
that Meredith was "knitting energies for the next
large-scale extension of struggle,”2° apnd Gillian Beer that
“the novel suggests that herpoism can now find useful
expression only by engaging in the corporate =truggle to
change society radically? (p. 23). Radicalism was a familiar
discourse to the "new aristocracy of intellect"=* yho read

the Fortnightly Review, the periodical Beauchamp’=z Career

wae first eerialized in. This peripodical, discussed at
greater length in Chapter One (pp. 192 - 23), had a 1long
association with "radicalism, religious, political and
social dissentv=22, For readers of the EFprtnightly Review,
who appreciated what was described as the “cruszading zeal"==
of many of its contributors, Nevil Beauchamp wWaEs an
appropriate and seympathetic hero. Beauchamp’s defeat
reveals to them not his 1individual weakness, but the
sickness of his s=society and the need forr Ycorporate
struggle." Blackburn Tuckham and hie kind thus become
victors =3 default. These enthusiastic admirers of
Meredith'e radical vision were disturbed in 1893, when
ngtracts were published of the weekly 1leading articles

Il

Meredith had written for The Ipswich Journal, a Conservative

{

|
newspaper, between 18860 and 1868. 1In these articles, he had

|
épparently "written in support of political principles he

dﬁd not accept,” in order to "pay tradesmen’s bills."=2 QOnpe

|
\

|
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only has to look at the text of Beauchamp'’s Career to
realise that this double address waz not confined to

Meredith’s journalism.

One of our Conguerors

I+ Beauchamp’s Career could be seen to reaffirm the
values aof the industrial and commercial classes, then those
same valuez would seem to be under attaclt in One of our
Conguerors, published fifteen vears later in 1891. Meredith
himself regarded the novel as being a commentary on the
contemporary scehe, "a close nbservatipn of the modern
world,"=® and "a prezentation of the atmosphere of the
present time.,"2e The novel takes one of Smile’s "men of
business" as itsg focus for this analysis of the "modern
wutld", and plots hiz +all from the pealt of =zuccess.
Readers of the Fortnightly Review, in which the novel was
f$irst serialized, primed by Ruskin, Morris and Arnold to
despise "life in the HMNational Shop"2®, were ready to

appreciate a critigue of such a hero. The time was right

, for a ruthless dissection of "one of our conquerors" for the

" benefit of the intellectual coterie, whom Meredith was auware

formed most of his readership by 18%1. However, the novel

iz not addressed to this coterie readership alone. In

analysing One  of our Conguerors we will see how this

critique was executed without alienating the wider reading
public, for whom the "man of business” as such was not a
pnatural opponent.

The title of the novel immediately addresses itself to
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the entire contemporary reading public. Yictor Radnor i=s
"one of pur conguerors.” Readers arre thus  encouwraged (o
recognize the central character as= a recognizable member of
their oun society. At the zame time, he iz not one of "us.”
Radrnor iz zet apart a= "conqueror,” not only from the
intellectual coterie, But alzo {from the -~as=t majority of
readersz amonagst the industrial and commercizal classzes who
hzve never attained such success. The word "conqueror” can

te perceived =atirically - Radnor congquers  through his

nt

material pouer, rather than his spiritual powuer - or 3= a
zimple statement of fact, a= a latter day example of one oOf
the =succezz s=storiez that Smile’s had popularized thirty

vears previously. The title invites the e "interest

1]
1y

which 211 more or lezz feel in the labours, the trizalz, the
ztrugglez and the achievements of other=z? {"Preface”; pP-
iiit. The reader becomes the spectator of the fzate of a
character who, houever much part of the "prezent time;" iz
at one remove from their owun lives.

The critical diztance which the title allous the reader
to put ketueen himzelf and the central character is

encouraged by the constant undermining of realism in  the

novel. 0One of our Conguerors tales contemporary life as its

~theme, Eut, like The Egpi=st, it does not give the illusion
|

\that it iz reflecting that vorld a= the wmajority of readers
vould zee it. From the beginning of Chapter One, the reader
|

1
tnows wuwhat iz going to happen in the novel. The first

I

zentence s=umz up in metzphor the progrez= ef the uhole

narrative. Introduced z "& gentleman, noteworthy for a

w

|

|
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. lively countenance” fp. 1, ~pl. 1}, YVictor Radnor literally
\ f211l=z and iz l=zid "flat amid the shuffle of feet" {ip. 1,
\ wol. 1. This =zentence portends Radnor’z fate. He falls
E from the peal: of zucces==; and experiencez the collapze of
\ iz entire world. The metaphor is= made obcious to the
\ \ reader. The character himself iz =zgen +to irecognise  the
i
i gsignificance of thisz fall. It zhzakez hiz confidence, and
\ .auakenz in 3 wman, "who had never hitherto wmiz=ed a =tep, Or
ouned to the shortest of collapses" {p. 8, wol. 1), the idea
that he iz not invulnerable. Thiz *idea" haunt=s him
throughout the novel, and iz only grasped entirely, as=
Chapter One foretell=z, "nigh upon the clos=e of hi=z hi=ztoiry"
‘p. 18, wol. 1). Readerz are prezented with the entirely
unrealistic precept that "a tumble di=tortz our ideaz of
life" {p. 7, vol. 1}.
There then follow= = dizcourse, the first of wmzany,; in
vhich Radnor triez to reaszure him=zelf a=z to "England’=s

grandeur,; vitality, stability, her

of her place in the universe”®

intellectual coterie would

intelligent

have appr

appreciation

ip. 12, wvol. i'. The
gciated immediately the

i hollounezz of Rzadnor’z rhetoric. However, the image which
l‘ .

. Iollows of "the Foreigner; jealousz, condemned to admire in
dezpair of outstripping, like Zatan wersted” (p. 12, vol. 1}
jiz too exaggerated +to elicit the approsal of even the
mainstream reader. In tone; Radnor’s speech is= closer to

the

\ mad ramblin§5 of Everard Romfr

zobriety of Elackburn Tucilham. Lhen

|

%he induztrial =cene before him, and
PAGE 1&5

\\

ey; tham to the composed

the character descrikbe=

then "Surely 2



z=cene  pretending to =ublimity?" {(p. 13, wvol. 1), rezaders,
however much they mwmight identify with the general idea
bshind Radnor’s remark,; having talken account of the "mounds
of =teamn" and "rolls of brown smoke" {(p. 13, vol. 1Y, must

realise  that Radrnor i= overstating the caze. The narrator

n
m

as

guicltly follows with a3 direct address to readers, in

the idirony ha= gone unnoticed: "Commerce involked i= =

Wl

Goddeszs" {p. 13, wol. 1. Radnor then makesz ancther
=tatement wthich readers can ezsily perceive az being
unzatizfactory! "And how of the Lau? But the Law iz  aluaysz,

anpd must ever be; the Lau of the =tronger." (p. 14, ~ol. 1}
Even Smiles’=, uhat ever hiz book =zet out to illustrate, had
to provide a glosz to apologise for ot having devoted
enough =pace to failure; and admitted that "the bEest of men
may f=32il in the best of causes" {"Preface", p. 3. Radnor’=s
zpeeches sccommodate the presuppositions of the intellectual
coterie. Readers among the industrial and commercial
classesz would not recognisze their principles in hiz wild
rhetoric.

2uch rhetoricz2l and ironic rewmairks provide a commentary
on the condition of society which runz through the wvwhole of

One  of ouwr Conguerors. In Chapter Five, in particular; the

theme iz foregrounded. The chapter containzs =z =tory within
ia =tory, in the form of exceqdﬁ from the fictitious

"pmationzlly interesting Foem, or Dramatic Sstire, once

famous THE RAJAH IM LOMDOM {(London, Limbo and Sonsz, 188%),

in

mnow obliterated under the long wash of Press-matter.” {p.

&&, wol. 1Y,  The narrator preszents this =atire a= =z foreign
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traveller’s tale, in the tradition of

such works as Elpira

Iristan’s London Journal,== He

includes circumztantial
evidence of its publication and enthusiastic revieuws. It i=s

written in the present tense to increaze the illusion that

it i= an immediate commentary on events. Contemporary
readers are given an analysi=s of Englizh society, from the

supposed viewpoint of one of the conguered. It i

it

a
"national portrait® which culminates in the ingquiry "But can

they =s=uffer =0 and live?" {(p. &8, vol. 1). The narrator

then intervenes to underline the point:?

"For this London, thiz England, Europe, world, but

especially thi=z London, iz rather a thing for
hospital operations than for poetic
rhapzody...Mind i= absent, or =somevhere =0 low
douwn Eeneath material accumulations that it is
inexpressive; powerless to drive the ponderous
Eulk to such excisings, purgeings, purifyingsz as
might - as= may, we will =suppose, render it

acceptakle, for a theme of panegyric, to the Muze
of Reason." {(p. 72, vol. 1)

Thiz rhetoric conveys one view of society out of the =zZeveral

i

vwhich the text offers up {for readers to consider. This

denounciation iz clearly =zet in opposition to Radnor’=z

tyricizm on the zubject of England’szs grandeur. The Rajah’s

‘opinions being ‘"dramatic =atire"” are not to Eke left

undi=puted, but they are endorsed by the narrator, and are
i

ltherefcre privileged. However, although thiz denunciation
pf the walues of the congueror - "mind" =ubordinated to
]

"material accunulationzs"” - is offered up for the

Appwe:iatiun of the intellectuals, "London, England, Europe,

the world® iz too diffuse a target, for the attack to
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seriouxzly challenge the attitudez of the wider reading
public. The foreign traveller’s tale actz more az= 2a
digresszion for tho=se intellectuals uvho pride themselvez on
Eeing akove involvement with "the enchanted horze of the
tale” ip. 1¢, wvol. 1}, a piece of "dramatic =zatire" to
create the illuzion of seriou= social comment.

The "two wmain questions" which Meredith’sz admirers
telieved that One of our Conouesrorz confronted wvere, in the
vords of one reviewer, "England and Mammon, and England and
HYomen. "2® The novel appeared to them to worlk, as
Be;uchamg’s Career doe=, by a =eriez of oppozitionz.,
Yarious approaches to each question were reprezented by
different characters, and discussed in converzationz bEetueen
the=e characters. Radrnor represented the Optimi=zt, with
hiz outdated mid-Victorian belief in the rightnesz of
Eéciety: "Maturally he was awmong the happiest >Df human
creatures; he willed it s=o, with consent of circumstances; a
Eoisterous consent, a= when un£c3 are recloned for a
favourite candidate" (p. 22, vol. 1). Such optimizm was no
longer acceptakble to the intellectual elite. Leslie Stephen
ufote in 1875: "There i= a deep sadness in the world. Turn
and twist the thought a= you ﬁay, there i= no e=cape.
thimism would be =soothing if it were possibles in fact it

iz impo==ible."™® At the other extreme from Radnor’s

pptimismn, iz the unrelieved pessimism of Colney Durance.

|
Through hi= character a wvery bleak apprai=zal of late

Yictorian zociety iz voiced:
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"Beaten by the Germans in Brewerys too! Dr
Schleszien has his right to crow. We were ahead of
them, and they came and =tudied u=s, and they
studied Chemistry as welld vwhile we went on doun
our happy-go-lucky old road; and then had to hire
their young Professors, and then to import their
teer." (p. 73, vol. 2)

In thi=z paragraph, the criticism i=s {focused on the erosion
of Britain’s lead in commerce, upon which the optimi=zm of
earlier decadez had been founded. In thes=e debates, az one
of the characters iz =zZeen to perceive, "Society waz being
attacked and defended” (p. 88, wvol. 2). Houever, the
narrator does not agree fully with either of theze
viewpoints. Durance can only derive "compensation from the
acid of his phrases, for the failure to prick and goad, and
vorl amendment” {(p. 48, vol. 2). Fessimizm can help to
identify gpciety’s illse, but it affords no cure. A
compromize iz suggested in the character of Dartrey
Fenellan. His view is presented as being the balanced one.
He neither igrnores nor wallows in the problem=s of his
society, but rather puts forward proposals for change. Hic
attitude=z are never undercut by the narrator, as those of
the other two characters are. At the end of the novel, it

iz Fenellan along with the heroine wvhom the narrator

‘promiszes will have the prospect of a brighter future in a

1-I:c.-ﬂ'.i'.e:n" viorld.

The=e oppositions bBetween different attitudes are made
bbvinuz to the reader through direct addreszez bLk» the
narrator: "The three wallking in the park, with their bright

iew, and black view, and neutral view of life, were a
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:Dmica! trio."” {ip. 85, wvol. 2, "For Victor Radnor and
Colney Durance were the Optimizt and Peszimist of their
=ociey"” (p. 83, vol. 2). The debate iz foregrounded and the
contemporary reader, having been primed by the narrétnr, is
involved in deciding upon the rightsz and wrongsz of the
argument.

WBithin the gensral debate about the nature of
contemporary society in Qne of pulr Conguererz, there exists
a more particular discussion about the role of women in that
=ociety. Thi= discussion i=, a= with the general one,
carried on through oppositions between :haracters; with the
intervention of the narrator to directly encourage the
reader to endorse one view rather than another. Homen of
tuo generations are zeen in contrast to one another. HMNataly
and Nesta, mother and daughter, are showun to have been
Erought vp in different =ocieties with different values.
Mataly, despite having defied convention in her youth by
running auay with Radnor, has been in all other respects a

submissive and placid wife. Only in one chapter does the

reader see "Mataly in Action”, as Chapter 25 i
significantly titled. Her subservience, the narrator tells
us, has clearly been bad policy. Her gquiet compliance has

contributed to Radnor’z downfall and her own internal

dizea=ze. The narrator unequivocakly condemnz the popular
ideal of wvomanhood: "She i= the enemy of Mature - Tell us
how? She is the slave of existing conventions - &nd from

what cauese? She i= the artificial production of a state

that exalts her =o long as she sacrificesz daily and houwrly
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to the artificial” (p. 141, vol. 2). The character of Mesta

et in contrast to all these "artificial” and, as the

[
4]
1Yy

intellectual coterie must have regarded them, outdated
virtues, She is a late Yictorian heroine, "one of the modern
young women who have drunk of ideas”" {(p. 70, vol. 2). ZShe
reprezents bravery, directness, +freshness, vitality. The
narrator rewards these qualities with the prospect of a
happy life that has been denied to the older and more timid
woman. The debate, which centres on the opposition between
the new and the old ideal woman, ie extended in the
opposition between the two relationships which the women
form, and in the opposing attitudes of the two male
characters.

There are, however, ambiguities in the way both vuomen
are treated in the novel. Readers can see Mataly’s misery
as keing the result, not of her inaction, but of the one
move she made to step outside the bound=s of convention - her
elopement with Radnor. HMataly’s tortured conscience casts a

shadow over the whole novel:

Mataly’s untutored scruples, which came side by
side with her ability to plead Ffor her acts,
restrained her from complicity in the ens=naring of
a young man of social rank to ezpouse the daughter
of a couple socially insurgent - stained, to
common thinking, should denunciation come.

{p. 121, wvol. 2)

Mo other character successfully challenges "common thinking®

dn this =subject. The other characters share Mataly’s fear
It

of the consequences "should denunciation come”. Mesta may



be a freer spirit, but as with all Meredith’=s heroines - for
example, Clara in The Egoist and, as we shall =zee in Chapter

Five, - thiz freedom leads directly

to the security of marriage. The opposition of Mataly and
Mesta is=s, in many wavys, no different to that of Dahlia and
Rhoda in Rhods Fleming. The wealt, passive one falls,
zuffers the agonies of her position in society and finally
dies, while the strong pure woman marries’happily and is the
one left to face the future as the novel ends. QOpe of oul
Conquerors offerz far lezs of a challenge to the moralzs of
ite respectable middle class readers than Meredith’s
admirers claimed.

Thizs interpretation of the role of Mataly and Mesta ?n

the novel suggests that One of our Conguerors offered the

wider reading public an opportunity to read against the
schemes that the intellectual coterie imposed upon it.
Chapter Two opens with a direct address to Peaderé - a

statement of the form the narrative will take:

The fair dealing with readers demands of us, that
a narrative shall not proceed at =lower pace than
legs of = man in motiony and we are =till but
little more than midway across London Bridge. But
if a. man’s mind is to be taken as a part of him,
the likening of it, at an introduction, to an army
on the opening march of a great campaign, =hould
plead excuses +for tardy forward movements in
consideration of the large amount of matter you
have to review before vyou can at all imagine
yourselves to have made his acguaintance.
‘ {(p. 19, wvol. 1)

The narrator explains that what readers have =o far learnt

gf Radnor is only an introduction. His character ic zet up
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a subject of study. This character will not ke a mere
symbol of the values and attitudes of his= class=, set up to
be ridiculed, as in Chapter One. Radnor will be provided
with an individual hi=story and psychology. The

intellectuals may have read

discourze on the problems of contemporary society, but the
novel idinvited the wider reading public to read it as a
complex character study.

Read as a character study Qpne of our Conguerors could
bé seen to guite comfortably reaffirm the values of the
Business class, which the intellectuals read it as
satirizing. Radrnor’s wealth stem’s not from hi=z business
acumen, but from his marriage as a voung man to a rich old
widow,. Hiszs elopement with Mataly, and all its consequences,
followed on from this first wrong move. Radnor i= haunted
throughout the novel by "a small band of black dissentients
in a corner, a mwinute opaque btody, devilish in their
irreconcilability, who maintain their struggle to provolie,
discord, with a cry disclosing the one error of his youth,
the sole bad step chargeable on his antecedents® tp. 33,
vol. 1). This initial "bad step” is perpetuated by Radnor
in hi= failure to face up to his conscience, and talke come

of the blame for what has happened. The deed may not be as

‘black as Colney Durance painte it - ‘entering into bonds

viith somebody’s grandmother for the simple salke of bBrowsing
on her thousands" {(p. 74, wvol. 1} - but Radnor, his oun
strongest advocate, cannot himseld provide a convincing

explanation, preferring a sentimental interpretation of his=

i
|
|
i



own hi=storvy, which culminates in the confident statement:
"Mo Fenellan I have nothing on my conscience with regard to
the woman” {p. Pp. 55, vol. 1}. He i=s right up to the end
presented as "a histrionic self-deceiver”" {(p. 24, wvol. 1}.
Radnor's tragedy could ke seen a3z stemming from his
sacrifice of "a slice of hi= youth to gain it tmonesy?
viithout 1abour” {p. 74, wvol. 1}, and all the liez and
prevarications that follow. In thise, he fails to meet the
most important of Smile s criteria for his heroes, "the
upright performance of individual duty” (p. ix). A= in all
the novels we have looked at in this ch%pter, the novel does
not address itself exclusively to the attitudes of the
intellectual coterie, who in their admiration claimed it a=

their oun.
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CHAPTER FIVE

ADDRESS ANMD POPULAR SUCCESS

THREE STUDIES

Diana of the Crossusave was Meredith’s =ole popular

zuccess, reaching a third edition within three monthz of its
publication in February, 1885.' The novel was recognised by
a contemporary critic to have "made better headway with the
public than any of itz predecezszors." The reason given for
thiz popularity was that Meredith had attempted "to do
zomething different {from hkis u=sual 1line."® Uhat i= the

difference GEetween Diana of the CIrossuass and itz

predeceszczors which enakled it to addresz itself successfully
to popular tazte?

Diana of the Crosswavs iz most easily distinguished

from Meredith’s other novels by the no;oriaty of itz subject
matter. The contemporary public perceived the novel to be
bazed on the life of Caroline Morton, a famouz figure from
" the recent past. The novel’z publication therefore revived
‘one of the most zencsational scandalz of the firzt half of
the nineteenth century, that caused by the 1834 divorce case
tagainst Caroline Morton in which her husbtand cited Lord
Melbourne. Why did HMeredith draw on this material fifty
%ears after the event?

The most common contewmporary response to this guestion,

ndorzed by recent criticse, iz to view the =zcandal as the
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focal point for an analysis of women’s pozition in society.
The novel’s central theme is identified as= keing a contrast
between a woman’s character and the way in which society
descrikes her. The public persona of Caroline Morton, one
of the most written about women of her time, whose career
was "still alive in people’s memory, " provided an easily
accessible c=ymbol of this dilemma. Lorna Sage puts foruward
this type of interpretation in her introduction to the
novel. After supplying a brief biography of Caroline MNorton
she writess "Most of thisz Meredith uses, trying to find a
plausible, living version of the woman who might have lurled
bBehind the anecdote and go=sip."® The rnovel, it i= here
suggested, uses the scandal as no more than a necessary
gtarting point in serious pursuit of "a 1living version of
the woman."

Such interpretations talie their cue from what the
narrator implies in the wmanner in which he addressez the
reader. He adoptz a lofty tone and persistently defends
hims;lf £rom any accuzation of scandal ~-mongering,
diz=ociating him=self from the "stone-hurling wrchin."® The
reader i= pressed to sustain a similar sobriety: "It iz a
test of the civilised to =ee and hear, and add no yapping‘to
the spectacle” (p. 4, vol. 1). The novel promicsesz a serious
lanalysis of character, not a sensational reworiting of an old
‘tale.

However, it will be argued in this chapter that
Meredith®s choice of subkject matter, and its treatment, were

qot entirely determined by the high-mindedne=zs implied by
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the narrator vhich its critice have generally accepted. In
fact the evidence suggests that in using a divorce case as
hiz main material Meredith wvuas addressing his novel to an
already established marltet; and he developed the topic in

the way most likely to appeal to this readership.

Contemporary Divorce Reports

Mewspaper reports of divorce cases again illustrate
that the late nineteenth century reading pubklic was plural.
ﬂiQnrces began to be reported in the newuspapers after the
1857 Divorce Act, when divorces rose from the four per vear
obtained by Parliamentary proceeding to over two hundred per
year.= By 1885, such reports had developed their oun
particular =tylee, and were at the height of their
popularity with the public. @&llen Horstmann, in his study
of Victorian divorce, stresses the amount of exposzure that
thesze reports were given in the neuspapersz, and the avidity

with which the public fed upon them:

"The flood of corruption which was being poured

over the land® - Lord John Manners® words
describing the newspaper reports of divorce trials
- sumnmarised the views of many. Bueen Victoria,

writing to Lord Campbell abkout censoring the
reports, was not amused. The caszes, &she penned
"are of so scandalous a character that it makes it
almost impossible for a paper to be trusted in the
hands of a young lady or boy. Mone of the worst
French novels from which careful parents would try
to protect their children can be az bad.”"” Besidex
corrupting yvouth the reports, =ome thought were
worse than the pornography previously purveyed in
London’s Holywell Street, attacked by the Obscene
Materials Act of 187%9""
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The=ze "scandalous" reports, however, addreszed their readers
in a style which clearly separated them in ihe minde of the
majority of the Pgading public {from "the ' pnﬁnographf
previously purveyved in Lnndun’aanlyuell Street."® Their
very appearance in reputable newspapers like The Timesz lent
a certain respectability to these reports. This senze of
reszpectability was strengthened by the adoption of the
factual tone of the serious articles on the =zame page. This
toneA of propriety and informativenezs lent credence to the
'argument that newspaper readers were participating in a
rnationwide watch-dog committee, safe-guarding the =sanctity
of marriage. Allen Horstmann identifies the readerz of
these reports as= "Respectables” (p. 1&89), and provides the

following analysis of their motives!:

Efforts to reduce the newspaper coverage of trials
- due to their =salacioushess - were opposed, even
by opponents of divorce, such as Richard Malins,
tecause secret or unreported trials would remove
that check upon the violation ot the marriage vows
which the fear of publicity now supplied. With
such a rationale, the press freely published the
#otic and erotic details, claiming it all a=s a
public service {even az they also enhanced =zales).
{p. 22)

"Horstmann, here, =suggests that a pretenszion to a noble

imotive, "a public eervice,” 'made readers feel more

|
\cnm%nrtable in their curiosity, and thereby <$urthered the
newspapers more practical aimj "enhancing sales.” The style

\

of  reporting divorce cases therefore had to reflect the
readers’ sence of decency, without detracting +rom the

\
égnsatinhal aspect of the subject which aroused the readers’
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intereszt. The following extract from a report in Ihe Times,
1ath Fekruary, 1885, the date on which Diana of the

Crossuays uas published, shows how it was done:

Mre Helen Maude Uodehouse, whose maiden name was

Broole, =sought the dissolution of her marriage
with the Rev. William Wentworth Wodehouse on the
ground of his adultery and cruelty. The

respondent denied the chargesz and further pleaded
condonation, wvhich was denied by the petitioner.
Mr and Mrs Wodehouse were married in June, 1878,
at Kenzington, and there are tuo children of the
marriage. The respondent iz rector of Disington,
hear uhitehaven, in the County of Cumberland. Mrs
uodehduse, in her evidence, stated that she and
the reszpondent cohabited as= man and wife until
July 28th 1884, and lived under the =ame roof at
the rectory till August 12th in that year, when
the respondent left her in their house, wvhere zhe
remained up to the 23rd when her father tool her
away from it, =he not being able to obtain any
food from the kitchen after the departure of her
husbkand...A medical gentleman gave evidence to the
effect that, speaking to him of a child born to
Mre UWodehouse last vear, the respondent =aid he
did not believe it was his child...& witness was
then examined to show that on his own promises Mr
Vlodehousze had been =een acting in a WEPy
suspicious manner with the other servant mentioned
in the petition; but his lordship obs=erved that,
az adultery with one woman was admitted by the
respondent, it wa=s scarcely worth while for
counzel representing the petitioner to troubkle
themselves about the other caze of the =same
nature.

Here, the style turns a portrait of extreme domestic wmizery
Aintn reading material for "Respectable=s," throwh a
Ecnhtrolled use of legal language. & =eries of accusations
and insinuations are presented as =zimple mattersz of fact,
%e:odnted in the name of justice. & tale of "adultery and

ruelty” is told in unemotional terms, for example:

"respondent," ‘Ycohabited,® "condonation,"” \"petitiomr."
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Mamez and datesz are =tresszed, but with no hint that
suffering might lie behind these particulars. Mre Uodehouse
may have starved in the vicarage for four lonely daye, in so
pitiable a manner that her father had to reszcue her, but the
phrase "she not being aktle to obtain any +ood from the
kitchen” directs attention away from her feelings,
+oregrounding and factually explaining, paternal
intervention, without =suggesting snlicitude.

On closer reading, what The Tiwmes reported as fact
amounts to little more than gossip and hearsay. Withesses

do no more than provide such dubious piecez of evidence as

that, "Mr UWodehouse had been =seen acting in a very
suspicious manner." Further goszip gets its credence from
the deszignation of a witness az "a medical gentleman," a

dezignation with respectable and scientific associations.
This highly respectable gentleman does no more than repeat
malicious rumours, but the reader is not encouraged to
azsess reliability, merely to sccept his credentials and
read on. The report closes with a statement which claims a
high-minded refuzal of superfluous speculation in favour of
straight +acts. However, what it actually does i=s to draw
\the reader’=s attention to the potential for further scandal
‘lurking in "the other case of the same nature," which has
\myaterinusly been established on apparently no factual
grounds whatsoever.
| In this shqrt paszage, a rather sad story is shaped to

eed the readers’ appetitez for csenzation. It elevates

tzelf in readers® minds by its tone of simply reporting a
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respectable legal proceeding for the supposedly moral rezason
that +the puklic has a right to know. The reader need feel
none of the guilt which might follow an enjoyment of
zensational novels -~ an interest in reportz of divorce cases
HwasE no more culpable than the interest a magistrate takes in
a disturktance of the peace.

The above report containzs one wmore interezting feature.
The respondent i= a rectors a rector, although a member of
the middle clas=ze=, had a role in csociety which was set
gpart from that of the majority of readers. &llen Horztmann
suggests that the "Respesctablez" preferred to read about
zcandale which vere at one remove from their own lives, a=
vwas Rev. Vodehouse’s, and a= also uwere sordid accounts
either of the lower classzes or of the aristocracy, engaged
in crimez uvhich could =imultaneously be condemned and
enjoyed at a safe distance. He identifies thig attitude in

the following way!

*Immorality was the taint of the uvwpper and the
neceszzary diseaze of the lower classes.’ The
value of feeling superior to *diz=olute
ariztocrats’ and ‘over-tempted plekians’ pushed
Respectable=s into tolerating hypocrisy. Indeed a=z
that hypocrisy reinforced thoze feelings of
superiority rezpectability gained by emphasizing
the hypocrisy. (p. 18%9)

Divorce reports derived their popularity from their
double-edged technigque of providing elementz of zenzation,
vhile alzo =zupplying the reader with a rezspectable reazon to
be interested. It was possible to enjoy all the most

=z=alacious details, and =till pretend to a senze of outrage.
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.Readera of the popular divorce reports in the respectable
nevwzpapers were therefore treated to =afe contemporary
zcandals which exploited their hypocrisy.

In turning now to Riana of the Cro=suvavys, with the

example of these reports in mind, the novel can bBe =zeen to
appeal to the hypocrisy of the reading public using a
zimilar technique. The dedication, which Meredith attached
to =subs=equent editions of the novel, i= one of the mo=t
obviouz indications that he waz aware that a =candal,
handled in a particular way, would prove =a pouerful

attraction to readers:

#& lady of high distinction for wit and beauty, the
daughter of an illustrious Irish House, came under
the shadow of a calumny. It has latterly been
examined and exposed as baseless. The =story of
Diana of the Crossuays iz to be read a= fiction.

This epigraph createz a more =zubtle effect than uwould at
first be zuppo=sed. Although it emphatically deniez any
connection between the novel and Caroline Morton, the very
denial estabklizhez the connection. Moreover, the facts
atout thi=s unnamed actual woman that are stresszed are those
“which are developed in Meredith’?=s fictitious portrait of
iDiana: "wit and beaut?, the daughter of an illustrious Irish
}Hnuze.” The "calumny" referred to iz Caroline Morton’s
\auppused btetrayal of a political secret, an accusation uhich
‘had bBeen largely dismisseﬂ at the time, but wuhich was

revived by the publication of Biana of the Crosswuavys. The

laim that a rumour that had long lain dormant has nouw been



i

" before, and had been recounted as recently a

"oexamined” casts a suspicion which =urvives the conclusion
that it has been "exposed as baseles=". The need for an
author to protest the obviou=s fact that his novel is fi;tinn
alerts the reader to the other manner in which the novel had
been read, as thinly di=sguised biography. Rather than
dispelling the conjecture surrounding Disna ©f the Crossuavs

thesze feuw lines reawaken interest in scandal past.

The Tragic Comedians

Diana of the Crossuway=s was not Meredith'®z first use of

scandal to attract readers to a novel. In The Tragic
Comedianz, published immediately prior to Riana of the
Croszuwavs in 16880, he =imilarly introduces a seriez of
fictional events with a reference to a historical ep;sode.
The novel i= subtitled "4 Study in a Well-iinown Story." The
=tory referred to iz az= sensational as that connected with
Caroline Morton. It concerns the love affair and death in a
duel of the German =socialist leader Ferdinand Lassalle.

These =candalous events had occurred only sixteen vears

U]

18792 by the
other leading participant, Helene wvon Racowitza, in her
autobiography.”®
However, des=pite it=s =scandalous =ubject matter, Ihe
Iragic Comedians was not a popular, or critical =success, and
has largely regarded a= something of an.eccentric mistake. 1t
The novel’s failure with the reading public ;uggests that

the success of was not due to the use
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of scandal alone, but rather to the way in which that
scandal was treated. An analysis of the structure of The
Tragic Comedians, "the real process of its constitution,”
{p. 4?2) to quote Pierre Macherey, hefore we look in detail
at Diana of the Crosswavs, will throw 1light on the
construction of the later novel, whose popularity =uggests
that Meredith learnt from his mistakes.

The Tragic Comedians is an odd novel. It is easy to
make impressionistic statements about the novel’s intensity,
its =lightly =trange subject matter, its intermittent
obliquenezs, its un-Victorian quality, to explain away this
oddity, but how are these impressions actually produced?

Before looking at the text in detail, =obme obvious
features of the general construction of the novel need to ke
noted. Ihe Tragic Comedians i=s a s=short novel by the
etandards of the time - only 210 pages in the first edition
(compared to the 429 page:z of The Egoist and the 515 pages

of Diana of the Crossways).!® Related to the length, is the
question of the small number of :haracfers - two lovers, two
friends, two parents, a rival and the occasional chaperone.
Such =a limited cast indicates an exclusive concentration on
‘a central sequence of events, with no subplot, no chapter
length digﬁessions, nho picaresque roamings from the point.
vThe getting too is pared down to a <functional minimum.
Wholly European, it ic claustrophobic in itz confinement to
ﬁn assortment of aristocratic drawing-roomz= - Elective

Affinities, minus the bedrooms, corridors and landscape

gardens, and with only one couple.

|
|
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The 210 pages of the text are divided up into nineteen
chapters. The Preface (which does not appear in the
original =serialisation) and the +final chapter, act as
tookends, short rhetorical essays which place the action,
setting up what is to follow az a subject for study, and
finally concluding the lesson. The other chapters centre on
the action from the point of view of Clotilde, or from that
of Alvan, or on both characters in dialogue. Chapters in

which Alvan and Clotilde meet (4, &6, 2?2, 8,) tend to be
crisis points which serve to move events into another phase.
The recst of the chapters reflect upon, or anticipate, these
eventsj] =ix focusing on . Alvan, seven on Clotilde. The
narrator constantly undercuts the pretenciousnezs of the
thoughts given to fhe lovers, cancelling out the sugar
coating of romance and heroism which their reflections
attribute to events. The Clotilde chapters are mainly to be
found in the first half of the novel before the final
meeting, whereas the Alvan chapters are mostly in the second
half. Clotilde iz directly introduced in the first three
chapters, while Alvan appears only through hearsay, ahn
2 object of curiosity for both the reader and the character of
Clotilde. At a mid-way point, Chapters Eleven and Twelve,
Clotilde’s position is presented. The succeeding chapters
3preseht Alvan's position, and by juxtaposition foreground
‘the misunderstanding, incongruities and incompatibilities in
the relationship. Chapters Thirteen, Fourteen, Fifteen and
Sixteen, Ffocused on Alvan’s reactions, build up a frenzied
tension which culminates in a duel. Much of the potential

{
1
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for sensation inherent in a fictional duel is tﬁenf difused
nas the narrative focuz shifts, first of all to a dialogue

) between the Baroness and Tresten (Chapter Seventeen) and

;theh to Clotilde’s confused response (Chapter Eighteen).
The duel is therefore refracted, not reported, in keeping
with the over-all essavy-lilkke stance of the novel which
proclaimed itself a "study.” Pronounced from the FPreface
onvards as being inappropriate and insecurely founded,
optimism fades before half the story i=s told; the latter
:paFt of the novel is a protracted analysis of decline which
has already been predicted.

Instead of aiming at enigma and narrative excitement,
the novel moves through discurcsive layers established in its
very +first chapter. The subtitle. and Preface are shot
through with vocabulary which claims didactic worthiness for
what is to follow: "expository,"” ‘“examination," ‘Ycritical
acumen, ” Yproblem," "educated,” "lecsson." The effect of a
lesson is develnped in Chapter One by a movement Eack and
forward +from the story of Clotilde to statements of general

i application, such as that made in the first sentence! "An
éunreaisted lady-killer is probably less aware that he roams
ithe pastures in pursuit of a coguette, than is the diligent
gArachne that her web is for the devouring lion®"(p.4). The

\ .
|second sentence follows on, "At an early age Clotilde wvon

|
Rudiger was dissatisfied with her conquests, though they
were already numerous in her seventeenth vear,..."{p.4).

“Coquetry* is the introductory vword to Clotilde’s character.

The +fourth sentence beginz by telling us this, but in the
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second clausze turns to a discussion of coquettes in general
& which laste for the vremainder of the first paragraph:
- \ *Mature had dispo=ed her to coquetry, which i=s a pastime
counting among the arts of fence, and often innocent, often
zerviceable, though =ometimes dangerous, in the centres of

\ polished barbarism knowun a aristocratic

(]

societies,..."{(p.4). A =similar shift happens in the second
paragraph. The first sentence beginzs “Clotilde’=s..."{p.5),
i the next "She was..."{(p.5), the third "In Frahce..."(p.5)
Then this paragraph too continues in aphorisms: *"Vigilant
foresight is not so wmuch practised where the world is less
accurately comprehended.®(p.&6)§ "Young people of Clotilde’s

upper world everywhere, and the younhg women of it

} especially, are troubled by an idea drawn from what they
- inhale and guess at in the spirituous life surrounding them,
- that the servants of the devil are the wvaliant

. host,..."(p.&)5 "The world is the golden apple..."{p.é&).
The 1link is made between Clotilde’sz actions and those of
. women in life, but not in =uch a way as to directly involve
the reader with the character.
Roger Fowler has analysed the use of generalization in
- promoting illusionism. In his discussion of the use of
"generic sentences® in George Eliot’s novels, Fouwler
‘suggests that through these sentences "the reader
. cumulatively builds up a picture of the stock of ’common
| ;ense' {ie. ideology) on which George Eliot depends in

presenting and evaluating the world of her characters."t?

In e Tragi edi :+ "generic sentences” do not

i
i

x

FAGE 190



encourage the reader’s involvement with the world of the
charactere, but rather =zerve to remind the reader of the
illusion. They are to ke passed over guickly, rather than
pondered on, and sustain the idea of "a study" without, as
Fowler suggestz George Eliot’s aphorisms do, "wmaking very
direct appeal to the reader’s concurrence.." (p. 120).
Identification with the characters i=s discouraged
throughout the novel. The seventh paragraph of Chapter One
iz concerned with "Clotilde,” "She,” "Her" (p.?); the eighth
paragraph extrapolates from this "Young women havé been
known to turn from us altogether,..." (p.11). Betuween the
particular and the general is the sentence, "So far, as far
as che can be portrayed introductorily, she i= not without
exemplars in the sex” {(p.11). The character is set apart
from the reader as an object of study, an "exemplar.” Any
illusion of reality is undermined by the bluntness of
"portrayed introductorily.” A similar device is used in
Chapter Five!: *Clotilde was of the order of the erring who
should by rights have a short sermon to preface an eixposure
of them, administering the whip to her own sex and to ours,
lest we scorn too wmuch to take an interest in  her” (p.S592),
and again in the last sentence of the novel, "But a= we are
“in her debt for =zome instruction, she may now be suffered to
go" (p.258). The story continues to be pervaded by the
1dis:nuwse of the parable.
| A further instance of distancing the reader by laving
bare the fiction is found in the third paragraph of Chapter

One {(p.&). 1In contrast to the preceding paragraphs, this is

PAGE 121



a paragraph of lively action with an array ot verbs -

"sprang, " "siezed,” "snatched,” "pinched,” "flung,” “rose,”
"saluted,” "jumped.” The agitation these dizarmingly evole
might on its own dissolve analytic distance if the

description were not prefaced in such a way as to emphasise
its imaginariness: "Say (for Diana’s mists are impenetrable
and freeze curiosity) that Clotilde was walking with Count
lCnnstantine...The scene at éll events is pretty, and weaves
a fable out of a variety of floating threads" (p.&8). Such
interventions, highlighting the aspect o+ aesthetic
composition, are freqguent.

The tone of the narrator is part of the rhetorical
complexity of the text. Most of the sentencez in Chapter
One are long and elaborate. Some shorter, simple sentences
are intercspersed with these (11 sentencez put of 83 have
under 10 words) further highlighting the complexity.
Sentences like the fifth one in paragraph two (uwith it= 89
words, the longest in the chapter) are on a first reading
difficult to comprehend, not merely because of 1length, but

in their accumulation of clauses:

"Young people of Clotilde’s upper world
everywhere, and the young women of it especially,
are troubled by an idea drawn from what they
inhale and guess at in the spirituous life
surrrounding them, that the servants of the devil
are the wvaliant host, this world’s elect, getting
and deserving to get the best it can give in
return for a little daring audacity, a flavour of
the Fronde in their conducts they =in, but they
have the world; and then they repent perhaps, but
they have had the world.” (p.é&)
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The zecond clause refines the first - "Young people "/"young
women® - as the fifth does the fourth - "the zervants of the
devil"/"this world’s elect” -’and the seventh the =ixth - "a
little dashing audacity”"/"a flavour of the Fronde in their
conduct.” In the same way, within the third and sixth
clause there are two verbs together - "inhale and guess at®
and "getting and deserving to get.” That this sentence
"means" that to be a little daring when you are young can be
fun is irrelevant. It is an'elabnrata con coction, which
;Dmmunicates more than a literal meaning.

The parallelism with which the above sentence ende
("but they have the world®/"but they have had the world®) is
a crucial rhetorical device in this text. The "as she to
him he to her" relationship of Clotilde, Prince Marko and
Alvan is first =suggested two chapters before Alvan iE
directly introduced, in the seventh paragraph of Chapter

One:

She to him was what she sought for in another. As
much as she pitied herself for not lighting on the
predestined man, she pitied him for having met the
woman, so0 that her tenderness for both inspired
many signs of warm affection, not very unlike the
thing it moaned secretly the not being. For she
could not but distinguish a more poignant =sorrow
in the =seeing of the object we yearn to vainly
than in vainly vearning to one unseeh. ip.10}

| This paragaph contains several parallel phrasez - ‘"she
pitied herself"/"she pitied him,” "the man”/"the woman,”
"seeing“/"unseen,” ‘“yearn to vainly"/"vainly yearning."

hese patterns give a sense of balance, of an even-handed
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argument, an analytical study. MNumerouzs examples of this
feature occur, and are especially prevalent when there Iis
greatest emphazsis on the action as an object for study.
. There are two very long sentences in the last chapter, one
25 vwords in length and the other 24 words in length. (pp.235&
and 257) These two sentences expand the simple statement
which opens the chapter, "Alvan was dead" (p.255), as does
the 1last sentence of the third paragraph, beginning "That
mass nf humanity..." (p.25&8), with its list of oppositions
"good"/%evil," "generous"/"mutinous,"” "passion Jfor the
future of mankind®/"vanity,"” "magnanimity/"sensualis=m,"”
;reckless indiscipline”/"high judgement, "
*chivalry"/"savagery," "solidity*"/"fragmentariness." These
highly-mannered sentences freeze any emotional response that
the reader may have been encouraged to wmake by the
announcement of Alvan’s death at the beginning of the
chapter.
Imagery i= a further element of the text which defers
immediate cowmprehension. More than one simile, or metaphor,
may appear in a single sentence, or across several

sentences, illuminating the topic. The discucssion of

- coquettes beginning Chapter One uses figures in this way

C (ped). Here is a further example: "As for that wandering

'ship of the drunken pilot, the mutinous crew and the angry

\captain, called Human Nature, "fantastical” fits it no les=s
i

}cumpietely than a continental baby’s skull-cap the stormy
\
infant® {p.1). This sentence begins with a metaphor and

nds with a simile. Here is a further, and more convoluted,
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instance of multiple figures in one sentence! "...it was his
viplent earnestness, his imperial self-confidence that she
feared, as nervous people shrink from cannon: and neither
meeting, seeing, nor hearing of him, she began to yearn,
like the child whose curiosity s refreshed by a desire to
try again the startling thing which frightened it®* (p.&60).
The reader is here required to make two comparisons within
the course of one sentence. Neither simile is in itselt
difficult to comprehend. Following so closely upon each
‘uther, however, they complicate the narrative, without
%prnviding any vivid insight into the character’s thought
‘prncess which would compensate for the :DmplexitQ. The text
is often dense and difficult to unravel in this way, as it
moves in and out of images. Perhaps this is what the uwriter
of an article in The Atheneum on the subject of The Traaic
Comedians was referring to, when he described Meredith's
style az the "congested®.12

Such density of imagery as appears in The Tragic
Comedians is poesible because images are often only
suggested, and not fully explored. The effect is not unlike
that of getting the answer to a crossword puzzle, and being
1le+t to find the grid that accommodates the clues.
LNeulugisms evoke associations with puzzling intersectionst
i“cardisuphistical" {p. 84), "fleshly-bulgy®" (p. 11),
i”ghust—pnisoned" {p. 57), "wolf-gnawed® {p. 74),
'Pdaisy-minded” {(p. 173), "legitimately-satiated” (p. 223),
"providence-guided” {(p. 248). The text itsel$ describes

such puzzles as baffling its main characters. The phrase
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"Clotilde?’s shart explorations in Dot-and-Dash-1and”
ip.18%) refere to the areas where people’s thoughts Eecome
uhclear, or too horrific to contemplate articulatelys
thovghts which are represented in fiction by dots and
dashes. A similar furmatinﬁ appears in Chapter Four, the
phra=se "a prolonged and determined -~vou-and-I* {(p. 57) to
describe Alvan and Clotilde’s firct meeting.

The Tragic Comedians i= full of playful patternzs and
fanciful image=s, which perhaps account: for what can be
termed the "exotic" nature of the novel. Some are
decorative,; resembling the running tags emblematically
defining characters in Dickens® novels. However, where
Dickens used this device for its evocative cshort hand
effects fthe Yeneerings in Gur» Mutual Friend and the
Barnacles in Little Dorrit) in The Tragic Comedian=s it does
not condense an impression, but elaboratez associations
bevond the point, rather than to the pointi for xample,
Prince Marko ic=s +reﬁuently referred to as the Indian
Bacchuz, a title which does nothing to illuminate his role
#n the novel. Further dandification occurs in dialogue or
£n stream of conscioushness passages, where conceits and puns
an rhyme take fancy to new limits. When Alvan and Clotilde
meet in Chapter Four they have "a seriez of skimming
discussinns, like swallow-flightse® (p.39). Elsewhere it is

s%id that "Clotilde entered into the extravagance with a

happy s=simulation of zest" (p.35), and that she "put on a
plavful frenzy" (p.23). All these phrases accurately
describe the dialogue in the noveli speeches such as the

following one
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which display a certain absurdity and futile energy:

"Wine of the grape is the young btride - the young
sun-bride! divine, and never too sweet, never
cloying 1like the withered sun-dried, with its one
drop of concentrated sugar, that becomes ten of

gout. Mo rais&n—juice for us! Mone of their
too-long-on-the-stem clusters! HWe are Ffor the
blood of the gr-ape in her youth, her

heaven-kissing ardour". (p. 47)

The exclamation marks, "surn-bride” as opposed to
"sun-dried,” "voung"/"withered,"” "too-long-on-the-stem,"”
"heaven-kissing," together produce a highly stylised piece
of prose which has abandoned all pretence of naturalism.
Dialogue 1like this turns the characters into emblems.
That Alvan and Clotilde’s behaviour is deluded, is suggested
by their inapprnpriately extravagant forwms of speech. That
Clotilde’s fancies are pretensious vacuities, is underlined

as they are deflated by the narrator’s moclk-heroic comments,

bathos and sarcasm:

.+ .Prince Marko had recognised her by miraculous
divination, he assured her he could have stalked

. his life on the guess as he bowed to her. Adieu
to Count Constantine. Fate had interposed the
prince opportunely, we have to sSuppose, for she
received a strong impression of his coming
straight from her invisible guardianji...She
struck, 1like fate, one blow. She discovered that
the prince, in addition to his beauty and sweet
manners and 4gift of song, was good; she fell in
love with goodness, whereof Count Constantine was
not an examplef® {(pp. 7 - 8)

‘hrnughuut the novel, the same non-naturalistic effect is

roduced by waking the character’s speech and thought
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exaggeratedly arch in expregsion. Clotilde i shown to be

capricious and silly:! "It is he! not he! he! not he! most
certainly! impossible! - And then it ran: If he, oh me! If
another, woe me!"” (p.27), and, in Chapter Seven, as =hallow

in her playful response to a serious problem: "I will
compose a beautiful, dutiful, modest, oddest, beseeching,
screeching, mildish, childish epistle to her” (p.%4). Again
and again, the perspective requires the reader to notice the
manner of her diction, there are no grounds for any illusion
6% listening in on a naturalistic conversation.

In a similar way, the lack of balance of the character
fAlvan, as Clotilde slips away from him, is conveyed in mad

rhetoric:

"Fish, fool, fi=sh! and fish till Dooms=day!
There’=s nothing but vyour fool’s face in the water
to be got to bite at the bait you throw, fool!
Fish for the <flung-away beauty, and hook your
shadow of a Bottom head!" (p.142)

Alliteration and repetition, here, give a form to nonsense.
There is no need to ransack this rhetoric for some sort of
. sense, or "truth."” It is one of the fantastical little

games played in The Tragic Comedians that look wmore towards

Alice in Wonderland, than Mrs Gaskell.
|

The "Preface” of The Trasic Comediang advertises btoth a

i"lurid catastrophe” (p.3), and (as with the divorce reports)
grounds for respectable interest. There is the promicse of a
story whose *last chapter” will be "written in red blood"®

{p.2), and there is the reassurance that it will ke about
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"real creatures” {(p.3). At the same time;, the reader is
reassured that this colourful tale will be contained within
the respectable context of "a study.”

However, The Tragic Comedians betrayed its promises.
Its techniques do not sustain the dual mode of address which
their fulfilment would require. From Chapter One onwards,
as we have seenh, the narrator continually addresses the
reader as a "philosopher,” and provides appropriate
‘platitudes, and points the significance of every emblem.
Any sense of the "lurid catastrophe® has failed to
materialise. "Real creatures" never appear. Both the
overall manner of narration, and the constant "knottedness
of language®”*® work against a reader's involvement in
narrative excitement. The skittishness in the didactic
digressions 1is the very opposite of the magisirate's tone
which enabled divorce reports to excite fantasy, while
appearing only to be concerned with <fact. The Tragic
Comedians wears its fancifulness too blatantly on its sleeve

for it ever to be of popular interest.

a 0f the Crossways

Meredith’s next novel, Diana of the Crossuways, solved

i
|

\the prablems which The Tragic Comedians so disastrously

3failed to taci:le. It achieved success because its mode of

Pddress took into account the plural demands of a reading
gublic. Although divorce might not provide a last chapter

written in red blood"” (p.2), it was, as we have seenh, a
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subject to entice sensation-seekers in 1885 - and Meredith
developed a mode of address which was on target.

In hi=s treatment of divorce, Meredith ignorez the
positive =steps Caroline Morton took to change the system
herself. This would =eem to have been an obviouz area to
develop if the novel was to be the serious analysis of a
woman’s character that it claims to be, with the feminist
overtones which Lorna $Sage stressest<e, Allen Horstmann

discusses Caroline Morton’s influential role at length:

Caroline Morton, besides writing +fiction, often
turned her attention, and her pen to her problems
and those of other similarly situated women. Her
child custody fight produced A Plain lLetter tp the
Lord Chancell ; ogdy E
in 1838, which contributed greatly to a change in
the law. After that year, mothers in mo=st
circumstances had custody of children up to the
age of seven.
When changes in divorce law loomed az a real
possibility after 1850, she wrote English laws for
] Women in  the Nineteenth Century (1854) and A

Letter to the Gueen on Lord Chancellor Cranworth’s

Marriage and Divorce Bill £1855). Both were
credited at the time with making the differing

treatment . of women and wives, difficult to
sustain. (p.44)

Theze crusading activities of Caroline Morton are not
incorporated into the plot of Diana of the Crosswavs. The
chaﬁacter Diana has no children and her enstranged husband

diezs only a few yearzs after the cseparation, =o there i= no

question of such campaigns being necesesary. Caroline

Nurton’a symbolic status a= a woman who fought against the

laws of a male orientated society, and wan, is not

exploited. Diana i= a wictim whose only victory in the
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novel iz the passive one of eventually accepting the
marriage proposal of the right man.

Where the resemblance to the 1life of the historical
figure is clear, however, is in the portrayal of the various
senzational events in the heroine’=s career. The divorce
case is= not treated as an illustration of Diana’s position
:fn society, =o wmwuch a= the first of a series of scandals

‘initiated by the breakdown of her marriage. The reader

follous the>plut from one crisis to the next, led on by the

]

enticing chapter headings!: "Containing Hints of Diana’

n

Experience=z and of what they led to," "The Crisis,” "Diana’
Might-watch in the Chamber of Death," "A& Chapter Containing
great Political News and therewith an Intrusion of the Love
God," “Wherein we behold a giddy Turn at the Spectral
Crossways." The organisation of the novel around a =series
of crises reinforces the reader’s impression of Diana as =3
victim to whom things happen, rather than as a =strong
character in control of her life, as Caroline Morton appears
‘ to a large extent to have been. Like the vicar’= wife in
The Times divorce report, Diana is presented as a character
who must wait to be rescued by a wman. This pattern in the
novel, and the use that iz made of the eventz in Caroline
Morton’s life, weakens the arguments of thosze who think that

|
athe scandal was used primarily for its educational value.
3

Furthermore, the crises in the novel centre around not
bhne, but two, =s=candals in the 1life of Caroline Horton.

Diana’s Ffirst marriage 1leads to a divorce case, and the

breakdoun of her affair with Dacier, in the second half of
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the novel, leads to her selling of the Corn Law secret.

The inclusion of the second scandal attracted a great
deal of attention when the novel was first published. The
matter was discussed in newspaper editorials and letter
pages for weeks afterwards, and sales pof the novel could not
but have been increased by this controversy. Alice Acland
draws attention to this posthumous episode, in her biography
of Caroline Norton: "Speculation over the whole Repeal
betrayal question was revived by the publication of Diana of
the Crosswavs.” She concludes that "Meredith gave credence
to cruel gossip.*1i® Tﬁe episode, forming as it dugstthe
climax of the novel, and <following cl?sely the popular
version . of events, certainly invited the response it
'received. Gossip and speculation serve as useful bait in
attracting a wider readership.

It was not denied by even the most admiring critic that
Diana of the Crossways contained these sensational elements.

Yet, in no review was it dismissed as simply a sensational
novel. As in the following extract, the sensational plot
was cseen to be only the starting point in the creation of a

. complex effect:

In Diana of the Crosswavys Mr George Meredith, not
for the first time has the authority of history

for the wain incidents in the career bpf his
principal character. He fully appreciates the
truth that fact is stranger than fiction, and the
value of an impregnable base for his inventive
campaigns. Such a career as that of his Diana
might well bring down upon hics head the charge of
extravagance if he could not point to well-known
facts in support of its most startling incidents.
Diana’s beauty and wit§ her social, literary and
political power§ her unfortunate early marriagej
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her dangerouse intimacy with a distinguished
statesman, and the consequent zcandalj her
betrayal of an important Cabinet =ecrets the
failure of her husband’=s attempt to obtain a

divorce - all these are facts, and quite
sufficient +to {form the basis of a very
"sensational® novel. It need =carcely be said

that in Mr Meredith’s hands the materials are
turned to greater advantage.:tr®

The reviewer lists all the fstartling incidents," but
emphatically removes the novel from the realms of popular
fictiont "It need =carcely be =aid..." It is suggested that

the distinction betuween Diana of the Crosswavs and a

sensational novel is obvious. The reviewer'’s account of the
novel’=s subject matter is an accurate one, so0o why =should
this be obvious? 1In what way does this material appear to
the respectable reader to have been “turned to greater

advantage?” A closer examination of the text of Diana of

the Cros=ways is necessary before these questions can be
ansvetred.

The +irst chapter of the novel taltez the form of an
address by the narrator to the reader on the subject of the
novel. This address begins with an account of the various
styles in which the heroine’s story hasv supposedly already

been told, before moving on to a more general discussion of

the "novelist’s Art” (p.13). The overt purpose of this

discussion is to invite the reader to consider the

possibilities of the popular style, before abandoning it in
}

fz=vour of the narrator's own superior brand of fiction.
In an attempt to disassociate his novel from writing

aimed at public taste, the narrator identifies two styles in
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particulars the sentimental style and the "sham decent® of
the court report. Both are mocked through parody. The

following extract provides an example!

Henry Wilmer is not content to quote the beautiful
Mrs UWarwick, he attempts a portrait. Mrs Warwick
iz "guite Grecian.” She might "pose for a
statue.?” He presents her in carpenter’s lines
with a dab of =school-box colours, effective to
those whom the Keepsake +fashion can stir. She has
a straight nose, red lips, raven hair, black eyes,
rich complexion, a remarkably fine bust, and =he
walks well, and has an agreeable voicej likewise
"delicate extremities”. The writer was created
for popularity, had he chosen to bring his art
into our literary market. (p.3) :

The narrator’s tone in these 1lines clearly invites the
reader*s disdain for Henry Wilmer’s style. The phrase "not
content” suggects that he ought to be content with the less
ambitious project. The direct quotation of unexceptional
phrases draws attention to the poverty of the popular
author's vocabulary. The readér i further encouraged to
accept the narrator’s scorn of the crudeness of this style
by the threat of being snheeringly relegated to "thoze whom
the Keepsake fashion can stir.” The narrator then directly
parodies this crudeness, the simple adjectives and hackneved
phrases which together form a =stock romantic portrait.
iLikewize, the author’s onhe attempt at decorative phraszing,
Y“deli:ate extremities," is held up for ridicule in quotation
?marks. The final sentence serves to roundly condemnh both
Ehis kind of writing and the "literary market” which would

accord it "popularity.” The reader has been 1led to the

conclusion that "popularity” is a derogatory term.
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The sentimental stvle is in this way fairly
effortlessly dismissed., The full weight of the narrator’s
ridicule is reserved for the style of neutral reporting

described in the following extract:

He has no belief, no disbeliet; names the
pro-party and the coni recites the case, and
discreetly, over-discreetly; and pictures the
trial, tells the 1list of witnesses, records the
verdict:! so the case went, and some thought one
thing, some another thing: anly it is reported for
positive that a miniature pf the incriminated lady
was cleverly smuggled over to the jury, and juries
sitting upon these cases, ever since their
bedazzlement by Phyrne, as you know...And then he
relates an anecdote of the husktand, said to have
been not a bad fellow before he married hiz Diana
- and the naming of the Goddes:s reminds him that
the second person in the indictment ig now
everywhere called "The Elderly Shepherd” - but
immediately after the bridal bells this husband
became sour and insupportable; and either she had
the trick of putting him in the wrong, or he lost
all shame in playing the churlish domestic tyrant.
The instances are incredible of a gentleman.
Perry Wilmer gives us two or three; one on the
auvthority of a personal friend who uwitnessed the
scene. (p.53)

This passage describes a style resembling that of the
newspaper divorce report previously discussed. The narrator
mimics the factual, unbiased +tone of these reports - "no
belief, no disbelief,” "names,” "recites,” "records.”

However, by mnodifying "discreetly” to "over-discreetly" he

,draws attention to the power of insinuation which this

matter-of-fact tone holds. The narrator further deflates

&this impression of "truth" by highlighting the writer’cs

|
confusion between what is "anecdote” and what is "reported

for positive.” The account of this report continues with

|

|
the usual assessment o0f the couple’s misery, forcing the
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circumstances to {fit one or other of the standard formulae.
‘The husband i either "sour and insupportable,” or a
"churlish domestic tyrant.” The high wmoral tone of this
type of comment is undercut by the juxtaposition of the last
two sentences in the extract. The husband’= behaviour may
be condemned as "incredible of a gentleman,” but the writer
=till "gives us two or three®" examples. The reader can
express moral outrage and satisfy his curiosity at the same
time. If the sentimental style appeals to the
undiscriminating reader, this style, it isg implied, will
suit the hypocrite.

ffter thus introducing the central character through
the gossip and inhuendo of the popular d4diarists, the
narrator then directly dissociates him=elf from these

scandal -mongers!

Henry Wilmers, I have said, deals exclusively with
the wit and charm of the woman. He treats the
scandal as we wmight do in like manner if her story
had not to be told. But these are not reporting
columnss very little of it shall trouble them.
The position i= faced and that i= all. (p.”?)

The narrator distinguishe=s between the "=zcandal® and "her
story," and claims for himself the serious purpocze of
"itelling thi= story which "had to be told." Furthermore,
%nnly episodes which contribute to the serious telling of
mhis story will be included in the novel. The narrator has
i

po motive other than to present the "truth.” Readers are

offered the opportunity to associate thewmselves with the

narrator’s motives. He is not reading out of idle
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curiosity, or because of anhy pleasure he talkes in zcandalous
orr =sensational incidents: "The position is faced, and that
iz all.”

The narrator then procedes to widen the gulf which the

reader has already been encouraged to believe exists between

Diana of the Crossways and popular writing. The novel i=s
elevated by the narrator’s labelling of its distinctive
quality a=s "philo=ophy" (p.13). This word would have
several connotations for a contemporary baudien:e. The
7703+Drd English Dictionary cites two uzesz of the word from

the 1680s:

Whatever i= real is rational, and with all that is
rational philosophy claims to deal...So far from
resting 1in what = finite and relative, the
peculiar domain of philosophy i=s absolute truth.
(Caird, Philo=s. Relig. 1830} '

That philo=zophy only means psychology and morals,
or in the last resort wmetaphysics, i= an idea
slowly developed through the eighteenth century,
owing to the victorious advance=s of science (Edip.
Review 1887)

"Philozophy" iz here associated with the words "rational,”
"real,"” "atk=olute truth,” "peychology,” "morals,"

- "metaphysics” and "science.” The narrator uses the word in

| & general sense which evoltes all these associations:

Whereas a single flight of brains will reach and
embrace herj give you the =savour of Truth, the
right use of the senszes, Reality’z infinite
svweetnessi for these things are in philosophyi and
the fiction which is the summary of actual Life,
the within and without of us, is, prose or verse,
plodding or sparing, philo=zophy’s elect
handmaiden. {(p.14)
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"Philo=ophy" is peﬁsnni+ied, connected with the fundamental
concepts of "Truth,” "Reality” and "Life," and placed where
only a "$light of brains" can reach it. This rhetoric
leaves the reader with the impre=ssion that vhatever
"Philosophy" i=s it i= zomething serious, intellectual and
superior.

However, the narrator’s principal definition of the
term occurs in relation to the other styles of writing

discussed in the chapter. "Philosophy” iz everything that

-they are not: "And how may vou know that you have reached to-——

Philosophy? You touch her skirts when vyou share her hatred
of the sham decent, her derision of sentimentalism” (p.14).
The reader is directly exhorted ¢to adopt the narrator’s
attitude of "hatred" and "derision.” It is presented az a
matter of taste. Appreciation of Diana of the Crosswavys
demonstratesz good taste, whereas enjoyment of the “sham
decency" of scandalous divorce reports and sensational
novels reveals obvious bad taste. Moreover, the novel’s
“Philosophy” offers the reader an opportunity to improve his

tazte in fiction:

You have to teach your imagination of the feminine
image you have set up to bend your civilised khees
to, that it must temper its fastidiousness, shun
the grossness of the over dainty. 0Or to spealkk in
the philosophic tongue, you must turn on yourself,
reszolutely track and seize that burrower, and
scruk and cleanse him..." (p.16)

The reader iz offered an opportunity to regard a reading of

#he novel as an educational exercise, a rigorous and

PAGE 208



purifying experience vwhich will leave the reader =piritually
scrubbed and cleansed. Mot only i= it suggested that

individual readers will be improved by reading Diana of the

Crosswayss the chapter ends with the lofty claim that the
narrator®s fiction will perform the "service of helping to
civiliee the world"” (p.12). Directly after this
pronouncement the narrator brings the discussion swiftly to
a close, and turnz the reader’s attention to the tale
itself: "WUherewith let us to our story, the froth being out
of the bottle"(p.1?).

In this preface to Diana of the Crossways, Meredith is
using a similar technique to that employed in the court
reports that the narrator scorns. The reader is= encouraged
to believe that it is almost a moral duty for him to read
about a divorce case. "Secandal®” i= transformed into
"Philosophy" in the zsame way that it becomes a "public
service” in the court reports. The "Recspectables” are
provided with an acceptable excuse for their enjoyment of
the s=zenczational aspects of the novel. They are at the same
time reassured that however sensational the "story" may be,
Diana of the Crosswave is not a sensational novel.

The preface also demonstrates a similiar "sham decency”

to that o©of the court reports. The narrator condemns the

t
l

popular style of writing, while simultaneously imitating it
?in an attempt to arouse interest in the novel’s heroine. It
ﬁs through the sentimental and scandal-mongering diaries of
genry Wilmers and ﬁerry Wilkinson that the reader is
;ntrnduced to Diana, and given only such brief glimpses of

|
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"the circumstances of the scandal® (p.3) as will excite hics
curiosity. The haﬁnatur's address is in this way designed
to appeal to readers’ hypocrisy. It serves both to convince
readers of the novel’s respectability, and alzo to hint at
all the less than respectable episodes in the plot. It |is
this equivocal response that i= reflected in contemporary
criticism of the novelj one critic comwments in the =same
paragraph that "His way of telling the =story i=s, in the
main, as excellent a= he knows how to fashion it," and that,
"He titillates the impure appetite of readers by introducing
scandal and divorce proceedings.":i?®

The function of the first chapter, as outlined above,
iz <further defined when the chapter is seen in relation to
the rest of the novel. Chapter Two does indeed begin the
"=tory," not with a lengthy address to the reader, bBut by
immmediately =zetting the scene and introducing the principal
characters! "In the fizssembly Rooms of the capital city of
the Sister Island there was a public Ball, to celebrate the
return to Erin of a British hero of Irizsh Blood, after his
victorious Indian campaign” {(p. 17). It i=, however, not
just thizs =alteration in the narrator’s tone which
" distinguishes the first chapter so clearly from the
succeeding ones; the style is also markedly different. This
1be:nmes obvious when passages from both sections of the
‘hovel are compared.
‘ The first paragraph of the novel immediately introduces

1

the reader to the particular style of the preface !
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&mong the Diaries beginning with the second
quarter of our century, there is frequent mention
of a lady then becoming famous for her beauty and
her wit: "an unusual combination,” in the
deliberate svyllables of one of the writers, who
is, however, not disposed to personal irony when
speakking of her. It is otherwise in hizs case; and
a general fling at the sex we may deem pardonable,
for doing as little harm to womankind as the stone
of an urchin cast upon the bosom of mother Earthj
though men must look some day to have it returned
to them, which is a certaintyj - and indeed full
surely will our idle-handed youngster too, in his
riper season, be heard complaining of a strange
assault of wanton missiles, coming on him he knows
not whence, for we are all of us distinctly marked
to get back what we give, even +from the thing
named inanimate nature. (p.1)

The most immediately noticeable feature of this style is the
length of the sentences. This paragraph is composed of only
two sentences, one with S1 words and the other with 104
words. Mot only are these sentences 1long, they are also
complex in structure. The second sentence is made up of 11
separate clauses. Each clause refines the previous one in a
movement away from the original statement. In the course of
two senten:és, the narrator progresses from the specific,
"Diariez beginning with the second quarter of our century,"
to the abstraction of "the thing named inanimate nature.”
The density of the paragraph is further increased by the

inclusion of a quotation, a simile merging inte a metaphor

iand a final platitude.

These features, taken together, render the opening

sentences of the novel almost incomprehensible on a first

reading. The paragraph leaves the reader with the

impression that =something weighty is being discussed, rather

|
than with an exact grasp of the actual sense. The sense of

|

|
1
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the following extract from chapter four is in contrast quite

plain?

She told him not to think it necessary to pay her
compliments. "And here, of all places!" They
were in the heart of the woods. She found her
hand seized - her waist. Even then, so impossible
is it to conceive the unimaginable even when the
apparition of it sSmites us, she expected some
protesting absurdity, or that he had seen
something in her path - What did she hear? And
from her friend’s husktand!

I+ stricken idiotic, he waz a gentlemanj the
tigresse she had detected in her composition did
not require to be called forth; half-a-dozen
words, direct, sharp as fangs and teeth, with the
eves burning over them, sufficed for the work of

defence. - "The mwman who swore loyalty to Emmal!”®
Her reproachful repulsion of eyes was
unmistakable, witherings as masterful as a

superior force on his muscles - What thing had he
been taking her for? - She asked it within: and he
of himselsf, in a reflective gasp. Those eves of
hers appeared as in a cloud, with the wrath above!
she had the look of a Goddess in anger. He
stammered, pleaded across her f1lying shoulder -
Oh! horrible, loathsome, pitiable to hear!..."A
momentary aberration...her beauty...he deserved to
be shot!...could not help admiring...quite lost
his head...on his honour! never again../(p. 46)

R This style is dezigned to hold the reader’s attention.
\ Simple sentences, dots, dashes and exclamation marks create
the impression of immediacy. The action is de=scribed in
cliches which require 1little effort on the part of the
\reader - "in the heart of the woods,;" "sharp as fangs," "the
llnqk of a Goddess in anger.” The characters® attitudes, as
lrevealed in both direct and indirect speech, offer no more
of a challenge to the reader®s understanding: "And here, of

all places!," "...he deserved to be shot!," "quite lost his

head.” The passage contains no complicated metaphors, or
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similes, but relies rather for its effect on adjectives and
images with a more immediate wvisual impact: "evyez burning,”
"reproachful repulsion.”

The incident thus described would have been considered
likely to appeal to public taste, even if it had Eeen
related i