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CHAPTER I

If one agrees that a major premise of literary 
criticism is that the test of a literary work is Its 
ability to be universally accepted throughout the ages, 
then it would appear that the works of William Makepeace 
Thackeray have not risen to the test, for anyone who 
studies the nineteenth century novel is acutely aware 
of the shift in Thackeray*s popularity from the nine
teenth to the twentieth century. Thackeray is viewed 
by the modern critic with dissatisfaction, and anyone 
who writes on Thackeray immediately finds himself on 
the defensive.

In his own day, Thackeray was regarded as a great 
novelist. Novel historians cannot fail to note that 
Thackeray was one of the most popular writers of his 
time. Thackeray's popularity was comparable to that of 
Charles Dickens. Prom an examination of the editions 
of Vanity Pair, it can be seen that Vanity Pair was as 
widely read as any book written by Dickens. Vanity 
Pair had six printings while Great Expectations had 
four; Pendennis had seven printings while Bleak House 
had two; and Henry Esmond had four printings while
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Oliver Twist had three.1 However, it must be noted 
that Dickens was far more prolific than Thackeray in 
the total number of novels written.2

Thackeray, moreover, was not only popular with 
his readers, but he also achieved popularity among his 
fellow writers. By far the most complimentary to 
Thackeray is Anthony Trollope. The following quotation 
attests to the adoration and respect that Trollope had 
for Thackeray:

It is not so much that he who has left us was known, admired and valued, as that he 
was lovQd. He who knew Thackeray will have a vacancy in his heart’s inmost casket, 
which must remain vacant till he dies. One 
loved him almost as one loves a woman, ten
derly and with thoughtfulness. One loved 
him thus because his heart was tender, as is the heart of a woman.3

Trollope’s idolatry of Thackeray can also be seen in his 
book William Makepeace Thackeray. Squally as compli
mentary as Trollope is Charlotte Bronte. Charlotte 
Bronte's dedication of her second edition of Jane Syr9 

illustrates her admiration:

lMWilliam Makepeace Thackeray,” Cambridge Bib
liography of English Literature. 19lJ.O, III, L\.2¡9-435•

2Thackeray's admiration for Dickens’s "inex- baustible fund” of imaginative resources can be seen in 
Charles Mauskopf’s article, "Thackeray’s Attitude Towards 
Dickens’s Writings," Nineteenth Century Fiction. XXI (June, 1966), 21-33.

3article appearing in February, l86i|, reprinted
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There is a man in our own days whose words 
are not framed to tickle delicate ears; 
who, to my thinking comes before the great 
ones of society, much as the son of Imlah 
came before the throned Kings of Judah and 
Israel; and who speaks truth as deep, with 
a power as prophet-like and as vital-a mien 
as dauntless and as daring. Is the satirist of "Vanity Pair" admired in high 
places? I can not tell; but I think if 
some of those among whom he curls the Greek 
fire of his sarcasm, and over whom he 
flashes the levinbrand of his denunciation, 
were to take his warnings in time-~they or 
their seed might yet escape a fatal Ramoth- Gilead .4
But in the twentieth century, Thackeray's repu

tation has steadily declined. Elizabeth Drew in The 
Novel, says "that the idols of one age often become the 
tenpins of another is nowhere better illustrated than 
by the fortunes of Thackeray."5 Thackeray's view of 
life, his moral obtrusiveness, and his method of tell
ing the story have been condemned by modern critics.
E. M. Forster in Aspects of the Novel, for example, of
fers this criticism of Thackeray;

May the writer take the reader into his confi
dence about his characters? Answer has already 
been indicated: better not. It is dangerous, 
it generally leads to a drop in the tempera
ture, to intellectual and emotional laxity,

in Michael Sadleir's Trollope, A Commentary (London.
1927), p .  2kk. --------------- ----------------------------JL

^■Preface to Jane Eyre (New York, 1900), xxiv-xxv.
W a n i t y  Pair," The Novel (New York, 1963), p.Ill
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and worse still to facetiousness» and to a 
friendly invitation to see how the figures 
hook up behind • • * • Intimacy is gained 
but at the expense of illusion and nobility.
It is like standing a man a drink so that 
he may not criticize your opinions. With 
all respect to Fielding and Thackeray it is 
devasting, it is bar-parlour chattiness» 
and nothing has been more harmful to the 
novels of the past . . . .  It is confi
dences about the individual people that do 
harm, and beckon the reader away from the 
people to an examination of the novelist's 
mind. Not much is ever found in it at such 
a moment, for it is never in the creative 
state: the mere process of saying, '‘Come 
along, let's have a chat," has cooled it down.6

Henry James goes much further than E. M. Forster in his 
condemnation of Thackeray to show a change in the di
rection of the novel when he concludes in "The New 
Novel" that the Victorians were only "hugging the shore 
of the real," James contends that the modern novelist 
must "push inland, as far as a keel might float,"7 and 
holds up Thackeray as an example of a novelist who keeps 
too far from the shore:

Who of the younger persuasion would not have 
been ready to cite, as one of the liveliest 
opportunities for the critic eager to see 
representation searching, such a claim for 
the close as Thackeray's sighing and pro
testing 'look-in' at the acquaintance be
tween Arthur Pendennis and Fanny Bolton,

6(New York, 1927), pp. 123-124.
^Notes on Novelists reprinted in Discussions of the Novel, ed. Roger Sale (Boston, I960), p. 50.
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the daughter of the Temple laundress, amid 
the purlieus of that settlement? The sen
timental habit and the spirit of romance, 
it was unmistakably chargeable, stood out to sea as far as possible the moment the shore appeared to offer the least diffi
culty to hugging, and the Victorian age 
bristled with perfect occasions for our 
catching them in the act of this showy retreat •

And finally, the modern view of morality can be seen 
in D. H* Lawrence's discussion of the novel. Lawrence 
adds to the growing number of Thackerian critics, for 
he says that in a novel, "everything is relative to 
everything else, if that novel is art at all. There 
may be didactic bits, but they aren't the Novel."9 For 
Lawrence beauty in the novel is relative, adhering to 
the particular time, place, and circumstance.^-9

Thus, through the twentieth century's extended 
definition of the novel as an art form comes much crit
icism of Thackeray. Generally speaking, contemporary 
critics use Thackeray as a butt set up by providence to 
show off their own brilliance. Some contend that 
Thackeray has a trivial view of life. In the opinion

8Ibid.t pp. 50-51.
9"The Novel," from Reflections on the Death of a 

Porcupine reprinted in Discussions of the Novel, ed. Roger Sale (Boston, i960), p. 9I4.. — —
1QIbld., p. 98.
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of critics such as Edward Wagenknecht, John W. Cunliffe, 
and Walter E. Allen, Thackeray’s "outlook on life" Is 
narrow.11 John W. Cunliffe in Leaders of the Victorian 
Revolution contends that Thackeray became convinced that 
all the vice in the world is mere snobbery,12 an indi
cation of Thackeray’s shallow philosophy. Walter E. 
Allen in The English Novel best represents this view
point :

Wherever there was a man, he saw a snob.
He saw this as the main driving force of 
society. This view of man has satisfied 
none of the critics • • • • No novelist 
of genius has given us an analysis of man 
in society based on so trivial a view of life.J-3
The critical opinions of those that say Thackeray 

holds a shallow philosophy closely parallel those crit
ics that saw his shallow philosophy as ambiguous. Gen
erally such critics maintain that Thackeray, the man, 
was undecided and uncertain in his view of life, and 
therefore Thackeray's characters are blurred. Some 
critics, notably Mario Praz, say Thackeray in his ef
fort to be realistic is doing the very opposite, for

^Edward Wagenknecht, Cavalcade of the English 
Novel (New York, 1954)» p. 2827“ -- -

12(New York, 1934)» p. 95.
^(London, 1954)» PP* 168-169.



his complete indifference to delicate situations often 
give the reader the wrong impression. Thackeray's 
practice, according to Mario Praz in The Hero in
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Bclipse in Victorian Fiction, represents "paralyzed 
realism."^ Thackeray, moreover, is also labeled as 
being sentimental rather than being cynical. William 
Lyon Phelps expresses this view in The Advance of the 
English Novel:

Never was there a writer less of a cynic 
and satirist than Thackeray; no doubt like 
many people, he thought he was severe; but 
as a matter of fact, he was a sentimentalist and a preacher, who loved humanity, saw its 
follies with the sharp sight of the humor
ist, and wished all the time that he could 
say something to make his readers profit by his personally conducted tours.15

In opposition to this view, Prances Theresea Russel in 
Satire in the Victorian Novel says that Thackeray as
sumes a mock sympathetic tone and that he "beats the 
satiric drum" when softer words would have been more 
effective.16 Lambert Ennis in Thackeray: The Senti
mental Cynic takes a more moderate stand and declares 
that Thackeray shows both the influence of the romance 
and the sentimental novel, but that he never regards

London, 1956), p. 201*.
15(New York, 1929), p. 112. 
l6(New York, 196i+), p. 2?0.
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society without a critical eye.“?
Moreover, many modern critics find Thackeray 

morally obtrusive. Lambert Ennis, Ernest Baker,
J. Y. T. Greig, James Oliphant, John W. Cunliffe, Percy 
Lubbock, F. R. Leavis, and Henry James,^- for example, 
all accuse Thackeray of this fault. Much of the criti
cism is explainable because the use of the omniscient 
narrator technique, which allows the author to inter
ject his own views freely, is out-of-fashion in the 
twentieth century. Thus, it is natural that it is this 
aspect of his craftmanship that has received the most 
criticism. For not only is Thackeray continually 
breaking through the medium between the audience and 
the novel itself, but he is also telling the reader when 
and where to look within the novel, and is teaching him 
obvious lessons. One cannot read a modern critical ac
count without concluding that Thackeray the artist has

17(Evanston, 111., 1950), p. 136.a O
, Ibi-d«» PP« 134-135; The History of the English Novel (New York, 1950) VII, 334» "Thackeray, a'Novelist by Accident," from Jane Austen to Joseph Conrad, ed. 

Robert C. Rathburn and Martin Steinmann, JrTTNew York, 
1958), PP. 73-75; Victorian Novelists (New York, 1899), p. 54; Leaders of the Victorian Revolution (New York, 
1934), PP* 93-95; Craft of Fiction (London, 1921), pp. 105-110; The Great Tradition (London. 1949), pp. 20-43; and Henry James; Letters to A. D. Benson and Auguste 
Monad, ed. E. P. BensonTLondon, 1930), p. 4CU
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violated the premises of pure art and has become a 
moral preacher. Ernest Baker, for example, accuses 
Thackeray of being excessively moral: "Thackeray's 
error was to approach the subject not as a simple humor
ist, but as a moralist and homilist--snobbishness is a 
crime, not a mere absurdity."1  ̂ Another critic J. Y. T. 
Greig says, "Nothing is more likely to remind the 
reader that what he is getting from the printed page 
is only fiction, than the frequented disembodied com
ment by the author."20 Greig feels that Thackeray's 
comment, his moral obtrusion, is "exasperating" and 
does not illuminate but "blurs and befogs." Another 
critic, James Oliphant, goes a step further and notes 
that "if he ¡Thackeray! had only been content to draw 
what he really saw, without distorting or selecting 
the images to make them illustrate his one-sided les
sons,"21 his reputation would have been much higher.

Apart from this adverse criticism, Thackeray 
still must be considered a first-rate story teller.
The appeal that Thackeray's story has is best ex
plained by Gilbert Kay Chesterton:

^Baker, p. 356.
20Greig, p. 73,
2101iphant, p. 57«
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The narrative style is garrulous and there
fore discursive. Indeed the way in which 
the tale Is told is in a rather special 
sense the manner of gossip. Much of the 
story comes to us by rumour; tales are told 
by one club man to another club man. The 
method of gossip has a certain realism; 
it suggests the same figure seen from many 
sides; like a single man seen in all the mirror of the London Club.22
It is Thackeray as story-teller that will con

cern us in this thesis. It is not the purpose of this 
thesis to defend Thackeray against all comers. That 
task is certainly beyond the scope of a thesis. This 
thesis will instead be concerned with Thackeray as a 
technician. What I propose to do in this thesis is to 
examine one narrative device employed by Thackeray--the 
parenthesis, in the hope of showing first that through 
the skillful use of this device Thackeray extends his 
characters and makes them live, and secondly that since 
the parenthesis is a forerunner of the stream of con
sciousness device used by twentieth century novelists, 
Thackeray belongs to the mainstream of the development 
of the novel.

Before I can discuss the narrative device of the 
parenthesis, I should make clear what exactly is ex
cluded in this study and what is meant by the narrative

22A Handful of Authors (New York, 1953), p. 56.
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terms that appear frequently throughout Chapter Two.
The material that follows serves only as a background 
to the discussion of the parenthesis.

First of all, when I speak of Thackeray as a 
technician, I do not speak of the form in Vanity Fair.
By form I refer to the structure of the novel, how the 
story is arranged, the organization of the story. When 
I speak of Thackeray as a technician, I am not concerned 
with elements of plot, historical background of the 
novel, or Thackeray’s development of the novel as a 
type? a novel without a hero. I am concerned with an 
element of Thackeray's style; but I am interested in 
his style only as it is involved with his use of the 
parenthesis, and I do not discuss, for example, his 
sentence structure, his diction, or his use of rhetori
cal devices. It should also be clear that I do not 
discuss Thackeray’s many other interrupting devices: 
dots, dashes, semicolons, inversions, ellipses, and 
digressions•

Next, I often refer to Thackeray’s use of the 
omniscient narrator, the all-knowing, every-present nar
rator. And Thackeray’s omniscient narrator comments.
By the use of a commenting narrator, I mean a narrator 
who allows himself to tell as well as show, who passes
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judgement on the characters. The narrator In Vanity 
Fair Is also a self-conscious narrator— he is aware of
himself as a writer.2^ And for the purpose of this 
paper, it should be clear that I make no distinction 
between the narrator and Thackeray. I am able to make 
no distinction between Thackeray and his narrator be
cause Thackeray allows his narrator privilege— the 
author knows as much as the author.2^

That Thackeray and the narrator can be regarded 
as the same is evident from the novel itself. For 
Thackeray says in the Preface to Vanity Fair that he is 
the manager of the puppets. In Chapter VIII of the 
novel, Thackeray asks the audience's permission to step 
through the medium to point out the wrongs of the char
acters. It is in the following passage that one sees 
that Thackeray and the self-conscious, commenting, om
niscient narrator are one in purpose:

As we bring our characters forward, I will 
ask leave, as a man and a brother, not only 
to introduce them, but occasionally to step 
down from the platform, and talk about them: 
if they are good and kindly, to love them 
and shake them by the hand; if they are 
silly, to laugh at them confidentially in 
the reader’s sleeve; if they are wicked and
23Wayne C. Booth, ’’Types of Narration,” The Rhe- toric of Fiction (Chicago, 111., 1961), pp. 153-163.
2i+Ibld., p. 163.
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heartless, to abuse them in the strongest 
terras which politeness admits of.
Otherwise you might fancy it was I who 
was sneering at the practice of devotion, 
which Miss Sharp finds so ridiculous; 
that it was I who laughed good-humouredly 
at the reeling old Silenus of a baronet-- 
whereas the laughter comes from one who 
has no reverence except for prosperity, 
and no eye for anything beyond success.
Such people there are living and flour
ishing in the world— Faithless, Hopeless, 
Gharityless: let us have at them, dear 
friends, with might and main. Some there 
are, and very successful too, mere quacks 
and fools: and it was to combat and ex
pose such as those, no doubt, that Laughter was made.2-?
A final distinction to be made before I discuss 

Thackeray* s use of the parenthesis is what I mean by a 
character that lives. I assert that Thackeray's paren
theses make his characters live. What I am referring 
to can best be explained in terms of flat and round 
characters as defined by E. M. Forster. The living 
character is a round character. And a round character 
according to E. M. Forster is capable of surprising in 
a convincing way. Forster in like manner defines the 
flat character:

If it [the character' never surprises, it 
is flat. If it does not convince, it is a 
flat pretending to be round. It has the

2:5Vanity Fair (London, 1869), I, 85-36. All 
subsequent reference to Thackeray's works will be to this edition.
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incalculability of life about it— life within 
the pages of a book. And by using it some
times alone, more often in combination with 
the other kind, the novelist achieves his 
task of acclimatization and harmonizes the 
human race with the other aspects of his work.^k
It is in the hope of contributing to our under

standing of what makes Thackeray’s characters live that 
I am undertaking this study of the parenthesis.

^Forster, p. 118.
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Two conclusions have so far emerged from our 
discussion of Thackeray. One is that Thackeray was 
admired by his contemporary authors and was widely read 
in his own period. The other is that Thackeray is an 
unpopular figure in the twentieth century, critics con
demning Thackeray for a trivial view of life, for a 
shallow philosophy, and for a morally obtrusive point 
of view. Since the emphasis of this thesis is Thackeray 
the technician, and since Thackeray the story teller is 
clarified In Chapter One, I can continue to show how 
Thackeray the technician extends and develops his char
acters through the parenthesis.

In this chapter, I will attempt to show explic
itly how Thackeray’s point of view enriches character 
development. Thackeray’s narrator comment is rich 
throughout the narrative and is found in a variety of 
forms— parentheses, rhetorical questions, Inflections, 
dashes. However, In this particular study, only the 
parentheses will be discussed in detail.

Grammatically, the parenthesis is a stylistic 
device which acts much in the same manner as the appo
sition. The information found within the parenthesis 
is added to the basic sentence structure and is
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supposedly not neoessary for sentence meaning. This 
makes the parenthesis especially suitable for author 
comment, because the interruption or break in the flow 
of the narrative allows the author to add to the narra
tive thought. The comment seems to grow out of the 
action and the telling of the action, for the paren
thesis in writing is similar to the conversational 
pause in speaking. Just as one in conversation pauses 
and adds a comment, one in writing adds a comment by 
the parenthesis— the device itself often tends to create 
the effect of conversation, and because of the conver
sational tone and the easy flow of the narrative, the 
reader is more likely to accept a character action or 
trait.

Just as the parenthesis is similar to the appo
sition in grammatical form, the parenthesis is also 
similar to the dramatic aside, which suggests that the 
written parenthesis evolved from the spoken dramatic 
aside. Certainly both the dramatic aside and paren
thesis have a similar purpose, for the parenthesis is 
usually a reflection on some narrative action, while 
the aside is often a direct reflection on some dramatic 
action. The structure of the parenthesis and the dra
matic aside are the same, for both are given directly
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that behavior by making what the world calls 
a good husband. He very seldom swore at her 
(perhaps not above once a week) and never 
beat her: . . .  She scarce indeed ever saw 
him but at meals; where she had the pleasure 
of carving those dishes which she had before 
attended at the dressing. Prom these meals she retired above five minutes after the 
other servants, having only stayed to drink 
'the king over the water.' Such were, it 
seems, Mr. Western's orders; for it was a 
maxim with him, women should come in with 
the first dish, and go out after the first 
glass. Obedience to these orders was perhaps no difficult task; for the conversation (if 
it may be called so) was seldom such as could 
entertain a lady. It consisted chiefly of 
hallowing, singing, relations of sporting 
adventures, b--d--v, and abuse of women, and of the government.3

Also indicative of Fielding's use of the aside is this 
passage from Joseph Andrews:

So have I seen, in the hall of West
minister, where Serjeant Bramble hath been 
retained on the right side, and Serjeant 
Puzzle on the left, the balance of opinion 
(so equal were their fees) alternately incline 
to either scale. Now Bramble throws in an 
argument, and Puzzle's scale strikes the 
beam; again, Bramble shares the like fate, 
overpowered by the weight of Puzzle . . . .

Or, as it happens in the conscience, where honour and honesty pull one way, and 
a bribe and necessity another.--If it was 
our present business only to make similes, 
we could produce many more to this purpose; 
but a simile (as well as a word) to the 
wise.— We shall therefore see a little after our hero, for whom the reader is doubtless in some pain.N-

3(New York, 1917), pp. 320-321. Fielding's use of the aside and those that follow are underlined.
^(New York, 1961), p. 30.







— What could my mother do?— She had the ad
vantage (otherwise she had been certainly overpowered) . . ¡7 1 “

22

In the nineteenth century, the point of view used by 
Jane Austen in Emma and Charles Dickens in Pickwick 
PajDern closely resembles the technique later employed 
by Thackeray. Certainly the use of the fictional aside 
often, in the form of a parenthesis, was common to 
Thackeray’s period,

Thackeray makes continual use of parenthesis in 
V Q n i t j y i Fair. While the reader sees a wide spread use 
of the omniscient narrator in both the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century, the reader of Vanity Fair is 
acutely aware of the fact that Thackeray uses more 
asides than any other nineteenth century novelist. 
Thackeray’s parentheses usually fall into one of three 
categories. First there are those parentheses which 
are factual which add information of time and place to 
the narrative. Second there are those parentheses 
which illuminate character, giving the character an 
added dimension. And thirdly, there are those paren
theses which contain the author's droll comment on the 
action or characters.

The parentheses which will be examined most

?(New York, I9I4.O), p. 1+8.
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closely in this study are those which illuminate and 
extend the character of Becky and Amelia. In order to 
show how the parentheses illuminate character, it Is 
necessary to have a basic understanding of the charac
ters of Becky and Amelia. Prom the narrative, we are 
led to believe that Amelia is gentle and loving, the 
epitome of female goodness as the nineteenth century un
derstood it. Amelia is an extreme example of the 
Victorian conception of the virtuous woman--ahe is 
self-sacrificing to her husband George and her son 
George, she is loving to the point of idolatry, and she 
is very kind, loving, and gentle to ail those around 
her. Physically, Amelia is pretty, is pink cheeked, 
and gives the reader the impression of purity. Gordon 
Ray in "Vanity Pair" in The Buried Life gives an excel
lent description of her character:

Amelia is presented as a small, shy, defence
less girl who makes her appeal primarily to 
the protective instinct of the men who admire 
her• She has the pure mind, the even temper, the warm heart that Thackeray had found in 
Isabella; but she also shares the deficien
cies of Thackeray's wife. Her mental horizon 
is narrowly limited; she has hardly any in
terests outside her family and friends. Her 
amusements are to play and sing at her piano and to gossip. Immersed in the small con
cerns of domestic life, she is equally un
able to take the place in society that George 
Osborne expects her to occupy and to share 
the intellectual interests of Dobbin. On 
most subjects she feels rather than thinks.
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She is easily stirred emotionally-~almost 
any disappointment reduces her to tears— , 
and she is a confirmed self-deceiver, never 
able to see people as they are, always al
lowing her picture of them to be blurred 
by her feelings. In sum, she is simple, 
weak, and ill-equipped for the battle of life
Becky is a foil to Amelia? she portrays the vice 

of ttie world and is clever, witty, and deceitful. 
Rebecca never fails to use another person, if it will 
bring her some advantage. Becky is a "man-killer;” 
she is able to deceive almost all men and all types 
of men. For example, she fools Jos throughout the 
novel, and she is able to deceive her husband Rawdon 
far longer than most women would be able to do. She 
also takes advantage of the intelligent Lord Steyne. 
Becky seems to have little emotion, caring for no one 
other than herself, a characteristic evident from the 
first of the novel. Becky is able to appear to be 
something that she is not— Becky is "sharp," as her 
name implies. Again Gordon Ray gives an apt descrip
tion:

. « • Alone and unprotected, she begins 
the world in the difficult and anomalous 
position of governess; and at every step 
up the ladder, she must struggle against heavy odds. She is not a beauty. ’Green 
eyes, fair skin, pretty figure, famous
g
(Cambridge, Mass., 1952), p. 31.
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frontal development,1 is the moderate sum
mary ol Dr. Squills. Mr. Clump, the apoth
ecary agrees; yet he is constrained to add 
that 'there is something about her.* Becky works her spell, indeed, by sheer talent 
and vivacity. She is 'an artist herself,' 
eminent and successful as a practioner in 
the art of giving pleasure. She sings with 
professional competence and is a notable mimic and actress. Prom the moment that 
she expressed her wish to see Miss Pinkerton 
'floating in the water yonder, turban and 
all, with her train streaming after her, 
and her nose like the beak of a wherry,' 
her wit is sharp and ready. Some of her 
sayings-— like ’I'm no angel’--have passed 
into common parlance. These qualities, 
together with her unfailing cheerfulness 
and contagious high spirits, win the reader 
in spite of himself, and he watches en
chanted as Becky carves out her career.^
In character development, the novelist usually 

reveals the character in a number of ways. The author 
places the character in action, thus indicating what a 
character would do in a given situation; the novelist 
often shows the character speaking, thus expressing 
what or how a character feels on a given subject; and 
the novelist may show other character's reactions to
wards this character's thoughts and deeds, thus giving 
the reader a more panoramic view of the character. 
Thackeray employs all of the above methods, and in ad
dition, Thackeray comments. Por Thackeray, the paren
theses are an important means for author comment.

(
Q̂Thackeray: 

New Y or k7~rW$77p7 T h e s e s  of Adversity. l8ll-l8[|.6
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Thackeray's narrator employs the parentheses in 
ten ways, all of which extend the character of Amelia 
and Becky to some degree. First, there are those 
parentheses which are purely factual, which may or may 
not include unnecessary information. Secondly, there 
are a series of parentheses which are morally obtru
sive, which tell us what we ought to think about Becky 
or Amelia. Thirdly, there are those parentheses which 
refer to the ideals of the characters--this type of 
parentheses reflect the aspirations of Amelia and 
Becky in terms of a goal in life. Fourth and closely 
related to the third type of parentheses are those 
which reveal something about the character's nature, 
those parentheses which in some way reflect upon the 
personality traits of Amelia and Becky.

Next, there are numerous parentheses which are 
written to evoke sympathy from the reader. There are 
parentheses which justify or explain the basis of the 
narrator's omniscience, the sixth type of parentheses. 
And seventh, there are parentheses which are simply 
sentimental asides and are therefore shallow. In the 
next type of parentheses, there are those which are in
formative, telling us what the characters believe or 
think. Ninth, there are those parentheses which are
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half-truths or platitudes which may relate to some 
character * s action» And finally, there are parentheses 
which show Thackeray’s cynicism.

The first group of parentheses to be discussed 
are the factual parentheses. The following three ex
amples are typical of this type of parenthesis:

She turned over all these thoughts on her 
pillow, and on the next day, when Rawdon 
went out to pay his morning visit to the Club, Mrs. Crawley (in a modest dress with a veil 
onj whipped off in a hackney-coach to the City: and being landed at Messrs. Jones 
and Robinson's bank, presented a document 
there to the authority at the desk, who, 
in r|gly, asked her, «How she would take

Packing up her shawl in a hankerchief, 
(another of the gifts of the good MajorK 
she hid them under her cloak, and walked 
flushed and eager all the way to Ludgate Hill, tripping along by the Park wall, 
and running over the crossings, so that 
many a man turned as she hurried by him, 
and looked after her rosy pretty faca.-^1

But Mrs., or Lady Crawley, as she styled 
herself, came to town at once (attended 
with her solicitors, Messrs. Burke,
Thurtell, and Hayes, of Thavies Inr5, and 
dared the company to refuse the payment.12

10Works, II, 11^.
11Works, II, 121-122.
12Works, II, 391. Other factual parentheses can be round in Volume One on pages 21, 106, 108, 132, 311 

and 379« In Volume Two, factual parentheses occur on pages 36, 300, and 3̂ .2.
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By placing the characters in time, place, or circum
stance, these parentheses provide background for the 
action. Generally, such parentheses explain where a 
character gets a gift, what a character wears, how old 
a character is, or where a character has learned to do 
something. Some of the information is necessary to pro
vide background to the situation, while at other times, 
the narrative does not need the information. As an ex
ample of essential information is found in the third 
passage given above. Furthering the image that Becky 
is a Clyteranestra (In Chapter XVI of Volume Two, Becky 
portrays Clytemnestra in a charade and is pictured in 
Thackeray's sketch, "the triumph of Clytemnestra." 
who has hurried Jos's death, Thackeray's narrator in
cludes the names of the solicitors who press Becky's 
claim to Jos's insurance— each of these solicitors was 
a famous murderer.1** These factual names, therefore, 
strengthen the reader's suspicion that Becky murdered 
Jos. And because the reader knows more about the sit
uation or background, the character is extended.

The next type of parentheses to be discussed is 
the kind that justify or explain the basis of the nar-

1 3 Works, I I ,  1 7 8 .

^ R a y ,  The Buried L i f e , p .  J4.6.
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rator's omniscience. The next three examples give this 
kind of information:
Why Amelia is chosen as heroine of Vanity Fair— This is 

certain, that if the world neglected Miss Sharp, 
she was never known to have done a good action 
in behalf of anybody; nor can it be "expected 
that twenty-four young ladies should all be as 
amiable as the heroine of this work, Miss 
Sedley (whom we have selected for the very rea
son that she was the best-natured of all, other
wise what on earth was to have prevented us from 
putting up Miss Swartz, or Miss Grump, or Miss 
Hopkins, as heroine in her place?). . ~ .15

Why Amelia is called "young lady"— Directly she under
stood it to be her duty, it was this young 
woman's nature (ladles, she is but thirty still, and we choose to call her a young woman even at 
this age)--it was, I say, her nature to sacri- 
fice herself and to fling all that she had at the feet of the beloved object.-0

Who "the person" refers to--At the end of half an hour, 
the meal over, Miss Rebecca Sharp (for such, as
tonishing to state, is the name of her who has 
been described ingeniously as 'the person' hitherto), went up-stairs again to her pat-.i an*»w 
rooms, from which, with the most engaging po
liteness, she eliminated poor Firkin.17

What is done in the above parentheses is common to
Thackeray's technique of narration. One can easily
recall any number of passages that show Thackeray

■^works, I, 20.
l6Works, II, 2i+9.
17Works, I, li|0. Other parentheses that explain the basis of the narrator's omniscience are found in Volume I, pages 92 and 23ij..
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closing the door’* to something that the reader need 
not see. Usually in this type of parenthesis, Thackeray 
will explain why he has chosen a particular character 
for some particular role in the novel; this can be seen 
from the first example given above. The narrator in 
this type of parentheses may also inform the reader how 
he received the information he is telling— where the 
story came from. These parentheses illuminate charac
ter because often the reason or explanation involves 
emphasis on some particular character trait. When the 
narrator says he chooses Amelia as heroine because she 
is the "best-natured of them all,” he is telling or re
emphasizing one aspect of Amelia’s character.
Thackeray’s narrator leaves no doubt in the mind of the 
reader.

Thirdly, there are a number of parentheses which 
show the narrator’s opinion of a character in the novel 
or character’s action in the novel. Prom the many ex
amples of moral obtrusiveness in Vanity Pair, these ex
amples best represent this kind of parentheses:

She liked him for his attachment to her hus
band (to be sure there was very little merit liLthat), and she thought" George was mnsf. 
generous and kind in extending his friendship to his brother officer « ü

1^Works. I, 261)..
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And her neglect of her parents (and indeed 
there was some foundation for this charge 
which the poor child's uneasy conscience brought against her) was now remembered 
for the first time, and caused her to blush 
with humiliation.1'

On one occasion, when out at a very fine 
house, Rebecca was (perhaps rather ostenta
tious ) holding a conversation in the 
French language with a celebrated tenor 
singer of that nation, while Lady Grizzel 
Macbeth looked over her shoulder scowling at the pair .20

What the parenthesis in the examples above reveals 
about character is largely the narrator’s approval or 
disapproval of an action, which suggests that the nar
rator has the correct standard of judgement. Although 
the modern reader will very likely rebel against such 
comment, this type of parenthesis does cause the reader 
to reflect upon a character's action, more than he 
might do otherwise. Again, a character's trait is 
often emphasized; the character's ostentatiousness is 
reiterated in the third example above.

Particularly revealing of the character of 
Amelia and Becky are those parentheses which tell 
something of the nature of the two characters.

^ o r k s , I, 268.
20Works, II, 172. Other parentheses that show 

judgement of the characters are found in Volume One, 2i+ and 122; in Volume Two, 359.
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Numerous throughout the novel, the following examples
illustrate this type of parentheses:

Rebecca took such a tender leave of Amelia 
as became two women who loved each other 
as sisters; and having used her handker
chief plentifully, and hung on her friends 
neck as if they were parting for ever, and 
waved the handkerchief (which was quite dry, by the way) out of window, as the 
carriage drove off, she came back to the 
breakfast table, and ate some prawns with a good deal of appetite, . . . .21

And I trust there is no reader of this 
little story who has not discernment 
enough to perceive that the Miss Eliza 
Styles (an old schoolfellow, Rebecca said, 
with whom she had resumed an active cor
respondence of late, and who used to fetch 
these letters from the saddler's), wore 
brass spurs, and large curling mustachios, and was indeed no other than Captain RawdonCrawley.22

Peeking at Amelia and Dobbin, Becky dis
plays her cunning, clever ways--Jos wasn’t 
up yet; Becky not visible (though she 
looked at them through the blinds) .23

It now became clear to every soul in the 
house, except poor Amelia, that Rebecca 
should take her departure, and high and 
low (always with the one exception) agreed 
that that event should take place as

21Works, I, 278-279.
22works, I, 16 6.
23Works, II, 337.
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speedily as possible.2^
These parentheses tend to Illustrate and clarify char
acter, revealing something of the temperament and per
sonality of the two women. Any parentheses that tell 
some quality of character, such as Becky being clever 
and cunning, or show Becky being clever or cunning as 
do the examples above, re-establish and illustrate 
qualities in character which make the character memora
ble. One remembers, for example, Becky peeking through 
the blinds, or one remembers Becky's colorful temper-- 
these details are often given through the parentheses.

Closely related to the type of parentheses which 
show the nature of Becky and Amelia are the parentheses 
that reveal something of their ideals. Giving the 
character's desires and wishes is illustrated through 
the following parentheses:

Holding this kind of conversation, and building numberless castles in the air (which 
Amelia adorned with all sorts of flower- 
gardens, rustic walks, country churches,
Sunday schools, and the like; while George 
had his mind's eye directed to the stables, 
the kennel, and the cellar), this young pair 
passed away a couple of hours very pleas
antly; and as the Lieutenant had only that

2^Works, I, 66. Other parentheses that tell 
something of the nature of the two cnaracters are found 
in Volume One on pages 69, 70, 106, 108, 158, 161, and 
314? in Volume Two pages 19, 96, 100, 221, 222, 224, 
319, 320, 345, 364, 353, and 378.



31+

single day in town, and a great deal of most 
important business to transact, it was pro
posed that Miss eSmray should dine with her future sisters-in-law.

Emmy, when she went away from Brompton, en
dowed Mary with every article of furniture 
that the house contained: only taking away 
her pictures (the two pictures over her bed) and her piano . . .

. . .  On the second mishap, little Becky, 
with the greatest spirit and kindness, had 
borrowed a sum of money from Lord Southdown, 
and had coaxed her husband's creditor (who 
was her shawl, velvet-gown, lace pocket- 
handkerchief, the tim-crack purveyor, in
deed) to take a portion of the sum claimed, 
and Rawdon's promissory note for the remainder: . . .̂ 7

These parentheses also clarify character, because they 
relate what is important to Becky or Amelia, what moti
vates their actions. For Amelia, the ideals are true 
to the Victorian period--Amelia sentimentally sees 
flower gardens, rustic walks, country churches, Sun
day schools. George and later her 3on George are the 
idols in her mind. All of Amelia's thoughts reflect 
romantic ideals and are domestic and vocational.

^ Works, I, 13 0 .
26Works, II, 279.
2^Works, II, 197-198. Other parentheses reveal

ing the nature of Becky and Amelia are found in Volume
One, page 21 and in Volume Two, pages 16^-170.
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Becky’s ideals, on the other hand, are materialistic. 
Becky’s interest in possessing velvet-gowns and lace 
pocket-handkerchiefs show her main concerns in life, 
the desire to make an appearance, to be something she 
is not. Lacking money from childhood, Becky's aspira
tions center around materialistic gain. The paren
theses which reveal something of the character's ideals 
extend the character by providing an explanation for 
their actions.

There are also those parentheses in which
Thackeray tries to evoke sympathy from the reader:

The man of the Fancy Repository and Brompton 
Emporium of Fine Arts (of whom she bought 
the screens, vainly hoping that he would re- 
purchase them when ornamented by her handTT 
can hardly hide the sneer with which he ex
amines these feeble works of art.

She went up to one of the open windows (one 
of those at which she used to gaze with a 
sick heart when the child was first taken 
from her), and thence as shelooked out she 
could see, over the trees of Russell Square 
the old house in which she herself was born

It was after this visit that Becky, who had 
paid her weekly bills, Becky who had made 
herself agreeable to everybody in the house, 
who smiled at the landlady, called the

28Works, II, 157.
29Works, II, 301-302.
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waiters 'Monsieur,1 and paid the chamber
maids in politeness and apologies, what far 
more than compensated for a little niggard
liness in point of money (of which Becky 
was never free), that Becky, we say, re
ceived a notice to quit from the landlord,• • •

Sympathy for Amelia is achieved by showing that the 
character is following an honorable code and has high 
morals. When the characters seem to be a victim of the 
circumstances, sympathy is expected from the reader.
The parentheses in which Thackeray refers to Amelia are 
obviously intended to evoke sympathy. For example, 
Thackeray wants the reader to feel sorry for Amelia be
cause her virtue is not rewarded; when the reader feels 
that the passage is excessively sentimental, the reason 
is usually that Thackeray is guilty of over-writing. 
Thackeray does not view Becky with the sympathy he has 
for Amelia. This unsympathetic view is explainable, 
for Becky does not have high morals or an honorable 
code; however, Thackeray's narrative does at times gain 
sympathy for Becky. These passages occur when Becky is 
ignored at a party, or when Becky has no money. The 
sympathetic passages reflect the ideals of the two char
acters; sympathy is elicited when the character's

•̂ W orks, II, 336. Other parentheses trying to
evoke sympathy from the reader are found in Volume One,
page 334 and in Volume Two, pages 3 6 , 160, and 221.
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ideals are frustrated by narrative events.
Closely related to the asides that gain sympa

thetic emotions from the reader are the parentheses 
which are purely sentimental and very shallow. Typical 
of these over-written passages are the following:

And every night and every morning he and she 
--(in that awful and touching communion which 
I think must bring a thrill to the heart of 
every man who witnesses or who remembers it) 
--the mother and the little boy--prayed to Our Father together . . .31

’Thank you, dear Joseph,’ said Amelia, quite 
ready to kiss her brother, if he were so 
minded. (And I think for a kiss from such a 
dear creature as Amelia, I would purchase 
all Mr. Lee’s conservatories out of hand.)32

She used to try and sing certain songs,
(’Binsam bln ick nicht alleine,’ was one of 
them; that tender love-song of Weber’s which. 
in old fashioned days, young ladies, and when 
you were scarcely born, showed that those who 
lived before you knew too how to love and 
sing);— certain songs. I say', "to which the Major was partial.33

The narrator in this type of aside generally reflects 
upon past or present narrative action. His comment

31Works, II, 36.
3^Works, I, 39«
33>nrorks> II, 377» Other parentheses trying to

evoke sympathy from the reader are found in Volume One,
page 334 and in Volume Two, pages, 36, 160, and 221.
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reveals the character to be overly sentimental,, causing 
a humorous response. The general clue to such passages 
is commonly found in the adjectives used, for Thackeray 
overworks "poor," "dear," "wounded," and "sweet."
Again, almost all of the overly sentimental passages 
refer to Amelia, because sentiment is best achieved 
when a character is highly virtuous, which is true of 
Amelia rather than Becky. Neglected virtue seems to be 
the emotional concern of most of the sentimental pas
sages .

There are also those parentheses which are state
ments showing what a character believes, feels, or 
thinks about another character or towards the action of 
another character. The three examples given best il
lustrate this type of parentheses:

'I am alone in the world,1 said the friend
less girl. ’I have nothing to look for but 
what my own labour can bring me; and while 
that little pink-faced chit Amelia, with 
not half my sense, has ten thousand pounds 
and an establishment secure, poor Rebecca 
(and my figure is far better than hers) has 
only herself and her own wits to trust to. 3̂4-

She was glad to be able to own and feel how 
warmly and gratefully she regarded him— and 
as far as the idea of being jealous of 
Glorvina, (Glorvina, indeedl) Amelia would 
have scouted it, if an angel from heaven

3̂ -Works, 1, 9i+
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had hinted it to her.3'*

After every one of her visits (and oh how 
glad she was when they were over l) Miss ~~
Osborne and Miss Maria Osborne, and Miss 
Wirt, the vestal governess, asked each 
other with increased wonder, ‘What could George find in that creature?,3°

These statements of characters’ belief are especially 
revealing of the character’s personality. If the reader 
is able to know what a character thinks about another or 
about a particular situation, the reader will know the 
character; for actions and words deceive, but thoughts 
reveal. Because thoughts are in the mind, most of 
these kinds of parentheses are found in direct quota
tions. The narrator in this type of parentheses does 
not impose a belief or thought upon the character. The 
first example is a good example of a character's inner 
thought. Becky would never say she had a better figure 
in public, but the parenthesis reveals this to be her 
thought. Amelia, likewise, would never admit she 
dreaded going to the Osborne's home. The reader feels 
as though he knows the characters personally when he 
reads this type of passage. Knowing the inner thoughts

3^Works. II, 82-83.
•3 A Works, I, 116. Other parentheses revealing 

character beliefs are found In Volume One, pages 32,
3ÍJ-, 105, 38, 139, 152, 319, 3^0-341? in Volume Two, page 314.2.
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of the character also makes the character whole, a
round character rather than a flat character.

Many parentheses reflect a platitude or a half-
truth which is not only applicable to the character,
but which applies to the reader as well. The following
parentheses are examples of half-truths:

When he came home she was alert and happy: 
when he went out she pressed him to go: 
when he stayed at home, she played and sang 
for him, made him good drinks, superintended 
his dinner, warmed his slippers, and steeped 
his soul in comfort. The best of women (I_ 
have heard my grandmother say) are hypocrites .37 ' ~

This woman had a way of tyrannising over 
Major Dobbin (for the weakest of all people 
will domineer over somebody), and she or
dered him about, and patted him, and made 
him fetch and carry just^as if he was a great Newfoundland dog.3"

Messierus de Truffigny (of the Perigord 
family) and Champignac, both attaches of 
the Embassy, were straightway smitten by 
the charms of the fair Colonel’s wife: and both declared, according to the wond 
of their nation, (for who ever yet met a 
Frenchman, come out of England, that has 
not left half a dozen families miserable, 
and brought away as many hearts in his 
pocket-book?) both. I say, declared that 
they were aux mieux with the charming

37Works, I, 182.
38Works, II, 363.
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Madame Ravdonn.
This type of parenthesis Illuminates the character in- 
so-far as it applies to the circumstances which involve 
the character. The effect that the platitude has on 
the reader is one that makes the character appear more 
human. For example, if the narrator points out that 
everyone is guilty of lying at one time in his life, 
then the reader may excuse or more readily forgive an 
action of the character. This half-truth also suggests 
that the character has human failings--thus the charac
ters are made to appear in terms of the universal fail
ings. Amelia dominates Dobbin, because all weak people 
dominate someone. Or Becky is cranky for a moment, as 
all people are occasionally. The reader may accept an 
action of the character unconsciously, because he has 
accepted the platitude.

The final type of parenthesis shows the charac
ters in cynical or satirical terms. Through the eyes 
of the narrator, the reader, in examining these paren
theses, is aware of a character failing:

’Poor Becky, poor Beckyl’ said Emmy. ’How 
thankful, how thankful I ought to bel'
(though I doubt whether that practice of
39Works, II, 168. Other parentheses giving half- truths are found in Volume One, pages 75 and 328; in Volume Two, page 160.

39



piety inculcated upon us by our womanhood in 
early youth, namely, to be thankful because 
we are better off than somebody else» be a 
very rational religious exercise) I . .m-0"

Her [Amelia] eyes made notes of admiration 
for every one of the sentences in which Becky 
described the persecution of her aristocratic 
relatives, and the falling away of her hus- 
band. (Becky did not abuse him. She spoke rather in sorrow than in anger. She had 
loved him only too fondly: and was he not the father'of her~boy? ~

. . .  And in the next minute she had alto
gether disappeared under the folds of the 
old cloak, and was kissing one of his hands 
with all her might; whilst the other, I sup
pose, was engaged in holding her to his 
heart (which her head .just about reached), 
and in preventing her from tumbling down.^2

The outlook of the narrator is one that suggests that 
he is aware of the stupidity, frivolity, or vanity of 
a particular character. And in the parentheses, 
Thackeray feels it his duty to scoff or make fun of the 
character's actions. These parentheses seem to be an 
extension of the overly sentimental parentheses, be
cause the narrator uses similar situations. This 
parenthesis is also related to the morally obtrusive

•̂°Works» II, 359.
^ Works, II, 360.

Works, II, 387. Other parentheses revealing 
the characters in satirical terms are found in Volume 
One, pages 310, 335, and 316; in Volume Two, pages 218, 311, and 360.



parenthesis, because there is character judgement in 
the above examples; however, the reader does not forget 
the positive qualities of a character, but rather re
members the character's failings and achievements—  
these parentheses give to the character a quality of 
roundness.

Thus, through his varied use of the parentheses, 
Thackeray has given Becky and Amelia more character.
The information in the parentheses has provided back
ground of time and place, has put the character in re
lation to other characters, and has, in view of the 
narrative action, given the character a new dimension. 
Without the knowledge of certain details given in the 
parenthetical expression, the reader would have a much 
less vivid impression of the character. Whether 
Thackeray's parentheses be the inner thought of the 
character or the comment of the narrator on the char
acter, Thackeray’s use of the parentheses enhances and 
enriches the character’s nature.



CHAPTER III

Thackeray's use of the parenthesis has been 
shown to reveal character and to extend the personali
ties of Amelia and Becky. It has also been shown how 
the point of view by the omniscient narrator extends 
and fulfills the purpose of what Thackeray felt the 
novel to be. In this chapter, I propose to show that 
Thackeray's narrative style approaches the stream of 
consciousness technique. Thackeray's concept of the 
omniscient narrator in terms of the stream of con
sciousness technique is best seen from the type of 
parentheses that reveal the inner thoughts of the char
acters .

Before one can discuss those parentheses dealing 
with the inner thoughts of the characters, one must 
first establish what the stream-of-consclousness tech
nique is. The interpretati on that I give to the term 
is explained by Lawrence E. Bowling in his article 
called "What Is the Stream of Consciousness Technique‘.'',,

The stream of consciousness technique may be 
defined as that narrative method by which 
the author attempts to give a direct quota
tion of the mind--not merely of the language 
area but of the whole consciousness.

1PMLA, LXV (June, 1950), 3U5
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Robert Humphrey in the Stream of Consciousness In the
Modern Novel shows what I feel to be the purpose of
using such a technique:

. . .  Basic emphasis is placed on explora
tion of the pre-speech levels of consciousness 
for the purpose, primarily, of revealing the 
psychic being of the characters.2

The internal monologue, according to Edouard Dujardin,
is a discourse without a listener and a discourse un- 

t;spoken.-' Wayne C. Booth further clarifies this narra
tive method in a chapter called ’’Authorial Silence" in 
The Rhetoric of Fiction:

By the kind of silence he the author main
tains, by the manner in which he leaves his 
characters to work out their own destinies 
or tell their own stories, the author can 
achieve effects which would be difficult or 
impossible if he allowed himself or a reli
able spokesman tp speak directly and authoritatively to us

The main effect that Booth refers to is the "sense of 
naturalness" found in an "authorless” work. This sense 
of the natural can be seen in James Joyce’s A Portrait 
of the Artist. The following passage shows the contem
plation of Stephen Dedalus:

He closed the door and, walking swiftly to

2(Berkeley and L. A., 195U)» P* k •
~̂Le monologue interiour (Paris, 1931 ), pp. 58-59.
^(Chicago, 1961), p. 273.



the bed, knelt beside it and covered his 
face with his hands. His hands were cold 
and damp and his limbs ached with chill.
Bodily unrest and chill and weariness be
set him, routing his thoughts. Why was he 
kneeling there like a child saying his eve
ning prayers? To be alone with his soul, 
to examine his conscience, to meet his sins 
face to face, to recall their times and 
manners and circumstances, to weep over 
them. He could not weep. He could not 
summon them to his memory. He felt only 
an ache of soul and body, his whole being, 
memory, will, understanding, flesh, benumbed and weary
"Authorial silence," a free association of time 

and space, and an unspoken dialogue are present in the 
stream of consciousness technique, dissimilar to the 
omniscient narrator technique. In the first quality, 
"authorial silence," there is a notable lack of author 
comment. Although much of Henry James’s "Daisy 
Miller" is dialogue, the following passage shows no 
author intrusion; Winterbourne is anxious to see Daisy 
Miller:

Though so impatient to see her again he 
hardly knew what ground he should give 
for his aunt’s refusal to become ac
quainted with her; but he discovered 
promptly enough that with Miss Daisy 
Miller there was no great need of walk
ing on tiptoe. He found her that evening 
in the garden of an indolent sylph and 
swinging to and fro the largest fan he 
had ever beheld. It was ten o’clock. He 
had dined with his aunt, had been sitting

'’(New York, 1964), p. 136.
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with her since dinner, and had just taken 
leave of her till the morrow. His young 
friend frankly rejoiced to renew their 
intercourse; she pronounced it the stupid
est evening she had ever passed.“
Secondly, in the stream of consciousness method, 

the thoughts and feelings flow without any apparent 
logic through the mind of the character. The technique 
thus allows the character to have free association of 
mind, the ability to transcend time and space. A pas
sage from Joseph Conrad's Lord Jim illustrates this 
free association of the characters; Lord Jim, in tell
ing Marlow about the Patna, shows free association of 
past and present:

'Do you know what was my first thought when I heard? I was relieved. I was re
lieved to learn those shouts--did I tell 
you I had heard shouts? No? Well, I 
did. Shouts for help . . . blown along 
with the drizzle. Imagination I suppose.And yet I can hardly . . . How stupid . .
. . The others did not. I asked them 
afterwards. They all said No. No? And 
I was hearing them even thenl I might 
have known— but I didn’t think--I only 
listened. Very faint screams--day after 
day. Then that little half-caste chap 
here came up and spoke to me. "The Patna 
. . . French gunboat . . . towed success
fully to Aden . . • Investigation . . ,
Marine Office • . . Sailors' Home . . . 
arrangements made for your board and lodging'." . . . .7 6 7

6(New York, 1953), p. 20.
7(New York, 1920), pp. 134-135.



And finally, the thoughts and feelings are like 
an internal monologue, not spoken as in dialogue. The 
character expresses his innermost thoughts, thoughts 
that the character would not normally speak, thus re
vealing the inner being of the character. For example, 
James Joyce in Ulysses clearly shows this inner mono
logue :

Tenderly Bloom over liverless bacon saw 
the tightened features strain. Backache 
he. Bright’s bright eye. Next item on 
the programme. Paying the piper. Pills, pounded bread, worth a guinea a box.
Stave it off awhile. Sings too: Down 
among the dead men. Appropriate. Kidney 
pie. Sweets to the. Not making much hand 
of it. Best value in. Characteristic of 
him. Power. Particular about his drink.
Law in the glass, fresh Vartry water.
Fecking matches from counters to save.
Then squander a sovereign in dribs and 
drabs. And when he's wanting not a farthing. Screwed refusing to pay his fare.Curious types.°
It should be clear at this point that Thackeray 

never uses the stream of consciousness technique as it 
is defined above. Thackeray in no way is withdrawn 
from the narrative, as the silent author. Thackeray 
ha3 a continuous comment as is evident in the follow
ing example:

How they [Becky and RawdorT] were married is 
not of the slightest consequence to anybody. 8

8(New York, 1961), p. 272.



What is to hinder a Captain who is a major, 
and a young lady who is of age, from pur
chasing a license, and uniting themselves 
at any church in this town? Who needs to 
be told that if a woman has a will, she will 
assuredly find a way?--My belief is, that 
one day, when Miss Sharp had gone to pass 
the forenoon with her dear friend Miss Amelia 
Sedley in Russell Square, a lady very like 
her might have been seen entering a church 
in the City, in company with a gentleman with 
dyed mustachios, who, after a quarter of an 
hour’s interval, escorted her back to the 
hackney coach in waiting, and that this was 
a quiet bridal party.9
Thackeray, likewise, in no way allows his char

acters free association; his characters operate in 
chronological time; events and thoughts occur in order. 
The structure of the novel first considers the happen
ings of Amelia and then considers the happenings of 
Becky. The final paragraphs of the book show the 
order of events :

He Qyoung Rawdori|, too, has declined to see 
his mother, to whom he makes a liberal al
lowance; and who, besides, appears to be 
very wealthy, The Baronet lives entirely 
at Queen's Crawley, with Lady Jane and her 
daughter; whilst Rebecca, Lady Crawley, 
chiefly hangs about Bath and Cheltenham, 
where a very strong party of excellent 
people consider her to be a most injured 
woman. She has her enemies. Who has not?
Her life is her answer to them. She busies 
herself in works of piety. She goes to 
church, and never without a footman. Her

9Works, I, 16?.
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name is in all the Charity Lists . . . .10 
And Thackeray does not allow the character to 

work out his own being--Thackeray’s characters are 
shaped by author comment. In the very first chapter of 
the novel, Thackeray gives the reader his view of the 
characters. Thackeray in the following quotation dis
cusses Amelia:

But as we are to see a great deal of Amelia, 
there is no harm in saying, at the outset of 
our acquaintance, that she was a dear little 
creature; and a great mercy it is, both in 
life and in novels, which (and the latter especially) abound in villains of the most 
sombre sort, that we are to have for a con
stant companion, so guileless and good- 
natured a person. As she is not a heroine, 
there is no need to describe her person; 
indeed I am afraid that her nose was rather 
short than otherwise, and her cheeks a great 
deal too round and red for a heroine; but 
her face blushed with rosy health, and her 
lips with the freshest of smiles, and she 
had a pair of eyes which sparkled with the 
brightest and honestest good-humor, except indeed when they filled with tears, and 
that was great deal too often; for the silly 
thing Y°uld cry over a dead canary-bird;

However, there are a number of parentheses that 
do show the character’s reflections of the inner mind. 
Because the parentheses show an inner reflection of a 
character who is in conversation with another character,

10Works, II, 391-392.

11Works, I, 5•
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the form of these parentheses is especially suitable to 
the stream of consciousness technique. What is found 
in these passages is not the omniscient narrator tech
nique, because the type of parentheses that reveal the 
inner mind are always found in direct quotations. Nei
ther, it should be noted, can the technique appearing 
in dialogue be called the stream of consciousness tech
nique as the modern reader knows it; however, I propose 
to cell this Thackeray’s attempt at the stream of con
sciousness technique. And this attempt places Thackeray 
in the mainstream of the development of the English 
novel.

Three examples of those parentheses showing in
ternal analysis should be sufficient to show Thackeray’s 
attempt at the stream of consciousness technique. In 
this first example, Becky further reveals through the 
parenthesis her sharp, observant qualities:

'It seems to me you didn’t dislike that won
derful Mr. Joseph last year; Osborne said kindly.
'How severe of youi Well entre nous, I 
didn't break my heart about him; yet if 
he had asked me to do what you mean by 
your looks (and very expressive and kind 
they are, too), 1 wouldn’t have said no.^L

An even better example of Becky's inner thought is shown 

12Works, I, 152
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in the ironic scene which depicts a definite contrast
in Becky*s inner thought and outward action:

’My agonies,* Becky continued, 'were terrible 
(I hope 3he won't sit down on the bottle) 
when they took him [little Rawdoh] awayfrom 
me: I thought I should die; but 1 fortunately 
had a brain fever, during which my doctor gave 
me up, and I recovered, and--here I am, poor and friendless.̂ 3

Or, in this final example, Becky again reveals her de
ceptive character through an inner thought in contrast 
with an outward conversation with Jos:

*1 know you think me ungrateful,' Rebecca con
tinued, coming out of the window, and once 
more looking at him (Jos] and addressing him 
in a low tremulous voice* 'Your coldness, 
your averted looks, your manner when we have 
met of late-— when I came in just now, all 
proved it to me. But where there no reasons 
why I should avoid you? Let your own heart 
answer that question. Do you think my hus
band was too much inclined to welcome you?
The only unkind words I have ever had from 
him (I will do Captain Crawley that justice) have been about you— and most cruel, cruel words they were.' 1h
What Becky does in the above parentheses clearly 

iollows the deiinition of the stream of consciousness 
technique, not totally, but in part. Appearing in the 
manner, in direct quotations, that these parentheses 
do, Thackeray is thus giving "a direct quotation of

13Works, II, 359.
Works, I ,  31 3̂ ,



the mind.” The form assents to this proposition. And 
from the sharp contrast of outward action and inner 
thought, the reader is factually able to see the clever 
Becky at work. If Becky were to speak any of the 
thoughts given in the parentheses, what a different 
direction the narrative action would be forced to take 
■— Osborne would be put on guard against Becky; Amelia’s 
sympathy for Becky would have been turned aside; and 
Jos would have been less taken with Becky’s words. 
Moreover, the contrast between the inner feelings of 
Becky and her outward ability to turn a situation to 
her favor is further reinforced with the consistent 
image that Thackeray gives to Becky. The revealing of 
her mind thus gives something of her psychic being 
which is not inconsistent with her action throughout 
the work, serving only to verify Becky’s deceptive 
qualities. Therefore, by giving the inner thoughts, 
thoughts Becky would never speak, Thackeray has to some 
degree fulfilled the purpose of the stream of con
sciousness technique. Bradford Booth also expresses 
this view:

James remains apart and subtly interprets
what the character thinks and how he feels.
This is internal analysis. It differs more
in degree than in kind from the Thackerayian



or Trollopian aside.^5
With, the concept of degree in mind, the plausibility of 
Thackeray's attempt of the stream of consciousness 
technique seems to be less objectionable, even though 
Henry James would very likely disagree.

That Thackeray may be attempting what the modern 
reader knows to be the stream of consciousness tech
nique is also in keeping with the type of narrative he 
developed, the conversational narrative. Again, it 
should be clear that the conversational narrative is 
not the stream of consciousness technique; however, 
that the conversational narrative could be a prede
cessor to the stream of consciousness technique is en
tirely possible. John Loofbourow in Thackeray and the 
Porm of Fiction notes the change in form:

When in Vanity Pair Thackeray fused his early 
satiric expressive conventions into an inte-’ 
gral narrative form, a new kind of novel was 
in the making. In earlier fiction, content, 
form, and style were separate elements; they 
could be considered individually as subjects 
in their own right. But in Thackeray's major 
novels, as in the works of many modern writ
ers, these aspects of fiction are inseparable 
and the language itself is a creative ele
ment. The difference is like the familiar

11 The Novel1* In Contemporary Literary Scholarship, ed. Lewis Leary (New York, 1958), p. 267.
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contrast between classic and romantic art. 10 

What Loofbourow expresses in this quotation, he later 
terms as ’’unaccustomed harmony. " 17 Thus Thackeray* s 
style, according to Gordon Ray, when compared to that 
of his contemporaries, features chiefly ’’naturalness 
and informality.”1  ̂ Naturalness, it should be remem
bered, is one of the main effects of an authorless 
work. The apparent ease of Thackeray to express him
self is cited again and again by numerous critics,1^

i îiporm, Style, and Content in Vanity Fair,” 
Thackeray and the Form of Fiction (Princeton, 19514.),

1 7 Ibid., p. 7 7.
1^Thackeray: The Uses of Adversity. 1811-18k6 (New Yor k,~ 1955 ), p .“W l . ~ -- - - * -
197Geoffrey and Kathleen Tillotson, Introduction 

to Vanity Fair (London, 1963), p. v. ’’Thackeray was a 
born narrator— his stories can put us in possession of 
two or more personages, engage them in the interaction 
and, when that is over, leave us with the aesthetic 
satisfaction of having witnessed the inevitable."; 
Lewis Melville, William Makepeace Thackeray (Garden 
City, New York, 1928 )» p. 2 Me1 v i11 e says,Thackeray's style was founded upon the masters of the 
eighteenth century, and in this respect his books bear 
comparison with Addison and Fielding and Steele. Yet 
his style, which was born with him and is visible in 
his early writings, was almost wholly original. 'It 
is more like the result of thinking aloud than any 
other writer,' Professor Saintsbury has put it hap
pily. 'But it is also more than this. The writer 
thinks for himself and for 'the other fellow'--for an 
imaginary interlocutor who makes objections, spies the 
ludicrous side of what has been said, and so on"; And 
John W. Dodds, Thackeray: A Critical Portrait (New
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somewhat paradoxical when one considers all the criti
cism against Thackeray's narrative point of view.

Parallel to Thackeray's use of the conversational 
technique is th© modern novel. Almost all of the novels 
written today are developed in the informal method that 
Thackeray employed; the narrator is not present; the 
point of view is stream of consciousness, but the gen
eral format is informal, tending towards the conversa
tional. And the informal tone of Thackeray's narrative 
readily adapts to the modern form. For as I explained 
in Chapter Two, Thackeray in his use of the parenthesis 
easily goes from narrative action to the use of the 
parenthetical device. The parenthesis fits in with the 
conversational tone of the narrative— the reader thinks 
of the addition in thought in terms of an added comment 
in conversation. Therefore, there is a parallel in 
terms of the tone established in Thackeray’s use of the 
parenthesis and the stream of consciousness technique.

York, 19̂ 4-1), p. 120. Dodds says, "This method ¡ narrator method]] is of course the seemingly casual, chatty 
soliloquizing of a man sitting in his arm-chair by the 
fireside and telling a story. It is of all narrative 
manners the most flexible, but also the one most likely 
to lead into windy digression. Thackeray keeps the di
gressions under reasonably good control in Vanity Fair, 
although his approach allows for a variety of moods and 
comments. Typically it permits him to pluck the reader 
by the sleeve and draw him off into a corner, there to 
comment familiarly upon the passing scene.”
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The parallel is the naturalness, the even flow of nar
rative events, achieved in both forms.

Coupled with the conversational method (the easy 
flow of narrative) and similar in degree in terms of 
revealing the inner thoughts of character, Thackeray’s 
narrative method can be seen as a predecessor of the 
stream of consciousness technique, thus placing 
Thackeray in the mainstream of the development of the 
novel.
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