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Lecture Thirty-Three 

The 1840s—Growth of the Realistic Novel 

Scope: Various forms of literature seem to flourish during particular historical periods, and in the 1840s we see the growth of the realistic novel. This decade also witnessed a wave of revolutions in Europe and a trade depression in England that threw millions into unemployment. English fiction of the period addressed these social problems and asked questions about the direction the country was taking. Several factors combined to bring about the flowering of fiction at this time, including an enlargement of the literate audience, the emergence of libraries and inexpensive reprints of books, and the development of the railroad in England. In this lecture, we’ll look at four novels from this remarkable period: Dombey and Son by Dickens, Mary Barton by Mrs. Gaskell, Sybil by Disraeli, and Vanity Fair by Thackeray. Each of these works made statements of importance in a decade when fiction truly mattered. 

Outline 

I. A theme running throughout these lectures is that various forms of literature bloom and flower during particular periods, grown in the soil, so to speak, of specific times, places, and socio-historical circumstances. 

A. The 1840s saw a spectacular growth of one branch of English literature, the realistic, or as the Victorians called it, the matter-of-fact novel. 

B. The 1840s was also a dynamic decade, associated with a second wave of revolution in Europe that took place in 1848. In England, trade depression threw millions into unemployment. Fiction noted the hard times experienced by the working and lower classes. 

C. The novel did much more than isolate social problems in the 1840s. The great thinker of the Victorian period, Thomas Carlyle, coined another term that aptly covers the large enterprise of 1840s fiction: “the condition-of-England question.” What direction was the country taking? 1. Readers of the time believed that novels were important; fiction mattered in the 1840s in a way that it hadn’t before and rarely has since. 

2. Benjamin Disraeli, a future prime minister, even outlined his vision of a Tory-led England in his Young England trilogy of the 1840s. It is a mark of the prestige of the novel during this period that it could be used to define a political program. 

II. A number of socioeconomic and cultural factors combined to produce this flowering of fiction and its dominance at this particular moment. 

A. In mid-Victorian England, the reading public was greatly enlarged. By 1845, fiction had become a massmarket commodity. 

1. The novel is an expensive commodity to produce and distribute. It presupposes a large, literate audience that will make publication a worthwhile financial proposition. 

2. It is also true that fiction is a complex literary form that encompasses the idea of intertextuality—that is, to respond intelligently to a novel, one needs to have read many other novels. 

B. In the 1840s, the great circulating libraries were founded and began to dominate the distribution of fiction in England’s cities. At the same time, cheap reprints began to appear, which made fiction accessible for relatively small amounts of money. 

C. The main factor in the remarkable flowering of the novel in the 1840s seems, however, rather unexpected: the railway. The mid-1830s to late 1840s saw a vast and rapid growth in England of a national railway network. As it had led the Industrial Revolution, Britain led the way globally in the age of steam transport. 

1. Britain had certain advantages in this leadership, including the fact that the steam engine had been invented there. Britain is also a compact landmass with a concentrated population. 

2. Huge wealth had been generated by the industrial powerhouse of the English north, Manchester, as well as in London. Some of that money was invested in municipal construction, but the bulk went into rail transport, the infrastructure that would turn Great Britain into the United Kingdom. 

III. With this background let’s now turn to four novels of the 1840s: Dombey and Son by Dickens, Mary Barton by Mrs. Gaskell, Sybil by Disraeli, and Vanity Fair by Thackeray. We begin with Dombey and Son, originally serialized from 1846–1848. 

A. The cover of Dombey and Son clearly reveals one of the main themes in the novel, capitalism; the title also points us in that direction. 

1. The title is double-edged. Superficially, it refers to the way in which dynastic firms advertise themselves to the consumer. But the subversive theme in the novel is hinted at by the words and Son, indicating family relationships. 

2. Everywhere in the 1840s, we see the thinking of Thomas Carlyle; among his arguments was that England must replace the “cash nexus”—the strictly financial relationships that capitalism sets up between people—with something more organic and familial. 

3. Society, as Carlyle saw it, was not an aggregate of buyers and sellers but a gigantic family or clan, with responsibilities and emotional ties among people. The story of Dombey and Son pivots on this Carlylean theme. 

B. Mr. Dombey is the proprietor of a large and thriving import/export firm. We never know exactly what type of merchandise the firm deals in; it could even be opium meant for export to China. We do know that Mr. Dombey is pride incarnate, and inevitably, pride betokens a fall. 

C. The narrative opens with the birth of a son. It matters little to Mr. Dombey that his wife dies giving birth or that he has a daughter, Florence. He has, at last, a son, Paul, to carry forward the Dombey dynasty. Sadly, Paul dies in a heart-wrenching scene. 

D. Mr. Dombey, desperate for another young wife, goes hunting for a mate in the marriage markets of the English spa resorts. He marries a coldhearted woman, Edith, who accepts his offer out of cash nexus motives. She subsequently elopes with Dombey’s villainous chief clerk, Carker, who has embezzled from the firm. 

E. Mr. Dombey is financially ruined and emotionally shattered. Finally, he realizes the true worth of his daughter and learns that family matters more than commerce. 

F. A vivid passage from Dombey and Son relates to the railway boom mentioned earlier: After the death of his son, Paul, Mr. Dombey goes by train to Leamington Spa in search of a new Mrs. Dombey. The Great Western Railway is brand new. 

1. Dickens captures perfectly the Victorian sense of hurtling along at the unimaginable speed of 50 miles per hour. But where was this speed, this awesome machinery, taking the Victorians? Where was it taking England? This is the great Carlylean question. 

2. 2. In prose that mimics the rhythm of the train, Dickens gives us his answer to the question: The train is moving toward death.
