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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. 

VI. Let’s conclude by looking at William Thackeray (1811.1863), a novelist whose range and vision are much more panoramic than those of Disraeli and Mrs. Gaskell. A. The title of Thackeray’s first novel, Vanity Fair, comes from Bunyan’s name for London in The Pilgrim’s Progress. For Thackeray, the title refers to all of England and the century up to the point when he was writing, the mid-1840s. 

B. The story follows two heroines whose lives are intertwined: The first, Becky Sharp, is clever, astute, and when pushed to it, criminal. The second, Amelia Sedley, is not clever, but she’s a good woman. 

C. As we follow them from schooldays to middle age, Thackeray gives us a satirical portrait of an England permeated with snobbery. “Ours,” he observes, “is a ready money society.” But it is also one that is distorted by the class system. 

D. Vanity Fair is a radical novel, but ultimately, it is world weary rather than a book that demands change. Nonetheless, the tone of Thackeray’s fiction is beguiling. His view of life is large and tolerant and tinged with a sardonic wit. He, of all the writers we have seen in this lecture, had a sense of the largeness of the novel if it was used to its full extent. 

E. The ending of Vanity Fair is one of the most unexpected and beautiful in all of 19th-century fiction: “Ah! Vanitas Vanitatum! which of us is happy in this world? Which of us has his desire? or, having it, is satisfied?— come, children, let us shut up the box and the puppets, for our play is played out.” 

VII. The novel, we understand, is not merely entertaining; it instructs us in how to live our lives well. A. The authority to make such pronouncements and have them taken seriously is something that even the greatest novelists rarely achieve, but in the 1840s, a whole generation of fiction writers did just that. 

B. The 1840s was a decade when fiction mattered, and even though it doesn’t speak directly to us, we can still enjoy and respect the fiction of that period. 

