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Abstract

This thesis examines the material and aesthetic sustenance which the novel as
developing genre drew from the burgeoning popular interest in the visual arts,
particularly the pictorial arts, which took place during the course of the nineteenth
century in Britain. The first chapter develops the concept of the language of painting
which for the purposes of the thesis refers to the linguistic transactions occurring
between word and pictorial image when writers on art formulate their impressions in
language. This type of discourse is described as governed by conceptual repetition and
firmly established techniques of ekphrasis, as well as by indirect and peripheral modes
of reference, not to the concrete stylistic features of the works of art under
consideration, but to their effect on the viewer, the metaphors they call to mind, and
the processes which can be inferred about their conception. The first chapter also gives
a survey of the most important thematic strains and structural developments which had
been imported into literature by the end of the eighteenth century.

A chapter is then dedicated to each of five nineteenth-century novelists, Jane
Austen, William Makepeace Thackeray, Charlotte Bronté, George Eliot, and Henry
James, mapping out their individual grasp and knowledge of pictorial art in their
particular circumstances, their experience of the art world, and the extent to which
their experience of art is mediated by current painterly discourses. Each chapter next
considers how pictorial material is appropriated in these novelists’ fiction and whether
the fiction draws structural support and meaning from pictorial concepts. The thesis
furthermore investigates the inverse question of how the fiction itself becomes a
context which not only reflects, but also shapes and alters inherited languages of
painting.

The second chapter approaches Austen’s social satire against the background of
the aesthetic traditions which she inherits from the eighteenth century. It is argued that
her own novelistic aesthetic gains more from the discourses surrounding the practice of
picturesque landscape appreciation (and related forms) than from Reynolds’s doctrine
of the general and ideal domiﬁating the mid to late eighteenth century.

The third chapter looks at the marked changes which occurred in the production
and appreciation of pictorial art in the early decades of the nineteenth century, and

finds that paintings and the language of painting became far more accessible as new



galleries and exhibitions opened to the public and were reviewed in periodicals and the
popular press. This is the background against which Thackeray’s expansive social
satire is examined. The discussion involves the ways in which his fiction makes use (or
fails to make use) of the variegated aesthetic emerging from his eccentric art reviews
and his fiction’s mimicking of the workings of caricature (and his own illustrations).

The fourth chapter shows Charlotte Bronté’s approach to painting as an
expressive rather than a satirical image. It traces her exploration of paintings as
emotional and psychological spaces, and focuses on the way in which her idiosyncratic
vision shapes and alters languages of painting acquired mostly at second hand.

The fifth chapter develops this enquiry by considering how Eliot’s intellectualism
deals with the personal and cultural symbolism inherent in works of pictorial art. It is
argued that her use of pictorial imagery reveals contradictory strains in her fiction: on
the one hand she employs a Ruskinian language of moral realism to theorise about a
didactic-realistic aesthetic for the novel; on the other hand the symbolic implications of
the works which she alludes to import an idealism at variance with this aesthetic into
her fiction.

Chapter six indicates that whereas Eliot’s attempt at illustrating her novelistic
aesthetic from the language of painting is almost entirely based on an appraisal of
painterly subject-matter, James expands the scope of this language’s signifying power
in fiction by deploying formal aspects of painting as structuring principles for the novel.
The thesis ends by briefly relating James’s use of painting to reflect self-consciously on

the shape of the novel to developments in the modern novel.
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Chapter One
The Language of Painting: A Method and Some History

Not only metaphor: cultural motif, immanent religion, a faith

and a church. One thing always linked to another thing.

In a verse epistle to his painter friend, Mr Jervas, Pope works imagery drawn from
the art of painting into skilled heroic couplets, giving concrete illustration to his belief
in the fruitful interaction between the Sister Arts. But the poem does more than pay
personal tribute to the joys and inspirations of such artistic partnerships.' While Pope is
musing upon the frequency with which “images reflect from art to art” in his own
experience (20), the poem itself enters into a vibrant and many-voiced conversation
about the arts which reverberates motives and ideas far beyond the immediate scope of
his creative friendship with Jervas. In the first place, he quite deliberately slots the
poem into a wider discursive context by attaching it, quite literally, to a text which lies
at the core of the gradually expanding body of literature which was coming into being

on painting in neo-classical England. The work is De arte graphica (1668), Du

Fresnoy’s terse Latin poem which activates a wealth of further intertextual links: it

explicitly moulds its title on Horace’s De arte poetica, stamps the influential ut pictura
poesis motif onto its opening lines, and fixes to these a polished fragment drawn from
the mythical past of aesthetic theory, Simonides’ vividly equivocal conception (quoted
by Plutarch) of picture as dumb poetry and poetry as speaking picture. In the rest of
Du Fresnoy’s poem, well-worn aphorism, classical precept, and technical advice stand
side by side, together providing a formidable catalogue of beliefs, ideas, and practices,
ancient as well as modern, surrounding the art of painting. Pope’s epistle refers
cryptically to many of these formulas, deftly turning painterly concept into literary
effect, adapting Du Fresnoy (and his sources) to his own purposes, and even drawing
creative sustenance from the fact that he is not dealing with the parent text in the
original, but in the ready-transmuted form of Dryden’s prose translation (which, in
turn, relies heavily on De Piles’ loose rendering of the poem into French).

The intertextual chain, initially forged quite self-consciously, soon passes out of

Pope’s personal control, for in the second place his poetic tribute to Jervas (through



Du Fresnoy and Dryden) forms part of a whole group of writings related in some way

or other to De arte graphica. One of these, William Mason’s florid poetic translation of

1783, reprints the “Epistle to Jervas” in its entirety, thus again fusing Pope’s poem, this
time retrospectively, with Du Fresnoy’s appearance and continued influence in English
writing on painting. Using Pope as a model, Mason prefaces his translation with an
epistle to Joshua Reynolds, whose authoritative “Notes on the Art of Painting”

functions as an appendix to this encyclopaedic edition of De arte graphica.> Mason’s

epistle itself offers a veritable index of cross-references to the history of Du Fresnoy’s
assimilation into English letters. It points out that Dryden’s translation, done for money
rather than for love, is less than perfect, that the “illustrious wreath for Friendship’s
shrine” (25) which Pope has fashioned out of Dryden’s prose and Du Fresnoy’s
painterly imagery is ingenious, but misplaced on Jervas’s head, that his own prefatory
“lays” do not aspire to praise Reynolds for his painting (though he hastens to assure
the painter that such verses, unlike Pope’s to Jervas, would be “truth-supported” and

would “flow secure” - 46 - 48), but for his reinterpretation of De arte graphica in a

specifically British context:

Know, when to thee I consecrate the line,

Tis but to thank thy genius for the ray

Which pours on Fresnoy’s rules a fuller day:
Those candid strictures, those reflections new,
Refin’d by taste, yet still as nature true,

Which, blended here with his instructive strains,
Shall bid thy heart inherit new domains;

Give her in Albion as in Greece to rule,

And guide (what thou hast form’d) a British School. (49 - 57)

“Metaphor” has indeed expanded into “motif” and finally becomes institution as Mason
charts Du Fresnoy’s progress in English letters from the “imagery” which his writing
on painting “reflects” to Pope’s art, to the cultural and national dimensions this work
acquires through the ministrations of the first Royal Academy president.

In his study of eighteenth-century treatises on art, Lawrence Lipking comments on
exactly this type of conceptual repetition and expansion in the language used by writers

on painting. He identifies De arte graphica as “one of those works which set the terms




in which men wrote about the arts”, suggesting, at the same time, that such an
established “ language” invites constant revision since its handy formulas tend to find
their way into a variety of contexts and situations which reshape or manipulate their
meanings.* Thus, the complex of translations, commentaries, essays, and poems
appended to Du Fresnoy’s verse treatise eventually comes to represent not so much a
concern with the original text, but the various aims and projects of those who
constructed their own work, in some way or other, from material assembled in De arte
graphica.’ Du Fresnoy himself, after all, knew how to borrow poetic stature and
authority for his undertaking by conflating Simonides and Horace in the first four lines
of his poem.

What the French aesthetician’s lingering presence in English letters illustrates most
strikingly, then, is the simultaneously traditionalist and accumulative nature of the
language which writers use in their dealings with painting. Words and phrases current
in this “language” acquire overlays of meaning which lend them conceptual or symbolic
force; and such rhetorical gains are constantly yoked in new combinations and contexts
as writers grapple with the business of turning painterly images and concepts into
words.

The objection might be raised at this stage that I am over-simplifying matters by
formulating a “language of painting” from texts diverse in status and aim. De arte
graphica is primarily a treatise on painting, whereas Pope’s epistle is a poem which
appropriates painterly material for mainly literary purposes. Mason, the self-
consciously literary translator, would operate somewhere between the two, combing
both aesthetic theory and English verse for a happy medium which would communicate

De arte graphica to the British cultural scene while giving him a chance to display his

expertise as a versifier. Inventing a single “language of painting” for all these texts may
seem far-fetched, and yet the cultural climate which gave rise to English art criticism
and history strongly favours such an approach. The late seventeenth and early
eighteenth century presented an environment in which English letters were flourishing,
while painting was struggling to shake off the reputation of being a merely mechanical
craft. The “dumb” art, moreover, of necessity had to rely on language (often on
literature) to become culturally articulate, a condition which inspired in English letters

much eloquent writing on the visual arts, successful in introducing painting to the



world as an art form to be reckoned with, but literary in mode and approach
nonetheless.

So, for instance, the first comprehensive English work on pictorial art, Franciscus
Junius’s The Painting of the Ancients (1638), provides a spectacular example of such
practice. Avoiding any direct contact with extant paintings, the work draws all its
material from Greek and Latin literary sources.® Less drastic, but still restrictive, is the
practice of searching painting for ideas equivalent to those which have been identified
and discussed for centuries in literature, a method which drives Dryden (admittedly a
reluctant commentator on painting) to his wits’ end in his obsessively traced “parallel”
between poetry and painting. Having ostentatiously paraded Aristotle’s ideas on tragic
flaws and their beneficial prompting of pity and terror in the beholder, he muddles
into the following amusing mismatch: “Such in Painting are the warts and moles,
which, adding a likeness to the face, are not, therefore, to be omitted; but these
produce no loathing in us”.” Even Reynolds, the indefatigable defender and definer of
painting in the later eighteenth century, often casts his own art into literary shackles.
He imposes, for instance, a collection of moral metaphors on the purely painterly
concept of draughtsmanship: an early and easily gained dexterity in this field suggests
to him “frivolous pursuits”, “corruption”, “impetuosity”, and “dissipation”. Instead of
indulging in such behaviour, young artists should contend over “ who shall have the
purest and most correct outline”. Or, more fundamentally, he chains the “nobler
branches” of painting to subject-matter “commonly supplied by the Poet or
Historian”, a restriction which inevitably forces further literary, as opposed to formal
or technical, criteria onto painting.8

Pope’s view of the Sister Arts in amicable co-operation, “each from each”
drawing “new strength and light” (16), is a popular one; but what emerges from the
survey above is rather an impression of literary dominance, a feature confirmed by
another equally popular personified situation in inter-art comparison - that of rivalry
between the arts. Poets often envy and painters gloat over the concrete immediacy of
pictorial art; and yet there is no doubt that as long as the contest is conducted in
language, which is the primary medium of one art but offers a mere approximation of
the other, literature has the upper hand. It is partly this confidence which makes poets

so eloquent and inventive in their appropriation of painterly material, for even while



praising painting for its excellence, they are subsuming this art under literary subject-
matter and form, indirectly strengthening their own art’s voice, and displaying its
articulateness.

One of the prototexts of inter-art comparison, Leonardo da Vinci’s firm assertion
of “How painting surpasses all human works by reason of the subtle possibilities which
it contains”, rather splenetically inverts Simonides’ dictum in an attempt to redress this
imbalance: “If you call painting ‘dumb poetry’, then the painter may say of the poet
that his art is ‘blind painting’. Consider then which is the more grievous affliction, to be
blind or to be dumb!™ But for all Leonardo’s irritation, the poet is of course not
handicapped in this directly inverse way. Although his means of expression may lack
the concrete immediacy of painting, his powers of observation, visual or otherwise, are
in principle as whole as the painter’s. Leonardo himself tacitly acknowledges this when
he sets about demonstrating to the poet his artistic inferiority by basing his argument

not on weaknesses of perception, but of expression:

If you know how to describe and write down the appearance of the
forms, the painter can make them so that they appear enlivened with
lights and shadows which create the very expression of the faces; herein

you cannot attain with the pen where he attains with the brush.'

Because of its vivid expressiveness, Leonardo claims for painting a proximity to the
central forms of nature, forms which are furthermore universally comprehensible and
not bound by individual languages as is poetic description. Centuries later, Reynolds
delivers a similar message, neo-platonised, to his Academy. Gleaning snippets from
classical literary sources on painting, he demonstrates how painting gives access to the
“perfect idea of beauty”; how the “intellectual dignity” of the “great style” lifts the
painter above the level of the “mere mechanick” and “produces those great effects in
an instant, which eloquence and poetry, by slow and repeated efforts, are scarcely able
to attain”.'!

Both of these painter-theoreticians, separated as they are in time and nationality,
are in dead earnest, defending pictorial art in their various cultural set-ups against
ignorance, easy dismissal, and over-simplification. To gain an impression of the

complete confidence which poets, by contrast, enjoy in the unquestionable superiority

of their art, one can put against these serious, contesting voices Dryden’s easy-going



panegyric on Godfrey Kneller.'? Thirty-nine lines suffice him to give a potted history of
art, from the obscure origins of pictorial imitation, a figure traced in “Coal, or Chalk”,
“Perhaps, the Shadow, taken on a Wall” (29 - 30), through stages of sporadic
development, ancient Greek attempts at adding “posture, shade, and perspective” (37),
the Roman decline, barbaric defacement of monuments, the “Iron Sleep” of the Dark
Ages (57), and, eventually, “Raphael’s Age”, when the Sister Arts “at once . . . rise; /
Stretch all their Limbs, and open all their Eyes” (59 - 70). Dryden is selectively

versifying here a system also underlying Vasari’s Lives of the Artists, which places

Raphael and his contemporaries at the pinnacle of painterly evolution."

Realising full well that he cannot legitimately put Kneller’s competent but
mundanely commercial portraiture at the same level as these painter-heroes’
accomplishments, Dryden nonetheless knows exactly how to exploit their excellence
for encomiastic purposes which not only profit Kneller, but also his own literary art. In
the first place, he firmly links the painterly stature of two artists from this age with that

of two literary giants from the classical past:

One colour’d best, and one did best design.
Raphael’s, like Homer’s, was the Nobler part;
But Titian’s Painting, look’d like Virgil’s Art. (62 - 64)

Next, he claims their kinship (distant, but flattering) for Kneller’s portraiture, not
forgetting to draw attention in the last clause to his own position as subtle interpreter
and guardian of painterly meaning, the one who offers his services as a translator of

painterly language:

Thy Genius [Kneller’s] gives thee both; where true design,
Postures unforc’d, and lively Colours joyn.
Likeness is ever there; but still the best,
Like proper Thoughts in lofty Language drest.
Where Light to Shades descending, plays, not strives;
Dyes by degrees, and by degrees revives.
Of various parts a perfect whole is wrought:

Thy Pictures think, and we Divine their Thought. (65 - 72)



A few lines later (87 - 88) he presents poetry as the watchful older sister who
undertakes to intercept and temper the blast of criticism threatening to blight the
younger art.

When it comes to addressing the theme of rivalry between the arts, Dryden is
either mischievously playful or magnanimously generous, in each case acknowledging a
respect in which painting surpasses poetry, while remaining supremely confident of
poetry’s ultimate superiority. So, he teases Kneller wittily by spiking an account of
painting’s more immediate appeal to patronage with a medley of s..tirical references to

its basic deceptiveness:

Our Arts are Sisters; though not Twins in Birth:
For Hymns were sung in Edens happy Earth,
By the first Pair; while Eve was yet a Saint;
Before she fell with Pride, and learn’d to paint.
Forgive th’allusion; ‘twas not meant to bite;
But Satire will have room, where e’re I write.
For oh, the Painter Muse; though last in place,

Has seiz’d the Blessing first, like Jacob’s Race.

Apelles Art, an Alexander found;
And Raphael did with Leo’s Gold abound. . .. (89 - 98)

Or, repeating to Kneller Leonardo’s claim that painting is more universally
comprehensible than poetry (124 - 127), he nevertheless continues to regard literature
as the foundation for the highest forms of painting. This assumption also offers Dryden
a tactful retreat from too unrealistic an assessment of Kneller’s talent; he presents the
painter’s “Genius” as “bounded by the Times” of lean patronage and bad taste (147)
which force him into taking likenesses for a living, instead of tracing a nobler subject-
matter, “Our Unities of Action, Time, and Place” (167).

In both poetry and early theoretical writings on painting, then, the younger Sister
Art more often than not appears decked out in literary hand-me-downs. Since the
eighteenth century the language used to discuss the visual arts has of course deviated
somewhat from early literary patterns and has become more tailored to the specific
requirements of such discourse. But despite the emergence of a specialised medium for

discussing painting, certain linguistic traits remain inevitably operative in the way we



think about pictorial art, and, since this thesis concerns itself primarily with literature’s
appropriation of painting and the language of painting, it becomes necessary at this
stage to arrive at as clear an idea as possible of the basic transactions which take place
between pictures and words. In this respect I have availed myself of an impressively
lucid account of the processes involved, Michael Baxandall’s brief introductory glance
at the “three characteristics of language that set preliminary conditions for the criticism
and explanation of pictures”."*

Firstly, he argues that “language is not very well equipped to offer a notation of a
particular picture”. Its “repertory of concepts” is “rather crude and remote” when it
comes to capturing “a plane surface bearing an array of subtly differentiated and
ordered shapes and colours”.'” There is furthermore a clash of media between
language’s temporally linear and painting’s spatial modes. Attempts at ekphrasis,
classical rhetoric’s ideal of plain declaration transferred to the literary genre of
describing specific works of art, are therefore bound to follow linguistic principles first,
no matter how closely the writer tries to adhere to a direct transcription of technical
details, formal relations, and so on.

In the second place, Baxandall investigates the linguistic shape which thoughts
about pictures most commonly take - and finds that the preposition “about” is literally
expressive of the “slightly peripheral relation” which descriptive language bears
towards actual pictures.'® This means that, instead of confining themselves to the
relatively limited number of terms that refer “directly or centrally to the physical

object” (concepts such as “large, flat, pigments on a panel, red and yellow and blue . . .

perhaps image”), writers on painting draw extensively on what Baxandall calls the
“three principal indirect moods” of language. These involve describing not the object
directly, but its effect, inventing comparisons suggestive of similar effect, and “making

inferences about the process which would produce an object having such an effect”."”

To the first category belong terms such as “striking”, “climactic”, or “sad” which
refer to “the effect of the picture on the beholder”.'® The last example should make it
clear why Baxandall regards terms of this kind as “a little soft” for use in critical
language. The second category, “comparison words”, provides a way of pointing and
strengthening descriptive language. To illustrate this type of term, Baxandall lifts the

phrase “columnar drapery” from Kenneth Clark’s discussion of Piero della Francesca’s



art, where the architectural metaphor lends shape to the critic’s remark on a particular
effect of painted drapery.”” To this I should like to add an illuminating example of

“comparative language” which also provides ample illustration for some of the further

points made by Baxandall on the language of painting. In The Analysis of Beauty
(1753) Hogarth employs the descriptive phrase, “the Serpentine line” on which he
single-mindedly bases his entire assessment of painterly form.”® Deviations from this
ideal of grace are usually associated with awkward or ridiculous effects. Raphael, for
instance, changed “his taste of lines” from “a straight and stiff manner” at seeing

b2 I 134

Michelangelo’s works, but then carried his fondness for “the serpentine line” “into a
ridiculous excess, particularly in his draperies: though his great observance of nature
suffer’d him not long to continue in this mistake”.?' Those sections of Hogarth’s
criticism which refer specifically to Raphael’s action or the processes of his art, clauses
and phrases such as “on a sudden changed his taste”, “he carried it . . . to excess”, and
“his great observance of nature” exemplify Baxandall’s third “indirect mood” of
language: they refer not to the painted object, but to “causes” which may have given
rise to a type of art like Raphael’s in his later period.?®

On the whole, Hogarth’s description of linear quality, serpentine or otherwise,
leads to a sensitive (and often amusing) formulation of meaning in visual form.
Attitudes of the human body in action come to constitute, for Hogarth, “a sort of
language which perhaps one time or other, may come to be taught by a kind of
grammar-rules”;” and, in fact, his commentary on a “sketch of a country-dance”,
drawn and engraved purposely to illustrate a wide range of painterly concepts and
effects, seems to be a first step in this direction.** In discussing this engraving he
devises a notational system humorously based on letter shapes and the symbols
appearing on playing cards (apart from, of course, the basic “waving” line representing
graceful beauty). So, for instance, “a Z stood for the angular position the body makes
with the legs and thighs of the affected fellow in the tye-wig”; “[t]he uniform diamond
of a card, was filled up by the flying dress, &c. of the little capering figure in the
spencer-wig”; and “the two waving lines were drawn for the more genteel turns of the
two figures at the hither end” (see fig. 1 for the shapes referred to by Hogarth).”

Angularity in this description clearly signifies affectation, the diamond shape comical

exuberance, and so forth.



Fig. 1. William Hogarth, The Analysis of Beauty, plate ITI,
(1753); rpt. in Hogarth: The Complete Engravings, eds. Joseph
Burke and Colin Caldwell (Secaucnus: Wellfleet, n.d.) plate 234.
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The extracts above with their precise reference to Hogarth’s accompanying
engraving also serve to illustrate Baxandall’s third main point about the “preliminary
conditions” which language sets for the “criticism and explanation of pictures”.*® In
Hogarth’s description “words and concepts” have to be “matched” with the relevant
shapes appearing in the engraving. The type of language used therefore functions
deictically since it aims specifically at linking description and object. This happens in
Hogarth’s description when the demonstrative phrase, “the two figures at the hither
end”, directs the reader’s attention to the relevant place in the picture. According to
Baxandall this is what happens perpetually in art-critical description where words are
after all used “in tandem with the object” and where much of their meaning depends on
the actual picture they refer to. Baxandall here speaks of the “ostensivity of critical
description” and goes on to point out that the presence or “availability” of the actual
picture referred to becomes an important determining factor for the structure and
meaning of art-critical descriptions. “Availability” can be of different kinds - a work
may be present in reality, in reproduction, in memory, or “(more remotely) as a rough
visualization derived from knowledge of other objects of the same class”.>’ So,
museum guides and exhibition catalogues usually refer to objects which are physically
present; most modern art-historical publications can rely on photographic
reproductions of art works; Hogarth provided his own illustrations; Reynolds originally
addressed his Discourses to an artistic audience who had at least some experience of
the technical matters he was touching upon and who were acquainted, if not always
with specific originals, at least (through engravings, memory or extrapolations of both)
with genres, schools, and the distinctive stylistic features of principal artists.

The linguistic features which Baxandall gathers from transactions between word
and picture stay active, but acquire a special status and signifying power in literary
works. As cultural artefacts, paintings bring to literature their own art’s structures,
which invite and inspire, as I have shown before, various forms of literary
appropriation. Like art critics or historians, literary artists come up against
incompatibilities between linguistic and pictorial forms of expression which they solve
(again like the other group) through indirect means involving focusing on the painter at
work, employing mediating metaphors for painterly form, or analysing the sensory and

psychological impact of the art work on the viewer. Unlike art critics’ efforts,
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however, those of creative writers are not circumscribed by the immediate need to
explain pictorial art in particular, and can therefore range far more freely and
adventurously among the “indirect moods” of language, using painterly material
primarily as a medium through which literary structure and meaning are pursued.
Pope’s catalogue of painters’ accomplishments in “The Epistle to Jervas” invokes

qualities associated almost as a matter of idiom with the particular artists mentioned:

Each heavenly piece unwearied we compare,
Match Raffaelle’s grace with thy lov’d Guido’s air,
Caracci’s strength, Correggio’s softer line,

Paulo’s free stroke, and Titian’s warmth divine. (35 - 38)

And yet, the sheer compression here into three pentameter lines of words which
conflate painterly technique and effect (as in Veronese’s “free stroke™), or which call
both of these up through moral and synaesthetic metaphors (as in Carracci’s
“strength”), adds considerable resonance to Pope’s warm poetic appraisal of artistic
friendship. Instead of referring to aspects of these painters’ art in order to elucidate
their techniques and stylistic impact, Pope’s poetry economically repeats art-critical
commonplaces of his day for the emotional “colour” and force they lend to his poetic
exploration of friendship and inter-art comparison.

“Ostensivity” likewise survives in an altered form in literature, usually no longer
directing attention to actual objects which complement the descriptive text from the
outside, but often mimicking this demonstrative function for the sake of creating a
greater sense of concrete vividness or immediacy in the text itself. When Pope leads his
reader from one fancy portrait to another to illustrate women’s moral inconstancy in
“To a Lady”, the “paintings” referred to cannot be identified with certainty (nor is the
exercise really a pressing or even a relevant one); his language, however, retains a
demonstrative immediacy through the measured repetition of deictic adverbs which

create the illusion of the reader’s being guided from portrait to portrait in an imaginary
gallery:

Arcadia’s Countess, here, in ermin’d pride,

Is, there, Pastora by a fountain side.

Here Fannia, leering on her own good man,



12

And there, a naked Leda with a Swan. (7 - 10)*®

Although the actual identity of these imaginary portraits is often not important, the
issue of “availability” earlier associated with the demonstrative function of art-critical
writing usually remains pertinently relevant in some form or other to the business of
interpreting painterly material which has been absorbed into literature. “To a Lady”
does of course not carry complementary illustrations; nor do the adverbs “here” and
“there” function in a truly “ostensive” capacity; but in employing them, Pope does
incorporate into his poem the experience of viewing pictures, portraits to be more
exact, and ones which specifically belong to the sub-genre of the fancy portrait
depicting sitters in fancifully adopted costumes, personas, and settings. The portraits
referred to in this case are therefore “available” “in memory” or “(more remotely) as a
rough visualization derived from knowledge of other objects of the same class”. They
become imaginatively concrete and vivid in the poetry because of Pope’s ability to
manipulate descriptive language and create striking poetic examples within the
relatively broad theoretical category of a well known sub-genre.

At this point, having provided some history of painting’s early dependence on
literary language for representation, and having investigated the extent to which
linguistic features have continued to affect observations in art history and criticism, I
want to suggest that the “presence” of painting in literature does not depend so much
on writers’ and readers’ direct visual knowledge of actual objects of art, as on the
ideas they have about such objects. These ideas, whether grounded in the writer’s or
the reader’s mind, do not necessarily or even mainly stem from direct visual perception
or a viewer’s actual experience of a painting, but frequently also from a traditional, yet
expansive, language of painting formulated in the explanatory and creative writings on
art current in that particular cultural context. I use the phrase “the language of
painting” literally here to refer to the general descriptive and conceptual medium
adopted (and constantly revised) by writers on art. A more finely tooled metaphoric
version of the phrase occurs in the work of the art historian E. H. Gombrich who uses
linguistic models figuratively to clarify his ideas about patterns of seeing and

representation. In Art and Illusion he turns the phrase into a carefully circumscribed

metaphor for the “developed system” of visual “schemata” which he regards as

indispensable to painters in their attempts to “describe the visible world in images”.”
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The work as a whole argues against the possibility of disentangling visual perception
from systematically built-up habits and experience; therefore, also against Ruskin’s
statement that “[t]he whole technical power of painting depends on our recovery of

what may be called the innocence of the eye; that is to say, of a sort of childish

perception of these flat stains of colour, merely as such, without consciousness of what
they signify”.>® And furthermore, Gombrich argues against Impressionists’ claims that
they were directly capturing visual sensations as they fell on the retina of the “ unbiased
eye”.”! Instead of innocence and freedom, Gombrich explores (with a sidelong glance
~at Whorf) the pre-conditioned habits which dominate human perception and
“articulation” of the visible world.** Creativity, for him, lies not in “innocent” or
unedited reactions to visual stimuli, but in experiencing and representing such stimuli
through a process which probes, adjusts, and so renews the “vocabularies” and rules of
the visual “language” current in a specific cultural environment.

As so often in the case of metaphor, Gombrich’s figurative language of art ends up
shedding light on various aspects of his original vehicle, language itself, in this case the
language which writers formulate and apply when dealing with pictorial art. His
method of “analyzing afresh, in psychological terms . . . the process of image making
and image reading”® suggests an approach to the ways in which creative writers, in
their turn, receive, “read”, and “remake” painterly material, regardless of whether this
material becomes available through direct visual experience of painters’ techniques and
completed works of art, or, more circuitously, through the descriptive, critical, and
creative writings which cluster increasingly around pictorial art, especially from the
seventeenth century onwards in English letters. As I have argued, the system of
schemata which literary artists draw on consists of both verbal and visual material, and
like Gombrich’s historical painters, writers can be observed going through the
processes of adopting, then challenging, received patterns of observation (or the
linguistic conventions representing them in writing) through their own art’s textures
and structures.

Appropriating painterly material for literary purposes is a highly deliberate move.
Whereas painters may unconsciously follow a visual tradition or be under the sway of a
particular habit of perception, writers usually make an active decision to include a

specific kind of painterly image in their work, and have at least some idea of what they



14

intend with such inclusions. Writers furthermore avail themselves of visual material
which has usually already passed into language in some way or other, often through
ongoing polemical discussions of painterly concepts and effects. For this reason, the
inclusion of painting in their writing always draws substance and meaning from a vast
and ever-expanding language of art (to which they at the same time contribute).
Painters can distance themselves from the linguistic activity inspired by painting; even
those painters who choose to become involved in describing and discussing painting do
so without directly affecting or immediately altering the means of their own art. Not so
the creative writer, whose slightest reference to pictorial art invokes special meaning
and demands special interpretation in that it activates, of necessity, an underlying
traditional language of art. The moment a “portrait” or “landscape” appears in a work
of literature, it does so as a cultural object which immediately opens up a vast
substratum of meaning potentially relevant to its role in literature. This includes generic
characteristics, thematic and symbolic associations, technical qualities, and so on. It is
important to notice, however, that all of these are only potentially relevant, since
writers’ particular awareness, verbal as well as visual, will to a large extent modify the
appearance, nature, and significance of painterly material in their work. The meaning of
appropriated material will therefore always be a complex function of writers’ grasp and
knowledge of painting as a cultural activity and the conditions of their own artistic
practice.

Literary artists, then, do not neutrally receive and transmit pictorial images or their
cultural implications. To the contrary, works of literature themselves provide very
definite contexts within which pictorial material signifies. This principle often goes
unnoticed in studies juxtaposing the disciplines of creative writing and painting, as for

example Jean Hagstrum’s pioneering work, The Sister Arts, which leads into a familiar

cul-de-sac of inter-art criticism, that of trying to identify unequivocal painterly sources
and allusions in literature, and then treating these as exact visual counterparts, or
“illustrations”, as it were, of literary style.’* Although one of his main aims is to assess
the neo-classical poet’s modification of earlier pictorialist traditions in poetry, and
later, when discussing Pope, he recognises the generic adaptations which pictorialism
undergoes in a satirical context,” he still at times casts around for comprehensive

pictorial analogues to express more vividly his own experience of Pope’s poetic
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effects. In one such case, he turns to the sfumato techniques of a Correggio to capture
his sense of the peculiar fluidity, motion, and transparency of pictorial imagery in The

Rape of the Lock.*® This reference to Correggio seems entirely opportunistic and

contributes nothing to one’s understanding of the workings of pictorialism in a satirical
context. That Pope, for reasons of his own, could sometimes be straining against the
very tradition of pictorialism (in particular, here, the technique of intensifying poetic
vividness through pictorial allusion) never comes into Hagstrum’s discussion. And yet,
an awareness of the tension which exists between static and fluid conditions is of
considerable importance in Pope’s satirical poetry. What I propose next is a
comparison of individual neo-classical poems with strong pictorial tendencies to reveal
the widely divergent poetic intentions which they incorporate: from a firm adherence to
the classical concept of enargeia, which involves introducing painterly references into
poetry to create a sense of visual immediacy, to a sceptical questioning of this tradition
itself. To illustrate these points, and to analyse the impact on poetic meaning of some
of the visual and verbal schemata prevalent in the neo-classical language of art, I shall
briefly turn to two poets’ specific use of painterly images.

The elegiac nature of Dryden’s “To the Pious Memory of . . . Mrs. Anne
Killigrew” fundamentally determines the manner in which pictorial images function in
this poem.’” The “accomplisht young lady” of the dedication lies dead, leaving behind,
amongst other memories, some poems and paintings of her own creation. As the full
title announces, she was “excellent in the two Sister-Arts of Poésie, and Painting”.
These works, the paintings in particular, provide the poet with concrete reminders of
the person he is mourning. He values her art not only for the lifelike vividness with
which it depicts “Sylvan Scenes”, but also for the clear impression it offers of the
lamented woman’s “Soul” and “the Image in her Mind” (106 - 108). Dryden’s
transcription of Mrs Killigrew’s pastoral landscapes into poetry plays with visual
intricacies such as transparency, reflection, shading, and perspective. The overall effect
is richly evocative, applying qualities like lucidity, brightness, profundity, and beauty
equally to the works of art and their creator. The confidence with which the poet
depicts and interprets these landscapes reflects, and at the same time realises, the

consolatory intention of the poem, as a number of painted scenes described in assertive
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tetrameter couplets for the moment displace the ode’s irregular rhymes and rhythms, in

this way imposing order and dispelling grief:

The Sylvan Scenes of Herds and Flocks,
And fruitful Plains and barren Rocks,

Of shallow Brooks that flow’d so clear,
The Bottom did the Top appear;

Of deeper too and ampler Flouds,

Which as in Mirrors, shew’d the Woods;
Of lofty Trees with Sacred Shades,

And Perspectives of pleasant Glades,
Where Nymphs of brightest Form appear,
And shaggy Satyrs standing neer,

Which them at once admire and fear. (108 - 118)

Dryden’s faith in Mrs Killigrew’s skill as a painter (and his own ability as a poet to
reconstruct both her paintings and her character in verse) receives fresh impetus in the

next stanza, where the subject is portraiture, the first portrait that of James II:

The Scene then chang’d, with bold Erected Look

Our Martial King the sight with Reverence strook:

For not content t’express his Outward Part,

Her hand call’d out the Image of his Heart,

His Warlike Mind, his Soul devoid of Fear,

His High-designing Thoughts, were figur’d there,

As when, by Magick, Ghosts are made appear. (127 - 138)

Physical features are not mentioned here, apart from the king’s general look. In their
place, Dryden puts abstract qualities which he reads off the canvas as if he were noting
down a number of facial features. The anaphoric simplicity of these lines reflects both
the practised skill with which the painter is said to capture the king’s essential image
and the directness with which the poet turns pictorial signs into meaning. The next
portrait, that of Queen Mary of Modena, is realised slightly more concretely, in that her
primary quality is after all physical beauty. But also this portrait ends up idealising its

sitter, at the same time projecting this idealisation onto the painter herself:
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Our Phenix Queen was portrai’d too so bright,
Beauty alone could Beauty take so right:
Her Dress, her Shape, her matchless Grace,

Were all observ’d, as well as heav’nly Face. (134 - 137)

Throughout the stanzas dealing with Anne Killigrew’s paintings Dryden stresses
the idealistic nature of her art, a quality which he transfers metaphorically to the painter
herself in an attempt to preserve her image in all its most laudable aspects, thus
securing for her a form of survival, and for her mourners, a type of consolation.
Transcendence through art concludes this section of the poem as the poet recalls how,
in life, the woman’s “bright Soul broke out on ev’ry side”(145), and points out that it
will continue to do so through her works of art.

The intensity of this climax depends to a large extent on Dryden’s belief that
painting can capture and preserve ideal form, both of the object represented, and of the
image called up by the creative mind. Painting (and painters) receives quite a different
treatment in Pope’s “To a Lady”, the satirical nature of which provides an altogether
sceptical framework for the introduction of painterly images. Pope captures and
interprets not a face idealised, but the dizzying problems involved in fixing and
depicting human nature. The many faces of “one Nymph” (5), he argues, demand an
artistic medium and techniques of representation which might “Catch ere she change,
the Cynthia of this minute” (20). In the place of Dryden’s fixed delineations and
definitive forms comes a spirited sprezzatura technique as capricious as the changing
image it pursues. Consequently the lines, “Some wand’ring touch, or some reflected
light, / Some flying stroke alone can hit ‘em right”(153 - 154), technically so similar to
Dryden’s list of unequivocal abstract qualities distilled from the king’s painted image,
express instead a bewildering negation of determinacy. Whereas the repetitive “His
Mind . . . his Soul . . . /His . . . Thoughts” idealises character confidently step by step,
each of Pope’s repetitions of “Some” is linked to an elusive adjectival participle which
causes the imagery to veer off in a new direction, so that the final “flying stroke” is
masterful, but a lucky one nonetheless.

The difference here is between regarding painting simply as an ideal and concretely
fixed image of reality, and recognising the complexities inherent in this mode of

representation; between seeing human nature as something which can be reflected
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idealistically and in full, and noticing the difficulties of representation arising from
imperfection and temporal change. Apart from the elegiac nature of Dryden’s poem,
Anne Killigrew’s reverent treatment of her royal sitters itself leads the poet’s attention
away from concrete reality and inclines it towards ideal representation. And, for a
moment, the exasperating pictorial sequence of moral transformations in Pope’s “To a

Lady” seems to stabilise in a comparable royal portrait:

One certain Portrait may (I grant) be seen,

Which Heav’n has varnish’d out, and made a Queen:

The same for ever! and describ’d by all

With Truth and Goodness, as with Crown and Ball. . . .

(181 - 184)

But instead of presenting this portrait as a Platonic counter-argument to the elusive
and fluctuating female identity which he pursues earlier in the poem, Pope aims at it an
attack which skewers royalty, sycophantic artists, and empty poetic courtesy with a
single thrust. The subsequent couplet, “Poets heap Virtues, Painters Gems at will, /
And show their zeal, and hide their want of skill” (185 - 186), exposes his praise as
irony, idealistic idiom as cliché, and revered emblems as automatic tokens. What seems
at first sight an icon of powerful significance becomes upon investigation deceptive
surface, as Pope, with the satirist’s impudence, dares to probe beyond the magnificent
appearance of royal garments: “That Robe of Quality so struts and swells, / None see
what Parts of Nature it conceals” (189 - 190).

In Dryden’s poem the royal portraits capture and preserve both the sitters’ and the
artist’s presence ideally. Pope, by contrast, treats the portrait, whether of nymph or
queen, with a lack of reverence which dismantles the idea of painting as immutable
form, and in its place uncovers a whole range of satirical possibilities based on realistic
observation, a quick eye for perceiving new metaphoric links between painterly
technique and literary effect, and an excellent ear for recognising and rearranging the
variable (often contradictory) strains of his era’s language of painting. Although he
does not reject the possibility of true likenesses, he points out that a single static
impression could be misleading, that paintings could deceive, so to speak, even while
offering tantalisingly clear images of realities that are far from simple. Maybe most

essentially, he alerts one to the fact that art is never neutral, that the painting as an
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image with cumulative aesthetic and cultural implications in literature signifies not
merely through straightforward representation, but also through effects, means and
structures which demand more specific interpretation. Thus, Pope’s satirical poetry
gives voice to tensions, between ideal and real, fixed and evanescent form, which are
completely missing from the simple idealistic discourse and static imagery of Dryden’s
elegy.

Not that Dryden is unaware of these tensions. The omission from the elegy stems
from artistic choice, not ignorance, for in his theoretical and critical writings he shows
a clear awareness of the tensions which exist in discourses on the visual arts between
the ideal and the real, and also of their significance for literary practice, especially as
far as the writer’s choice of genre is concerned. His preface to Du Fresnoy’s De arte
graphica hastily proliferates (in the manner characteristic of this rushed treatise)

anecdotes and quotations from Bellori’s L’idea del pittore (1664) which all stress the

need for the painter to reconstruct and perpetuate a Platonic idea of perfect nature in
painting.*® Through Bellori’s contexture of artistic voices echoing from antiquity and
the Italian Renaissance, Dryden shapes his own conception of the painter as ideal artist
who can look beyond the imperfections of reality and repossess in the mind, as well as
on canvas, the realm of true forms. But this represents only one side of Dryden’s
viewpoint. Despite his lib eral dependence on Bellori in his preface, he abandons him
with an ungrateful jab at this theoretician’s pompous style, and only a grudging
acknowledgment that there may be “somewhat in the matter” of his writing. Instead he
turns to Philostratus, whose “plainer” poem, Imagines, brings him down from the
heights of Platonic-Christian philosophy, and roots his attention in the study of human
nature. The successful painter, he says, has to observe the “signs” of passion, whatever
“is contained in the constitution of the cheeks, in the temperament of the eyes, in the
naturalness . . . of the eyebrows; and in short, whatsoever belongs to the mind and
thought”. “He who thoroughly possesses all these things”, Dryden concludes, deviating
substantially from his esoteric idealism of before, “will obtain the whole, and the hand
will exquisitely represent the action of every particular person”.* Shortly after, he
further explains how the “ideal of perfect Nature” which Bellori advises the “learned

Painter” to form could have severe limitations for some kinds of painting:
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Now as this idea of perfection is of little use in Portraits, or the
resemblances of particular persons, so neither is it in the characters of
Comedy and Tragedy, which are never to be made perfect, but always
to be drawn with some specks of frailty and deficience. . . . The
perfection of such stage characters consists chiefly in their likeness to

the deficient faulty nature, which is their original. . . .

“Perfection”, therefore, becomes a relative concept as Dryden spells out the specific
conditions and artistic aims encoded in an artist’s choice of a particular genre. Had his
own aim in the Killigrew ode been comic or tragic (to use his own categories above)
instead of elegiac, he would certainly have approached his painterly imagery quite
differently.

Dryden, then, effects a quick reconciliation between the ideal and the real, a
dichotomy which from the outset rules the discourse surrounding the visual arts. Since
the debate around this dichotomy is central to the way in which pictorial art functions
in literature, in fact, central to the novel’s appropriation of pictorial art, it demands
further discussion. It can be argued that the passage of pictorial imagery into the
fictional world and aesthetic structure of the novel is a function of Dryden’s type of
pragmatic bridging of opposites which lingers on in neo-classical English writing on
painting. It reappears, for instance, in Reynolds’s Discourses, which set themselves the
monumental task of strengthening the painter’s professional and national pride by
making the “grand style” the foundation of nascent British art, while at the same time
taking care not to discourage the “humbler” attempts of students and “lesser” artists
bound to a more realistic subject-matter, such as portraitists and painters of landscape.
Like Dryden, Reynolds regards the great painter as one who can see past the blemishes
of particular objects and can draw from these “an abstract idea of their forms more
perfect than any one original”.** Again like Dryden, the concept of genre offers
Reynolds an escape from a potentially rigid idealism, in that he recognises that all
painterly genres cannot equally satisfy the demands of the great style: whereas the
“History-painter” who “paints man in general” approaches close to the ideals of the
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great style, the “Portrait-painter” “renders a particular man, and consequently a
defective model”.*' Thus, although Reynolds quite openly favours the “grand style”, he

leaves at least some room for the type of subject-matter which one would associate
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most obviously with the fast-developing genre of the novel. The novel’s appropriation
of such pictorial material, however, is far from a simple linear development. In the next
few pages, I shall suggest a number of the stages by which painting became “available”
to novelists. |

To begin with, Reynolds emerges as an ingenious manipulator of arguments which
ostensibly favour artistic freedom and encourage a multiplicity of approaches to
painting. Time and again, however, this variability is eventually drawn into and
qualified by the inflexible premises of his “grand style”, but not without introducing
discourses somewhat at variance with the idealistic one openly favoured by Reynolds.
Discourse XIV, delivered shortly after Gainsborough’s death in 1788, comprehensively
illustrates this feature of Reynolds’s writing. It generously acknowledges the late
painter’s accomplishment, but always with a clear sense of his “humble” place in the
history of his country’s art and in the hierarchy of genres. When Reynolds describes
Gainsborough as “among the very first” of a developing English school, he carefully
shades “first” into the surrounding syntax so as to designate chronology more than
merit: “If ever this nation should produce genius sufficient to acquire to us the
honourable distinction of an English School, the name of Gainsborough will be
transmitted to posterity . . . among the very first of that rising name”.** Likewise, he
places his fervent admiration for Gainsborough’s realistic “landskips” and “little
ordinary beggar-children” into a qualifying framework: he rates these accomplishments
above those of the late Roman school, but only because he prefers “genius in a lower
rank of art, to feebleness and insipidity in the highest”.* To what an extent relegating
Gainsborough to a humble place is a pre-condition of Reynolds’s praise cannot quite
be established; but throughout this Discourse one gets a distinct sense that Reynolds
needs to restate his own credo by reinterpreting this painter’s successes and by
circumscribing his fame in terms of his own idealistic beliefs. If Gainsborough could
become famous without travelling to Italy, it was only because his “style and
department of art” could draw its materials from “every where about him; he found
them in the streets, and in the fields”.** He could only get away with paying the
“masters” insufficient attention, since in his kind of painting he could supply “the want
of them” by “natural sagacity, and a minute observation of particular nature”. In the

process, Reynolds claims, he gave up the opportunity of looking at nature with “a
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poet’s eye”, contenting himself with giving “a faithful, if not a poetical, representation
of what he had before him”. If he neglected the “great historical painters of former
ages” at least he had the sense to concentrate on “the Flemish school”, a lower, but
“necessary” branch of art. But although Reynolds nails Gainsborough to his “place” in
this way, he nonetheless here celebrates a type of artistic originality which was “not
academical, or antique, but selected . . . from the great school of nature”. More to the
point, it is a talent which Reynolds regards as not poetic, one which lies closer to the
novel as an art form.

Gainsborough’s greatest accomplishment remains for Reynolds his “good sense
and judgment” which prevented him from aspiring beyond his chosen department,
unlike Hogarth, “who, with all his extraordinary talents, was not blessed with this
knowledge of his own deficiency” and dared to attempt “the great historical style”.*’
This reference to Hogarth is of importance in various ways. In the first place, it
illustrates the consummate ease with which Reynolds’s tidy system displaces even the
greatest names in eighteenth-century British painting. He may be correct in criticising
Hogarth’s forays into historical painting, but, in the second place, his facile positioning
of empirical observation and a non-idealistic aesthetic at the lower reaches of the rising
British School illustrates exactly how out of touch his theoretical position was with the
real developments in his country’s art. Although his system of thought allows him
pragmatic manoeuvres into the “humbler walks” of art, where his criticism operates at
times with real discernment, he invariably returns with unabashed confidence to the
academic spheres of immutable ideas and fixed forms. Nowhere do Reynolds’s
theoretical procedures show the strain of such manoeuvring more clearly than in his
brushes with Hogarth, who remains, for all Reynolds’s high-handed theorising,
probably the most original and influential painterly figure in eighteenth-century English
painting.

One of the first of these brushes, Reynolds’s satirical attack in The Idler on The

Analysis, displays an early adroitness in stratifying arguments and manipulating various
languages of painting side by side to create the impression of theoretical flexibility. In a
curious reversal of roles, he himself becomes the spontaneous observer: “For my own
part, I profess myself an Idler, and love to give my judgment, such as it is, from my

246

immediate perceptions, without much fatigue of thinking”™. Continuing this ironic



23

reversal, he satirically grafts Hogarthian ideas onto a species roundly despised by

Hogarth himself, the connoisseur, freshly returned from Italy,

his mouth full of nothing but the Grace of Raffaelle, the Purity of
Domenichino, the Learning of Poussin, the Air of Guido, the greatness
of Taste of the Caraccis, and the Sublimity and grand Contorno of
Michel Angelo; with all the rest of the cant of Crticism, which he
emitted with that volubility which generally those orators have, who

annex no ideas to their words”.

The “Hogarthian” persona, equipped in this way with “a few names” and “a few rules
of the Academy”, accompanies the increasingly exasperated Idler through the galleries
at Hampton Court, lamenting in each painting they encounter the lack of “the flowing
line” or the “pyramidal principle” (the paintings looked at include Raphael’s cartoons
and a Van Dyck portrait). With these last two snatches of “critical cant”, Reynolds
shifts directly to Hogarth’s main aesthetic principles in The Analysis, more specifically,
to their first deployment in the preface, where Hogarth deals with, amongst others,
Raphael and Van Dyck.

It is ironic that Reynolds, of all people, should be mocking Hogarth for his
inflexible premises. Although The Analysis invites satire with its single-minded aim of
decisively fixing the principles underlying the fluctuating “IDEAS of TASTE”*" and its
proud adoption of an all-purpose variety-in-unity logo (see fig. 2), it nonetheless
formulates an aesthetic which demystifies “grace” and “beauty”. In the place of
unquestioning reverence for these qualities, Hogarth suggests a system of observation

that “may teach us to see with our own eyes”.* The irony becomes glaring when,

towards the end of the satirical letter, Reynolds himself assumes a fixed position of the
kind he becomes famous for: he concludes that in the higher reaches of artistic
excellence the common rules governing “a lower class of Painting” no longer apply.*’
Reynolds devises his aesthetic specifically for artists. Consequently, much of his
discourse is explicitly educational and addressed to students, their tutors, and “humble”
professionals. But over-arching whatever he may have to offer in the line of practical
advice or technical criticism, are always the shimmering structures of ideal beauty
derived from past grandeur and the superior artist’s poetic vision. Projected onto these

is a glorious future for British art. Hogarth, against this, shuns “the broad, and more
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beaten path of moral beauty” into which he says “mere men of letters” are “obliged so
suddenly to turn” when they encounter the intricate difficulties of analysing in writing
such matters as painterly grace and beauty.”® Reynolds, of course, is no mere man of
letters and The Analysis, which in any case precedes the first discourse by a good
fifteen years, here derides the theoretical conduct of writers like Du Fresnoy and De
Piles. But despite the seniority of The Analysis, it supplies a lively antithesis to
Reynolds’s academic edifice. In many respects, Hogarth’s thought and practice retain
their vitality while Reynolds’s monumental idealism lingers on increasingly in the form
of splendid ruins and scattered fragments.

If this last statement seems daring in the light of the unquestionable authority
which Reynolds continued to bear in the general thought on painting of early to mid-
nineteenth-century Britain (especially as diffused by exhibition and gallery reviews), a
quick survey of Hogarth’s aesthetic principles and methods in The Analysis should
show up the fundamentally different types of influence under consideration here.
Whereas Reynolds’s theory is deliberately retrospective in drawing up plans for a
future school from past periods of splendour, Hogarth’s seems to tap quite naturally
into sources as diverse as antiquity, the British empirical tradition, and contemporary
stage conventions to send forth many shoots suggestive of fresh thought and
development, in painting as well as in various other cultural fields. Characteristically,
Hogarth sets about educating the eye itself; Reynolds focuses almost entirely on the
mind. Beauty, therefore, is not in The Analysis an idea handed down from on high, but
a quality traced in nature and society “in a systematical, but at the same time familiar
way”, so that anyone, “ladies, as well as gentlemen”, stands a chance of “gaining a
perfect knowledge of the elegant and beautiful in artificial, as well as natural forms”.*!
Obstructing such “natural” knowledge are dogmatic habits of observation and ideas of

art, the dismantling of which gives Hogarth his most pressing “purpose in hand”:

the setting forth, in the strongest colours, the surprising alterations
objects seemingly undergo through the pre-possessions and prejudices
contracted by the mind. ---- Fallacies, strongly to be guarded against by

such as would learn to see objects truly!*

Not that Hogarth is here devising an early version of the “innocent eye”.

Throughout his treatise he advocates an intricate system of three-dimensional
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observation based on an essentially active eye and a keenly developed visual memory
capable of following into space (and even out of sight) the “variety of lines” which for
him constitute the form of objects.”> A medley of shapes and objects ranging from the
curves of a child’s face to the coils of the human pelvis, from corsets to fashionable
coiffures, illustrates the workings of this visual system in the “familiar way” promised
by the introduction (see fig. 3), while light-hearted analogies interlace with solid
theoretical principles to produce an aesthetic which is remarkably versatile,
approaching natural form, social behaviour, and art with the same unflagging vivacity.
“Pursuing is the business of our lives”, he begins a discussion of “intricacy” as an
element of the beautiful.** Before long he has talked about the pleasures of hunting,
shooting, solving allegories and riddles, and following “the well-connected thread of a
play, or novel, which ever increases as the plot thickens”. Next, he translates these
pleasures into a landscape aesthetic: “The eye hath this sort of enjoyment in winding
walks, and serpentine rivers, and all sorts of objects, whose forms, as we shall see

hereafter, are composed principally of what I call, the waving and serpentine lines”. His

definition of intricacy as an aesthetic principle finally rolls together instinct and art in a
slightly illicit metaphor which enlivens his theoretical writing while at the same time
expressing his belief in the common principles sparking off all human enjoyment of
pleasure and beauty: “Intricacy in form, therefore, I shall define to be that peculiarity in

the lines, which compose it, that leads the eye a wanton kind of chace, and from the

pleasure that gives [sic] the mind, intitles it to the name of beautiful”.

Hogarth’s almost breathless proliferation of parallel enjoyments gives but a slender
sample of how richly his writing gathers and disseminates cultural material. In not
much over a page he formulates a landscape aesthetic strongly suggestive of the
picturesque (which becomes such an influential cultural force in landscape gardening,
painting, and the literature of Sensibility); he anticipates by a few years Edmund
Burke’s philosophical and psychological enquiry into the principles underlying the
mind’s response to external objects;”’ and, switching to a comic mode (an habitual
move in this treatise, captured graphically in the central country-dance sketch’s
modulation from the graceful to the ridiculous), he slips in the convolutions of social
behaviour which lend technical and satirical structure to his own visual narratives, as

well as to contemporary literary genres like the Comedy of Manners and various
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fledgling forms of the novel. Most importantly, for the purposes of this thesis, The
Analysis shows at work a language of painting which breaks away from idealistic
discourse and an automatic attribution of the best in painting to indefinable “poetic”
faculties. Instead, like Hogarth’s painting, this work employs a medium which is
closely referential, yet imaginatively suggestive of the mental and emotional
possibilities contained in visual forms (especially in the configurations of human action
and behaviour which, for him, become “a sort of language”). It is quite fitting that The
Analysis should tempt even a Reynolds into inventing a fragment of fiction, the
portrayal of the strutting connoisseur in Hampton Court Gallery, which differs so
radically from his usual critical procedure (note the straightfaced manner of the other
Idler letters). The richly varied approach leading up to Hogarth’s consideration of
aesthetic questions represents, after all, also the main routes by which English fiction
appropriates painting in the eighteenth century. Bernard A. Richards notes that
novelists found it difficult to “attach” themselves to Reynolds’s doctrines of generality
and universality.’® Against this, The Analysis reflects modes of perception and strains
of painterly discourse which come into play at a time when novelists start recognising
the creative possibilities which painting holds for their germinating art form. Small
wonder that Fielding called for Hogarth’s pencil to give substance to particular
moments of his fiction (Tom Jones, ch. 8)

In the terms of my preceding discussion, the novel constitutes another distinct
literary “context” which receives and shapes the “schemata” of painterly language
according to its own forms and intentions. This is not to say that the novel has nothing
in common with poetry’s means of appropriating painterly imagery. Diverse elements
of poetic use pass straight into the novel, both at the level of Dryden’s idealistically
static treatment of the portrait as a quick and fool-proof index to character, and of
Pope’s animated subversion of such imagery to suggest deceptive surface and fleeting

realities. Goldsmith, for example, slips a mixture of fairly conventional images drawn

from painting into The Vicar of Wakefield (1766) with an ease and versatility attesting
to the common currency which these fragments of painterly discourse have acquired
through frequent literary use.

In the initial “description of the family of Wakefield” he relies on fancy portraiture

to render concrete a sense of the elder daughter’s confident bearing and character:
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“Olivia, now about eighteen, had that luxuriancy of beauty, with which painters
generally draw Hebe; open, sprightly, and commanding”.*” Goldsmith’s portrayal of
Olivia may here be straightforward enough, but in the rest of the novel his use of
painterly material involves a more complex exploration of the suggestive possibilities
generated in literature by the indirect types of description prevalent in the language of
painting (what Baxandall calls the “indirect moods” of art-critical description). Later in
the novel, Goldsmith’s touchstone of sense and sound judgment, Sir William Thornhill
(at this stage still disguised as the penniless wanderer, Mr Burchell), illustrates an
abstract point he is making about assessing character by invoking an aesthetic parallel
of the day. This allusion contributes several moral metaphors to the discussion, mainly
by referring to the processes and effects of painting. Character should not be judged by

its “freedom from defect” but by “the greatness” of its “beauties” is Mr Burchell’s

basic tenet, which he proceeds to illustrate as follows:

“The scholar may want prudence, the statesman may have pride, and
the champion ferocity; but shall we prefer to these the low mechanic,
who laboriously plods through life without censure or applause? We
might as well prefer the tame correct paintings of the Flemish school to

the erroneous, but sublime animations of the Roman pencil.” (97)

This fragment of aesthetic controversy echoes the spirit and sentiments of
Reynolds’s first two Idler letters (written in 1759, a couple of years before The Vicar
of Wakefield). Letter no. 1, principally aimed against Hogarth, ends with a firm
denunciation of “scrupulosity, a servile attention to minute exactness, which is
sometimes inconsistent with higher excellence, and is lost in the blaze of expanded
genius”.>® The second applies the categories distinguished above, as well as the marked
connotations Reynolds associates with each, to Dutch painting on the one hand, and
“the old Roman and Bolognian Schools” on the other.*

With phrases like “low mechanic”, “laboriously plods”, and “erroneous, but
sublime animations”, Goldsmith takes over the connotative language which makes
Reynolds’s preference of the “grand style” over the “lower orders” such a distinctly
moral choice. But apart from thus expanding the suggestive range of Mr Burchell’s
argument, Goldsmith’s acceptance of the Reynoldian aesthetic at the end of chapter 15

prepares the ground for a pivotal satirical attack on the Primrose family’s disastrous
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breach of decorum, which, more than any of the external misfortunes besetting them,
speeds their temporary decline into shame and poverty in the second half of the novel.
One of Reynolds’s earliest principles, formulated first in the Idler letters and expanded
later in the Discourses (with reference to Gainsborough and Hogarth in no. XIV), is
that of artistic decorum which advises the painter to keep to his particular “order” of
art, and the critic to adapt his criteria dependihg on whether he is dealing with the
higher or the lower orders. Goldsmith incorporates this snippet of aesthetic doctrine
into his fiction by depicting the Primrose family’s aspirations above their station in
terms of painterly genre. With their retreat into “humbler circumstances” (33)at the
beginning of the novel they are placed at the heart of a rural and domestic idyll strongly
reminiscent of Low Country landscape and genre painting of the seventeenth century.
“Nothing could exceed the neatness of my little enclosures: the elms and hedge-rows
appearing with inexpressible beauty”, Dr Primrose recalls fondly. Moving indoors he
stresses the aesthetic pleasures residing in simple domesticity and meticulous

housekeeping:

Though the same room served us for parlour and kitchen, that only
made it the warmer. Besides, as it was kept with utmost neatness, the
dishes, plates, and coppers being well scoured, and all disposed in
bright rows on the shelves, the eye was agreeably relieved, and did not

want richer furniture. (40 - 41)

Some of Mrs Primrose’s schemes for entrapping the resident Squire into the family are
quite in keeping with such an existence: she draws attention to her daughter’s
proficiency at baking cakes, gathering gooseberries, and preparing pickles. But the
lengths to which the family are prepared to go to satisfy their social desires involve
sacrificing the merits of their “humble order” and aspiring to the “grand style”, a
breach of decorum graphically satirised in the historical piece painted of them by a
strolling limner.

As in Pope’s “To a Lady”, Goldsmith’s satire here hinges on treating the painted
image as misleading surface. The chapter heading, “The family uses art, which is
opposed with still greater”, concisely settles the meaning of “art” in this context as
deceptive design (ch. 16). Lacking Mr Burchell’s perspicacity into matters of both

character and aesthetics, the family fails to take into account that, in the first place, the
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dissolute Squire’s artfulness outstrips theirs by far, and secondly, their indecorous
designs are setting them up for ridicule.

Goldsmith’s “historical family piece” (101) is closely related to Pope’s satirical
fancy portraits in “To a Lady”; but apart from showing the extent to which the novelist
may draw on the same basic language of painting as the poet, and even for similar
purposes, the painting at the centre of Goldsmith’s novel also displays characteristics
and techniques of appropriation peculiar to the appearance of painterly imagery in
prose works. Whereas paintings usually operate in poetry through quick reference and
concentrated effect, the more dilute prose medium of the novel and its hybrid flexibility
of form make possible, in addition to accommodating “poetic” types of painterly
imagery, a further leisurely development of such material. Goldsmith aims his main
satire at the Primroses’ excess and folly, but in the process of elaborating the
circumstances surrounding their choice of pictorial genre, the sitters’ poses, the
painter’s execution ¢f the work, and the finished product’s fate, he includes a great
deal of incidental humour which greatly expands the range of the central satirical image
and its implications for the narrative as a whole.

The decision to have the family painted arises from “a sort of rivalry in point of
taste” in which the Primroses are engaged with their neighbours. The seven
Flamboroughs, they find, have been drawn in a number of circular frames (or
“oranges”), “a thing quite out of taste, no variety in life, no composition in the world”.
Desiring for themselves “something in a brighter style” they resolve upon a multiple
fancy portrait. Their decision is inherently deceptive in that they pretend to be
“infinitely more genteel” than their rivals while they actually pay less, “since one frame
would serve for all”. The irreconcilable mixture of history and mythology (causing
gross iconographic confusion) which arises from individual family members’ choice of
personas comments on their collective and independent lack of moral sense. Although
Dr Primrose is depicted in his own person as a country vicar, a choice which initially
suggests level-headed moderation amidst his family’s extreme fancies, he is shown in
the incongruous act of presenting his unreadable tracts on monogamy to a Venus, the
homely Mrs Primrose with diamonds encrusting her stomacher and hair. The two
youngest boys accompany her as Cupids, the wilful Olivia is an Amazon, meek Sophia

a shepherdess “with as many sheep as the painter could put in for nothing”, and non-
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descript Moses merely dressed up in a hat and white feather. A telling addition to the
portrait’s symbolic range is the inclusion of Squire Thornhill, who insists on “being put
in as one of the family - in the character of Alexander the Great at Olivia’s feet” (102).
His presence in the painting sparks off various interpretations comically at odds with
one another and illustrative of several important thematic traditions associated with the
painting as literary image. Goldsmith characterises him as an indomitable conqueror;
the family merely sees his presence as a concrete sign of his entrapment in their midst,
and in the neighbourhood the Squire’s premature physical union with the family gives
rise to prurient gossip.

The painting’s wider satirical impact on the community is reinforced by a
description of the artist’s performance and the unfortunate circumstances under which
the family is forced to exhibit their portrait. Once again their lack of taste becomes
apparent in the discrepancy between their naive commendation of the artist’s work and
Goldsmith’s obvious satirical appraisal: the painter sets off with great “assiduity and
expedition”, manages to complete the large piece in “less than four days”, and is
extremely generous with his colours. But all this industry and art eventually amount to
glaring spectacle: because of its inordinate size, the painting cannot be conveyed into
the house and the Primroses find themselves uncomfortably stuck before a merciless

public gaze:

The picture, therefore, instead of gratifying our vanity, as we hoped,
leaned in a most mortifying manner, against the kitchen wall, where the
canvas was stretched and painted, much too large to be got through any
of the doors, and the jest of all our neighbours. One compared it to
Robinson Crusoe’s long-boat, too large to be removed; another thought
it more resembled a reel in a bottle; some wondered how it could be got

out, but still more were amazed how it ever got in.

In 1766, the year of The Vicar of Wakefield’s publication, Lessing brought out his

attack on what he regarded as contemporary critics’ and artists’ crude view of the ut
pictura poesis tradition. According to his Laocoon, facile equations of the Sister Arts’
distinct “objects” and “manners” of imitation had generated “a mania for pictorial
description in Poetry, and for allegorical style in Painting”.** “To oppose this false

taste, and to counteract these unfounded opinions” about the similarities between the
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arts, Lessing sets about stressing the widely divergent effects which the basic spatial-
temporal difference has on each art’s form and choice of subject-matter.®’ The visual
arts, he points out, have “material limits” which “confine” their imitations to “a single
moment”.®* Lessing argues that this constraint should compel the sensible visual artist
to choose a moment “fruitful of effect”, one which “leaves free play to the power of
imagination”.®> Extremes of passion and any other fleeting moments are therefore
unsuitable to visual representation, since climactic moments leave the imagination no
further scope. All transitory actions, furthermore, “obtain, when prolonged by Art, so
unnatural an appearance, that their impression becomes weaker with each repeated
inspection, and ends in our feeling disgust or fear at the whole object”.%* The poet, by
» 65

contrast, practises what Lessing calls “progressive imitation”,” and is as a result free

from this temporal constraint:

He takes up each of his actions as he likes from their very beginning and
carries them through all possible changes up to the very end; each of
these changes which would have cost the painter a whole work specially

devoted to it, costs the poet only a single trait. . . .

Lessing steers away from applying one art’s expectations and restraints to the other,
substituting for this convention a detailed analysis of the specific changes and
adjustments which material undergoes when it passes from one art form’s set of
aesthetic considerations to another’s.

Recent critics have made much of Lessing’s influence on ut pictura poesis theories

of his time. Wendy Steiner regards his differentiation of the arts as central to the
“romantics’ concern with art’s expressive rather than mimetic capacity” which makes
“the painting-literature analogy decidedly marginal in nineteenth-century criticism”.”’
In his work on literary painting, Richard D. Altick similarly links Lessing with the
support given by Romantic literary critics to the “growing anti-pictorialist tradition in
poetry”.®® Neither of these critics seems to give the practice of ekphrasis (a direct off-

shoot of ut pictura poesis parallelism) its rightful place in the late eighteenth and early

nineteenth-century development of the novel and its related body of criticism. Altick

admittedly hints at the continuation of ut pictura poesis ideas into the nineteenth

century; but it is in the nature of his study to concentrate on these tendencies as they

materialise in literary pictures rather than in pictorial literature. One must keep in mind
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that it took some time for Lessing’s differentiation of the arts to filter through into
English letters, even more so in the case of the novel which was at the time establishing
its credentials as a serious art form, often by stressing exactly its “mimetic potential”,
and as often relying in the process on concepts such as ekphrasis and enargeia. A
further consideration is that influence in cultural fields frequently does not work in a
straightforward fashion. Pope’s “To a Lady”, decidedly pre-Lessing, is after all an
attempt at redressing in literature the shortcomings of the “single moment” given
“unchangeable duration” by the art of painting. When post-Lessing novelists take note
of the differences between the arts, they may therefore do so from other sources. As in
the case of Pope, they may furthermore use the discrepancy itself to generate literary
meaning, so that instead of accepting Lessing’s influence directly, and shunning
ekphrasis, they may absorb his ideas into the general language of painting available to
them and turn these to creative use in particular fictional contexts.

The family portrait in The Vicar of Wakefield is a case in point. Although pre-

Lessing, Goldsmith’s leisurely prose ekphrasis in this part of the novel does not rely

uncritically on the ut pictura poesis tradition of pictorial description. Instead, it exploits

for humorous effect the awkwardness which arises when an inappropriate moment is
frozen. In the world of the novel, the Primroses’ folly persists concretely for all to see.
Furthermore, although novelists’ art does not depend on the single moment, they may
profitably avail themselves of a painterly image resembling what Lessing describes as
the moment “fruitful of effect which leaves free play to the power of imagination”.
Such an image is frequently composite, and, although constructed in the temporal
medium of language, it borrows at least some impact from the concrete, spatial nature
of painting. Functioning as an essentially static image, it arrests the flow of narrative,
usually to comment indirectly, through the suggestive workings of painterly language,
on the fictional world in which it occurs. On the most basic level, its effects may
merely be to make descriptions more vivid (the concept of enargeia) or to create a
particular atmosphere. In more complex cases, the painterly image presents hints and
clues, which, challenging the reader’s imagination to free play, suggest or even
stimulate developments in the surrounding narrative, whether they be of plot,
character, theme, or overall aesthetic strategy. To return for illustration to Goldsmith:

the Primrose portrait anticipates the family’s fall into shame and misery, it reinforces
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various character traits mentioned elsewhere in the novel, it reinvests thematic interest
in the value of simplicity and contentment, and it furthers the general satirical policy of
this novel.

Two important strains of painterly use take on form in the later eighteenth-century
novel. Goldsmith’s humorous expansion of incidents related to and inherent in the
limner’s attempt at immortalising the Primroses represents one of these. The other
involves a shift of focus, from the painting as object which materialises in the narrative
principally through direct description, to the painting which registers its presence
chiefly through the effect it has on the receptive sensibilities of its fictional beholders in

the novel. A work which nurtures both these strains is Horace Walpole’s Anecdotes of

Painting in England, published in four volumes over two decades (1762 to 1780). As
Lipking shows in his chapter on Anecdotes, Walpole’s influence did not particularly
flow from diligent scholarship and considered opinion.®® Of far more force are the
detached, even condescending, attitudes and the confident personal touch which he
brings to bear on the lives and works of painters in England. The type of material
which this work releases is invaluable to the world of fiction. Instead of reverent
artistic hagiography, Walpole engages in variegated gossip, lively fragments of what
well-known painters did and said, the odd embedded verbal painting to show off
descriptive skills, casual criticism, and observations based on uncertain mixtures of
conventional and fresh response, generously laced with literary analogy. Composed by
and intended for the sampling connoisseur, the work includes catalogues of individual
painters’ output, the locations where particular paintings could be viewed, and
economic histories of various works.

While Hogarth and Reynolds’s writing above all formulates aesthetic principles
(albeit of widely different kinds), Walpole’s deflects the language of painting into
shallow but lively channels where it conveys quick assessments of character and
reputation alike, or races through many a light-hearted incident involving painters,
patrons, and works of art. Holbein, the reader is told, painted a fly on an eminent
patron’s portrait to leave a “specimen” of his imitative powers; the story is derivative
and apocryphal (probably taken from Vasari, who recounts a similar prank played by
the youthful Giotto on Cimabue), but lively enough to win it a place in Walpole’s

fragmentary “history”.” Elsewhere, Walpole offers as his own Dryden’s reservations



34

about the undemanding age in which he and Kneller had to exercise their respective

arts:

In truth, the age demanded nothing correct, nothing compleat. Capable
of tasting the power of Dryden’s numbers, and the majesty of Kneller’s
heads, it overlooked doggerel and daubing. What pity that men of
fortune are not blest with such a pen or such a pencil! That a genius

must write for a bookseller, or paint for an alderman!”™

Also in this case, a stylish turn of phrase and conciseness weigh far more than
originality.

So the Anecdotes progresses, repeating well-worn material, but doing so in easily
digestible prose. Throughout, however, mixed into conventional matter, can be found
moments of first hand response when Walpole harnesses his powers to convey a
concrete sense of particular pictures. These attempts at ekphrasis are wide ranging,
both in manner, and in the type of critical view which transpires. Hogarth’s art, for
instance, gives him the opportunity to execute two very different kinds of word-
painting. The first is marvellously direct, starting with a quiet declaration of personal
ownership and contact with Hogarth: “I have a sketch in oil that he gave me. . . .”"

Walpole next deploys a number of simple descriptive constructs to measure out the

painting’s visual components:

The scene is the committee; [appointed by the House of Commons to
enquire into cruelties committed against prisoners in the Fleet prison]
on the table are the instruments of torture. A prisoner in rags half
starved appears before them; the poor man has a good countenance that

adds to the interest. On the other hand is the inhuman gaoler.

At this point, a curious imaginary parallel appealing to the reader’s knowledge of
Continental painting and English literature expands the “picture’s” affective range: “It
is the very figure that Salvator Rosa would have drawn for Iago in the moment of
detection”. The rest of the description manipulates words referring to design, colour,
and composition in such a way as to conclude this exercise with a complex character-
sketch which captures the painter’s concrete efforts on canvas as well as the finished

picture’s emotional impact on the viewer:
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Villany, fear, and conscience are mixed in yellow and livid on his
countenance, his lips are contracted by tremor, his face advances as
eager to lie, his legs step back as thinking to make his escape; one hand
is thrust precipitately into his bosom, the fingers of the other are
catching uncertainly at his button-holes. If this was a portrait, it is the

most speaking that ever was drawn; if it was not, it is still finer.

Walpole’s attention to the figure’s position in space, as evident in his use of the
contrasting verbs “advances” and “step back”, lends dimension to this description (as
does Hogarth’s physiological baroque in the painting itself). Such semantic contrasts
concisely signify the gaoler’s mixture of villainy and fear. Also on a more general level,
variegation is the main stimulus which propels the Anecdotes forward, variegation of
material, tempo, and mode. “Encomiums” like the one above stand next to satirical
accounts; together they amount to a chequered “history of a great man’s excellencies
[sic] and errors”.” Like Reynolds, Walpole points his censure mainly at Hogarth’s
departure from his “proper sphere” to try his hand at history painting. The result is a
second type of ekphrasis, less direct, and satirical in nature, which creates a ridiculous

discrepancy between the painter’s lofty intentions and the viewer’s irreverent response:

After many essays Hogarth at last produced his Sigismonda --- but no
more like Sigismonda, than I to Hercules. Not to mention the
wretchedness of the colouring, it was the representation of a maudlin
strumpet just turned out of keeping, and with eyes red with rage and
usquebaugh, tearing off the ornaments her keeper had given her. To add
to the disgust raised by such wulgar expression, her fingers were
bloodied by her lover’s heart that lay before her like that of a sheep’s
for her dinner. None of the sober grief, no dignity of suppressed

anguish. . . ™

A satirical description like this to a large extent exploits the basic differences in
medium highlighted by Lessing: the arrested image is at the mercy of the writer’s
ability to proliferate impressions in a temporally fluent medium. In cases where the
painter’s work is perceived as awkward or ridiculous, these impressions often become

wildly indignant or elaborately comical, deriving their impetus more from a display of
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associative and improvisatory ability than from the writer’s actual knowledge of
painting. That this type of writing may pose a serious pitfall for art criticism becomes
evident in the many art reviews of the nineteenth century which use indignation and
jocularity as springboards for critical confidence or personal liberties.”” Walpole’s
satirical ekphrasis borders on excess, especially towards the end. But on the whole he
keeps the description in check by transcribing the picture not so much into a personal
language of association as into Hogarth’s own mock-heroic iconography. As a satire
on history painting the Sigismonda could have succeeded, Walpole implies, thus neatly
turning the picture against itself: “Hogarth’s performance” in this work “was more
ridiculous than any thing he had ever ridiculed”.”

The last remark, emerging as it does from Walpole’s controlled descriptive
technique and his reliance on the reader’s knowledge of Hogarth’s more usual satirical
manner, again potently illustrates the suggestive economy which lies telescoped in the
language of painting. Its hidden articulations can open up unexpected worlds, writers
of fiction came to realise as the language of painting started appearing more and more
frequently in accessible prose publications like the Anecdotes. And indeed, in 1780 (the
year in which Walpole’s fourth volume appeared), a slim work on painters and their
doings strikes out in a new direction and annexes exactly such undiscovered worlds for
fiction. The exuberant young William Beckford, eager to show off how well-versed he
already was in aesthetic manners, and bent on ridiculing as many aspects of the art
world as he could find occasion to, launched into a series of satirical pranks which left
a host of theorists, critics, historians, patrons, and artists, both historical and
contemporary, with their hair ruffled. To try and stabilise the point of view behind

Beckford’s Biographical Memoirs of Extraordinary Painters is a self-defeating

exercise: the precocious author is far too rapt with his own agility to stay for
observation. If anything, he adopts a Swiftian policy of radically shifting his sights,
catapulting his reader through heady changes of perception. The work abounds in
preposterous points of view, usually the result of aesthetic trends or painterly
traditions, reduced to the absurd. Og of Basan, the prototypical Romantic artist who
restlessly searches the heights and depths of nature, culture, and his own psyche for
new sensations, produces an altar-piece through which Beckford pokes fun at

miraculous subject-matter in religious painting. At the same time, the picture of the
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beheaded St Denis which so admirably expresses “[t]he astonishment in the head at
finding itself off its own shoulders” giddily mocks Og’s artistic self-involvement, while
as an exercise in quirky viewpoint it functions as an apt metaphor for Beckford’s
whimsical experiments with contrasting perspectives (see fig. 4).

Several attempts have been made at comprehensively identifying Beckford’s
satirical targets. John Gibson Lockhart whose comments were used to promote the
sale of the 1834 edition singled out “the Dutch and Flemish schools”.”” To this André
Parreaux has added “an eighteenth-century school of German painters led by Raphael
Mengs”. Gemmett enlarges the scope by pointing out that a “final objective of the
book . . . was to satirize certain biographical or critical studies of painters published in
the eighteenth century” (he discovers, in particular, traces of Descamps’ La Vie des

Peintres Flamands, Allemands et Hollandois in Beckford’s Biographical Memoirs).

And most recently, Lipking refers to the “Northern painters” in general, “the fanatics
and miniaturists who lose themselves in the particular”, before persuasively offering as
one of Beckford’s victims Walpole himself, the collector of “minute facts” and
raconteur of “tall stories” about the visual arts.”

What these attempts bring home most forcibly is the sheer inexhaustibility of
Beckford’s satire. By far the most compelling and detailed “life” in the Biographical
Memoirs is that of Og, and it is again among his feverish artistic activities that one
finds some indication of Beckford’s satirical scope. Between copying the paintings of
Raphael in the Vatican apartments and abandoning himself to a fit of melancholy
madness, the impossibly versatile Og dashes off a piece of writing enigmatically
described as a “dissertation upon the plurality of worlds”. Og is certainly an expert on
plurality, judging by the many conflicting talents and character traits he displays; but so
is Beckford, in his own way, constantly pitching one imaginary world against another,
embodying in Og’s wild visions a satirical version of the Burkean sublime, and
providing the same chapter with a counter-balance in the shape of the smooth-
tempered artist, Andrew Guelph, whose beautiful moonlit scenes of dancing peasants,
and even application have brought him “a plurality of sequines”. The Biographical
Memoirs restlessly multiplies incidents and conversations from painters’ lives, creates

aesthetic viewpoints, techniques, and detailed oeuvres for all of these, provides them



Fig. 4. William Beckford (?), Og of Basan's picture of St. Denis,
frontispiece to second and third editions, The Biographical
Memoirs of Extraordinary Painters, ed. Robert J. Gemmett,

(1880; Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickenson University Press, 1969,
following page 60.
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with a system of patronage, and invents for them critics and rival artists. Each of these
regions is rich in satirical potential; together they spark off endless permutations.

Within this mass of shifting scales and criteria, Beckford is particularly blessed
with the ability to base each artist’s creative “identity” on a few chosen principles, for
instance Og’s wild sensibility or Sucrewasser’s trifling insipidity. To build up a
particular painter’s “life”, Beckford uses whatever painterly material comes to hand,
boldly shaping a range of current aesthetic questions as well as firmly established
historical categories to further his chosen satirical design for each chapter. His method
does not involve using the individual lives as platforms from which to direct consistent
satirical sallies against external targets in the world of painting, but to apply such
external material opportunistically in the construction of fantastic edifices which take
his initial designs to ridiculous (often self-destructive) extremes. The principle is similar
to the one reigning in Pope’s “Epistle to Cobham”, where various characters’ “ruling
Passions”, like “[f]its”, lend “vigour” to their lives (as indeed they do to Pope’s satire)
“just when they destroy” (223). Excess, of various kinds, topples Beckford’s painters.
His exuberant elaborations on the nature and consequences of particular types of
excess lend body to the imaginary lives, but also bring them to absurdly logical
conclusions. The wide range of materials drawn into his satire through these
elaborations is selected in conformity to the pattern of each individual life (or world)
and not primarily, as critics have suggested, in response to “the judgements of a refined
.. . taste” or his “middle-of-the-road” aesthetic.” This is not to deny his astonishing
command over the language of painting. When he started scribbling the Biographical
Memoirs at the age of seventeen, he had obviously been looking at and reading about
painting with great vigour for years. But the most consistent element of his satire at
this stage (as in the case of many a youthful satirist) is his brilliant irreverence which
grasps at opportunities to show off skill without necessarily wanting to dismantle,
through consistent effort, whole systems of thought or behaviour.

The life of his first extraordinary painter, Aldrovandus Magnus, is for example
consumed by ambition. This gives Beckford a chance to laugh at history painting,
grandiose schemes, and maybe Reynolds, at the helm of the country’s greatest artistic
projects (the Royal Academy and the foundation of a British School). The young

Aldrovandus certainly aspires to something approximating the “grand style” set out in
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Reynolds’s Discourse IV, and manages so well to advance the “general idea” over

% in his history paintings, that he has no trouble converting a particular

“particularity
picture’s subject-matter from one fable into another when occasion calls for this: for
the love of a “haughty beauty”, Ann Spindlemans, “he impiously changed the sacred
story of Bell and the Dragon, begun for the Benedictines, into the garden of the
Hesperides, guarded by a sagacious monster” (42). Scandalised by this aberration, his
master, Jean Hemmelinck, plunges into “sage discourses” delivered in a ponderous
“figurative style” to correct his disciple’s youthful “folly”, and to impress upon him the
“golden advantages”, the chains, medals, and gems which would reward diligent labour
(42 - 43). (In Discourse I Reynolds warns professors of art to “watch over the genius”
of talented youngsters so that their minds might not be “debauched and deceived” by
an early mastery of “a facility in composing”; the “reward of eminence”, he stresses,
can only be obtained through moral industry, as illustrated in “the lives of the most
eminent Painters” where “every page informs us, that no part of their time was spent in
dissipation”.)®! Aldrovandus takes heed, assiduously courts royalty with his talent, and
arrives at “the summit of prosperity” (45). Hemmelinck, in a comic aside censuring
ambition, dies of gluttony, just like Pope’s Helluo (“Epistle to Cobham”; 234 - 237),
except that the Flamand boorishly devours a “huge pike” (itself renowned for its
voracity) whereas the British bon-vivant expires on choice servings of salmon’s belly
and jowl. A similar fate, cleverly translated into pictorial terms, hits Aldrovandus’
enormous historical scheme of “a suite of paintings which was to contain the whole
history of the Goths and Vandals” (46). He runs out of canvas, but through his
influence with the Duke Podebrac manages to monopolise the domain’s supplies by a
proclamation whereby it becomes treason to withhold any canvas from “the aforesaid
Aldrovandus Magnus, Knight of the most noble order of the Ram” (47). By focusing
on the power and ambition controlling this painter’s work in extravagant detail,
Beckford tacitly criticises a policy which effectively gives history painting a
stranglehold on all other genres. Built into Aldrovandus’ policy, however, is
Beckford’s own satirical principle of self-destruction, which again operates with the
nicety of a Pope couplet. Embarking on his most ambitious work ever, a picture on the
subject of Prince Drahomire who was swallowed up by an earthquake, Aldrovandus

“cried aloud for canvas, but instead of canvas, his disciples, with singed beards,
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brought the news of the conflagration of his ware-house, in which every thread of it
was consumed” (47). “A paroxysm of grief’, claiming the great painter’s life,
concludes this series of catastrophes.

It would be going too far to claim that Beckford’s aim in this first “biography” is
totally to discredit Reynolds’s emphasis on diligence, aspiration, and superior styles in
painting. Likewise, the ridiculous Pomeranian pair, Andrew Guelph and Og of Basan,
hardly constitutes avsystematic attack on particular kinds of landscape painting or
Burke’s polarised enquiry into matters of taste and sensibility. Beckford has his laugh,
then moves on, often to a world in which Reynoldian or Burkean principles would
themselves be an antidote to excess. Sucrewasser, who advances from painting trifling
scenes on snuff-boxes to copying Titian, never daring on the way to confront nature
directly, seems to justify both Reynolds and Burke. In Beckford’s scheme of things,
this non-entity dies of a cold after a long and sterile life. With the brigand-artist,
Blunderbussiana, Beckford counters Sucrewasser’s blandness with yet another wild
visionary, this time one who explores, not the mysteries of savage places, but of human

anatomy. Beckford embroiders with delight on the ghoulish sublime:

In the spring he used early in the morning to quit his cave, and
frequently trussing a body over his shoulders, repaired to a wood, and
delighted himself in exploring it. Instead of carrying with him, in his
walks, a nice pocket edition of some Elzevir classic, he never was

without a leg or an arm, which he went slicing along. . . . (86)

Fittingly, Blunderbussiana dies in a surreal fever, fancying himself set upon by severed
limbs and heads. When Beckford eventually turns his satire specifically against
seventeenth-century Dutch and Flemish painting, he does so to introduce a world ruled
by a contrary form of excess, one which leads him to select only those Netherlandish
schools and genres supporting his portrait of the painstaking Watersouchy. The
character stimulates satirical comments on the fijnschilders (with their meticulous
finishing techniques), opulent still life, and placid domestic conversation pieces;
omitted are, for instance, the boisterous farmyard and tavern scenes of Netherlandish
genre painting which generally draw much derisive comment from critics of the Dutch
and Flemish schools. This last chapter conclusively shows that selection of material in

the Biographical Memoirs depends on internal structure, on the satirical design of
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Beckford’s individual “worlds” and his arrangement of them in relation to one another,
and not on the consistency of the satirical views he directs outwards at the world of
painting.

Apart from immediately changing the scene from “the rocks of Dalmatia”
(Blunderbussiana’s haunts) “to the levels of Holland” (90), the chapter on
Watersouchy ingeniously balances the one on Aldrovandus, drawing the Biographical
Memoirs to an impressive close. At one pole of the work, Beckford mocks panache,
on the other, pernickety fiddling; grandiose schemes oppose an obsession with
minutiae; history painting gives way to lesser forms. Whereas Aldrovandus shot to
fame with his enormous compositions, Watersouchy creeps through years of
apprenticeship to the Leyden fijnschilder of genre scenes, Gerard Dou. After a year the
master allows him to finish “[t]he collar of a lap-dog, a velvet bracelet, and the lace
round the caps of the gossips” in a large family group commemorating a christening
(95), after eight years, Dou suffers him “to group without assistance” his first
independent compositions, “[a]n arm chair of the richest velvet, and a Turkey carpet”.

Beyond these bold contrasts, there is also some oblique thematic continuity
between chapters one and five. In the last “biography”, Beckford above all derides the
effects of clinging too closely to diligence and decorum, in art as well as in life.
Watersouchy exhausts his energies in observing splendid form: of obsequiously polite
social behaviour and costly possessions, both of which find a place in his flattering
portraits of Antwerp dignitaries. Beckford’s ekphrasis is highly substantive here,
capturing both the wealth of accessories and Watersouchy’s painstaking pace in
executing these. The legends on coins and individual hairs of eyelashes become visible
through his labours, and once a whole month goes by in his “giving” the ringed fingers
of the Burgomaster’s lady “the last touch of perfection” (106). Such confined efforts
and limited scope of vision, once again taken to ridiculous extremes, result in a gradual
dwindling away of powers. After a particularly laborious endeavour only “a circle of
old ladies” can nurse Watersouchy’s exhausted spirits. He takes to cordials and
becomes “fond” of “news and tulips”, composes “little pieces” depicting pet dormice
and bits of cheese to thank his comforters, and, while expiring, paints a flea.

Although drawing primarily on aspects of Netherlandish painting for his satire in

this chapter, Beckford happily slips in other jibes when the opportunity presents itself.
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The fun made of minute particularity may seem to reinstate Reynolds’s authority; and
yet, Watersouchy’s advice to himself on his way to Antwerp translates painterly
imagery into moral metaphors in a manner which only slightly exaggerates such
practice in Discourse I: ““Let all your actions be regular as the strokes of your pencil,
and let the varnish of your manners shine like that of your paintings’” (97). Elsewhere,
a description of a De Mierhop table piece trifles with Burke, invoking something
approximating a culinary sublime: “The vapour smoking over the dishes judiciously
concealed the extremities of the repast, and gave the finest play to the imagination”
(93). Sometimes Beckford manipulates painterly material for sheer fun: Maria Sibylla
Merian, mainly a finicking painter of flowers and insects, gives him a chance to snigger
at Watersouchy’s moral rigidity and sexual squeamishness: “He adored the extreme
nicety of her touch, and not a little admired that strict sense of propriety which had
induced her to marriage; for it seems she had chosen Jean Graff of Nuremburg for her
husband, merely to study the Nud in a modest way” (100).

Such exuberant additions expand the range of Beckford’s satire to an extent which

is still bewildering, much more so at the time of the Biographical Memoirs’ first

publication when ordinary readers, even critics, found Beckford’s intentions obscure
and the blurred boundaries between fact and fiction untenable. Tracing the work’s
history in the critical reviews which appeared in Beckford’s lifetime, Gemmett
concludes that it took a third edition and a good fifty years before readers showed
signs “of coming to terms with Beckford’s satire”.*> He finds the solution to the
reading public’s “insensitivity” to the satirical nature of this work in Beckford’s own

correspondence: “‘except among a few gentlemen, there is no sound taste for the arts

in England’”®. To this one may add a pointed reference in the Biographical Memoirs
itself to the general lack of expertise and interest in the visual arts in England: at the
famous public confrontation over the respective merits of nut-oil and egg white
varnish, the mercurial Og completely routs Soorcrout of Vienna (a slavish copyist of
Titian and as insignificant as his friend Sucrewasser); “[a]fter this disgrace”, Beckford
notes with masterly comic control, “Soorcrout went to England” (82). This is the only

time he mentions his home country in the Biographical Memoirs.

Beckford’s first attempt at fiction, then, proves to be precocious in more than one

way. It demonstrates the extensive satirical potential which painterly material holds for
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fiction. In many respects, however, Beckford’s deployment of this satire is far too
fluent and specialised for a public much taken by the new readability of prose fiction,

but still largely inarticulate when it comes to the language of painting. A pleasant co-

incidence is that the second edition of the Biographical Memoirs appeared in 1824, the
year of the foundation of the National Gallery in London, an occasion which did much
to stimulate popular awareness of the arts in Britain. The next edition, appearing in
1834, takes one right into the world of Thackeray’s bustling satirical reviews and an
ever-burgeoning public interest in the arts, developments which form the basis of my
discussion of Thackeray’s writing. Beckford is also the first writer of fiction to show
an intense interest, albeit jocular, in the creative mind and life which can be
extrapolated from the procedures of painting. Not until Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre
does such material find serious expression in fiction. Concurrently with Beckford’s
impressive early discoveries in these regions of painterly fiction, other developments,
some less firmly based on a thorough command over pictorial language, were taking
their course in the English novel. Writers of fiction continued to adapt poetry’s use of
the visual arts to their own needs. And late eighteenth-century forms like the novel of
Sensibility and Gothic fiction rang their own changes on a growing stock of images and
themes derived from painting. Since all of these have some bearing on my treatment of
Jane Austen’s art, but also to a lesser extent George Eliot’s and Henry James’s, a
quick look at Sensibility and the Gothic is necessary to supplement my previous views
of painterly usage in eighteenth-century literature.

Both these forms mark a shift towards registering the significance of painterly
imagery in a fictional world through their effect on the receptive abilities of beholders,
a tendency identified linguistically by Baxandall and ascribed convincingly by Lipking
also to Walpole’s perceptions in the Anecdotes, especially to the part in volume I on
Gothic architecture. Closely analysing several of these comments on the Gothic,
Lipking identifies in Walpole’s writing a “language of sensation that considers
architecture to be primarily a psychological mechanism for conveying impressions”.*
Though hardly sensational and more closely linked to actual pictorial effect, the
language describing Hogarth’s Fleet prisoner and warden certainly derives much of its

force from evoking, as well as capturing, an implicit viewer’s first hand response to
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depictions of misery and cruelty. To the novelist of Sensibility this shift in emphasis
signals yet another means of opening up internal prospects.

Sterne’s sentimental traveller, for instance, frequently goes so far as to dispense
completely with any particular pictorial stimulus from the outside, instead allowing his
imagination to handle the brush freely. Fear of arrest in France (he is at this stage
travelling without a passport) figuratively puts him in a “frame” which he sketches in
with his own elaborate sensations about “the miseries of confinement”.* His “picture”
of an imaginary captive (or really, series of “pictures”) repeatedly culminates in
eruptions of feeling: “But here my heart began to bleed - and I was forced to go on
with another part of the portrait” (202), or “ - I saw the iron enter into his soul - I
burst into tears - I could not sustain the picture of confinement which my fancy had
drawn” (203). A lighter scenario, one of his amusing little love games, takes not an
empty frame but a blank canvas as a point of departure. The traveller and an unknown

young woman find themselves unexpectedly left alone while the master of the Hétel

goes off to fetch a key. They wait, hand in hand, their faces turned towards the locked
door of the carriage shed. Had they been facing the street, the traveller remarks, they
would have commented on “objects and occurrences without”; but “when your eyes
are fixed upon a dead blank - you draw purely from yourselves” (90). By this stage, as
the reader is soon to find out through one of Sterne’s temporal loops into the past
which leaves the pair stranded at the door for a whole chapter, the traveller has already
composed an imaginary picture of the woman’s face and has followed this up with a
glance at the “original”; which puts his mind in yet another “frame” to express the
curiosity and benevolence he feels towards the lines “traced” on her face by imagined
“distresses” (92 - 94). Neatly summarising Sterne’s use of pictures as devices of
sentiment, Yorick later gives the following half-innocent, half-tantalising account of the

rules whereby he travels and flirts:

It is for this reason, Monsieur le Compte . . . that I have not seen the
Palais royal - nor the Luxembourg - nhor the Fagade of the Louvre - nor
have attempted to swell the catalogues we have of pictures, statues, and
churches - I conceive every fair being as a temple, and would rather
enter in, and see the original drawings and loose sketches hung up in it,

than the transfiguration of Raphael itself. (218 - 219)
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These are blasphemous words in a country where Raphael’s aesthetic reign was to
be indisputable for many years to come. But Sterne, of course, does not quite share his
traveller’s easy off-centring of art appreciation as one of the hubs of the Grand Tour.
His humorous deviations display an acute awareness of the effects which pictorial
principles can lend his style of writing. In fact, his treatment of pictorial imagery in A

Sentimental Journey contributes greatly to the rhythm of arrest and flow which makes

this novel such a compelling exercise in mapping the mind’s subjective wanderings. It
is exactly this binary quality of his technique which most fascinates Virginia Woolf in
an introductory essay to this novel. Fresh from making the painter, Lily Briscoe, draw

the final, stabilising line in To the Lighthouse, she comments on the possibility of

achieving compositional stasis in worlds of perpetual movement:

No writing seems to flow more exactly into the very folds and creases
of the individual mind, to express its changing moods, to answer its
lightest whim and impulse, and yet the result is perfectly precise and
composed. The utmost fluidity exists with the utmost permanence. It is
as if the tide raced over the beach hither and thither and left every ripple

and eddy cut on the sand in marble.*

Stability of a different, more literal, kind is an effect which the pictorial image
conveys also to the Gothic novel. The type of fictional world invoked by those late
eighteenth-century novels commonly described as Gothic usually abounds in
aristocratic or religious strongholds, places in which paintings might be expected, and
do indeed turn up with more than incidental frequency. Their function is to hint
enigmatically at a hidden, in most cases a forcibly suppressed, state of order which has
somehow become subsumed under a false status quo, usually one showing the turmoil
and strain of unjustly imposed authority. Operating as concrete narrative clues,
paintings assist in driving the Gothic plot towards resolution, more precisely, towards
the deposition of false authority and the reinstatement of just order.

Some adjustment is necessary to this scheme of interpretation which may
otherwise seem too glib an equation of Gothic novels to revolutionary fable, especially
given their time of composition towards the end of the eighteenth century. Far from
supporting the overthrow of aristocratic power, the Gothic more often confirms the

validity of a ruling class, as long as it upholds the principles of humanity and
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orderliness. In this respect, the genre much rather tends towards enacting a fable of
moderate reform, preserving an important place for legitimate hereditary power in
well-ordered societies, while deflecting just indignation in the direction of misbehaving
or corrupt members of such leading classes: the usurpers, tyrants, and bullies.
Paintings, especially portraits, are frequent props in the construction of stories which
subscribe to this basic plot design. The presence of paintings is a concrete sign of an
estate’s, and therefore a family’s, stability. The Gothic novel frequently presents such a
symbol under a layer of antiquarian dust. In these novels portraits usually appear as
relics of formerly stable genealogies. They are discovered in locked up closets and
hidden galleries where they arrest the beholder’s attention through the circumstances
of their discovery or a strong personal aura, and usually they prompt investigation. As
mute signals of a mysterious past existence, they demand to be read, and on their
interpretation (correct or incorrect), relies a fragment of Gothic plot and a considerable
portion of Gothic atmosphere.

As in the novel of Sensibility, it is again the viewer’s response which gives
substance to the pictorial image; and often the painting itself is similarly reduced to
prompt a response not in terms of pictorial qualities of form and style, but in its
capacity as an unusual object exciting interest and compelling investigation. The only
pictorial quality to survive this reduction is the distinctly literary tradition of enargeia;
and even here the painting’s concrete aspect is demonstrated more through its
emotional impact and the forward motion it gives to external plot, than through any
textural presence in the writing itself.

At its most emblematic, the portrait image acquires an ominous “Last Duchess”
aspect, especially in narratives liberally supplied with corpses and incarcerations where
an enclosing frame and captured countenance become directly symbolic of the fate

suffered by persons long dead or missing. In Clara Reeve’s The Old English Baron

(1778) two portraits with their faces turned to the wall lead Edmund, a peasant
foundling, to the discovery of his parents’ aristocratic identity and the foul play which
had led to their murder years before.*’ The sense of foreboding, horror or mystery
accompanying the presence of such paintings adds to the emotional atmosphere and
narrative tension of Gothic literature; but not infallibly. Ann Radcliffe’s The Mysteries
of Udolpho (1794) so overloads the painting as emblem of horror that the image lapses
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into ludicrous tautology. A veiled painting repeatedly strikes viewers speechless or
senseless with the intensity of its visual impact, in this manner perpetuating its terrible
secret.®® Radcliffe seems to forget about her device once its has fulfilled its sensational
function and remembers only in a feeble endnote to the plot to identify it as a wax

memento mori encased in a wall, a veritable dummy of horror (662). The ghostly

picture which somehow becomes animate, follows viewers with its eyes, or even quits
the frame, is another stock-in-trade of Gothic horror. In Walpole’s The Castle of
Otranto (1764) this convention figures in a genealogical battle conducted through
works of art.*” The usurping bloodline, represented by the tyrant, Manfred, draws
inspiration from the sighing and beckoning image of the original usurper, his
grandfather, Ricardo (24), whereas the suppressed bloodline gains confidence through
a young “peasant’s” mysterious resemblance to a portrait of the original usurped,
Alfonso the Good (52, 85), who lends further force to their just cause by making
unnerving appearances at the Castle of Otranto in the shape of a gigantic statue from a
nearby church. The interplay between posing a mystery and unravelling it so basic to
Gothic plot structure involves the portrait in discoveries which in modern thrillers
would require the apparatus and techniques of pathology. Again and again portraits
play a convenient role in recognition scenes. The evil Schedoni in The Italian finds a
miniature of himself on his sleeping victim just as he is about to stab her (Ellena
eventually turns out to be not his daughter, as he thinks, but his niece).”® And, in The

Mysteries of Udolpho, the main thrust of the plot is to match a series of unidentified

portraits with their living counterparts (or, at least, with close relatives who
traditionally resemble them exactly).

From the plot summaries above it becomes evident that, although at times
tortuous, the narrative structures, thematic implications, and types of pictorial
symbolism which evolve from the Gothic novel’s use of painterly material remain
relatively simple and direct. But they nonetheless stay part of the ever-expanding
language of painting which novelists have at their disposal. Even though new
developments in exhibiting, viewing, and reviewing painting gradually work their way
into the vocabulary and syntax of this language, a peculiarly Gothic figure like for
instance the dumb-struck viewer appears in many guises throughout the nineteenth

century and beyond: Catherine Morland, inventing Gothic plots before Mrs Tilney’s
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portrait, Gwendolen Harleth in shocking confrontation with a pictorial memento mori
at her moment of theatrical triumph; or Milly, painfully sensing her own mortality in
the Bronzino at Matcham. These examples all reinforce what I called, at the beginning
of this chapter, the “traditionalist” or retentive character of painterly idiom. But they
equally focus attention on the flexibility which a specific literary context and individual
writers’ approach impart to such basic material, as well as the continuous expansion
which the language of painting undergoes through artistic, critical, and scholarly
endeavour. The freshly accumulative nature of painterly language evokes in literature a
many-layered response which displays creative writers’ individual experience and
manipulation of established pictorial traditions, as well as their more experimental
probing of recent developments. Innovation, in the example taken from Northanger
Abbey, is purely literary and consists in Jane Austen’s realising the satirical value of a
painterly image ready-transmuted by Gothic fiction; the example from The Wings of
the Dove, on the other hand, illustrates James’s more immediate and particularly visual
apprehension of what pictorial form can suggest to literature: Milly’s morbid reaction
depends on James’s own sensitive awareness and formulation in language of the
awkward, flattening effect characteristic of Mannerist art. My method, then, is to
analyse novelists’ use of pictorialism and pictorial allusions in the manner of Jeffrey
Meyers and Marianna Torgovnick, but with this important difference, that I also pay
extensive attention to the linguistic forms which have come to surround such material
in particular cultural contexts or in the works of individual writers.”’

Reynolds’s vision for British artists was the establishment of a national school and
a recognition that the painter’s art not merely involved craft, but possessed a “poetic”
force. Inspired by a similar idealism, but nurtured more organically on British artistic
traditions like the Romantic landscape, Ruskin, years later, undertook “to declare and
demonstrate, wherever they exist, the essence and the authority of the Beautiful and
the True”.”? He concentrates not on the “old masters”, but on living artists of British
origin. Although one couldn’t justifiably claim that Ruskin’s fervid belief in painting as
a vehicle for moral vision or his defence of home-grown talent altered the stature of
British painting itself, his writings were enormously influential in expanding the
expressive range of painterly language and in suggesting to viewers a method of

pursuing meaning through visual form. George Eliot, for instance, mastered Ruskin’s
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techniques of “reading” the pictorial clues which according to him embody the
“thought” and increase the affective intensity conveyed by painting. Transferring these
techniques to a rehabilitated version of Dutch and Flemish genre painting, she used the
language of painting to circumscribe the aesthetic aims of her early fiction. But, as I
shall indicate in my chapter on Eliot, her later fiction largely swings away from
exploring the use of a painterly aesthetic as an aid to structuring her novelistic-vision,
unlike Henry James, who throughout his creative life appropriates painting as an
analytic and synthetic process of observation which renders his writing concrete at the
same time as making it richly suggestive. The thesis ends with the beginning of James’s
late period, and therefore inevitably sends feelers into the twentieth century. Since I
view the language of painting as an endlessly accumulative system, a probe into the late
twentieth century might register nineteenth-century trends retrospectively. For a final
illustration, then, of the method I propose to follow in discussing the fiction of the
nineteenth century, I turn to A. S. Byatt’s recent novel, Still Life (1985), which has
provided me with an epigraph, and might, through the range of its reference to
particular paintings, as well as to theories of perception surrounding them, draw
together the disparate methodological and historical materials dealt with in this
chapter.

In Byatt’s prologue, set in 1980, almost thirty years after the period in which this
novel’s main action takes place, the playwright, Alexander Wedderburn, is heading for
a rendezvous with an old friend in a room full of Van Goghs at the Royal Academy
Post-Impressionist exhibition. His progress towards Room III is measured in a
succession of adverbial and adjectival phrases. These operate cumulatively to suggest
the full cultural consciousness which this prospective viewer brings to bear on reading

paintings:

So here he was, a distinguished public man, also an artist of a kind,
stepping obediently through Room I (French 1880s) and Room II
(British 1880s and 1890s), on a lead grey morning, to the pale grey,
classical, quiet place where the bright light shone and sang off pigment

so that the phrase miraculous stuff, seemed merely accurate.”

Complement and apposition in subsequent sentences reinforce the complexity of

experience which informs Wedderburn’s perception of individual works: Room III
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contains, amongst others pictures, “an Arles ‘Poets’ Garden’” which “he hadn’t seen
before, but recognised, from small photographs, from charged descriptions in the
painter’s letters” (1). Byatt next offers a densely packed visual account of the painting,
clearly as refracted through the variegated consciousness which she has constructed so

meticulously for her character:

He sat down and saw a bifurcated path, simmering with gold heat round
and under the rising, spreading blue-black-green down-pointing vanes
of a great pine, still widening where the frame interrupted its soaring.
Two decorous figures advanced, hand-in-hand, under its suspended
thickness. And beyond, green green grass and geraniums like splashes

of blood. (1)

Continued exposure to the painting results in further descriptions, or rather, modes of
description, as the colours and shapes on Van Gogh’s canvas lead the viewer’s
perceptual faculties an intricate dance of both immediate and remembered sensation.
Wedderburn’s visual impressions materialise in language, of course. He is, after all,
himself a literary artist, which explains the prominent and sustained efforts of style
marking his visual experience. The painted garden, with its keenly sensed path, pine,
figures, and flowers breaks up at a second viewing into its technical constituents and a
great many powerful but unruly associations which amount to the following close-up:
“He stared at the serenely impassioned garden made out of a whirl of yellow
brushstrokes, a viridian impasto, a dense mass of furiously feathered lines of blue-
green, isolated black pot hooks, the painfully clear orange-red spattering” (2).

The radically different style of this description once again reveals the variety of
experience which makes up Wedderburn’s mind, this time by bringing to the surface his
struggles of thirty years before with Van Gogh and language. A Gombrichian process
of reviewing and reworking conceptual modes dominates Byatt’s (and her fictional
character’s) return to this relatively distant past, as Wedderburn proceeds to sort
through the deposits of literary and painterly material formed during previous attempts

at coming to terms with Van Gogh in language:

He had had trouble finding an appropriate language for the painter’s

obsession with the illuminated material world. . . . At first he had
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thought that he could write a plain, exact verse with no figurative
language, in which a yellow chair was the thing itself, a yellow chair, as
a round gold apple was an apple or a sunflower a sunflower. Sometimes
he still saw the brushstrokes, as it were, in this naked way, so that his
earlier thoughts of this garden had to be undone, the idea of black
wings to be stripped from the painted leafage, the vulgar idea of blood

splashes washed off the notation of geraniums.

As in Gombrich’s thinking, however, the artist (here Wedderburn, Van Gogh - and
ultimately, Byatt herself) labours under Whorfian predestiny; and Ruskin’s “innocent
eye” remains, as ever, strictly hypothetical, as layer after layer of obstructive material
continues to deflect attempts at seeing “in this naked way”. The very process of

stripping away obstacles to pure sight serves only to uncover further ones:

But it couldn’t be done. Language was against him, for a start.
Metaphor lay coiled in the name sunflower, which not only turned
towards but resembled the sun, the source of light.

Van Gogh’s idea of things had also been against him. The yellow
chair, besides being brushstrokes and pigment, besides being a yellow
chair, was one of twelve bought for a company of artists who were to
inhabit the Yellow House, the white walls of which should blaze with
sunflowers as the windows of Gothic cathedrals blazed with coloured
light. Not only metaphor: cultural motif, immanent religion, a faith and

a church. One thing always linked to another thing. (2)

Whereas Van Gogh’s evasiveness at times tinges Wedderburn’s personal survey
with post-Modernist despondency, the painter offers Byatt herself a combination of
vivid signs and ever-expanding significance which becomes her chief means of
suggesting “life” in 1950s Britain. Her selection of epigraphs for the novel tellingly
juxtaposes Proust’s “petite image claire et usuelle”, which attaches to words
explanatory pictures of the objects they refer to, and (through Foucault) Cuvier’s flux
of meaning which springs from endlessly shifting relationships between contiguous
elements. (Cuvier’s categories are “les substances mortes” and “les corps vivants”,

cleverly spliced in Byatt’s own title, Still Life.) Thus, the complex interactions between
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paintings and people in her “Post-Impressionist” prologue bring into play powerful
concrete stimuli on the one hand, and on the other, a range of perceptual responses,
minutely differentiated according to the particular viewer involved, so that Byatt’s
characters are themselves on retrospective exhibition, as it were, in the prologue,
figuring as organised complexes of ready-made impressions, the origins and
development of which she undertakes to trace in the course of the novel.

Like Wedderburn, her next viewer, Frederica Potter of the Radio 3 Critics’
Forum, enters into the prologue through snatches of critical, literary, and personal
reactions to the paintings on exhibition. These, however, completely overthrow the
gentle (if at times anxious) rhythms of the playwright’s lyrically tentative attempts at
formulating Van Gogh in language. Apart from the obvious and solid scholarly
knowledge with which Byatt invests Frederica’s perceptions, the novelist indulges in a
brilliant play of glancing suggestion which exactly captures this character’s formidable,
yet fastidious, and even slightly ridiculous, bearing. As background to Frederica’s
critically proficient response to painting, Byatt sets the comical misconceptions of a
viewer armed with a sound guide to the exhibition. For this, she draws on Butor’s
light-hearted introduction to the essay “Les Mots dans la Peinture” in which he
describes his astonishment at the automaton-like behaviour of viewers in the
Washington National Gallery, until he realises that a hidden sound guide determines
their responses, that “[u]ne voix secréte les faisait voir”.>* But Frederica’s scornful
observation of her ingenuous fellow-viewers does not put her own superior response
to painting beyond the reach of Byatt’s ironic approach. Whipping up a whirl of cross-
references (resembling Butor’s “halo de commentaires”)”® around Monet’s fittingly

turbulent Au Cap d’Antibes par vent de mistral, Byatt rushes her clever newcomer to

the novel from literary association to exhibition catalogue entry, from fragments of
aesthetic theory to personal impulses, in the process creating a character whose mental
attitudes become an amusing counterpart to Monet’s “formless formed plungings of
water and wind” (3).

The almost feverish play of pre-"formed” languages making up Frederica’s
response to painting, although quite different from Wedderburn’s meticulously
constructed layers of meaning, again suggests a Gombrichian system of visual

schemata determining the way in which images are formed and read. In fact, it is
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probably no coincidence that the prattling viewer who falls victim to Frederica’s
censorious stare should confuse Monet with Churchill. Elaborating on this error, Byatt
introduces another string of associations which reaches through Churchill and touches
upon even Gombrich himself. Frederica’s “reading” of the Monet takes a preliminary
turn through Proust (which once again echoes Butor, this time his essay on Proust,
Manet, and the “fictive” painter, Elstir),”® then muses on the visual manifestation of
“light”, a quality which for Churchill breathed “meaning” into the painted
“cryptogram” on canvas, and which inspired him to such eloquence that Gombrich
repeated his remarks on the translation of “mere pigment into light” when he came to

write the section “From Light into Paint” in Art and Illusion.”’

It is with Gombrich that Byatt later in the novel restates the importance of pre-
formed meaning for her own artistic credo. Towards the end of chapter 7, in a bravura
passage consciously reminiscent of Wordsworth’s “Immortality Ode”, she has the
narrative voice attempting to approximate the visual sensations of the new-born baby,
William, as he lies “amongst” a “glory” of diffusely coloured light (107). But what
Byatt (like Wordsworth before her) ends up registering through her infant’s eye is, of
course, the sad irretrievability of such primary sensation, of uninterpreted (and
therefore uninterpretable) light; thence the self-conscious paraleipses persistently
stalling her flow of lyricism to re-establish the essentially negative outlines which her
description of the baby’s experience inevitably has to follow. The glorious “swathe of
light”, “streaked and stroked” with iris and daffodil which Byatt imaginatively projects
onto her infant’s retina thus becomes refracted and dispersed by the processes of adult
perception. “The light . . . was a warm light”, the narrative voice states with seemingly
quiet confidence, then quenches both light and confidence with a wordy concessive
clause: “though it is not possible for me to say whether he in any way associated
synaesthetically the ideas of warmth and light” (107). Likewise, halting paraphrase and
approximation swell the previously recorded “dashes and flashes” of colour which the
child receives from the bouquet of spring flowers into a needlessly technical list of
colours. The narrative voice adds preposterously, “though of course he could not name
or distinguish these divisions of light”. And next follows a long series of similes,
inappropriate in their complexity, which “might have” conveyed the baby’s sensations

“[1]f he had been capable of simile, which he was not”.
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“Art”, Byatt concedes after this intentionally self-defeating demonstration, “is not
the recovery of the innocent eye, which is inaccessible”. She continues with what
amounts to pure Gombrichian pastiche which echoes Alexander’s earlier difficulties

with appropriating Van Gogh in language:

‘Make it new’ cannot mean, see it free of all learned frames and names,
for paradoxically it is only a precise use of learned comparison and the
signs we have made to distinguish things seen or recognised that can
give the illusion of newness. I had the idea that this novel could be
written innocently, without recourse to reference to other people’s
thoughts, without, as far as possible, recourse to simile or metaphor.
This turned out to be impossible: one cannot think at all without a
recognition and realignment of ways of thinking and seeing we have

learned over time. We all remake the world as we see it, as we look at

it. (108)

Like Gombrich, Byatt takes traditional schemata as a point of departure and finishes
with an emphatic confirmation of the innovative abilities inherent in individual talent:
“Even the innocent eye does not simply receive light: it acts and orders. And we
always put something of ourselves . . . into our descriptions of our world, our mapping
of our vision” (109).

Again, as so often in this novel, she finds in painting an objective correlative
which unites diverse thought processes and thematic developments into a powerfully
suggestive image, that of the self-conscious artist, forever reaching through and
beyond established modes of seeing, a portrait of Van Gogh, painted by himself: “He
radiated brushstrokes in a self-portrait from his own eyes like twin suns. It is new and
the opposite of innocent: it is seen, and thought, and made” (109). The verb “radiated”
picks up the imagery of warmth and light which Byatt uses in speculating about the
infant’s mental response to the “glistening particles” received on his retina. Her
speculation entertains the possibility that the child’s brain, or at least “those parts of
the brain which become the rods and cones of vision” might have had some
“preparatory dream of light” in the “lightless amniotic fluid”, and therefore might start
organising his vision mentally in terms of “precognition” even from the moment of

birth. (Describing the sense of sight at its most basic, Gombrich speaks of the “welter
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of dancing light points” “we get on the retina” which stimulates “the sensitive rods and
cones that fire their messages into the brain”).”®

But beyond forming part of a chain of imagery relaying an impression of the
internal working of the eye, the verb “radiated” also projects meaning outwards onto
the shapes appearing on Van Gogh’s canvas. Through Baxandall’s indirect moods of
“comparison” and “inference”, the word “radiated” alludes to the riveting effect of the
spirals and concentric forms in which Van Gogh’s later artistic vision materialises (see
fig. 5). But “radiated” refers as much to Byatt’s writing on Van Gogh as to Van
Gogh’s painting. She draws his art into the descriptive textures and thematic patterns
of Still Life, trusting that his brushstrokes, available at least in memory to most of her
readers, will start radiating meaning to her writing itself. In this, she repeats in slightly
altered form Pope’s belief in the reflection of meaning from art to art. This thesis will
argue that imaged in writers’ shaping of painterly material lie modes of seeing,

thinking, and making which give meaning to literary construction.
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Chapter Two

Jane Austen: A “wanton kind of chace” through Aesthetic Tradition

Painterly images are sparse in Jane Austen’s writing. Her fiction contains a few
cognoscenti, some dabblers, various references to domestic art forms, and a sprinkling
of portraits; the letters an occasional exhibition and the famous “bit of Ivory” comment
with its thumbnail aesthetic. In all these cases her language is remarkably elliptical,
reducing pictorial elements to a minimum which often becomes telling in itself. Right
from the start, in the juvenilia, she mockingly elbows aside the central function of
painting as a description or record of events. “The History of England”, written with
self-confessed subjectivity by “a partial, prejudiced, and ignorant Historian”, makes fun
of Edward V’s reign by structuring it around a pictorial lacuna: “This unfortunate

1 Elsewhere the

Prince lived so little a while that nobody had time to draw his picture.
picturesque comes in for ridicule. In an epistolary scrap a young lady reports after her
sister’s rather precipitate tour through Wales that she “has taken a great many
Drawings of the Country, which are very beautiful, tho’ perhaps not such exact
resemblances as might be wished, from their being taken as she ran along” (177).
Typically irreverent, Austen subsequently makes the letter deviate into an account of
the shoes worn out and repaired during the journey, implying that these incongruous
details offer a far better record of the tour than the young tourist’s hastily performed
drawings. Her own letters continue the tendency to use pictures as starting-points for
satire. A catalogue of the pictures in Steventon parsonage drawn up for her sister
shortly before the family’s disruptive move to Bath begins straightforwardly - “the
Battle peice, Mr. Nibbs, Sir Wm East” - then brackets the rest together in “& all the
old heterogenous, miscellany, manuscript, Scriptoral peices”.* The collective
description consciously blurs pictorial exactness to suggest an amusing jumble which in
the usual manner of her correspondence makes light of personal discomfort and treats
the move with frivolity and self-mockery.

From 1811 onwards, intermittent stays with her brother Henry in London
expanded Austen’s knowledge of painting: she visited the Liverpool Museum, the
British Gallery, and the private collection of the Count D’Entraigues in 1811, the
exhibitions of the Society of Painters in Oil and Water-Colours and the British
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Academy, as well as the Reynolds retrospective organised by the British Institution in
1813.> These all find their way into the letters, but always drastically pruned of
information to leave only deliberately limited and subjective impressions which again
present the self in a slightly ridiculous light. She confesses that her “preference for Men
& Women, [sic] always inclines” her “to attend more to the company” than to the
paintings on show (267). When visiting the Count’s collection she leaves Henry to
appreciate the “fine Paintings” while entertaining herself with “a Miniature of Philip 5.
of Spain” which, she claims, “exactly” suits her own “capacity” (276). And, although
the 1813 exhibition in the Spring Gardens is “not thought a good collection”, she
comes away “very well pleased” for having found a portrait which will serve as a
“likeness” of her own fictional creation, Jane Bennet (309 - 310).

Occasionally Austen can be found responding seriously to the visual arts, for

instance when she treats Benjamin West’s His Rejection by the Elders as a moment of

religious insight: “I do not know that it is reckoned superior to his ‘Healing in the
Temple’, but it has gratified me much more, and indeed is the first representation of

»* But paintings more often than not

our Saviour which ever at all contented me.
receive comical treatment in her writing. An early letter sketches a social visit where

portraits and people present themselves in an almost indistinguishable throng:

At Nackington we met Lady Sondes’ picture over the Mantlepeice in
the Dining room, and the pictures of her three Children in an Antiroom,
besides Mr. Scott, Miss Fletcher, Mr. Toke, Mr. J. Toke, and the
Archdeacon Lynch.®

The double illusion of treating paintings as people (“we met Lady Sondes’ picture”)
and people as paintings (the equating “besides”) lends a humorous touch to the
description which is quite in keeping with the satirical exuberance levelled at the
company in the rest of the letter. Much of the effect lies in turning human beings into
inanimate targets for satire and the inverse mock-serious treatment of objects as human
beings, a process which she happily applies to herself once literary fame makes people
“all curiosity to know” about her appearance. An Irish admirer’s enquiries - “what I am
like & so forth”- prompt the following simpering self-portrait, frozen in an awkward
pose: “I do not despair of having my picture in the Exhibition at last - all white & red,

with my Head on one Side”.®
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In his article on Austen and the visual arts, Lance Bertelsen places this novelist’s
pictorial sensibility and overall technique as a writer firmly within an eighteenth-
century context, to be more precise, within the context of the aesthetic principles

(113

underlying what he calls the “‘undetermined’ manner of eighteenth-century portraiture
and the verbal economy of literary pictorialism.”” He argues that the “manner” of her
literary portraits draws her into line with the eighteenth-century tradition of capturing
general, as opposed to particular, nature. Referring, amongst others, to Johnson,
Gilpin, Reynolds, and Cosway, Bertelsen stresses that such generalisation does not
involve a loss of definition, but instead accounts for the creation of strikingly essential
images in the works of these writers and painters.® An important aspect in the
production of such vivid images rests for him with the viewer or reader whose
“responsibility” it is to “complete imaginatively the suggestions implicit in the

® Bertelsen gleans

generalized, essential, or synecdochic image offered by the artist.
these ideas directly from Reynolds, who associates the unfinished manner of
Gainsborough’s portraits with their ability to capture a “striking resemblance”, and
who argues that viewer complicity enhances such a likeness (according to Reynolds,
the vivid “general effect” captured in a Gainsborough portrait reminds the viewer of
the original sitter, whereupon the “imagination” takes over and “supplies the rest . . .
perhaps more satisfactorily . . . than the artist, with all his care, could possibly have
done”).' Bertelsen claims a comparable aesthetic for English miniaturists of the time,
and, with the help of Jean Hagstrum, locates the same nucleus of ideas in the “literary
pictorialism” practised by poets like Dryden and Pope. He quotes Hagstrum as saying:
“Pictorialist poets breed pictorialist readers. . . . a reader trained to see pictures in
poetry would see one even when the poet gave him only the slightest visual hint”."!

All this, then, indicates for Bertelsen that the striking immediacy of Austen’s art
arises from her “ability to select and integrate her ‘visual hints’ - and thus provoke her
readers’ artistic complicity - with an economy, accuracy, and insight into character

12 While I am not quarreling with the

unsurpassed by any other English novelist.
lavishness of Bertelsen’s praise, the source from which he draws his enthusiastic
conclusions remains somewhat alien to Austen’s art. He uncritically assumes that “the
indeterminate manner of eighteenth-century portraiture” is at the bottom of “the

indeterminate manner of Austen’s physical characterisation”. In his effort to find an
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exact pictorial equivalent for Austen’s fictional portraiture, Bertelsen overlooks the
changes which an individual artist may ring on carefully established expectations.
Continuing the general bearing of my introductory paragraphs with their list of light-
hearted painterly “ellipses” selected from Austen’s letters and early creative work, I
maintain that her art subverts such expectations and plays with received aesthetic
notions instead of passively corroborating them; and, to follow through Bertelsen’s
interest in reader response, I shall argue that the sensation in reading her novels is not
primarily one of satisfaction at being able to recognise and supply “the rest” from
general hints, but one of delight at the agility with which she appropriates and reshapes
aesthetic traditions as well as particular cultural objects to suit the premises of her own
art.”

Despite the apparent frivolity, the apparent lack of deep interest or thorough-
going knowledge which frequently seems to govern Austen’s attitude to pictorial art,
she proves herself acutely aware of the possibilities offered to fiction by painting and
the language of painting. Even her most trivial references show a basic recognition of
the literary potential inherent in painterly concepts and issues. Almost all the examples
quoted from the juvenilia and letters exploit the static immobility of pictorial art for
humorous effect, and do so in an interesting variety of ways. In some cases she exhibits
awkwardly frozen images, in others she attacks immobility itself by blurring pictorial
vividness into completely subjective and utterly unreliable impressions. In the novels
she continues to pay attention to the humorous side of the spatial-temporal tension
existing between the arts. Added to this, she develops a limited but versatile painterly
vocabulary which comes to her mainly through literary rather than strictly visual art
forms. So, for instance, she draws on the way in which paintings function in both the
Gothic novel and the novel of Sensibility. Writings on the picturesque and applied
fields like Repton’s aesthetic for “improving” landscapes and estates furthermore
provide her with material, especially for the conversations of her characters.
Throughout, however, she is scrupulously attentive to the credibility of her fictional
worlds. The only paintings to find their way into her narrative are ones which are
credibly and concretely part of these worlds, and when characters engage in aesthetic
talk, they almost always do so with a complete authenticity of individual voice. As

Austen herself confesses, her “preference” is “for Men & Women”. What comes across
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most clearly in her use of painterly material is the extent to which it reflects the
psychological and moral behaviour of individual characters in subjective detail, while
at the same time illustrating the tight control which she practises over the
incorporation of such material.

To return for a moment to Bertelsen’s suggestion that Austen’s prose is visually
incomplete: compared with a novelist like Fielding, her “manner” is indeed
“indeterminate”. Unlike Fielding, who repeatedly calls to aid Hogarth’s craft to
particularise characters’ expressive physiognomies and poses or to draw up the typical
mock-heroic narrative tableaux from which action emanates in his fiction, Austen
seems quite to ignore the potential force of ekphrasis. This quality was lamented by
one of her first commentators, George Lewes, who in typical Victorian vein sets great
store by a novelist’s ability to “picture” fictional worlds concretely. Recognising the
fact that Austen’s art lacks detailed word-pictures because her “genius” is “[s]o
entirely dramatic, and so little descriptive”, he nonetheless finds fault with the
“purblind world” which he imagines her fictional environments to be, and wonders
whether “the absence of all sense of outward world - either scenery or personal
appearance” - could be due to shortsightedness!'* As noted earlier, Bertelsen equates
this quality with “the indeterminate manner of eighteenth-century portraiture”. I want
to suggest, however, that such an equation does not recognise the involved interaction
which takes place in Austen’s writing between general and specific. Instead of merely
reflecting an established painterly aesthetic, her “indeterminate manner” forms part of
the intricate working of her fiction, in that it prepares the ground for the depiction of
more specific moments of narrative, frequently realised satirically and paying minute
attention to particular effects and objects. In demonstrating this relationship between
general and specific in her work, I shall for the moment fit pictorial references into the
broader context of the role played by concrete objects in her prose.15

Austen does not usually elaborate on the material object. Possessions are
mentioned in the general form of a character’s ten thousand a year or the beauty of an
estate in a manner which shuns the specific, as for instance in this view of Pemberley

which is partly realised through the eyes of one who might have been mistress there:

It was a large, well-proportioned room, handsomely fitted up.

Elizabeth. after slightly surveying it, went to a window to enjoy its
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prospect. The hill, crowned with wood, from which they had
descended, receiving increased abruptness from the distance, was a
beautiful object. Every disposition of the ground was good; and she
looked on the whole scene, the river, the trees scattered on its banks,

and the winding of the valley as far as she could trace it, with delight."®

Although it is Elizabeth who views the scene, the authorial voice stamps her sensations
and expressions with its own strong control: “she looked on the whole scene . . . with
delight.” The specific object’s physical characteristics are played down, or, when
mentioned, set in a verbal environment which leads away from the specific and stresses
a generality of almost stereotypical or at least self-evident good taste: a “well-
proportioned room”, “a beautiful object”, a “disposition” which is “good”, a “whole
scene” consisting of river, trees, banks, and “winding valley” in almost arbitrary
arrangement. A critic of Wordsworth would do well to attach not inconsiderable
significance to a hill recently descended, “receiving increased abruptness from the
distance”. But in Austen’s sentence the hill and its accumulative specificity of
adjectival phrases add up to nothing more than a soberly appreciative predicate (“was a
beautiful object”) which would defy even the most hard-pressed critic’s efforts at
linking the precipitous seeming hill with Elizabeth’s previous summary rejection of
Darcy’s proposal or her realisation of the irrevocability of past action.”

This is not to deny Austen’s writing either precision or depth. It is exactly against
such a neutrally portrayed world, firmly controlled by an authorial voice, that objects
and scenes do emerge with impressive clarity. The indeterminacy of the description
above leads on to Elizabeth’s momentous discovery of the real Darcy in Pemberley
gallery, a scene which I shall accord more attention later. Frequently, in keeping with
the satirical nature of her work, a shift to the specific acquires ironic prominence. In
fact, finicky details often spark off a sense of the ridiculous in Austen’s writing, as can
be seen maybe most clearly in those exemplary documents of daily trivia, her personal
letters. She laces a long paragraph on haberdashery with self-mockery - “next week
shall begin my operations on my hat, on which you know my principal hopes of
happiness depend”; and, to dwell for a moment on the domestic art of hat-trimming, a
debate whether “only one Orleans plumb” is really worth “four or five pretty sprigs” of

artificial flowers is jauntily settled with, “Besides, I cannot help thinking that it is more
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natural to have flowers grow out of the head than fruit.”'* Likewise, objects become
weighty in her novels usually when characters regard them as such.” In this respect
Lewes is quite correct in noting her “dramatic” rather than “descriptive” propensity.
Objects receive definition in her prose not through authorial description, but by
stimulating dramatic discussion among characters. Thus, the piece of court plaster and
pencil stub lovingly put to rest in a bed of “softest cotton” and commemorated with the

inscription “Most precious_treasures” act as a conversational pivot in Emma.” The

episode demonstrates, on the one hand, Harriet’s adolescent passion for Mr Elton, and
on the other, Emma’s veiled amusement and skepticism at encountering these objects
as love tokens (their comic incongruity, furthermore, reminds Emma not only of
Harriet’s silliness, but also of her own during the affair with Mr Elton).

In the section of Northanger Abbey which deals with Catherine’s visit to the

Tilneys, Austen systematically attacks the object given undue significance. Evocative
and mysteriously loaded objects which signpost plot developments in the Gothic novel

of the late eighteenth-century figure parodically in this section of Northanger Abbey as

the laughable constructs of Catherine’s immature imagination. Misled by a code of
interpretation which makes sense in (and literally of) the Gothic novel, she regards a
number of neutral objects from her surroundings as strangely significant, and proceeds
to link them in a plot of intrigue which she imposes on the relatively unexceptional
Tilney household. Catherine sets off for the Abbey steeped in the spirit of the novels
she has consumed during her holiday in Bath. She arrives with her memory refreshed,
for during the course of their journey Henry teasingly casts her prospective visit in
Gothic terms. Included in the inventory of Gothic machinery making up his fantasy
appears “‘the portrait of some handsome warrior’” whose features, he predicts, will
strike Catherine so “‘incomprehensibly’” that she will not be able to withdraw her
eyes.”' At the Abbey, she decides that the portrait of the late Mrs Tilney is indeed
capable of supporting fantasy, especially after Eleanor has mentioned the General’s
objection to the likeness. Catherine’s fancy is quick to overleap the boundaries of
rational explanation: “Here was another proof. A portrait - very like - of a departed
wife, not valued by the husband! - He must have been dreadfully cruel to her!” (181).
What is parodied here is the blunt way in which the Gothic novel stresses the ominous

“Last Duchess” aspect of the portrait as literary image.
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Although amusing and to the point, Austen’s parodic scheme for this part of the
novel displaces a more sensitive depiction of adolescence with its perplexing mixture of
insights and oversights. During the Bath section of the novel Catherine emerges as
naive, but far from stupid; mistaken in Isabella, but quick to register a well-founded
dislike for John Thorpe and a liking for the Tilneys; ardent and artless in her
observations, but humble enough not to be selfishly subjective. The interlude at the
Abbey temporarily upsets this balance, concentrating on artificial parodic aspects of the
narrative and effectively negating Catherine’s carefully assembled identity by
substituting for it, wholesale, a Gothic heroine’s consciousness.”? Whereas her excited

chatterings about The Mysteries of Udolpho in Bath exactly capture her naive

spontaneity, her reaction to Mrs Tilney’s portrait (as to most of the “Gothic” objects at
the Abbey) is peculiarly negative. This is the case not only because she is looking for
what is not there, but also because this elliptical portrait in the first place belongs to the
Gothic substratum of the novel and only peripherally to Catherine’s consciousness as it

has gradually become known to the reader:

It represented a very lovely woman, with a mild and pensive
countenance, justifying, so far, the expectations of its new observer; but
they were not in every respect answered, for Catherine had depended
upon meeting with features, air, complexion that should be the very
counterpart, the very image, if not of Henry’s, of Eleanor’s; - the only
portraits of which she had been in the habit of thinking, bearing always
an equal resemblance of mother and child. A face once taken was taken
for generations. But here she was obliged to look and consider and
study for a likeness. She contemplated it, however, in spite of this
drawback, with much emotion; and, but for a yet stronger interest,

would have left it unwillingly. (191)

Described in terms of the Gothic characteristics which it lacks, the portrait forms
part of a series of negatives built into the novel to satirise popular novelistic
conventions (especially those belonging to Gothic and other romance forms) while at
the same time cataloguing them. Such paraleipsis occurs throughout the novel, but
especially at the beginning and whenever the narrative introduces new developments.

Thus, the synopsis of Catherine’s early life states that her father “was not in the least
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addicted to locking up his daughters” (13), that “[t]here was not one family among
their acquaintance who had reared and supported a boy accidentally found at their
door” to lend romance to her young existence (16); once the narrative proper gets
under way with Catherine’s invitation to Bath, her mother has “no notion” of the
“general mischievousness” of “lords and baronets” who “delight in forcing young
ladies away to some remote farm-house” (18); during the journey “[n]either robbers
nor tempests befriended them, nor one lucky overturn to introduce them to the hero”
(19), and so on (emphases mine).

Initially, this negative catalogue operates at a strictly narratorial level and serves to
outline the ordinary nature of Catherine’s history. In this form it accounts to a large
extent for the boisterous humour which aligns this novel so closely with the spirit of
the juvenilia. At the Abbey, however, the negative catalogue ceases to comment on
narrative procedures alone, and becomes applicable also to Catherine’s consciousness.
But in acquiring this second function, the device loses most of its comic pungency, as
Catherine’s encounter with Mrs Tilney’s portrait clearly illustrates. Austen’s writing
becomes needlessly dilatory as she pushes both Mrs Tilney’s pictured identity (her
“mild and pensive countenance”) and Catherine’s genuine emotional reaction at seeing
the portrait to the very fringes of the description, putting at its centre a lengthy allusion
to the exact resemblances expected in Gothic family portraiture.

Different literary aims and representational modes are at odds here, assigning
conflicting values to the painterly image. In the first place, it satirises the excesses of
Gothic fiction. Secondly and less successfully, it superimposes a Gothic heroine’s
sensibilities on Catherine, leaving few gaps for her native good sense and warm
feelings to shine through. And, ironically, the portrait in the third place gives concrete
shape, albeit obliquely, to some of Catherine’s instinctive insights into the Tilney
household’s emotional make-up. Even at Bath she senses the striking differences of
temperament between the overbearing General and his engaging younger children. At
the Abbey, Mrs Tilney’s mild features strike a sympathetic chord in Catherine,
providing her with a genealogical clue to the younger Tilneys’ attractive ways, even
though the physical resemblance between mother and children is less than arresting. In

some ways therefore, and in conflict with Austen’s satirical emphasis, the portrait
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disparaged by the General and treasured in private by Eleanor indeed comes to draw
attention to the way in which this patriarch’s ill temper disposes of “good spirits”.
Much energy has gone into debating the success of Austen’s forays into the
Gothic. Critics speak of brilliant (or mechanical) parody, intentional (or unintended)
ironies.”* One of the most extensive studies is Judith Wilt’s which argues that

Northanger Abbey constitutes a “complex admission, rather than a rejection or

parodying, of the Gothic”. According to her The Mysteries of Udolpho in particular

provides Austen with the “machinery” for sensitively exploring and judging character
throughout the novel.®® It is a point of view which curiously mimics Catherine’s
consciousness at the Abbey, in that it frequently foists unjustifiable Gothic constructs
on Austen’s fiction, for instance when Wilt associates Bath and its social organisation
with a labyrinthine Gothic setting which gives a “sense of being coaxed down a dark
path by an invisible hand” or when she sees Catherine as the innocent victim of Henry’s
threatening and pseudo-patriarchal manipulation.”® The breach, however, between the
Bath and Abbey sections should not be overlooked, and in this respect an image like
Mrs Tilney’s portrait and the conflicting values surrounding it suggest that Austen’s
manner of incorporating Gothic material involves an irresolute rather than a complex
and consistent fathoming of implications. Her borrowings in this novel at times
undermine meaning carelessly instead of mining the full potential of allusive sources for
the particular purposes of her fiction.

This is not the case in Sense and Sensibility where a painterly image does operate

at various levels of the narrative and equally comes to suggest conflicting values; this
time, however, without obscuring its own significance and workings as an image.

Whereas the narrator of Northanger Abbey becomes self-consciously engaged in meta-

literary issues which lie outside the boundaries of Catherine’s world, Sense and
Sensibility displays a less ambitious yet more consistent narrative framework. The
implications of the portrait miniature which Lucy carries around in her pocket as proof
of her engagement to Edward are altogether more organic to the world of this novel.
In symbolising Lucy’s hold over her reluctant lover, Edward’s miniature is distantly
related to the Gothic portrait. But Austen successfully translates this image into a
comic mode, placing the miniature at the core of schemes and discoveries somewhat

reminiscent of the Comedy of Manners. In Sheridan’s The School for Scandal an
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elaborate situation of error, complication, and gradual discovery develops around a
collection of family portraits. The young profligate, Charles Surface, sets about
auctioning them, not realising that one has come to life in the person of his returned
uncle and guardian, Sir Oliver, who is at first shocked by his nephew’s disregard for
social decorum and family pride, then won over by the jocular but sincere affection
which Charles expresses towards his own portrait. Austen likewise uses Edward’s
miniature to set up new points of contact and tension between her characters. Her
agent is Lucy, who shrewdly shows off the picture to Elinor while pretending to

consult her on the difficulties of a secret engagement:

Then taking a small miniature from her pocket, she added, “To prevent
the possibility of mistake, be so good as to look at this face. It does not
do him justice to be sure, but yet I think you cannot be deceived as to
the person it was drew for. - I have had it above these three years.” . . .
... She put it into her hands as she spoke, and when Elinor saw the
painting, whatever other doubts her fear of a too hasty decision, or her
wish of detecting falsehood might suffer to linger in her mind, she could
have none of its being Edward’s face. She returned it almost instantly,

acknowledging the likeness.?’

Lucy’s real intention is of course to display the miniature as an unequivocal sign of
contractual possession, hoping in this way to discredit Edward’s regard for Elinor or to
frighten her away. Although but a single item in Lucy’s lengthy disclosure, the portrait
nonetheless becomes a particularly apt focus for the various ramifications of this
puzzling affair. Vividly and amusingly, but not without disturbing undertones, it
suggests the mock-tyrannical manner in which Lucy exerts power over her lover and
keeps him safely buttoned up against potential pick-pockets. Her artful placing of the
portrait as a seemingly unambiguous clue extends her manipulative behaviour towards
Elinor, but at the same time draws attention to the latter’s careful unpicking of the
formidable “body of evidence” (139) meant to exclude Edward from her interest.
Unlike Catherine Morland, Elinor digests evidence sensibly, not sensationally. The
intense suffering which initially follows upon Lucy’s revelation soon gives way to a
more detached and objective perspective which embraces other viewpoints and takes

further circumstances into account. Elinor draws her first conclusions as follows:
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the picture, the letter, the ring, formed altogether such a body of
evidence, as overcame every fear of condemning him unfairly, and
established as a fact, which no partiality could set aside, his ill-treatment
of herself. - Her resentment of such behaviour, her indignation at having

been its dupe, for a short time made her feel only for herself. . .. (139)

That this period of anger and self-indulgence is short-lived becomes evident when the
main clause of self-pity, after a slight semi-colon pause, gives way to a long series of
conjecture and reflection in quite a different mode: “but other ideas, other
considerations soon arose. Had Edward been intentionally deceiving her? Had he
feigned a regard for her which he did not feel?”, and so forth, until her imaginative
reconstruction of Edward’s entrapment causes her to weep “for him, more than for
herself” (139 - 140).

In the terms of Marilyn Butler’s “War of Ideas” this process would mark the
victory of “the objective ethical code” over “the relativist subjective one”.*® But
although composed by an author “remarkably sure of her values”,” not even the early
novels of Austen submit to such rigid division quite without resistance. Seemingly
obvious clues on the surface hide complexities underlying them, as is also the case with
the ideas and moral strains introduced by her novels. Splitting her second novel down
the middle with “sense” on one side and “sensibility” on the other, with an
accompanying tabular division of the author’s values into approval and satirical
disapproval, is surely too regimental an approach to Austen’s main artistic concern -
that of capturing human nature in action, and not dissected into abstract categories. A
more acceptable point of view is Tony Tanner’s. Without denying the degree of

“schematization” occurring in this early novel, he argues that

the stuff of a novel may well belie the apparent simplicity of its
structuring. The fact that Marianne has plenty of sense and Elinor is by
no means devoid of sensibility should alone convince us that Jane
Austen was already enough of a novelist to know that nothing comes
unmixed, that qualities which may exist in pure isolation as abstractions
only occur in people in combination, perhaps in confusion, with other

qualities, in configurations which can be highly problematical *
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The disparaged portrait and coddled miniature of Austen’s two earliest novels hint
at intricacies of meaning which lie concealed in the “apparent simplicity” of her
compositional structures. Both pictorial images are conventional - a Gothic death
emblem and a love token - but neither is to be taken at face value. In Pride and
Prejudice the portrait again functions as an image on the borderline between objective
and subjective observation. On the one hand Austen raises some doubts about the
possibility of capturing a satisfying impression of specific human nature in a single
image, on the other she uses a portrait to reveal the “truth” about a particular
character. The meeting-point between these opposites lies in her intricate play with a
seemingly simple image or concept, in this case the business of taking likenesses as a
metaphor for judging character. In the usual manner of her writing, she rings numerous
and unexpected changes on this theme, in the process generating a whole range of
viewpoints (of varying subjectivity) which are firmly kept in place by the authorial
voice. The poised complexity arising from this constant weighing and counter-
balancing of material sets up a kinship with Pope’s use of painterly material. Both
explore and define the premises of good sense, taste, and manners by pursuing human
nature through permutations of individual attitudes (which more often than not
illustrate these premises negatively). And both show minute awareness of the way in
which general concerns and concepts can be made to function concretely within the
boundaries of their art, usually by focusing satirical attention (the sharpness whetted or
tempered according to the occasion) on individual behaviour.

Miss Bingley starts off the series of references to portraiture in Pride and
Prejudice by imagining the genealogical upheaval which Darcy’s interest in Elizabeth
could cause in the gallery at Pemberley. The remark is designed to mock Elizabeth’s
social inferiority, but ricochets badly on the speaker when Darcy neither shares her

snobbery nor allays her jealousy:

“Do let the portraits of your uncle and aunt Philips be placed in the
gallery at Pemberley. Put them next to your great uncle the judge. They
are in the same profession, you know; only in different lines. As for
your Elizabeth’s picture, you must not attempt to have it taken, for

what painter could do justice to those beautiful eyes?” (52 - 53)
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The gallery indeed comes to reflect the course of Elizabeth and Darcy’s
relationship, but not in the crude way imagined by Miss Bingley. Instead of reinforcing
prejudice, the pictures at Pemberley clarify misunderstandings. To start with, the
picture of Wickham among a collection of miniatures and the housekeeper’s comment
that “‘he has turned out very wild’” (247) stress the treacherousness of his striking
appearance and corroborate Darcy’s previous account of him. The fact that Wickham’s
miniature is suffered to remain in the collection is partly accounted for by the
housekeeper: ““This room was my late master’s favourite room, and these miniatures
are just as they used to be then. He was very fond of them™ (247). The image of past
harmony which this undisturbed collection reflects hints at the admirable qualities of
the present owner: he overlooks his own grievances to commemorate his father’s
attachments in life.

The picture gallery itself further reveals Darcy’s true character to Elizabeth and as
such provides an impressive climax to the repeated references to portraits which occur
in an earlier conversation between them. At the Netherfield Ball Darcy resists
Elizabeth’s attempt at fixing his image: “‘I could wish, Miss Bennet, that you were not
to sketch my character at the present moment, as there is reason to fear that the
performance would reflect no credit on either.”” She insists playfully: “‘But if I do not
take your likeness now, I may never have another opportunity’” (94). Pemberley offers
such “another opportunity”. Whereas her previous attempt at finding out his nature is
an amusing game tending “[m]erely to the illustration of your character”, as she puts it
to Darcy, her encounter with his full-length portrait leads to a discovery of both the
real Darcy and of her true sensations towards him. His ascent from the tangle of
misconceptions which has so far surrounded his image is neatly captured in Mrs
Reynolds’s promise of a “‘finer, larger picture’” of him “‘in the gallery upstairs™
(247). Elizabeth’s meeting with this “striking resemblance” is richly suggestive. The
painting not only corrects and completes her opinion of him, but also calls up a strong

sense of physical presence which gradually discovers her sexual interest:

Elizabeth walked on in quest of the only face whose features would be
known to her. At last it arrested her - and she beheld a striking
resemblance of Mr. Darcy, with such a smile over the face, as she

remembered to have sometimes seen, when he looked at her. . . .
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There was certainly at this moment, in Elizabeth’s mind, a more
gentle sensation towards the original, than she had ever felt in the
height of their acquaintance. . . . as she stood before the canvas, on
which he was represented, and fixed his eyes upon herself, she thought
of his regard with a deeper sentiment of gratitude than it had ever raised
before; she remembered its warmth, and softened its impropriety of

expression. (250 - 251)

Austen’s description plays subtly with tensions between fixity and flexibility, inverting
these categories in a way which renders the animate inanimate and vice versa.
Elizabeth’s “arrest” in front of the picture bestows such strong life on it that the
painted expression of Darcy’s eyes comes to suggest “his regard” for her. His image
loses the chill bestowed on it by Elizabeth’s “First Impressions”,’' a step which is
necessary before she can be assimilated into the world of Pemberley and can contribute
to its transformation from a place of painted people to a vibrantly lively household.*
Instead of comical people-painting equations or misleading clues, Darcy’s portrait
represents a moment of vivid but solemn insight; but far from using this painting as a
simple mechanism of mystery and revelation as the Gothic plot does, Austen’s art
incorporates it in a gradual process of discovery which includes both external evidence
and self-searching. The main thrust in this novel is away from an easy labelling of
people towards a realisation of the elusiveness and complexity of human character. The
difficulties residing in “fixing” character appear again and again: in Darcy’s remark to
Miss Bingley that “‘[iJt would not be easy . . . to catch™ the “‘expression’ of
Elizabeth’s eyes, but that “‘their colour and shape, and the eyelashes . . . might be
copied’ (53); in his resistance to Elizabeth’s bantering character-sketch at the
Netherfield Ball; in Wickham’s deceptively beautiful countenance; in the way that the
real Darcy can be recognised only once he has been observed in a variety of situations;
and finally, to venture out of fiction and into biography, in Austen’s failure to track
down a satisfying image of Elizabeth at the art exhibitions she went to in London, so
that in the end she had to invent a further fiction around her central characters to

explain the absence:

We have been both to the Exhibition & Sir J. Reynolds’, - and I am
disappointed, for there was nothing like Mrs. D. at either. I can only
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imagine that Mr. D. prizes any Picture of her too much to like it should
be exposed to the public eye. - I can imagine he wd have that sort of

feeling - that mixture of Love, Pride & Delicacy.-*

After the playful second chances of Pride and Prejudice, Mansfield Park comes

across as a much starker novel, both in the moral distinctions it draws between
characters and in the explicit metaphorical structures it employs to illustrate different
categories of behaviour, attitude, and mental constitution (the landscape at Sotherton
and the theatre at the Park, for instance, are both richly metaphorical in this way). If
rigid in its moral scheme, the novel nonetheless explores complexity of character as

assiduously as Pride and Prejudice, and it is frequently through an introduction of

visual material that Austen expands the psychological dimension of her characters. For
the moment I shall concentrate on a few objects of domestic art which subtly influence
the way in which Fanny is perceived in this novel.

Fanny’s apparently unshakeable moral judgment has long been a point of
contention among critics. They either dismiss her as impossibly virtuous, a milksop in
fact,* or interpret her as a convincing embodiment of an abstract moral argument. In
the latter group, Butler and Tanner argue in their various ways that Fanny’s immobility
in the world of the novel is indicative of moral objectivity, enduring patience, and
detached insight.”> Such a view, however, turns her into a statically ideal figure and
overlooks the complexities of character and narrative vision which come into play in
the course of Austen’s particular portrayal of her consciousness. As with other
characters, the novelist undertakes a detailed mapping of Fanny’s emotional and
psychological progress, and although she does not err and repent like Catherine or
Emma, she nonetheless has to undergo significant growth before she can share in the
tempered triumphs of marriage and resolution which conclude this less than joyful
novel. Austen’s stance towards Fanny is therefore not wholly uncritical, nor is her tone
unrelievedly serious in presenting this over-conscientious figure.*® Strains of naiveté
frequently mingle with this character’s native good sense, for example when Fanny
visits the chapel at Sotherton, and, much like Catherine Morland, is keenly
disappointed to find “a mere, spacious, oblong room” when her “imagination” has
“prepared her for something grander”. Paraleipsis again marks the distance between

reality and subjective expectation. Fanny complains to Edmund;
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“This is not my idea of a chapel. There is nothing awful here, nothing

melancholy, nothing grand. Here are no aisles, no arches, no

inscriptions, no banners. No banners, cousin, to be ‘blown by the night

wind of Heaven.” No signs that a ‘Scottish monarch sleeps below.””

(85 - 86)

At this point Edmund checks the stream of naive Romantic association by pointing out
that they are not looking over a remote castle or monastery, but a relatively modern
private home.

To accommodate Fanny as a complex emotional and psychological entity, Austen
uses an intricately mixed style of presentation which firmly establishes admirable traits
of her character while at the same time highlighting amusing particulars of her thoughts
and feelings. The East Room at Mansfield Park, a place exclusively identified with
Fanny, reflects this approach in providing a composite image of mental discipline and
resilience, but also a number of emotionally laden objects of domestic art which
characteristically prompts Austen’s sense of humour. Taken in its entirety, the old
school room represents the cumulative powers of constructive thought and associative
memory which enable Fanny to draw spiritual sustenance from external surroundings
(whereas other characters are inextricably caught up in their own subjective fancies,
ambitions, and eventually, sufferings). Distress turns into gain in the East Room as
Fanny directs her mind away from self-indulgence to some external “pursuit” or “train
of thought” (151). Such exertion not only strengthens her mind against immediate ills,
but reciprocally adds to the general consolatory atmosphere of the place, so that “she
could scarcely see an object in that room which had not an interesting remembrance
connected with it” (151 - 152).

Having established Fanny’s general cast of mind with a description of the room as
a whole, Austen moves on to some decorative details which involves a gradual

modulation of tone towards the subtly humorous:

The room was most dear to her. . . . its greatest elegancies and
ornaments were a faded footstool of Julia’s work, too ill done for the
drawing-room, three transparencies, made in a rage for transparencies,
for the three lower panes of one window, where Tintern Abbey held its

station between a cave in Italy, and a moonlight lake in Cumberland; a
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collection of family profiles thought unworthy of being anywhere else,
over the mantle-piece, and by their side and pinned against the wall, a
small sketch of a ship sent four years ago from the Mediterranean by
William, with HM.S. Antwerp at the bottom, in letters as tall as the

mainmast. (152)

Many of these objects have been discarded, reflecting satirically on the high-handed
manner in which charity is doled out at Mansfield Park. William’s sketch, by contrast,
produces a sympathetic glimpse at the warm relationship between Fanny and her
brother, and an equally sympathetic, if humorous, depiction of William’s pride in the
navy and the part he plays in it. But the domesticity and fond distortions of the art
forms mentioned also reflect more personally on Fanny, especially her timidity and
clinging dependence. Some of their implications are even more piquantly satirical. The
transparencies, for instance, superimposing their faddish reproductions of popular
picturesque scenery on to the Mansfield Park outdoors, have a decidedly second hand
quality which suggests Fanny’s habitual dependence on Edmund for her views of
nature (and just about everything else). She experiences, often with great intensity,
what has come his way in the course of a polite education (at Eton and Oxford);
Cowper (56) or a night scene (113) thus comes alive for Fanny through Edmund’s
education, but although his influence is of great value to her, such experiences remain
at the level of precept and again emphasise Fanny’s material and moral dependency.
There is also some further amusement in Austen’s description of the way in which
Fanny derives benefit from the “friendly” and essentially undemanding familiarity of the
East Room: troubled by her cousins’ insistence that she should act in their play, she
withdraws to her “nest of comforts”, “to try its influence on an agitated, doubting spirit
- to see if by looking at Edmund’s profile she could catch any of his counsel, or by
giving air to her geraniums she might inhale a breeze of mental strength herself” (152).
Her idealisation of Edmund’s judgment finds ironic shape in the portrait profile, a form
of likeness both abstract and stylised. Fanny’s attempt to “catch” “counsel” from a
firmly delineated yet vastly over-simplified image of her cousin raises questions about
her insight and clarity of vision, at least as far as Edmund’s character is concerned.
And, in fact, the limitations of her one-sided view are painfully exposed before the end

of the chapter, when instead of conforming to her simplified view of his clear-cut moral
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profile, Edmund’s moral zig-zaggings over whether to act in the play or not make her
realise that even he could be “inconsistent” (156).

A humorous touch like Edmund’s reduction to a cardboard cut-out does not
detract from Fanny’s ultimate moral stance.’’ As I shall show later, Austen reinforces
the imagery of the East Room and the mental strength it signifies by juxtaposing
Fanny’s aesthetic sensibility with the Crawfords’. What this slight reference to a
simplified form of portraiture does highlight, however, is an area of subjectivity in
Fanny’s vision which she has to overcome before her moral stance becomes her own
rather than a cast-off from Edmund. Portraiture and subjective vision go hand in hand
in Austen’s writing, and paradoxical as it may seem, the over-simplified profile of

Edmund and the over-endowed portrait of Harriet in Emma are related images in their

basic reflection of subjectivity. Lacking original substance, the ornaments in Fanny’s
meagre art collection communicate her dependence on Edmund’s point of view and her
isolation from experiences authentically her own; Emma’s art, although at its best
brimming with vitality, becomes an image of her wilful subjectivity taken to an
extreme. The chapters constructed around the likeness of Harriet draw
comprehensively on previous occurrences of the pictorial image in Austen’s oeuvre.
The portrait functions as a satirically loaded object, a narrative prop and clue to hidden
events, a sign of dangerous subjectivity, and an image with far-reaching aesthetic
implications.

Daunted by the prospect of “long evenings” spent listening to the “quiet prosings”
of her father’s friends (22), Emma emerges as an artist in the sense of a fabricator not
only of portraits, but also of plots. She has considerable confidence in her ability to
shape the materials of everyday life into significant events. Despite Mr Knightley’s
protestations to the contrary, she insists on having planned the Westons’ marriage, and
her self-confidence is further strengthened by her father’s concerned admiration: “‘Ah!
my dear, I wish you would not make matches and foretel things, for whatever you say

7

always comes to pass’” (12). The decision to “improve” Harriet soon becomes another
such a matrimonial scheme. In her role as fabricator of events, Emma is something of a
more talented, more powerful Catherine Morland. Whereas the latter encounters clues
which she links into an improbable narrative, Emma plants the clues of her projected

fiction, and waits for other characters to connect them. The portrait of Harriet lies at
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the core of this romance in the making. It reflects all the essential relationships and
events of Emma’s plot in its role as “a standing memorial of the beauty of one, the skill
of the other, and the friendship of both; with as many other agreeable associations as
Mr. Elton’s very promising attachment was likely to add” (47). But although the
portrait has unequivocal significance in Emma’s project, Mr Elton construes its
meaning quite differently - as an eligible woman’s display of talents and charms.

The matrimonial motive behind Emma’s portrait of Harriet, the attention she
focuses on Harriet as a sitter, and the care with which she dispatches the finished
product under the escort of Mr Elton provoke the same mixed humour as that arising
from Lucy’s pocketing of Edward. The image of Harriet immobilised, improved, and
parcelled up is immediately and concretely funny, while at the same time calling up
Gothic echoes. But apart from stressing immobility, the portrait also presents itself as a

work in progress. As in Pride and Prejudice, the process of taking a likeness becomes a

controlling metaphor in Austen’s exploration of the relationship between objective and
subjective vision. In this respect, the fact that Emma is a literal painter of portraits
whereas Elizabeth paints figuratively reveals an important difference between these
equally high-spirited characters. Elizabeth’s attempts at forming an impression of
Darcy are light-hearted pursuits of a favourite pastime. Since her impressions are
neither aimed at fulfilling a particular purpose, nor given concrete shape, they can be
adjusted according to new information, so that the final impression of Darcy is gleaned
from a variety of sources. Her discovery of the full-length portrait at Pemberley marks
a balanced encounter between subjective observation and external evidence. Quite the
opposite occurs in Emma. Taking Harriet’s portrait sinks her further and further into
misconception and self-delusion. She sets out from the beginning to create a false
likeness, one which would present her subject in such a way as to suit her matrimonial
projects and prophecies. Her decision “to throw in a little improvement to the figure,
to give a little more height, and considerably more elegance” (47) comments directly
on her other attempts at improving Harriet’s mind and prospects, for instance the
impressive reading-lists never begun, or, more seriously, her interference with Robert
Martin’s proposal (an interlude in the painting episode). The alterations to Harriet’s
figure all aim at giving her a greater degree of superficial consequence, just as Emma’s

indoctrination of her mind on the subject of marriage is based on false class values.
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Emma makes herself guilty here of a wilfully faulty aesthetic which also spreads to her
judgment of gentlemanliness: although she finds Mr Elton’s extravagant displays of
gentility increasingly off-putting and she is secretly impressed by the noble simplicity of
Robert Martin’s letter of proposal, she nonetheless perseveres in her project of pairing
Harriet off with a gentleman in name rather than in essence.

Harriet’s portrait figures prominently in only two chapters. The implications of
this image, however, find resonance in the metaphoric material of the novel as a whole
and come to illustrate the workings of Austen’s technique as a novelist at its most
involved. As a narrative prop, the portrait occurs as one in a set of ambiguous images
around which much of this novel’s action resolves itself. The misunderstandings
occasioned by the portrait are reinforced and further complicated by the three main
participants’ involvement in the “literary” pursuit of drawing up a book of riddles.
Once the situation clarifies itself with Mr Elton’s inconvenient declaration of love,
Emma is left to ponder the ambiguity of signs which have previously seemed perfectly

clear to her:

The picture! - How eager he had been about the picture! - and the
charade! - and an hundred other circumstances; - how clearly they had
seemed to point to Harriet. To be sure, the charade, with its “ready wit”
- but then, the “soft eyes” - in fact it suited neither; it was a jumble
without taste or truth. Who could have seen through such thick-headed

nonsense? (134)

Emma’s mortification at her lack of perspicacity cures her of taking an active part
in planning further romances; but the sudden arrival of Jane Fairfax shows that she is
still as likely as ever to read the events of others’ lives in terms of her own fanciful
plots. Solving Jane’s “riddle” (Emma’s own word for her - 285) involves her in a
further misreading of clues, although this time she approaches Catherine Morland’s
state of encountering rather than creating them. The mysterious gift of a piano
provides some material for her plot; so does Jane’s embarrassment at discerning the
name “Dixon” in a word puzzle which Frank prepares for Emma’s entertainment. In
both these cases, Frank and Jane know the true meaning of these signs, while Emma is

again far off the mark.
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Portrait, charade, mysterious gift, and word puzzle all form part of a tantalising
game which Austen plays with her fictional world and her reader in this book of
riddles. Ambiguous clues control the flow of information among her characters as well
as between the fictional world and the reader. Through these images she graphically
illustrates her characters’ misconceptions, deceit, and discoveries, in that the novel
compels the reader to take part in the process of revelation by constantly reviewing
previous material in the light of new information. As focal points of interest, these
images also show how Austen’s novels excel at concentrating characters’ attentions on
a single object, activity or issue to generate an array of viewpoints and attitudes, some
of them objectively reliable, others wildly subjective. This is essentially part of what
Lewes calls her dramatic genius, and it is also in this respect that her art is at its most
vivid and precise. Far from wanting to evoke a striking image of Harriet’s physical
appearance, her main interest lies in Emma’s subjective manipulation of this image, Mr
Elton’s complete misunderstanding of what she wants to communicate with the
portrait, and various other characters’ viewpoints which do not add any substance or
clarity to the likeness, but reveal their own attitudes or habits of observation. In one
such scene which has the portrait at its centre, the focus glances completely off the
concrete likeness to follow a shifting array of viewpoints: Mrs Weston and Mr
Knightley’s objective criticism that Emma has made Harriet too beautiful and too tall,
Mr Elton’s enthusiastic but pretentious explanations that this is the “‘effect of shade’”,
“‘proportions’”, and “‘foreshortening’”, and Mr Woodhouse’s mixture of automatic
admiration and concern for the painted figure’s health (47 - 48).

The technique of proliferating viewpoints around a focal point of interest
demonstrates a kinship between Austen’s art and late eighteenth-century writings on
the picturesque, more convincingly so if one keeps in mind that she frequently involves
her characters in a discussion of aesthetic questions, particularly those pertaining to
landscape appreciation. The technique represents a process whereby a picture

“infinitely varied” can be derived from essentially “simple parts”, a lesson taught by

Gilpin in his writings on the picturesque.*® This exponent of the picturesque, moreover,
educates the eye to analyse not only landscape into its component parts, but also the
occasional portrait. He views Holbein’s portrait of the More family, for instance, very

much in the light of his requirement for unity in diversity in landscape: “Indeed every
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family-picture should be founded on some little story, or domestic incident, which, in a
degree, should engage the attention of all the figures”. Applying this criterion to other
portraitists, he finds that Van Dyck creates “so many distinct portraits, stuck together
on the same canvas” whereas Reynolds’s “great fertility of invention in employing the
figures of his family-pictures, is not among the least of his many excellencies”.*®
Whether Austen is directly influenced by such deviations into the “picturesque” of
human groupings or whether she gleans aesthetic principles in a more general way
from Gilpin is not really the question here. Her depiction of characters often displays a
principle of unity in diversity closely resembling Gilpin’s systematic but variable
approach to natural form which slots individual effects into a tightly controlled frame
of observation.*® Thus, when Catherine and the Tilneys step out to admire the scenery
around Beechen CIiff, the narrator’s sober appreciation firmly fixes the scene from
which her characters’ individual viewpoints are to radiate: “that noble hill, whose
beautiful verdure and hanging coppice render it so striking an object from almost every
opening in Bath” (106). Catherine’s first remark, “‘I never look at it . . . without
thinking of the south of France’”, comically reflects her aesthetic naiveté. The Tilneys,
against this, base their response not on Radcliffe, but on Gilpin himself: “They were
viewing the country with the eyes of persons accustomed to drawing, and decided on
its capability of being formed into pictures, with all the eagerness of real taste” (110).
Having established both the basic scene and her characters’ different levels of
aesthetic awareness, Austen starts manipulating the situation for humorous effect. Her
main vehicle is Gilpin, who in the process comes in for a few laughs himself despite the
genuine admiration evident in her use of his principles to show “real taste” in action.
For all his systematic arrangement of scenes, Gilpin is inevitably hampered by the
limitations of subjective response, geography, and the weather. Frequently an element
of relativity creeps into his observations which at times strikes an unintentional comic
note of the kind that Austen is quick to sense and exploit. He often complains, for
instance, about a vantage-point which is either too high or too low to allow a proper
picturesque view. Sometimes the weather intervenes: after spending many pages
describing his method of analysing picturesque scenes along the banks of the Wye, he
has to confess that rain obscured his vision for two thirds of the journey.*' In

Northanger Abbey a similar comic tension develops between ideally resynthesised
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landscapes and the real scene as the Tilneys’ Gilpinesque views start clashing with

Catherine’s (for once) common-sensical observations:

Here Catherine was quite lost. She knew nothing of drawing - nothing
of taste: - and she listened to them with an attention which brought her
little profit, for they talked in phrases which conveyed scarcely any idea
to her. The little which she could understand however appeared to
contradict the very few notions she had entertained on the matter
before. It seemed as if a good view were no longer to be taken from the
top of an high hill, and that a clear blue sky was no longer a proof of a

fine day. She was heartily ashamed of her ignorance. (110)

With his subsequent “lecture on the picturesque”, Henry intends to wipe out her
ignorance; but there is also considerable social comedy in the role he assumes as a
“clever young man” (111) and Catherine’s readiness to show herself willing. Henry’s
flood of picturesque jargon and his pupil’s overwhelming response climax in the

complete elimination of Bath from the landscape:

He talked of fore-grounds, distances, and second distances - side-
screens and perspectives - lights and shades; - and Catherine was so
hopeful a scholar, that when they gained the top of Beechen CIiff, she
voluntarily rejected the whole city of Bath, as unworthy to make part of

a landscape. (111)

This may be indirectly aimed at Gilpin himself who after all regarded Bath as
picturesquely not “amusing”.** That Henry, however, is slightly taken aback by
Catherine’s aesthetic “progress” is suggested by the ironic use Austen makes of
picturesque language to mock his conversational manoeuvring away from the topic. He
proceeds from a foreground of immediate reference to a transitional middle distance,
and from there into an ever hazier “distance” of wider reference until he eventually

lapses into silence:

Delighted with her progress, and fearful of wearying her with too much
wisdom at once, Henry suffered the subject to decline, and by an easy
transition from a piece of rocky fragment and the withered oak which

he had placed near its summit, to oaks in general, to forests, the
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inclosure of them, waste lands, crown lands and government, he shortly
found himself arrived at politics; and from politics, it was an easy step

to silence. (111)

Henry’s glib handling of picturesque props like rocky fragments and withered oaks
to create visually “interesting” landscapes in the passage above further pokes fun at
Gilpin. But the most impressive aspect of Austen’s use of picturesque language here is
the way in which it helps her arrange a scene which exactly captures the many comic

uncertainties and over-eagernesses of incipient relationships. Picturesque language and

practices come under comic focus also in Sense and Sensibility, again refracted
through particular characters’ points of view. Edward laughingly mimics this language
when placing his realistic aesthetic next to Marianne’s picturesque one: “‘I shall call
hills steep, which ought to be bold; surfaces strange and uncouth, which ought to be
irregular and rugged; and distant objects out of sight, which ought only to be indistinct

k22

through the soft medium of a hazy atmosphere’ (97). As suggested previously,
Austen does not reject Marianne’s “sensibility”’, and definitely not in favour of
Edward’s utilitarian views. What their debate does highlight is their author’s keen eye
for artistic effect and economy. Whether her characters come armed with the venerable
Gilpin or not, their aesthetic views are richly suggestive of psychological and moral
dimensions which are uvsually revealed by way of contrast to a clearly endorsed

authorial viewpoint.

Telling comparisons of aesthetic viewpoint substantially fill out the moral scheme

underlying Mansfield Park. To begin with, Fanny’s reveries in Mrs Grant’s shrubbery
on the effects of cultivation on nature reinforce the general symbolic implications (and
some of the humorous nuances) of the East Room. Her description of how “‘a rough
hedgerow . . . never thought of as any thing, or capable of becoming any thing’” can be
“‘converted into a walk’” (208) again illustrates the fruitful relationship she perceives
between individuals and their environment. Nature, according to Fanny, cultivates as it
is cultivated: the hedgerow turned into an ornamental walk not only affords convenient

(129

exercise, but also mental recreation by stimulating thoughts on “‘the operations of

(143

time’” and “‘the changes of the human mind’” (208). As in the East Room passage,
Austen again leavens her presentation of Fanny’s aesthetic awareness with humorous

touches of the same kind as Edmund’s reduction to a cut-out and “mental strength”
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scented with potted geranium. She mischievously punctuates “some tender ejaculation
of Fanny’s, on the sweets of so protracted an autumn” with a “sudden swell of a cold
gust shaking down the last few yellow leaves about them”, forcing the rhapsodist and
her companion to “jump up and walk for warmth” (208).

Such humorous treatment does not undermine the validity and force of the links
which Fanny perceives between the receptive mind and its surroundings. Nor does it
weaken the contrast set up between her productive sensibility and the Crawfords’

“e

egocentrically sterile relationship with their environment. “‘[WJhen I am sitting out of

b4 )

doors, I am very apt to get into this sort of wondering strain’”, Fanny explains after
one of her reveries. Mary upsets the balance maintained in these observations by
confessing that for her self-interest outweighs everything else: “‘To say the truth . . . I
am something like the famous Doge at the court of Lewis XIV; and may declare that I
see no wonder in this shrubbery equal to seeing myself in it”” (209 - 210).* As
frequently the case, Mary pictures herself at the centre of the scene. Realising the
incongruity of her presence in a country parson’s garden, she is nonetheless quick to
appreciate its possibilities for off-setting her attractions, as her first remark upon
encountering Edmund soon after demonstrates: ““Well,” said Miss Crawford, ‘and do
not you scold us for our imprudence? What do you think we have been sitting down
for but to be talked to about it . . .?’” (211). Egocentricity has by this stage become a
characteristic of Mary’s behaviour. Earlier in the novel Austen exploits her
performances on the harp to picture in ironic detail both Edmund’s easy

impressionability and Mary’s adroitness at turning her environment into an inviting

frame:

A young woman, pretty, lively, with a harp as elegant as herself, and
both placed near a window, cut down to the ground, and opening on a
little lawn, surrounded by shrubs in the rich foliage of summer, was
enough to catch any man’s heart. The season, the scene, the air, were
all favourable to tenderness and sentiment. Mrs. Grant and her tambour
frame were not without their use; it was all in harmony; and as every
thing will turn to account when love is once set going, even the
sandwich tray, and Dr. Grant doing the honours of it, were worth

looking at. (65)
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Equally egocentric, but more actively so, is Henry Crawford’s attitude to the
world around him. Whereas Mary envisages herself as the focus-point of any scene, her
brother transforms scenery to suit aspects of his character. Austen’s chief instrument
for revealing the moral weaknesses prevalent in Henry’s aesthetic is a series of
allusions to the writings and pictures of the controversial late eighteenth, early
nineteenth-century landscape gardener and “improver” of estates, Humphrey Repton.
The satirical status of this historical figure is established from the moment Maria
Bertram languidly suggests his name as a trademark of fashionable taste. A cluster of
opinions particularising various characters’ preoccupations and attitudes soon develops
as Austen defines and reinforces the satirical relevance of her source material. Mr
Rushworth and Mrs Norris find Repton’s high fees an immediate recommendation.
Mary approves of the ready-made nature of the product he offers clients: “had I a
place of my own in the country, I should be most thankful to any Mr. Repton who
would undertake it, and give me as much beauty as he could for my money; and I

M

should never look at it, till it was complete’ (57). This viewpoint is pitched against
Edmund’s preference for a more personal and organic approach: “‘I would rather have
an inferior degree of beauty, of my own choice, and acquired progressively” (56).
Fanny, of course, echoes Edmund at this stage: “‘It would be delightful to me to see
the progress of it all’” (57). As far as Repton’s actual methods are concerned, Austen
for the moment limits herself to an oblique jibe directed through Mr Rushworth’s

(113

obtuse account of the “‘two or three fine old trees cut down’ at Compton and the
suggestion that the old avenue at Sotherton would suffer the same fate (55).
Throughout this chapter, Henry stays out of the discussion apart from announcing
himself an enthusiastic improver (61). Likewise, during the visit to Sotherton he is far
too engrossed in illicit love-making to formulate any specific opinions on landscape. As
later with the private theatricals, he uses the improvement scheme as an aid to
flirtation. When he insists on visiting “a knoll not half a mile off, which would give
them exactly the requisite command of the house” (98), his concern is not with gaining
an aesthetic vantage-point, but with getting rid of Mr Rushworth. It is not until much
later that Austen reveals Henry as a true Reptonite, and in so doing delivers a hidden

but powerful judgment on his character at a time when he seems poised for radical

personal improvement. The young man sitting between Fanny and Lady Bertram
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during a game of Speculation, assisting both and displaying “high spirits”, “happy
ease”, “quick resources”, and a “playful impudence” (240) appears much closer to the
lively prankster, Frank Churchill, than to the heartless rake of earlier episodes or to the
adulterer of the future. But the plans for Thornton Lacey Parsonage which he sketches
out during pauses in the play graphically intersperse elements of fundamental
dishonesty with these attractive qualities, preparing the ground for his final moral lapse
towards the end of the novel.

As Alistair Duckworth notes in The Improvement of the Estate, the language

which Henry uses when suggesting alterations to the Parsonage closely mimics both
Repton’s prose style and his pictorial device of super-imposing a cut-out depicting
undesirable features on a picture of the “improved” landscape, so that changes to a site
can be illustrated by merely removing the “slide” (see figs. 6 and 7).* Henry’s passive
imperatives in the following passage (like Repton’s) glibly transform the scene without
taking into account the amount of labour proposed (or capturing the sense of organic

progress so important to Edmund and Fanny):

“The farm-yard must be cleared away entirely, and planted up to shut
out the blacksmith’s shop. The house must be turned to front the east
instead of the north - the entrance and principal rooms . . . must be on
that side, where the view is really pretty. . . . You must make you a new
garden at what is now the back of the house. . . . The meadows beyond

what will be the garden, as well as what now is, sweeping round from

the lane . . . to the principal road through the village, must be all laid
together of course. . . . They belong to the living, I suppose. If not, you

must purchase them.” (242)

Duckworth treats the estate as a potent symbol of moral and social conservatism
in Austen’s fiction. A “long tradition of anti-improvement literature” and contemporary
political prose such- as Burke’s which frequently employ metaphors of estate
management to comment on social change provide Duckworth with “an appropriately
serious context” for interpreting her use of the improvement “motif” and her general
attitude to Repton. Like Butler, Duckworth throughout stresses Austen’s commitment
to social continuity and traditional morality. Against this background, Henry’s plans

for the Parsonage come to signify “a rejection of a traditional shape of reality”; more
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particularly, “his wish to re-orient the front of the house suggests a desire for complete
cultural re-orientation”.*’

Although Duckworth impressively combines his thematic framework and historical
material to arrive at specific interpretations of Austen’s work, a reading such as the
one above simplifies and generalises, sometimes at the cost of accuracy, the range and
precision of her allusions to Repton. In the first place, the aesthetic underlying
Repton’s thinking and practice offers far more scope for particular satire than
Duckworth recognises. And secondly, at its most successful, Austen’s satire finds its
primary targets within her fictional worlds themselves and refers only indirectly to
wider issues and contexts, no matter how eager critics are to settle her position in, for
instance, the intellectual climate surrounding an event like the French Revolution.* A
wish for “cultural re-orientation” or radical change is hardly a concern of Henry’s.
Most of his activities (including his rakish behaviour) confirm rather than contradict his
happy status as one of the landed gentry. Nor is it likely that his adherence to
Reptonian ways of viewing the world should introduce such a political motif into the
novel when Repton himself (in the early 1790s) scarcely veils his disapproval of
revolutionary developments elsewhere and expresses the hope that “[i]n this country,
there will . . . for ever exist different orders and degrees of society”. Linking these
“orders” directly to property ownership, he furthermore maintains that “so long as
such distinctions remain, it will be proper (to avoid confusion) that the residence of
each should be marked by such distinct characters as may not easily be mistaken.”*’

Continuing in this vein, Repton preposterously turns the display of material wealth
into something of a moral obligation securing social and aesthetic order. After a rather
transparent reference to “those countries where it would be dangerous to display any
external ornaments of grandeur” he reasserts his own materialist aesthetic with all the

cunning of an expert salesman dealing in the fears and vanities of a wealthy clientéle

(like Mr Rushworth):

but rank and affluence are not crimes in England, on the contrary we
expect to see a marked difference in the Stile, the Equipage, and the
mansions of wealthy individuals, and this difference must also be

extended to the grounds in the neighbourhood of these mansions, since
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congruity of stile and unity of Character are the first principles of good

Taste.*®

One of the most striking aspects of Repton’s writing is the way in which he passes off
a rampant lack of tact and moderation for a kind of organicism. So, quoting Burke on
the need for decorum, congruity, and reason in aesthetic matters, he justifies the
removal of an old mill and bridge at Attingham Park in Shropshire. Although he has to
admit that these structures are highly picturesque in themselves, he finds that their state
of disrepair taints the estate’s grandeur, causing the classical colonnade of the mansion
which is visible through the trees to suggest “some Grecian temple in ruins, and not a
part of the modern inhabited palace.”*

While Gilpin disinterestedly promotes an appreciation for the beauties and
intricacies of the picturesque, Repton rarely cultivates these for their own sake. He
seems always more concerned with the external moral, social, and materialistic
meanings which such features might project (or, in his own words, with the
“emblematic similarity” existing between estates and owners).> This type of symbolism
is very common in literature (used for instance by Austen herself when she makes
Elizabeth continue her reassessment of Darcy at Pemberley). But Repton often
overlooks inherent symbolic qualities or simplifies associations to suit his own
purposes. His approach results in tactless excesses very similar to those satirised in
Henry’s extensive blocking out of farming and communal activities from a country
parson’s residence. In fact, many of Repton’s suggestions for improvement, even some
aesthetically pleasing or obviously practical ones, are undermined to such an extent by
comic incongruities and symbolic insensitivities that they could very well pass for satire
in another context. There is the notorious picture of his own garden “improving” a
peg-legged beggar into an herbaceous border (see fig. 6).”' Another sketch peels away
a group of workmen, peasant women and children to replace them with a deer park.
Yet another substitutes elegant sight-seers and a painter “taking” the view for a party
of labourers clearing away a bank. And at Attingham Park he advises the owner to add
a spire to a distant church “because the general outline of the horizon . . . wants some
object to rise above it, and check the eye in its range. . . .”** Surely even Pope or

Austen could hardly wish for a more pungently ironic image of materialistic hubris.
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Fig. 6. Humphrey Repton, Fragments on the Theory and Practice
of Landscape Gardening (London, 1816), illustration to
fragment XXXVI.
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Duckworth’s argument that Austen makes Henry “go beyond” Repton’s practice

in his wish to import a “higher character” to the Parsonage and to “raise it into a

»53

place
relevance to the theme of deceptive appearances in Mansfield Park. The concepts of

therefore breaks down on a closer investigation of her source and its striking

“deception” and “appearance”, characteristically trimmed and polished to suit his
needs, frequently crop up in Repton’s writings, as for instance in the section “Of

Deceptions” in The Red Book for Garnons, Herefordshire, which justifies both as

essential aesthetic measures:

it is the business of Taste to deceive, if so hard an appellation deserves
to be given to all those efforts, by which Art endeavours to conceal her
own works, and make them appear the products of Nature only.

Every attempt to improve may be called a deception, we plant a hill
to make it appear higher than it is, we open the banks of a natural river
to make it appear wider, we sink a fence betwixt one lawn and another

to give imaginary extent, without the necessary confinement. . . .**

So far so good. Austen is certainly enough of an Augustan not to quibble with a
suggestive shading of art and nature into each other. But Repton (and with him,
Henry) takes deceptive appearance beyond the level of aesthetic ingenuity and
playfulness to create illusions of social magnificence and to satisfy private fantasies of
grandeur. Should a public road run through an estate, Repton advises that it would be
“an allowable deception to disguise that public road, and make it appear private, and as
part of the approach.” This can be done “by obliterating every idea of its being a public
road” and stamping on it unequivocal visual signs of private ownership: “the Entrance
from the turnpike ought to be marked by such a building as may impress the mind with
the full belief that the road belongs only to the proprietor and not to the public.” The
importance of outward visual prominence for Repton becomes evident in his next
remark: if the house itself cannot be “much seen from the surrounding neighbourhood,
it is the more necessary that some conspicuous object should mark a command of the
property” and impress the minds of observers.>® Elsewhere he illustrates how difficult it
is to “annex ideas of grandeur and magnificence to a mansion which appears to have
little extent of park belonging to it”. The solution lies in effacing whatever objects

distract from the importance of the house (he mentions ploughed fields, barns, and
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cottages) since “it is only the appearance and not the reality of extent” that is necessary
to satisfy the [observer’s] mind”*® (for a similar process, see fig. 7).

In Mansfield Park Austen puts to satirical purpose both the obsessive materialism

of Repton’s landscape symbols and his way of creating illusions by stamping these
symbols on the environment, often with little regard for tact or truth. Mimicking
Repton’s thought processes in Henry’s plans for Thornton Lacey, she exposes the false
motives and values underlying his attempts at moulding the parsonage, its
surroundings, the associations which they give rise to, and even the minds of those

most intimately concerned with the place:

“From being the mere gentleman’s residence, it becomes, by judicious

improvement, the residence of a man of education, taste, modern

manners, good connections. All this may be stamped on it; and that

house receive such an air as to make its owner be set down as the great

land-holder of the parish, by every creature travelling the road;

especially as there is no real squire’s house to dispute the point. . . .”

(244)

It is significant that Edmund, Fanny, and Sir Thomas resist Henry’s suggestions and
flatteries in their various ways: Edmund insists on his own modest plans (242), Fanny
fails to share Henry’s enthusiasm, and Sir Thomas delivers his “little harangue” on the
claims of a parish and the duties of a clergyman (248). Only Mary is receptive to his
schemes, since they enable her to indulge “agreeable fancies” of her own, and, again
following the Reptonian method, “to shut out the church, sink the clergyman, and see
only the respectable, elegant, modernized, and occasional residence of a man of

independent fortune” in the “picture” she has been “forming” of Thomnton Lacey (248).

The links between the improvement schemes in Mansfield Park and Emma’s
pictorial “improvement” of Harriet are clear to see. Emma hopes to blot out the
obscurity surrounding Harriet’s birth by presenting her as a good marital prospect.
Like Repton, she manipulates associations: she gives Harriet more distinctive features,
more height, and “considerably more elegance” to suggest that although obscure,
Harriet’s origins must surely be genteel (47). Also in this respect, then, Austen’s use of
pictorial material culminates in Emma’s portrait of Harriet. In this novel she seems to

exhaust the possibilities which the visual arts could hold for her fiction. Persuasion and
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what exists of Sanditon return to simple emblems and people-painting equations.
Captain Benwick’s miniature, meant to signify undying love for one woman, proves
misleading (if only slightly so) when it finds its way to another. And in Sanditon the
arrangement of late husbands’ portraits hides the fact that Lady Denham’s aristocratic

title was bought with her first husband’s money:

- and as Lady D. was not there, Charlotte had leisure to look about, &
to be told by Mrs P. that the whole-length Portrait of a stately
Gentleman, which placed over the Mantlepeice, caught the eye
immediately, was the picture of Sir H. Denham - and that one among
many Miniatures in another part of the room, little conspicuous,
represented Mr Hollis. - Poor Mr Hollis! - It was impossible not to feel
him hardly used; to be obliged to stand back in his own House & see
the best place by the fire constantly occupied by Sir H. D.*’

These are Austen’s last words in fiction. Her only other reference to painterly
imagery is to be found outside her novels, in a letter to her story-scribbling nephew

Edward. When a year after the publication of Emma she describes her fiction as “the

little bit (two Inches wide) of Ivory on which I work with so fine a Brush, as produces
little effect after much labour” she is again using an image of painting to mock herself
and the limited scope of her art.’® Her fictional career, then, comes to a halt on a
pictorial image of comic immutability. But the repetition in Sanditon of this well-tried
device does not signal a paucity of creative ideas. In fact, the fragment is characterised
by a restlessness of perception and presentation which suggests that Austen was about
to take her exploration of subjective viewpoints and radical shifts in perspective even

further than in Mansfield Park and Emma. A marked development of her oeuvre is the

way in which she increasingly draws descriptive material into her characters’ subjective
fields of vision, so that instead of the relatively static natural scenes observed from a
distance in the first three novels, the environment is far more often woven inextricably
into characters’ desires, schemes, and subjective responses in the latter half of her
career.

The Crawfords’ Reptonian “sliding” from real to desired landscape provides an
excellent example of Austen’s satirical animation of basically static material in her

fiction. Sanditon displays a repetition of such visual techniques, but the fragment also
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gives strong hints of new vistas which without doubt would have led to a widening of
horizons in Austen’s fiction. The carriage drive to Sanditon in chapter 4 for instance
repeats the array of “prospects” generated by the drive in Mansfield Park to Sotherton.
Charlotte notices a “‘snug-looking’” place on the way which Mr Parker identifies for

114

her, initially with pride and a sense of nostalgia, as “‘the house of my Forefathers™
(379). But as they continue on their journey, the farmer’s fond memories give way to
the prospector’s sanguine hopes, causing him to put the “honest old Place”

[4

increasingly in unflattering juxtaposition with the family’s new house in “‘modern
Sanditon™ (380). The passage “slides” between past and future, between traditional
and nascent society, as the carriage moves past the house. This “sliding” is not limited
to Mr Parker’s conflicting attitudes towards the old house, but is neatly reinforced by
the split in attitude between himself and Mrs Parker. Looking at the receding
farmhouse “through the back window with something like the fondness of regret”, Mrs
Parker reminisces about the old place’s productive kitchen garden and its cool shades
in summer. In speeches alternating with hers, Mr Parker in each case mentions a
corresponding weakness (a kitchen garden is a constant “‘Eyesore’” and boys should

M

““run about in the Sunshine’” to be hardy) and stresses how modern Sanditon has
improved the family’s general situation (380 - 381). Although she accepts his
suggestions, Mrs Parker “(still looking back)” reiterates her nostalgic view of the past:
“‘one loves to look at an old friend, at a place where one has been happy’ (381).
Once the “*old House’” has been “‘quite left behind’” (382), the conversation turns to
new developments, the road dips into the village of Sanditon, where a few signs (like
blue shoes in a shop window) give “‘valuable proof of the increasing fashion of the
place’; it then ascends Mr Parker’s “‘health-breathing Hill’”, from the top of which
“the Modern” view begins. The chapter ends with Charlotte’s surveying a scene which
is new to her, and, in its haphazard and unmediated immediacy, also to Austen’s
fiction: through an “ample Venetian window” at Trafalgar House, she looks over “the
miscellaneous foreground of unfinished Buildings, waving Linen, & tops of Houses, to
the Sea, dancing & sparkling in sunshine & freshness”.

In the course of the Sanditon fragment, Austen indeed turns her back on
farmhouses nestling in comfortable hollows and isolated communities (like the

Willingden of the first two chapters), to focus her attention on life in a seaside resort
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which aspires to the fashionable. Unlike the broader social worlds of Bath and London
represented in several previous novels, Sanditon is an unsettled environment, far from
established as “fashionable”, and restlessly engaged in its own commercial
improvement. Although there is little point in trying to conjecture how this novel
would have deVeloped, the chapters dealing with modern Sanditon have a bustling and
expectant quality, new characters pour into the novel with every carriage descending
the hill, even more are eagerly expected, identities are confused, and those who do
emerge frequently do so as caricatures, for instance Mr Parker’s set of hypochondriac
siblings. For all its novelty of style and scenery, however, the fragment continues to
explore the increasing complexity characteristic of the later novels, in which Austen
multiplies viewpoints around seemingly simple situations, so that far from adhering to a
Reynoldian doctrine of the universal and general, her aesthetic can much rather be seen
as an off-shoot of Hogarth’s “[i]ntricacy in form” which “leads the eye a wanton kind
of chace”. In combining such a lively aesthetic with the miscellaneous foreground of
modern life in Sanditon, Austen’s last fictional fragment anticipates the unwavering
satirical close-ups on unsettled and bustling social worlds encountered in Thackeray’s

novels.
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Chapter Three

Picture Gossip and Pictorial Rhapsody: Thackeray’s Pictures of Satire and

Sentiment

Unlike Austen, who acquired a language of painting mainly through reading and
isolated visits to exhibitions, Thackeray came to fiction equipped with a fully
developed vocabulary gleaned from his own practical experience as an aspiring artist
and from almost a decade’s concentrated writing on the visual arts for newspapers and
magazines.' His literary apprenticeship furthermore took place against the backdrop of
a steadily growing popular interest in the arts, a development strengthened by many
contributing factors. From the National Gallery, established in 1824, issued a steady
flow of the British public, impressed by their first hand encounters with “old masters”

from abroad, or with their native Hogarth, whose Marriage a la Mode for the first time

showed its original tones to viewers mostly accustomed to the set of prints. Many
other classics usually hidden in private collections all over Britain were temporarily
exhibited under the auspices of the British Institution. On the modern scene, the Royal
Academy continued its yearly summer shows, while the Old and New Societies of
Painters in Water-Colours exhibited works on a less ambitious scale.

Apart from original works, a growing number of prints came into circulation in the
nineteenth century. These were available throughout the eighteenth century, initially
reproducing established masterpieces for connoisseurs, but publishers and printers
gradually reached a wider public by expanding both their market and scope to include
subjects from British painting (especially Reynolds and historical works) and later even
“low” genre and rustic subjects. Edward Forster’s collection published in 1807 covers
all these categories, although it retains an air of exclusivity by advertising itself very
clearly on the title-page as “now in the Possession of the King, and several noblemen,
and gentlemen of the United Kingdom”. The collection accordingly guarantees its
exclusivity through “safe” choices - the only English painters, for instance, to find
representation are the established “masters”, Wilson, Gainsborough and Reynolds; and

the commentary carefully apologises for regrettable choices of subject like Adrian van

Ostade’s Dutch Boers Regaling by pointing out that although the painter is merely an

“imitator of nature”, he is nonetheless “well acquainted with the magic power of
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chiaroscuro”.* More popular, perhaps, were George Morland’s country sketches,
widely admired at the turn of the century and appearing in a range of media: from well-
defined wood-cut to decorative colour stipple, from atmospheric mezzotint to the free-
flowing lines of soft-ground etching.* Morland’s quiet drawings showing farm
activities, laundresses at work, children playing with pets, and gently restrained village
entertainment declined in popularity in the early nineteenth century, giving way to a
fervid patriotic taste for battle scenes, heroes, and Gillray’s harsh political caricatures
spawned by the French Revolutionary Wars. The printing practices of the 1820s and
1830s, furthermore, affected by the invention of techniques like lithography and
especially steel plate printing, differ drastically from those governing the past decades.
The latter technique enabled printers to take an almost unlimited number of
impressions from a single design without loss of definition. Cheap prints reaching a
mass market were the result, providing the public with products as various as John

Martin’s religious extravaganzas, Turner’s Picturesque Views in England and Wales

(1826-38), and designs for the illustrated Annuals, often distinguished by poor quality
and mawkish sentiment.

The public’s increased contact with pictorial art through galleries, exhibitions, and
the printing trade stimulated writings on the visual arts, in the shape of both full-length

books and articles in magazines.* Starting with Hazlitt’s Sketches of the Principal

Picture-Galleries in England, several studies on the English as artists and collectors

appeared during the 1830s, presenting readers not only with factual information, but
also with a variety of literary styles which strive, each in its own way, to turn visual
perceptions and effects into words. So, for example, Hazlitt relies on what he calls “the
catholic language of painting”™ and his own idealistic lyricism to convey the essence of

good art, while in his Tour of a German Artist in England a less “literary” viewer like

Passavant articulates the pictures he encounters in unadorned phrases.® As relative
luxuries these books reached a fairly limited public. A far larger number of readers
became acquainted with the ways in which language grapples with painting through the
fast expanding trade in newspapers and periodical magazines. After years of desultory
reportage on the arts, Blackwood’s Magazine launched John Eagles on his career as
regular art critic. Assuming the persona of the “Sketcher”, a rather old-fashioned figure

who is equally at home among turn of the century landscape poets and writers on the
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picturesque, Eagles initially runs a general series on painting. His main focus is
landscape, his aesthetic preference for “old masters” like Claude and Poussin who
capture “permanent and general nature” in their paintings.” Eagles’s language often
reverts to the idealistic abstractions found in Reynolds’s Discourses. Other terms used
by the Sketcher include, of course, the sublime, the beautiful, and the picturesque. The
strain on this outmoded and inflexible language of painting becomes visible at times,
for instance when he has to admit that “ten thousand gradations and shades of forms
and sentiments” in natural scenery and painting alike lack names; or when he realises
that a conventional term of approbation like the ubiquitous picturesque can betray him:
if the word is made to include “the pigsties, the dunghills, and the human brutes of
Ostade, and Claude’s temples”, he complains, “it is a mere ignus fatuus that will lead
the Sketcher into quagmires”.® To avoid getting thus bogged down, the Sketcher takes
refuge in “poetical” landscapes (like Claude’s) which do not challenge the boundaries
of his critical language too obviously. Someone like Morland is summarily rejected as
all “mud and dulness”,” while most other modern British landscape painters are
pronounced “greatly deficient in poetical feeling”, even to the extent of becoming
somehow indecent: “for lack of this better guide”, Eagles decides after seeing the 1835
Royal Academy and Water-colour exhibitions, “the hand has run riot over the colours
of the palette, and they are crude, unharmonious, gaudy, staring, presuming”.
Compared with these, the “old masters” in the National gallery or the British
Institution exhibitions offer “repose for the eyes”. Both Turner and Constable turn up
as examples of riotous painters, the former by “throwing the gauze of flimsy novelty

over his genius”, the latter by painting The Valley Farm in a manner which makes it

look as if it has passed under “an accidental shower of white lead”.'°

The style of criticism emerging from attacks like these is hardly in keeping with
the Sketcher’s earlier effusions on the beauties of Nature and pastoral landscape.
Probably sensing this inappropriateness, Eagles drops the persona from his writings on
art in 1836,"" and becomes a straightforward, hard-hitting critic of the British art scene,
commenting on matters such as the lethargy reigning among those in charge of national
collections, deficient public taste, and the shortcomings of the annual exhibitions. In
the last category, modern landscapists continue to call forth his wrath: Constable,

again, who obstinately refuses to become “chaste and sober” in his colouring, even
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when painting homage to Reynolds in his Cenotaph, but insists on a finish “flickering
throughout with impertinent lights, and dots of all colours, utterly ruinous to the
sentiment”;'? and Turner, of course, his especial béte noire, whose experiments draw
an increasing barrage of virulence and exasperation: “a strange jumble” and “[a]ll blood
and chalk” in October 1836, “[w]hite brimstone and stone-blue” in “dreadful and
dreaming disorder” in September 1837, and the sarcastic conjecture two years later
that there must be “some disease in Mr Turner’s eyes”."

Thackeray does not differ from the Blackwood’s critic too drastically, and, in fact,
shares quite a few of his more traditional points of view. He sometimes champions
overt didacticism in painting. Like Eagles, he praises Biard’s picture, The Slave Trade,
because it delivers “the best, most striking, most pathetic lecture against the trade” by
depicting the brutality of dealers and the wretchedness of slaves in meticulous detail.™
Both critics are left in the dark by Turner’s experiments, although they express their
confusion in different ways, as I shall point out later. Despite these similarities,
however, Eagles’s contributions are useful chiefly as a foil to set off the more attractive
elements of Thackeray’s criticism. The most important difference between their types
of criticism is one of tone. Thackeray after all writes mainly for Fraser’s, a magazine
still in its first youthful phase of satirical ifreverence, whereas Eagles writes for a
Blackwood’s grown somewhat more staid since its inception. Both writers adopt
personae, but with vastly different effects: the poetically respectful Sketcher tends to
tone down Eagles’s criticism and make it excessively moralistic, while Thackeray’s
Michael Angelo Titmarsh lends a distinctively light touch to even commonplace
opinions. He swaggers from exhibition to exhibition, delivering self-important
judgments, committing faux-pas, deviating wildly, and often rambling on until he is
forcibly silenced or becomes too hopelessly drunk to continue. Presented through this
medium, much of Thackeray’s criticism is satirical, mocking contemporary artists and
critics, parodying his own efforts, and focusing on the social activities surrounding the
visual arts. Titmarsh is at his best when reminiscing about the art student’s life in Rome
or gloating over the consternation in London art circles when he arrives as a critic.
Thackeray, too, is in his element while creating a fictional, or, at least semi-fictional,
world of art which provides a satirical counterpoint to the real environment of

exhibitions and galleries dealt with in his more factual moments as a journalist. It is



101

significant, under the circumstances, that Eagles chooses landscape as his main area,
whereas Thackeray comments mostly on genres which are rich in human interest.

His first review of a Royal Academy exhibition takes the form of a letter from
Titmarsh to “Monsieur Anatole Victor Isidor Hyacinthe Achille Hercule de Bricabrac,
Peintre D‘Histoire” - admittedly farcical exuberance, but nonetheless shrewd in its
mock-heroic joining of the grand and the trivial, elements which often clash in the
nationalistic or impossibly ambitious history paintings of the mid-nineteenth century.
Titmarsh himself has two paintings on exhibition, typifying the genres which Thackeray
aims his satire at most consistently in this article: one is an “historical picture of
‘Heliogabolus in the ruins of Carthage’ and the other a pretentious portrait, a “full-
length of ‘Sir Samuel Hicks and his Lady,” - sitting in a garden light, Lady H. reading

the Book of Beauty, Sir Samuel catching a butterfly, which is settling on a flower-

pot”.”* The types of fictional painting graphically satirise artistic as well as social
pretension, an area of interest which becomes a mainstay of his fiction. Thackeray’s
satire gains authenticity from the fact that he, like Titmarsh, is a failed painter turned
critic, and although the years spent copying in the Louvre were unsuccessful in setting
him up as a professional artist, they impart a quality of easy confidence to his writings
on art. He is not only well qualified to capture the social voices at play in galleries and
exhibitions, but also to look behind the canvas and into the studios of painters at work.
Very often the result is a multi-layered satire on the art scene which explores the
relationships between art critics, artists, viewers, and works of art in ever-shifting
combinations. At a water-colour exhibition Thackeray places Titmarsh in a position to
overhear the “sweet whispers” of “pretty women with pretty pink bonnets peering at
pretty pictures”.'® In the first place, he laughs at the impressionable art critic who peeps
under girls’ bonnets instead of attending to the works on exhibition. But apart from the
obvious humour of the situation, the reiterated adjective “pretty” becomes a satirical
term which conveys Thackeray’s critical judgment of both the social scene and the
pictures on display. Whereas the first repetition seems nothing more than a Titmarshian
flourish of gallantry, the second links the girls, their bonnets, and the paintings in such
a way as to suggest a general insipidity of taste and style. Although the connection is
not made openly, the viewers and the paintings end up caricaturing one another,

especially when Titmarsh later identifies the pictures admired by the girls as a certain
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Fig. 8. William Makepeace Thackeray, Rex.
Ludovicus. Ludovicus Rex, rpt. in Catherine

Peters, Thackeray's Universe (London: Faber,
1987) 70.
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