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PREFACE

Because it leads an individual to increasing loss of
perspective, George Meredith considered sentimentality a -
real.ﬁragedy, The deluded sentimentalist convinces himself
“that all nis efforts and attitudes bear him steadily dbwn
the fﬁad of spiritual p}ogress,'ﬁhen actually he is using
his idegls of society as an excuse for willful blindness, a
shifting of responsibility, and selfndecéption.l The ‘
sentimentalistts primary concern is to cushion hiﬁself
agaiﬁst hard fact instead of training himself for encéunter-
ing it, and he’ accompllshes this by drugging himself ‘against’
the perception of truth.

The problem of sentimentalitﬁ was uppermost in
Meredlth's mlnd, and the unmasking of sentimentalists was
éne of his favorite operations., In the strata of society
"with the greatest pretensions of refinement, the observer
will'fiﬁd_that sentimentalists run ramﬁant. "Because of

this rampage, the lack of refinement--especially in the

lJohn Warren Beech, The COmlC Spirit in Geor e Meredith
(London: Longmans,'Green, and Company, 191L), p. 157,

°Ibid., p. 1l.
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midst of profuse pretension--islmost striking when discov-
ered, Here will be foﬁnd those comic elements'most provoc-
ativelof thoughtful laughter,” It is i% this strata that
sentimentality ﬁanifests itself, for a sentimentalist is
primarily a snob of spiritual things: he congratulates
himself on éurpassing the common herd in qﬁality and in
merit; and, at the same time, he is in constant danger of
exposure., Herein lies the comic element, an element which
can be either destructive or constructive., George Meredith
chose to employ the comic element constructively; for, ac-
cording to him, the test of true comedy is that it shall
awaken thouéhtful J.:au,nghter-.’+

Meredith did not put forward the comic as a special
type of novel, Nor did he wish to estabiish a newlschool
of fiction or compel all men to write comedy. I"Life, we
know too well,' he says, "is not a comedy, but something
strangeiy mixed."5 He repudiated neither realism nor
romance, believing especially that romance is the quality
that gives lift and lnsplratlon. to leave out romance

6

would be to leave out human nature. He conceived the

theory - that true human progress can be promoted by comedy

S1vid., p. 157.

“John J. Enck,Tgllzabetg T. Forter, and Alvin Whitley,
eds., The Comic in Theory and Practice, Appleton-=Century-
Crofts (New York: Meredity PuEIlsﬁlng’Company, 1960), p. 36.

5Beech, p. 19.
6E A, Robinson, '"Meredith's Literary Theory and Science:

Realism vs,., The COmlC Spirit," Publlcations of the Modern
ansuage ssociation, LITII (195 .




'becguge infelligent laugﬁter destroys ipflated self-
importance and provides a sane sense of proportioﬁ: "Com-
edy is not hostile to honest feeling, but to that false
sentiment that turns its back on truth and prefers to bask
in the pink light of illusion."’ He ﬁr0p§sed comedy as a
corrective, a disinfectént, a'leaven-~for, to him, senti~
mentality'is in need of comic discipline.  This theory
was held throughout his writing., |

One of his works in which comedy "watches over senti-
mentalism with a birch rod"8 is Evan Harrington, a novel |
which reacted to thé whole of the social atmosphere of the
ﬁima wheh the middle class worshipped the nobility the more
passionately as they came nearer to it.” It shows the
simple antithesis of a small-town tradesman's family and
the country landowners bf the eariy"nineteenth century.
éome of its characters are victims of the'new malady of the
middle‘class--sentimenﬁality. ;In revulsibn'from.the
crudities of the;r forebears, tHey have cultivated artifi~
‘cilal etiquette and "fine sﬁades".as a substitute for

10

emotions. ' Othér.characters provide foils in candor and

the wise acceptance of natural facts.

_?Béeéh,_p. 11 |
*-SMefedith's Essgx on Comedy.

 9Robert Esmonde Sencourt, The Life of Georze Meredith
(New York: Charles Scribner'é Sons, 1953), p. 118.

loLlonel Stevenson, The Ordeal of George Meredith
(New York, Charles Scribner's §ons,"195 , Do .
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Evan Harrington is a light-hearted novel, notable for
its sketch of Meredith's famous tailof-gran&fathér,
Melchizadek Meredith, a naval outfitter of Portsmouth, who
seems to have been the first tailor in English history to
have comportéd himself as an equal with his social
superiors.ll The great Hel's daughter,hthe Countess de
Saldar, whose main purpose it is to conceal her family's
background, is an unforgettable comic character as the
Comic Spirit gibes social pretentiousness.

Evan Harrington is an heavily autoblographical novel,
Meredith was similar to Evan 1n being without money, as
well as in being a shop-keeper's son.l2 Like Evan, Mere- |
dith's convictionlwas that a gentleman can not lie, can
not paés for something other than what he is, can not have
false shame;.for'with all tﬁese go meanness, egoism, snob-
ber&, and hardneséléf heart--all manifestations of 7
sent;mentality. Tﬁeﬁ both underwent a battle ﬁith false
pride iﬁ themselﬁes;: Evan runs a grave risk of be;ng a
foolish social climber as his sister tries to forée him to
be, and gives Me}adith the opportunity to scoff at Engiish
snobbery, English complacenéy, aﬁd qulish inc':onsistenkt‘:ly.l3

llPhyliss Bartlett, George Meredith (London' Long- .
mans, Green and Company, 19 p. - "

125encourt, p. 118.
1Jstevenson, p. 83.
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These three gems of sentimentality have many facets,
but.the one that looms'largest was the:idea of a gentleman,
Was_Merédith satisfied with the currént standards for a
éentleman? Did the real éeat of a gehtleman ihvolve cer=-
tain advan£ages of fqrfune, appreci&ted by society_as free-
dom from embarrassment or.cbnstraint? Or did it involve‘
essential pdwér of superior character? Meredifh had an
| abundance of character, but not advantages of fortune. He -
had no claim on the world but his'geniﬁs and character, -
for education pad not.rounﬁed out these qualitiés and made
5~lhim a_gentleman iﬂ the same manner that it‘sd_often'poiiéhed'
-rich men's sons in Eng;lamcil.l.lP According to the Countess de
5Saldar, of the novel under study, a gentleman must have at
least one of two things--a title or money. - But Evan had
neither. A rich marriage, However, would make hiﬁ blaze
transfigured, and there was the person for him in Rose
hJocelyn; George Meredith also had neither, and Eelieving
neither to be hecessafy, he held up a mirror for the
society when Pe wrote gggg‘ﬂarringtOn. This comedy of
mannefs portrays a "chattering monkey" society'devoted to
snobbery anﬁ slander in which the hero is regarded a fool
or worse by the fictional society, and yet impresses the
real audience as having something more valuable than hisg

society has.'”

lL*.Senc:c:u:c't,'p. 112,

'15Northron Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (New York:
 Atheneum, 1968}, p. U, -
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Some'cfitics would have us believe that Evan
Harrington is a "sort of safety valve whereby Meredith gave
vent to much long-repressed emotion--old slights, old humll-
iatmons, bitter regrets that he, so aristocratic in aspira-
tion and_rersonal appearance, was basély born."16 I
believe,'rathgr, tﬁat this autobiographical novel is a prime
example of resouréefulﬁess'and mettle. When events and
experiences in a writgr's‘life golfo build up an Integrated
pattern, especially when this pattern is something lafger
'than.himself, or even simply the coherence of his'aftitudes,f
it is nothing less than resourceful to use them instead of
seafching elsevhere. for a pattern. By the same tpkeﬁ, one=-
self is the lasf person upon whom one turns the light of
comedy,l? and it is ﬁothing less than mettiesome.when one
puts comedy at work upon certain weak spots in his own
character. . Furthermdre, Mereédith has been condemned as an
artiét,'bﬁt no novelist, i.e., he doeé not conform to:models
*but has 1nst1nctive qualities far greater than form. This 
charge and this condemnation have lured me into a study of.
George Meredith and of his works.

- According to George Meredith, it is for want of 1n-'
Strubtioﬁ in the'comiclidea that we lose a'lafge éudience

h among ‘our cultivated middle class that we should expect to

16
S.M., Ellis Geor e Meredith, His Iife and Friends
in Relation to His Work (Hew York: “Dodd, Mead and Com=-

pany, 1920), P»"ﬁ'?-
17Beech, Do 10,



support comedy. Because I am a member of this large
audience, the primary purpose of this study was to generate
a higher degree of mental activity, which would result in
my capturing the elusive Comic Spirit and, ultimately, be-
coming a citizen of what Mr, Meredith calls the "selecter
world". During the course of this studﬁ I have come to
submit that Evan Harrington is more than the alleged safety
valve and that ceftainly the charge of Meredith's being an
artist but no nqvelist is unfounded., It is my thesis that
with Evan Harrington, Meredith wrote a successful novel in
which he used comedy as a corrective to sentimentality.

- I éwe very special thaﬁks to the English department at
the University of Richmond for allowing me the privilege of
studying. Dr. Edward Peple- and Dr. William Guthrie are
largely responsible for the new dimension of self which re-
sulted from that privilege. Not only did Dr. Irby Brown
serve as the ingplration for this study, but without his -
invaluable aid--along with that of Dr. James Duck\vorth and
Dr. Garland Gunter-~the paper's productioy would have been
1mp0551ble. ‘ '

Illustrations have been reproduced with the permission ,

of John Grant.
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INTRODUCTORY QUOTE

"The novel of modern 1life and society, in so far as it does
not rely for its attractions on mere sensational incident,
is gernerally a study of male and female character--mostly,
indeed, of one male and one female character--with a few
elaborate sketches.of scenery.for a background, and a
clumsy caricature of some two or three well-known con-
temporary personages thrown in to give it an air of actu-
ality. The close objective study of social types--not of
their superficial peculiarities only, but of their inner
being-~appears to be becoming a lost art. Where, indeed,
are we to look for the observation, the humour, to say
nothing of the wisdom, which was brought to bear upon this
branch of the art of fiction by its great masters of the
past., We have but one living novelist with the adequate
intellectual equipment; but Mr. George Meredith is poet,
philosopher and politician, as well as novelist, and we
must be satisfied, I suppose, that brilliant studies of
manners form an element, and an element only, in his varied
and stimulating work." .

==, D, Traill
(October, 1875)

xiid



CHAPTER I
HOW ATTITUDES AND CIRCUMSTANCES REGARDING SENTIMENTALITY
VERSUS REALISM ARE EVIDEXCED IN
EVAIl HARRINGTON

The dilemma of man being pulled in.two directions at
once, unable to combine the instiﬁctive and the rational,
was a problem that haunted George Meredith's generation,
Meredith sought to redress the balance and was therefore
engaged in the wo;k of rehavilitation. . In this work he did
not ordinérily takelup the struggle between the individual
and society in suck direct forr as it occurred in some
writers, George Eliot, notébly. He preferred to deal with
mofe purely personal relationships in which society figures
" indirectly or by imﬁlication.' Society creates artificial
situations, which in turn give rise to unnatﬁra] forms of
behavior. The resultant complexity of impulse and con-
fusion of motive may cause an individual o becone i;volved
in a conflict that is at once social and pérsonal.

Such is the case of Melchisedec Harrington, whose

influence pervades the rovel Evan Harrington. The hero of

the novel ie Evan Karrington, but the dominant figure is
the "grea: Mel" although he is dead before the action

3



begins., Evan himself is not much more than a chopping
block for Meredith's strokes of wit and generalizations on
‘1life and conduct, The "great Mel," having been received
as a gentleman while actually he was a tailor, set the
;tage for a struggle between sentimentality and a true de-
pilction of reality. From him, his son LEvan inheritéd more
than four thousand pounds in debts and a duality of per-
sonalily, ideals; and goals., Along with this inheritance
came a constant pull toward reality by his.mothér on the
one hand, and toward sentimentality by his sister on the
other. Iﬁdeé&, how his sister, the Countess de Saldar,
contrives vaingloriously to uphold her ovm hbnor, though
under the guise of upholding the honor of her brother and

sisters, provides the plot of Evan Harrington.

It was Meredith's opinion that our vanities, pompous-
ness, and kindred follies are the special sins chastened
by the Conmic Spirit in any cultivated society., This Conmic
Spirit, according to him, is £he "ultimate civilizer in a’
dull, insensitive world."’S Mot only is the Comic Spirit
invaluable f{o thig end, it also plays a large role in cor-
recting thé tragedy Ef sentimentality, the tragedy th;t
cauées an individpal to 1ose-£erspective t0 a greater and

gieater degree. In Evan Harrington Meredith shows the

difference between actual upperclass 1life and the hero's

18yereditn's Essay on Comedy.



illusion in order to givé perépéctive. He does this by
introducing a -"galléry of effete, inept, and sensual per=-
soné," and he made greal sport of the affectations of the
upper classes.l9 Rose's father is of no consequence or
significance; her uncle Melville is a.ridiculous statesman
whose balance of power is of little or no practical value;
her brother is so out of touch with reality that he drinks
wildly and deeply to the birth of a béby, not knowing that
it is his own. This same brother is aﬁsolutely fooliéh
when the Counﬁess de Saldar inflates him intq unrestraint
by convention or mofality and then corrects his uhcouth
manners. The houseguest, a duke, is predisposed to be a
seducer. Evan's rival, Ferdinand Laxley, is a dull,
_awkward lover. The docelyn Family, both as individuals and
a unit, anxiously await Juliapa's early death to get her
inheriténce, and they are as comic in their fear of de-
clining socially as are the Harrington's in their efforts
-fo rise. These characters mefély'fill in the pattern--
tﬁé novel deals essentially with BEvan's reluctance to re=-
concile the dream with the reality. This reluctance is
dealt with in pure comedy. It is severe and inflexible,
holding up a mirror for us to gaze at our own faults.
-Meredith uéed comedy for this because he believed that the

ability of a society to appreciate comedy is an index of

19 . .
- “Walter T, Wright, Art and Substance in George
Meredith (Lincoln: University of hebraska Press, %953),

‘P 55. _



its state of culture., The Comic Spirit, nol to be confused
with the comic¢ character, is such a form of balanced per- |
céptiveness as enables its possessor to avoid becoming
himself a victim of comedy,

Evan Harrington shows Meredith'consciously engaged in
putting into practice his theory of the uses of the Comic
Spirit. Its full title is Evan Harringtor, Or He Would Be
A Gentleman, and the central figure, Evan Harrington, 1¢
enclosed in a ring of conic Jronj as he combats the malad'
of snobbery. The conmic aspect of his sister the Countess!
pretensions is ne.ver_fo'r a monent lost sight of. Certain
creatures of fantasy seem to acdompany her, each differing
according to the time;'place, and circumstances. These
creatures are the,hounds of the Comic Muse, and they have
scented the Countess as their game. Comedy is most ef-
fective, Mergdith'believes; when it is kept free of senti-

ment. - Sentimental people, he says in the Essay gg_Comedy,

' dislike comedy because they object to facing the actual
world. Come&y frightens them by showing them things about
themselves that they wish'to ignore. It should be noted
at this point that ;his is the facet of sentimentality that
is developed in tﬁis thesis;-not maudlin emoﬁion. If the
term sentiméntalitx is taken loosely, it very well.includes
snobbery, which is a condition under which self-importancé
is inflated and the individual affected by it has no sane
sense of proportion. This lack of probortion is a result

of attitudes colored by feeling rather than by reason and



this adds up to sentimentality. It is this facet that
sieps 1o the fore when I contend that leredith was success-

ful as a novelis: when he wrote RBvan Harrinston and thet in

it he used comedy as a corrective to sentimenfality.

| The term-"Corrective to Senfiméhtality" automatically
impliés dealing with a contradicgtion, and this contradic-
tion is personified by-the-"greatlﬂel" and in Evan's strué—
gle between sentimentality and reality. t stems from the
fact that leredlth hlmself suffered from lack of balance.
.A prophet of stability and harmony, he was uorn bv contra-
diections, and these contradlctlons found thelr way into

Evan gggrington; an heavily autobiographical novel. It is

obvious that he recordéé his faﬁily history in this work
and that he perceived folly, sentimentality, and conceit
in his-own existence. His attitude toward society had its
roots in the conditions of hiz life and the people who sur-
rounded him, and all these fouﬁd'théir way into the novel,
.whose single purpose was exhibiting the.damaging effects’
6flsnobbery.. Everything begins and ends with]this purpose,
There is nothing jn the noﬁel that is not in some way tied
to it, ¢ro“ the nonkey that squauted at the feet of his dead
naster, tae "great Mel," to the eventual qarriape of Tvan
Ha}rington and Rose Jocelyn. |

The fact that everything begins and ends with a pur-
pose, with all elements of the_novél related to that purpose,
repudiates the charse that Meredith excels at putting words

togethér but fails at writing a novel. True, he seeminglw



decided that the telling of a straighﬁforward story is not
the sole purpose of the novel, which is a literary form
tﬁat may legitimately be_made to do the work of the philos-
opher; but he satisfactorily fused form and content, there-
by achieving unity=e~albeit an artifiéial unity, Therefore,
when we say that Meredith used comedy as a corrective to
sentimentality, with the conditions of his life and the
people who surrounded him as a fquntainhead, it behooves

us to determing wha£ insights into the meaning and idea of
Evan Harrington all its parts have provided, and to pass
Jjudgment on the relative success or failure on the basis

of this type of unity. '

Before going into the merité or demerits of Evan
Harrington in the ﬁatter of fusing the inner idea with the
outer structufé, it would be well to look at Meredith'é
actual battle with sentimentality. With comedy as the
social weapon, it was virtually humor of the intellect
versus humor of the heart; and in order to understand
Meredith's purpose, we need to look closely at sentimental-
ity. Mn historical survey of sentimentality in the novel
reveals that before 1740, when Samuel Richardson originated
the novel of sentiment, the lack of sentiment is marked:
Defoe, for instance,, never thinks of touching the fountain
of tears, and probably could not have done so had he
wished. Swift, as another example, takes a cruel pleasure

in exposing numan frailly, and has no tears even for the



most pitiable 0f human miseries. Richardson, however,
strikes a new nofe: he introduces sympathy and pathos into
Engiish fiction., He investigates the human heart'to dignify
its emotions, not to sneer at them. His sympathy with
vomen is remarkable. He understands-them perfectly, he
reverences them, an@ he applies an analysis to them which
is both delicate and acute, Not only was he considered

the idol of female coteries, but he was the annointed
Prophet of thé Feminine.ao' Women reaé his books with a
¢ind of breathless.interest which the sentimental tales of
Diékens excitéd 1a£er. They wfote him passioﬁate letters,
imploring him not to kill his heroine, or to save the soul
of his hero, much as the early readers of Dickens implored
him not to kill Little Nell., One of his favoritelcor-

respondents, Lédy Bradshaigh, has vividly described her

emotions over Clarissa Harlowe. She weﬁt copiously over
the ﬁook, laid it down unable to command her feelings,
éould not sleep at night for thinking of it, and needed
all her fortitude and the active sympathy of her husband
to enable her to persist in her agonizing task.a%

There is no reason to doubt the éincerity of this con~

fession, We have become inured to the sentimental novelist,

and are on our guard against him., Our feelings have been

EOW. J. Dawson, The Makers of English Fiction'(New
York: Fleming H. Revell €ompany, 1905), p. 2L,

2l1pid, p. 25.



outraged so often, that if we yield ourselves to his spell
1t is with deliberation, and with a due regard to the con-.
sequences of our weakness, But Richardson dealt with un-
sophistocated readers, rich in virgin emotions. lle pro-
duced a kind of writing which had n&f been seen before, and
it surprised the world by its novelty as well as charmed

it oy its sympathy: Richardson thus began a movemen£ whose
effect was to be lasting. Henceforth fiction was to engage
itself mainly with the interpretation of séntiment, and

the influence of Richardson ishobvidus in quthe and

Rousseau as it is on our own long array of sentimental

novalists.22

If one has the time and pafience to explore Richardson,
he will not go unréwarded. in spite of all his vérbose
moralisms and pﬁolix preachings, he was an artist. The
method of noﬁel-writingbhe adopted was detestable, for the
epistolary novel'was the most unsatiéfactory of all methods
Yet it must be confessed tﬁa? when the initial irritation
of the method is surmountéd, one is surprised to find how
real the grip is which the story tal:es upon the imagination.
The very repetition which the method involves gives de-
finiteness to characterizatian, for the characters appear
not in a single partf but in a variety of parts; and in

the end we l:now them through and through rather than Ey

22y:1ter Allen, The English Novel, A Short Critical
(ew York: E, P. Dutton and Company, Inc., 195h).

Histoxry

P 7?0



a solitary phase of emotion, So, in spite of a cumbrous
nethod, of a mind overwhelmed with copy-book maxims, of
an'acquaintance with life that never went beyond a narrow '
range of society, Richardson must be considered an artist,
as anyone of discrimination will discover by a careful

study of the latter half of Clarissa Harlowe.

In the deveiopment of English fiction, Richardson is
the greatest name: he settled the trend of the novel for
many generations. Among those who were the first to |
imitate him were Sterne and Goldsmith, but each in his own
way.' Sterné had an undoubted power of Sentiment, une-
fortunately mixed with a fatal pruriency of taste., His
humor and his pathos are equally femarkable'and vital, yet
both seem artifical'cwiﬁg to his lack of any real depth of
feeling. Sterne himself was apparently the first to use
the epithet sentimental, and by a curious coincidence, he
s0 employed it in the véry year that Richardson"published'
Pémela. Unlike Sterne, however, Goldsmith is exquisitely

sincere, and his one novel, The Vicar of Wakefield (1766),

is the finest eﬁam?le of the sentimental novel in English
literature. One rarely weeps with Sterne becéuse there |
is ground for legitimate suspicion that he waits for our
tears only to_laugh'é? us, and he plays pranks with our
emotions rather than purifies them. Goldsmith succeeds
by his sincerity and his simplicity, for in him sentiment

is genuine. Sterne will always be read by the student of



10

litérature with mixed feelings of admiration for wit and
dexterity and ais contempt for the man; Goldsmith will

be read ty the humble and wise and the illiterate alike,
with a genuiné delight} and with a growing sense of personal
affoction fer the writer.23 .

The novel of sentiment did not take possession of the
puElic nind without opﬁosition. The eighteenth century
was a particularly masculine age, and Richardson was a
feminine wri~er. There will always be a large class_of-
readers whose tﬂstehwesents the sickly sweetness of the
sentimental novel, and such readers will dedard a more -
robust treatment of life., Just as in our own day we find
that after a long debauch of séntiment the public demands’
a rougher and plainér meal, the novel of adventure ousting
for a time the novel of emotional anzlysis, so, even
while ﬁichardson's sway was ‘unquestioned, a counter-
moveﬁent had begun. The revolt was led by Henry Fieldin
and Tobias Smollett, who together created the novel of
masculine realism asainst the novel of sentiment,

Anoag others, Ceorge Meredith added ore more counter-
movement to the novel of sentlnenu. ‘lherecas Hichardsgﬁ
dealt with the unsophintocaued readers, rich in virgin
enotion, Meredith appealed to the culiivated middle-class,

supposedly rich in intellect, This counter-movement,

23‘.Jilbv.r Crosg, The Devclqgmenu of the Tnglish MNovel
(yew York: The Macnillan Company, 1099), P. 757‘“‘
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aimed directly at the intellect, was the use of comedy as

S a corréctivc to sentimentality. By camedy.ﬁeredith does
not mean farce and gaiety, but serious social ridicule on -
the border-laﬁﬁ of the tragic and comic stétes. He makes

a very nice distinction between humor and comedy, We
usually roﬁghly class Cervantes, Fielding, Sterne; and
Thackeray together as hurorists. But are not Cervantes

and Fieiding comic-writers,-and does not professional hunor
date from Sterne? Cervantes and Fielding ridicule folly:
the former, among mény follies, the reading of romances of
chivalry; the 1atter; among many follies, cleén-cut ethical
maxims, the conduct of contemporary men and women and their
education, and the presumption or‘taking as the éubject of
a novel a class of men and women concerning whom the

reader is in the‘densest'ignorance.zh' It is a correction
of manners they aim at in the light of comic consciousness.
Sterne fiddled the harmonics for amusement, The cast of
Tha&keray's miﬁdlwas that of the comic writer, His set-
ting out to correcf Dickens, to feach him how to write a
novel by making its heroine Becky Sharp instead of Little
Nell, Meredith would call a comic situation, 3ut there is
" another elemént in Thackeray, which came from Sterne ==~

a literary sentimentalism. This mingling of sentiment

and comedy'is humor; it lacks, according to Meredith, the

eh1ypia, p. 259.
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high seriousness of Fielding; and its force as a social
corrective is lost., Comedy he conceives of as a Muse
watbhing the actions of men and women, detecting and point-
ing out their inconsistencies with a view to their moral |
improvement, She never laughs aloud--She only smiles at
most; and the smile is of the intellect, for Bhe is the
handmaid of philosophy.a5 She "is impersonal of unrival-
led politeness," occupying herself with the unnatural and
conventioﬂal codes we have built up for ourselves, and‘
She 1eaﬁs the way to a higher civilization. She may be
cglled the humor of the mind, in distinction from the
humor of Sterne and Thackeray, which is the humor of the
heart; and the heart is sensation‘and material.

It is not the humor of the heart in itself that
Meredith decries--it is the fact that. the humor of thel
heart, or sentimentality, to be specific, is born of un-
reason. He maintains that there is pathos in his novels,
aithough he shuns all unsourd feeling and self=-imposed
misery. According to him, we see the intensest pathos
iﬁ life gtself; and as he mingles with society, detectipg
certain maladies, he aims at the artistic presentation
of them. He would prpbe life ﬁith a clear perception;
and, by pointing out our own absufdities--especially

egoism and snobbery, show us what we are,

2oTvid,
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These absurdities of ours collectively‘make up
sentimentality, which, in general, is the emotional dis-
position, sometimes excessively emotion%l, with reference
to some object or class of objects., In its strictest
sense, it is a mental attitude, thought, or judgment per-
meated or prompted by feeling., If one does not confine
this definition to mawkish expression and allows the
notion of "ideas permeated-of prompted bf feeling" free
rein, he will admit that énobbery (as well as egoism) is
a form of sentimentality, Instead'df really being separate
entities, they are merely distinguished by fine shades of
character: the sentimentalist is more of a complex char-
acter; the egois£ is a more refined one, and the character
of the snob is superficial, not requiring as great subtlety
of analysis as-either of the others. They all share the
common denominator of ideas being colored by emotion
rather than by reason and trust., Snobbery and egoisn,
Meredith, too, had seen, are merely forms of senpimentality.
"] see now," he said, "that ihe natural love of a lord is
less subservience than a form of self-love; putting a
gold-lace cap on one's image, as it wefe; to bow to iﬁ."ae

This natural love of a lord is most striking in the
comfortablé mid&le classe., The lower class is too far down

to hope or pretend;'the upper class is so far up it can

2GSencourt; p. 118.
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aiford to be magnanimous. But the well-to-do citizen, with
every want supplied except what springs from vanity, has
fof his chiief business in life the cultivation of "soci-
ety'u27

The srob falls into two categories, hoth of which re-~
gard wealtl and social distinction out of proportion: to
their real value, If he does not have wealth and social
distinction, he is frantic to acquire them; failinpg this,
he is even more frantic to appear to have them, The snob
whoﬂis elevated in wealth and social distinction assumes ar

unjustified superiority and looks with scorn upon those

beneath him. Evan Harrinsmton is devoted to illustrating

the world of snobs, and it offers many characters of both
types, The hero himself is not always free from snokbery,
but he m;nageé“to vindicate himself{ in the presence of the
upber classes, His struggle to free himself from all |
traces of gnobberv and his sister's struggle to uphold the
honor of her brother and 51sters constltute the bulk of
M;redith's use of comedy as a corrective to sentimentality.

Evan's struggle on the one hand and the Countess!'
struggle or the other are both embodied in Helchisede;
Harrington. Although he is ﬁroclaiméd dead at the opening
of the story and takes no part in it except that of a

ghcst,-he and his influence pervade the novel, Lady

27sierfried Sassoon, Meredith (lew York: The Viking
Press, 1948), . 61.
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28 yut this 1is

Jocelyn calls him "a snob and an imposter,"
not entirely true. He was a snob,'yes. tie achieved the
mifacle of being received for a gentleman.in the country-
side which he'served as a tailor, the most ignominious of
trades in his day. He had a burning émbition to pass for
more than ﬁe was, and on one occasion he lel this ambition
prevail by allowing himself to be ﬁhought of as a Marquis
in disguise. Soon after that, however, he acquired the
courage and good sense to avoid all pretension. He was
not, however, an imposter, even though for a time he led

a double life. This double 1life signified a fafadox rather
than dishonesty: he was bound to tailoring, but he had
been bred like a gentleman and poésessed all tﬁe manners
and instincts-atten&ant'to gentle‘birth; Such also was the
case with his son Evan.

Evan wouid not have had such a struggle to free him-
self from all traces of snobbery had it not been for his
thrée siéters who have all managed to rise above their
cléss hg rarriage and have cut themselves apart from their
father's herifage as a cormon tradeéman. Harriet_has war-
'ried Major Strike, and Louisa has become the Countess de
Saldar. These sisters conspife to raise Evgn into good

society in like manner. It is agreed that they will not

only rescue Evan from his father's trade, but will suppress

Richard Le Gallienne, CGeorge Meredith, Some Charac-
V

teristics (London: Elkin Mathews and John Lane, 1893),
p. 53
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all reference to their deceased father. This procedure will
rescue Evan and, at the same time, allow them to maintain
their own prestige.2?

The leader in the-conspiracy.for devising an advan-
tageous marriage for the brother an&_laying the fathef's
ghost is the Countess de Saldar, and, as such, she is the
central comic figure of the novel. She has_married a
Portuvguese Count and brings wonderful stories of high life
- from the Poftuguese Cogrt, in reality,_we:learn, figments
from low life in Lymport, glossed over by a enobbieh
imagination.3ov She is extremely shobbish' a virtual
Bafvenu. Thus she prefers t¢o maintain the barrier between
trade and noblllty, always reﬂerdlng the rank rather thar
the man.

- A character similar to the Countess can be found_in'
Jack Raikes. We.see Dboth Leuisa and Jack as grotesque in
ﬁheir absurd magnificance, a ludicrous resemblance to the
incipient snobbishness.in'ouyselves; Ourlﬁero; Evan, also
makes us recognize the snobbish instincts common to us ali,
but only in rudiment. This hero is delineated sharply by
tﬁe introduction of ﬁaikes as:his foil and as a dreadful
warning: Evan is able to develop a sense of humor about

himself becauee he is able to "see something of himself

29Tpid,

3oSencqurt, p. 89.
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magnified" in Raikes, Evan "would be a gentleman," but he
“has enough presence of mind to try to abstain from preten-
sién. Jack Railkes is qualified to be a gentleman, but he
is obtrusive; and, since Evan sees a burlesque of himself
in him, it is Jack's ;nsistence on the title gentleman that
leads Evan to spurn that title for himéelf.

. Great stress is laid on the word gentleman throughout
the story; the trouble with Evan is that for too long he
has accepted the false standards of others for himself,

"He was of dull Brain and it had not dawned on him that he
might possibl} be tailor and gentleman at the saﬁe time."31
This very word causes much of Evan's vacillation between
snobbery ana heroism., On the occésibn when he finds him-
self directly éhalienged to fight for nis friend, he teels
obligated to let it be lmown that he, being no gentleman,
is not qualified.- Honesty, not cowardice, prompts this.
On the other hand, he allows ﬁimself to be cgrriéd off to
Beckle& and bécgme subservient to the dishonesty of his
sister-~the glimpse he got of Rose Jocelyn prompts him
this time. .

Another of Evan's lapses into sentimentality occurs
in the scene in which he assures Laxley that he is, indeed,
qualified to fight.him, upon the strength of whiéh Laxley

admits him into the ranks of gentlemen, This lapse,

31Evan Harrington, Chapter XXIV.



19

seeminglf, is caused by the fact that, at 'the time, it is
Evan's express intent to leave Beckley for good.  His good
intentions fail him, however; and he knows himself to be
managed when he is persuaded to remain on the pretext of
Carolinets need for him, but at this stage of his career he
is far from heroic.32 ‘

Pride plays a large role also in Evan's vacillation
between sentimentality and reality. It is not so much his
fear of losing Rose as his fear of losing her respect that
makes him hesitate in confessing to her. Once he summons
the courage to do so, however, he finds Rose his staunch
defender before the world. She now becomes scornful of the
conveneional use of the word geetleman. This supports'
Meredith's theorylthat e#en if true gentlefolk are inclined
toward snobbery, a true form of sentimentélity, they show a
more open mind.and more capacity for instruction. Inlthe
beginnlnv Rose dlsplays the pre;udlce of her class; but ir
the end things are so cOmp;etely reversed that her only
doubt is not whether the tailor is a gentleman, but whether
a certain nobleman might prove to be one.

Evae is caught between sentimentality (in the form of
snobbery) on the one hand, aﬁd reality (the repudiation
of false standards) on fhe other, On the middle ground

Meredith is-at war with sentimentality, and his attempt is

3"J'Sasrsc.mm, p. 65.
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to show that benevolence, kindness, charity,--all the al-
truistice virtﬁes,--are sentimentalities, unless the heart
gdés with the act. So too are equally self-pity and '"sham<
decency." The present-social code has its foundation in
sentimentality, and it comes to ﬁs ffom the bepraised aoge
of chivalry, which was the age of barbarism.

Thié aze of barbarism saw the beginning of the type of
heroine that Meredith utterly repudiated. ‘The heroine was
usually a lady of chivalry. Vhile she wvas in reality the
slave of her husband or lover, he was osten51bly her wor-
shipper. This lady of the castle still exists 1n our social
ideal; and as a consequence she has stood in the foreﬁrouﬁd
of our fiction, In contrast to;ﬁer, Thackeray placed the
rogﬁe‘of‘the Spanish novel.. In the lighter forms of fiction
thé woman of farce was omnipresent, to belpummelled.by
sati}e,'jest, and innuendo. From:these three ideal heroines,
éhere had been éqﬁé notable b}eakings-away,lin Jane Austen, -
Charlotte Bronté, Trollope,'ﬁﬁd George Eliot, Meredith did
more than to brgak'away--hié repudiation gave the novel a
ﬁew.heroine. His women are never rogues, nor are they
flawless, thej areropen to ridicule, and he ridicules them,
Their heads are furnished with brains and with a dlslll
of losing their identity, even if this identity needs to

be lost--as in the case of the Countess de Saldax,2>.

: 33I’rance.; T. Russell, "Laurels for George Meredith,"
South Atlantic Quarterly, XXVII (1927), 370,
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Meredith's preoccupation with sentimentality, his

- ¢lassing it with egoism and snobbery, can only be explained
in terms of his philosophic.principles. ff one does not
understand these, it is difficult to see why Meredith went
to such 1engths to forge his techniqués of the Comic Spirit
in order to attack these social evils.: Meredith would at-
- tack the sgntimentalist, the egoist, and the snob because,

turning inward instead of outward, they make no contribu-

tion to society or to the progress of the race.



CHAPTER II
AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL INFLUENCES UPOH
EVAN HARRTNGTON

~The philosophic»principles of Meredith's had their
foundations in the conditions of his life and the people

who surrounded him. ZEvan Harrington is an autoblographical

story which combines Meredith's present (1860) inextricablj
with his past. The present consisfed of two major factors:.
first, that he loved Janet Duff Gordon; and, second, that
Janet, daughter'of aristocrats, married a man of substan-
tial wealth at the time when Meredith, son of a tailor,

was nearly penniless. We do not know what feelings he had
when he discovered that his na@urél charn and‘wit could ;
win him a place at the Duff Gordon's table, but were no:
énough to make his hosts take seriously any idea he migh*
have had of'becoming-their son-ig;law. Hor do we know if
he ever suspected Janet herself of regarding his origins
and his unpromising.finandial condition as the real barrier
to their union. Buﬁ we do know.that the central characteré

of Evan ﬂérp;ngtoﬁ were inspiréd by the Duff Gordons and
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by Meredith's image of himself, and that the novel was
Cwritten in 18CD during the period of Janet's engagemen® to
Henry Ross.-H

In many respects the hero was a portraysl of lMeredith'e
father, Augustus Urmston Meredith, the handsome lad with a
soul above tailoring. Augustus' father appearéd actually
under his own néme, “"the great Mel";_his mothér was there,
with her indonitable commor sense; the three sisters and
their husbands were t?ue to life in all essentials; even
the neighboring shopkeepers in the High Street were repro-
duced, often without change of nane. Portsmouth was
"Lymport," and Petersfield was "Fallbwfieldf the place
where the Harrington daughters went to school. It is thought
that Dubbins Seminary for Young Ladies was located in an
ancient building there. The death of the flamboyant old
tajilor and the unwilling aqcession of his son followed the
real evenis of forty years before.35

The most remérkéble of the Meredith sisters, Louisa,
was the original of her nephew's famous creation, the

Countess de Saldar, in Evan Harrington. She was brilliant,

—

ambitious, and the wit of the family. " She married William -

Harding Read, who became Consul=General in the Azores

_ 34Horman Kelvin, A Troubled Eden, Nature and Society
in the Works of George Meredith (Stanford: sStanford Uni-
versity Prress, 1951), D. 17.

35Stevenson. p. £l.
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about 1832. He and Louisa maintained a high position in

- Court circles. They had a daughter married to Antonio da

N

Cbsta Cabral, later created Marqﬁis de Thomar, who was ap-
pointed Ambassador to the Vatican., Thus it came about that
the granddaughter of Melchizedek Meredith the tailor, died
as ambassadress in Rome., Her son was an attache at the
.Portuguese Legation in London,'and his son was in the Port=-
uguese Legation at Berlin. Other members of the family
were offibers in the army and Navy of Pértugal. Suchl vere
the descendants of the diplomatic and strategic "Countess
de Saldar"--she whose airs and graces and flapping laces,
and talks of courts and nobilities, must.have indeed
created an excitement when she révisifed, at rare intervals,
her old home in Pdrtsmouth. There is an aptly character-
_istic scene in Evan Harrington in which the Countess ar-.
rives after the‘death of her father, and, in low society,
turns tactfully to thelmost welcome topic of conversation
for that stratum of humanity--death and corpses,o°
Louisa's-son-in-law, the Marqﬁis de Thomar, had a
brother called Silva Cabral, and here is found the source
~ of the name "Count Silvat used by George Meredith in
Evan Harrington. Another sister Harriet and her husﬁaﬁd
John Hellyer were the driginals of the Andrew Cogglesbys; .

the Ellis', Catherine and her'husband, weré the.originals

'36Ellis, p. 25.
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of Major aﬁd Hrs., Strike. Meredith paid full tribute to
- Catherine; indeed, as Mrs. Sirike, Evan loved this beauti-
ful creature the best of his three sisteré. It has been
suggested that Sir S. B. Ellis had offended George Meredith
" by advising him to invest his small maternal inheritance
in an unfortunate enterprise; hence, as Major Strike in

Evan Harrincton, he was the victim of a ovitter attack.)7

As has been stated, Evan stérted out as a portrayal
of Augustus Meredith. But when Evan rebelled against his
mother's plans and set off to seek his fortung, the focus
suddenly changed to Meredith's own immediate surroundings.
Evan was now a projection of George Meredith himself, the .
man of humble origin received on éufferance in a brilliant,
aristocratic household and constantly expectiﬂg.some super-
cilious sneér from his fellow-guests.

The scene of this shift is Beckley Coﬁrt, pfobaﬁly
~intended for Fair Qaks Lodge. - As mentioned in the novel,
-it is about fifteen miles from Petérsfield ("Fallowfield"),
and this tallies with the location of Beckley Court. This
is also substantiated by the fact that the river Rother
"runs through the grounds of Fair Oaks Lodge, and it cor-
responds to the river.in Meredith's beautiful description

of the rising harvest moon at Beckley Court,

271bid., p. 136.
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It is well known that the characteristics of Sir
Franits and Lady Jocelynland Rose were drawn from the
aﬁthor's friends, Sir Alexander and Lady Duff Gordon and
their daughter Janet. Particularly successful was Meredith
in delineating the rich personality bf Lady Duff Gordon.
She was a very remarkable woman and of a distinguished type
of beauty. In advance of her time, she possessed a singu-
lar masculinity of intellect, was a famous traveller, and
a writer of abiiity and charm, and smoked cigars both.in-
doors and out. She died in 1869 at the early age of forty--
eight, It altaches worthily to hef name that she was one
of the first to perceive of Meredith's povters in his earlf
days as a writer., He received nany kindnesses from her,
and she was one of.the few who understood with sympathy and
tact his shy, sensitive nature. He was not ungrateful.

"0, what a gallant soul she is, and how very much I love
‘her!" he said in 1861; and he paid a fine tridbute to her
iﬁ the afler years in the introauction he wrote for Lady

Duff Gordon's Letters from Egypt. How well his estimate

blends with the picture of Lady Jocelyn and recalls her
sane, seréne attitude to life.38

The amusing Miss Current, in Evan Harrinston, was

drawn from Miss T.ouisa Courtney, an-old friend of Lady

'

Duff Gordon. Pat, the Irish retriever pup, had His

3%1pid., p. 141
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original in Peter, the property of Miss Janet Duff Gordon,
- at whose special request the dog was introduced into the
stbry. Peter, after being broken in, was‘given.to Arthur,
Meredith's son., Miss Duff Gordon seemed quite to have en=-
tered into the spirit of her progreséive immortalization
as Rose Jocelyn, for she relates that she would often in-
terrupt Meredith's reading of his latest installment of
"her'. story with the remark: "No, I should never have
said it like that.” And as she expressed it: "I 'cor;
rected! myself in Evan Harrington." But Meredith thought

" otherwise, for hé held the model to be the finer part.39

‘ Certainly the history of this novel is a curious one,
for here was the author drawing from the life and charac-
teristics of friends with their willing consent, though-
at the same time those friends were quite unaware that other
characters in the book were'draﬁn from the aﬁthor's own
relatives, long dead of lost sight of, and that the story '
wés the unvéiiing of part of his own inner sensitiveness

s

This inner sensitiveness amounted to the fac¢t that
Heredith was driven to escabe the stigma of the Portsmouth
tailoring establishment from wﬁigh‘the Meredith lives
sprang; therefore, we would be safe in saying that George‘
Meredith himself was both a snob and a sentimentalist,

and at the same time a social eritic. He believed that

- 91bid,
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social regeneration and‘social progress lie within each
individual; that a society is the sum of tbe men and
women comprising it. Born an outsider to ﬁhe upfer social
clasges of Vlctorlan England, he made an effort to reflect
the manners of Evglish ladies and gentlemen of his age in
his writing. He was successful at this effort because as
an outsider.he could perceive distinetions and subtle
gradatlons and behavior patterns which the possessors of
land and wealth and titles simply took for granted. |

I have accused Meredith of being ; snob, but he was
not, in the cheap sense, a social snob; father, he valued
certain traits and qualities in the English Country Es-
tablishment (the half-million favored people who were
menmbers of landed gentry and agricﬁltural upper-claes or
upper-middlefcless families, and who lived on comfortable
country estates in nineteentﬁ—century England with incomes
derived from inheritances, fron agriculture, from renis--
indeed, from ahythfhg other than manufacturing or trade)
so0 highly that he attributed to gggg,.but by no means all
of this groun the very hichest qﬁalities 0f human perfec-
tion. The aristocracy came to stand for the best in all
" men, the highest development of the race. This attitude
was the baslc one surrounding the novel and it heightened
the rcalltv of the norm by 001nting to the necessity for

a true depiction of reality.



CHAPTER III
COMFDY AS A SOCIAL WEAPON AS EHPLOYED IN
EVAN HARRINGTON

In Meredith's view, what is needed to arrive at a %rue
deplctaon of reallty is phllosophy. Phllosophy would
teach the sentlmentallst respect for nature's fleshly pro-'
cesses, and it would bring animation and form into¢o the
desert tracts of the realist. A philosophical fiction, in
short, would perforﬁ the valuable service of helping to
civilize mankind. This demand for philosophy in fiction

corresponds to his theory of ‘art as expressed in the Essay

‘on Comedy and the Uses of the Comic Spirit: : the Comic
Spirit he considered to be a form of perception, a free and
disinterested play of the mind, -Being social in character,
it enables its possessor to measure himself againét the .
social norm. Its foundation is in common sense rather than
in pure intellectuality. Being.tﬁé pro&uct of a balanced
set 9f forces, it acts upon the individual as a balanéing

agent; and balanced individuals make a balanced society.

Lady Jocelyn, Mrs. Mel, Evan; and Rose all represent.

29 .
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the norm of this comedy. Meaning the pattern or standard

- for a.group, the norm may be either the gonventional be~
havior of society or an ideal behavior, uéually a combina-
tion of good sense, good heart, and good manners; and it
may be expressed by one or more of the characters or only
implied in the story. As the theory of comedy character-
istically presents the deviations from a norm, Meredith
presents £hese deviations, the greater or lesser departures
from the éenerally accepted or ideal, in most of the_ofher
characters, notably the Countess de Saldar, Jack-Raikes,
and Ferdinand Laxley. The Y“great Mel" seemingly symbolized
soclety itself, being at once th2 norm ;nd a deviation from
it. Meredith put his theory‘of é&medy into practice and
~used this comedy as a social weapon, a wbaﬁon which has no
desire to wound., The only lash it wie;ds is the lash that
enables its victinm td apply to himself., It does not spring
from any desire to correct mankiﬁd per se, but it is es~ |
sentially corrective in its action as a social agent.

A look at the action of Evan Har;ington in relation to
Meredith's theory of comedy reveals the foilowing: °
Melchisedel Harrington, though_a tailor, had some most un-
- tailorly traits: He was buried in the uniform of a lieu-~
tenani of the militia dragoons--military service as an
officer has always been one mark of the English gentleman.
He was never known to have sent a bill--liberalitﬁ-in monéy -

‘matters is a second important trait of the English gentle-

- man. Now Melchisedek's daughters had, by marriage, éll



risen in the social scale. But in their hidden pasts the
shadow of the chears--a trade peéuliarly‘d?spised in
Victorian Engloand--was something to be concealed, The ef-
forts of the brilliant Countess de Saldar to disguise her
social origin becomes a study in high-comed", Meredith
constantly plays with the idea that it is conduct and manner,
rafher than birth or superficial appearance, which certifies
to the true English gentleman. All through the novel, Evan,
the tailor'slson, is contrasted favorably witn Lord Lasxley,
his competitor for the hand of Rose Jocelyn. Toward the
beginning of the novel, Evan'quarrels with the snobbish
and empty-headed Lord Lazley at an inn, and theré is élmost
a duel. But Evan does not tfy to conceal the fgct that ais
father was a tailor; and Lofd Laxley conterptuously re-
fuses to duel with him, Part of the code of the gentleman
- specified that duels could take place only betweeﬁ social
equals; a gentlemén would demean himself by duelihg with a
tradesman. Ideally, this meant that a gentleman had to
stand ready to account for his words to a social equal, but
a member of the "lower classes" was exemét from such a duty.
The point is that Evan conducted himself so well that the
company believed that he was in fact a gentleman:

nSit down; and dOnft dare to spoil the fun

any more. You a tailor! Who'll believe

it! %¥You're a nobleman inldisguise."
At the end.of the novel Rose Jocelyn, who has'beeﬂ en-~

gaged finally to marry Lord Laxley, wishes to be released



3e

in order to marry Evan. The ramifications which lead to
-the'admission on the part of Rose's aristocratic family
thét Evan might be a fit mate for Rose, af%er all,.are not
particularly important here. But the final judgment on
Lord Laxley, the born aristocrat, is éignificant:

The behavior of Lord Laxley in refusing to sur-

rendexr a young lady who declared that her heart

was with another exceeds all I could have sup-

posed. One of the noble peers among hlS ances-

tors nust have been a pig!

In the last analysis it is Evan who proves by his conduct
that he is the better gentleman, Meredith examined the
concept of gentility from every conceivable angle, and
arrived at the conclusion he undoubtedly wished: +that it -
is possible for one who. has not been born an English gentle-
man to become one, énd conversely, that it is possible for
one who has beeﬁ'born a Dukke to behave in a swinish manner.l
-'This conclusion shines through all the pagés_of Evan
Harrington. It is,&hat Meredith, who strove all his life
to be considered a gentleman, wisﬁed to Believe; and it
colgfed every page of his fiction. '

What there was between Janet Duff @ordon énd George
Meredith was the basis of the sentimentality of Evan
Harrington. He was divided from Janet by "thorny hedges
too high to overleap and which pricked him when he pushed

through them, leaving his mind's clothing finely téttered."ﬁo

4Osencourt, p. 111.
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In developing the love story of Evan and Rose, and parti-
'culérly in narrating the poignant interview on a beautiful
spfing night when Evan nobly denounced the1girl, Meredith
vias eﬁternalizing his own secret wishes and regrets. Evan,
though deeply in love with Rose when the novel begins,l
tries manfully to mask his passion., Having agreed to take
over the debts of his deccased father, he considers it
dishonarable even to visit Beckley, where Rose, ignorant
0f his background and situafion, might respond to his loée.
Meredith depicts Evan as gladly willing to die‘fdr the girl
but too honorable to plan, calculate, and maneuver himself
into her proximity. Instead, he remains passive, even
protesting, while his sister Louisé, the Countess, does
the digging and sapbing, and fihally clears the way. Evan,
innocent of any deception or even any knowlegelof'the
Countess' expectation, finds'the Jocelyns, who believe
him to be of aristocratic origin, insisting that he be their
guést at Beckley Cc:uri:.i"1

Once inside Beckley Court, however he got there, Evan
finds that Rose loves him; but the upper;class world, sus-
pecting his origin, fights with every cruel and under-
-handed meéns available to push him back to the tailor's

shop. It was essential to Meredith's conception of Evan's

character that Evan show himself of unassailable integrity.

4lp1yys, p. 142,
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throughout fhe savage but comic fight that follows. Just
as he could talte no initiative to get to Bcckley, s0 he
has.to remain passive in the war that is.déclared against
the Harringtons, Giving offense to no one, challenging no
one, ever ready to withdraw should Rose wish it, eager to
cémply with the desires of Rose's parents, Evan can flash
out only when insulted, and then only as honor r'eq;m'_rt.es.l"2

- But honor is pdor armament in a battle as bitter as
the oné that swirls around him, and if he is not to be
crushed, someone has to take the initiative in his behalf,
Efan remains true to the character we glimpse in the early'
"incidents," while Louisa takes up the cudgels for him.
Like her aristocratic enemies, she'will use any weapon at
hand to assau;t when necessary.‘ Being the snobbish daughter
of a tailor, she is even worse than her enemy. Evan remains
free to spurn his sister when he discovers how low her
tactics have been, and Meredith,_meanwhile; has been free
to cause Louisé to bring out the low behavior, which he
can then pillory with grim satisfaction.'?

A chief function of the éomic Muse being to hnmaskg

affection and pretension, the Countess ought to have been

the prime victim in Evan Harrington; but Meredith evi=-

dently admired her aplomb too much to give more than rare

QZMary Sturge Gretton, The Writin%s and Life of .
Georpe Meredith (London: Humpﬁrey 1 orH, Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1926), p. 65. o .

4 %e1vin, p. 20,
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~and furtive glimpses of her faults. . Her very success
" vwins our approval; and the reader feels almost guilty of
. treason as he brealis into irresistible laughter when the
father whor she has denied is mercilegsly served up to her
at the dinner in Beckley Couri, or when the awful catas-~
trophe of her mother's unexpected appearance at Lady
Jocelyn's picnic ruins her plans.m1l She must be admired
also for her innate inability to admit defeat: in un-
bending dignity she withdraws from a well-fought, if unsuc-
cessful, battle., Her final letter from Rome shows her o¢-
cupying'a new eminence, for failure teaches Louisa nothing
except to change her factics, She writes:

"You think that you have quite conquered the

dreadfulness of our origin., I smile at you!
I know it to be impossible for the protestant
heresy to. offer a shade of consolation.
Earthly born, it rather encourages earthly
distinctions. It is the sweet govereign
Pontiff alone who gatheﬂg all in his arms,
not excepting tailors." .

With the possible exceptiion of Lady Jocelyn, the one
person free from the taint of sentimentality in the story
of Evan Harrington is his mother, lenrietta Maria Harrington.
Whenever she sees it she corrects sentimentality with Hér

strong mind and common sense. At Mel's deafh Meredith

finds comedy in her scorn for tear-shedding women. When

by aile rge '
: Elmer James Bailey, The Novels of George Meredith:
A Study (New York: Charles Scribner’ts oons, 077, b. 70,

=
#)Evan Harrington.



Evar returns from his father's grave, she glves her cheek
-for his kiss, "lor she never performed the operation; but
kep£ her nouth, as she remarlzed, for food dnd speech, and
not for slobbering mummeries." She could have been gentler
and more affectionate with him had Meredith not been con-
centrating g0 hard on thg correction of gsertimentality.
_Considering then to be their father's children, lrs.
Harrington e:xpecis nothing from ler daughters in the vay
of commor sense and greatness of soul. Her hope is centered
in Evan, but she realizes tnal he needs help; therefore,
she appears nore rigid.énd less kind than she really is
because she is determined that he shall not be ruined by
what she terns "a parcel of fools.," She puts inla #ery
dignified appearancelat the picniec held at Beckley'COurt,
not ignorant of but heedless of all impropriety and all pai:
to be given.,' It is her intent to disgrace and'humiliate in

order to cave her son from itae hypocrisy and deceit, the
L6

sentinentalit;, that has ruired ais father,™ Upon being

invited te¢ liave a seat she ansyers:

"My lady, I have come for m; son. I hear that "
“he has been playing the lord in your house, my

lady., I nurbly thaniz your ladyship for your

kindness to him, but he is nothing more than

a tailor's son, and is bound to a tailor hime

gelf that his father nay be called an honest

man. 1 am coxe to take hinm away."#?

hGBailey, p. 6E.

‘A?Evan ilarringtor. .
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This little speech embodies the fundamental trﬁth in
Meredith's philosophy of life. Through Mrs. Mel he de-
picts the perfeét'sincerity before which, iﬁ the long run,
artificiality and sham must always go down.

This most individual thoughtof Meredith's is further
enhanced by the Countess, Jack Raikes, the greaé Mel, and
Tom Cogglesby. Together they form the special featpre of
the story by throwing the naturalness of Rose and Evan into
saliencé. The Comic Spirit lies in wait for imposters like
them tﬁroughout the story, and through this‘Comic §pirit
lMeredith expresses his faith in earth's trainiﬁg of those
who are teachable-~those who are fools for a season only,
as opposed to the tragedy dr those'who are hopelessly én~
trapped by sentimentﬁlity.

Evant!s season finds him love-sick and engrossed in his
oym sofrows. He rails at the heavens, accusing-them of .
conspiring to disgrace him, of not fashlonlng him for
tailoring but yet impelling him to work at it. The heavens
listen patiently but are noi disordered by his freﬁzy. It
.is only when he casts off the scales of hope and faney,
and surreﬁders'his clainm on mad chance, that he sees so;e
" plan is woriting out., He learns to base his efforts and
anbitions on fhe regliﬁies of his character and his eir-
cunstance in the future. He realizes that beforé he can
begin to mahe something of himself aqd his life he has to

recognize the unlinited possibllltles of self-deception
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and unréalify. His honesty and manliness can no longer be
questioned, for his aspirations are rooted in fact, the
priﬁary fact vbeing the limitations of his awn character.ua

Rose Jocelyn passes through a struggle thﬁt is not
less significdnt than Evan's., She has‘to reconcile her-
self to Evan's calling. She occaéionally feels repugnance
to becoming a tailor's wife, but her native good sense and
strength of character help her to prove herself worthy of
the man who loves her.

In the light of Meredith's-thebry of comedy and action

of Evan Harrington it should be noted that though Meredith

restricts the term gomedﬁ to the witty and sophisticated
form of humor: the subt;e, the delicate, the refined,
the extravagant, and'the grotesque. The reader nay be
tempted to velieve, temporarily, that Meredith breaks through
the bonds of legitimate comedy and degeneraﬁés into farce.
But then it becomes obvious how careful he has been about
the urgency of true proportion; and that despite his fun,
he teaches a serious lesson of the hollow foolishness which
lies in attempting to appear what one is not, -This true _
proportion, this serious lesson, as found in Evan Harrington
is the embodiment, not an adumbration, of the Comic Spirit:
", ..whenever men wax out of proportion, over- |
blown, affected, pretensious, bombastical,

hypocritical, pedantic, fantastically delicate,
whenever it sees them self-deceived or hood-

48yetton, p. 149.
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winked, given to run riot in idolatries,
drifting into vanities, congregating in ab-
surdities, planning short-sightedly, plotting
dementedly; whenever they are at variance with
their professions, and violate the unwritten
but perceptible laws binding them in consid-
eration one to another; whenever they offend
sound reason, fair justice; are. false in
humility or mined with conceit, individually,
or in bulk; the Spirit overhead will look
humanely malign, and cast an oblique light on
" them, followed by volleys of silvery laughter.
That is the Comic Spirit."49

ngssaz on Comedy.



CHAPTER IV
STRUCTURAL PARTS OF EVAN HARRINGTON THAT CONTRIBUTE
TO THE THEME

George Meredith wrote Evan Harrington with an efe'to
correcting sentimentality by holding up the foible of snob-
bery to ridicule. In the lighf of his theory of comedy;
"this particular novel is a success as a correctivé.;_The
theme of the nqvél is a young man's testing. In the light
‘of unity, it is also successful as a novel; for the.pbint
of view, characterization, style, setting and atmosphere,
the plot and ﬁlot étructure-all fuse to give insights |
into the inner idea. a

Tolbegin witﬁ, his method is frankly artificial.
Meredith takes nature in the drawing-room to be the proper
material of comedy, and he cares little for particulars,
either places of people. As he states in_thé opening i
paragraph of The Egoist. "Credulity is not wooed through
" the impressionable senses. The Comic Spirit conceives a
definite situation for a number of characters, and rejects

all accessories in the exclusive pursuit of them and their

2
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speech." Accordingly we are not to expect him to devote
much attention to the problem of providing his characters
wifh a normal round of daily activity. Moreover, as he
does not limit himself to dramatic preseptment, his charac-
ters are not free from the sense of being interfered with.
Meredith develops his characters by openly revolting
against the reallrtlc school of his day which held that the
object of art was to reproduce life with scrupulous minute-
ness. .Instead of seeking to present a fully developed
human séciety and taking pains to make his'characters talk
with absolute realism, he seemingly, concentraiés attention
upon typical characters, éaring little whether his men an&
women talk naturally.so'long as they embody the essential,
spiritual truth of humanity. The dialogue is more highly
compressed, more heavily loaded with meaning, than it
could be in actual life. This pursuit of the essential,
together with that aspect of his style which makes him ap-
ﬁear to play around his story, actually reveals strategy

in the writing of Evan Harrington and the depiction of its

char#ﬁters: after pages of skirmishing, Meredith at last .
brings his chgracters to battle in just thaf relation iﬂ‘
~which every force is available. Thus, it can be said that
in his revolt against the realistic school, Meredith is
more successful than ﬁﬂe realists themselves at their own
endeavor: he gives a helghtened sense of reality. He

does not reproduce life; he does not decorate it (although’
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he does idealize it), but he exemplifies it in types and

situations ol urusual nmeaning and power,

Instead of presenting tis tale in plain, clear nar-

'3

[

ative, he prefers to give 1t to us in ﬁalf—lights, as it
i3 seen fro:r different points of view. On the surface it
would aprear that the novel is written from ar omniscient
point of view, but throughout the story we are led skill-
fully dnto the thoughts and feelings ol Evan; Rose, the.
Countess, “rs. liel, and Lady Jocelyn., By this means, the
point of view is intricately related to characterization,
The prodlen of the hero Evan is one of infégrity. He
is in love with the aristocratic Rose Jocelyn; and, being
in love witlk her, has to decide whether to pass himsel !
off as a gentlcman,las his sister the Countess de Saldar
intrigues that he shall, or bdecome a tailor to pay off
the "great Hel's" debts, as his nother urges him. It has
already boen mentioned that Zvan himself is not much more
fhan a chopping block for Moredith'slstrokes'of wit and
generalizations on life and conduct., What saves the novel
is the character of Evan's sister, the Countess, a great
figure on whon HMHeredith, moved ?0 delight by contemplation
~of her, has lauached his inventive genius, Whereas
Meredith went to great lengths to deplct Evan as ideal,
he also went to great'iengths to depict the Countess as

the epitone of snobbery. The force which motivates and
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shapés'the actions and personality of the Countess is that
she has thoroughly deceived herself into taking outward
shows for inner realities., The comic element consists in
the constant danger which she, as a pretender to social
position, finds herself in: the daﬁger of exposure. ‘The
conflict arises in the fact that Evan is not always free
from snobbery but struggles manfully to free himself from
all traces of it; while at the same time, hig sister, the
Countess, 1is struggling to avert fhe danger of exposure
- in hér own "social position" under the guise of upholding
the honor of her brother and sisters. The ultimate
futility of sham and pretense is‘voiced by the humorous
Tom Cogglesby when he said to Evan's mother:

"Tim off to Beckley on a marriage business.

I'm the son of a cobbler, so I go in a donkey=-

.cart, No damned pretenses for me. I'm going

to marry off a young tailor to a gal he's been

playing the lord to. If she cares for him,

she'll take him: if not, they're all the

luckier, both of 'em.™

Upon careless reading, one is tempted to believe that
a cast of one hundred-and-twenty characters is somewhat
unwieldy to¢ carry s0 small a burden as proving the in-
tegrity of a man on the one hand, and ridiculing snobbery
on the other. Reassessmént, however, will reveal that none
. of the secondary charqctefs is deprived of all autonomous
existence and reduced to mere excrescénces. Each is en;

dowed with attributes that make him easily distinguishable:

his physical aspect, gestures, actions, sehsations, and
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everyday emotions which contribute to giving him an ap-
pearanée of life and present a convenien? hold on the
reéder. ‘

For the most part, the grand people at Beckley Court
appeaf as unreal, but this, too, is a surface appearance.
This fact, together with tﬁe multitude of characters, the

idealization of the hero, and the exaggeration of the

Countess, serves as its own raison d' Stre: the very un=-

reality heightens reality and fuses the characterization
into the idea of condﬁct and mannér, rather thgn birth or
superficial appearance, certifying to the true Enéiish
éentleman.

The characterization fuses so.well into the idea that
it looms as charactér in bulk, as interpretive of life.50
Few, if any, of the personages appear as fellow-creatures—-
each seems to be a medium of the philosophy that senti-
menfality needs to be held up so that we can recognize it
aé one of our foibles and laugh\our way into correcting it.

" Meredith has been accused of being éo intent upon
fusing character into the idea that he sacrifices logical

ol

action which comes out of character.”” . This may be true,
.reluctantly admitted, to some small degree with the

Countess de Saldar. BQfore the story is half over, we

20 J.A. Hammerton, George Meredith, His Life and Art
in Anecdote and Criticism iEglnburgh: John Grant, 19117,

p. 158..
~ 2l1bid., p. 205.
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already are aware that she is a scheming, insincere woman,
- affecting the airs of foreign nobility, even to her accent
iﬁ speaking. But the recitals of her wiles are given at
too great length, and after a while the frequent illu-
stration of her character becormes dead ﬁeight. When finall:
the bad tendencies in her are pushed to an extreme ir her
sudden amorous advances toward her sister's husband,
Andrew, it is done so abruptly that it appears prepiéitaté
and makes an impression of purely superfluous.coarseness.5“
bbeying his impulse to amplify his characters' at=-
tributes until they become absolute types, Meredith also
puéhes Mrs, Mel to an extreme., She is the embodiment of
harsh duty and fatefulness, but she is almost repulsive in
her hard constancy'to her humble position as ‘he widow of
a defunct tailor, By the same token of obeying impulses,
Meredith seems to have fallen short in his portrayal of
Jack Raikes, We learn early that hg is a foil for Evan;
but if we do not constantly remind ourselves that his role’
ié to heighten the impression given by Evan's conduct by
contrast, we find ourselves hard-put to justify his pre-
sence in the story. Meredith, in attempting to portray
; him, is ready enough with words to put into his mouth;
but "the mimetic or impersonating faculty does not answer

at his call, 'and Mr. Raikes is all shell and no meat."53
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All these aspects, on the surface, appear to be

- actual defects in characterization, but the fact is this:
'thé ﬁore defective the characters are, or seem to be, the
~ more the réaiity of the norm is heightened; and, as the
heightening of reality fuses the struéture into the idea,
the end justifies the means.

It wduld.seem that Evan Harringston and other works
ﬁould-haVe long since brouéht recoghition to George Meredith,
but this is not the case. All of the reasons advanced-for
the delay in Meredith;s recognition point either glowingly
or disparagingly to the wiifullness, novelty, and ob-
scurity of his style. This style is reputed to be as far
removed as it can be from our present idea of what con-
stitutes.good style: Yat its worst it is Teutonic and
vulgar, and at its best, except when it fuses into poetry,
it is too brilliant, fatiguiﬁg because of excess of metaphor
and epigram; it dazzles, and because it dazzles,ftires the
mind."5h' |

It has also been suggested that in the Idea of Comedy
Meredith restates the classical conception of comedy, and
reading it, we naturally expect.hiﬁ to show in his fiction
the grasp of the social scene that characterizes Jonson
and Congreve., "We db not find it at all. In the essay

he talks much of society, but there is no very convincing

- Ohp1den, p. 276.



50

society in his books, and often;'if we are looking for a
.representatlon of society and of typlcal behavior, there is
something that looks like willful freakishness. "55

Furtner survey of existing criticism reveals Meredith's
style as "brilliant almost beyond exaﬁple in his contenpo-
raries, but at times willfully obscure in almost equal
degree: the page perpetually breaks in star-sparkles; it
flashqé with all sorts of pyrotechnic displays, it is
volcanic with eruptive radiance. Sometimés it is almost
mischievously coruscating, as thouéh a boy exploded
crackers under you for the mere pleasure of seeing you
Jjump. DBut one nevér knows how soon ar how suddenly the
fire may go out, and you may.find yourself plunged into
the darkest by-ways'of obscurity."56 "He is so infinitely
vivacious, versatile, and witty, éo éertile in jest and
epigram, so agile in the leaps and glances of his thought,
S0 wayward and surprising, 50 conspicuously acute and
clever, that less nimble minds pant breathless behind
him, and even fhe-nimblest have a difficultf in keeping
pace with him. Sometimes the fire we have fOIIQWed with -
panting eagerness suddenly dances a will-o'-the-wisp fantagy
of mirth and leaves us knee-deep in the Eog;' When once we

become used to his methqd, no writer can affﬁrd 50 much

!

PIvid,
56Dawson. p. 192,
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intel}ectuai exhilaration; but it is little wonder, when
'ﬁe consider it, that the reguiar novel;;eaQer is 5ewildered
by ;o uncommon a guide and prefers someonelmuch duller and
safer. Intellectual gymnastics, howéver brilliant, are not
what the patient and somewhat dull créature, 'thé general
reader,' looks for in a novel."57

Noge of this foregoing criticism is apparent, to this

writer, in Evan Harrington. Instead is fouqd splendor,
subtlety only to a small degreg, and felicity of diction
combined with the most penetrating aﬁd suggestive thought. .
Witness this rendition of Evan's thoughts on the morning
following the night when, by the stream running through
Beckley Court, he told her that he'must leave:

A delicious morning had followed the lovely -
night. The stream flowed under Evan's eyes,
like something in a lower sphere, now. His
passion took him up, as if a genie had
lifted him into mid=air, and showed him-
the world on the palm of a hand; and yet,
as he dressed by the window, little chinks
in the garden wall, and nectarines under
their shiny leaves, and the white walks of
the garden, were stamped on his hot brain
accurately and lastingly. Ruth upon the
lips of Rose: that voice of living con=-
stancy made music to him everywhere. 'Thy
God shall be my God.' He had heard it all
through the night. He had not yet broken
the tender charm sufficiently to think )
that he nust tell her of the sacrifice she
would have to malkke. When partly he did,
the first excuse he clutched at was that

he had not even kissed her on the fore-
head. Surely he had been splendidly
chivalrous? Just as surely he would have

.5?Donald Fanger, "Ceorge Meredith as Novelist,"
‘Hineteenth Century Fiction, XVI (1963), 318-320,
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brought on himself the scorn of the chivalrous
or of the commonly balanced if he had been
otherwise. The grandeur of this:or of any of
his proceedings, then, was forfeited, as it
nust needs be when we are in a false position:
we can have no glory though martyred. The
youth felt it, even to the seeing of why it
was; and he resolved, in justice.to the dear.
girl, that he would break loose from his
‘fetters, as we call our weakness. Behold,

Rose met him descending the stairs, and,

taking his hand, sang, unabashed, by tqe tell-
tale colour coming over her face, a stave of

a little Portuguese air that they had both
been fond of in Portugal; and he, listening

to it, and looking in her eyes, saw that his .
feelings in the old time had been hers.
Instantly the old time gave him its breath,
the present drew back.

Quite in another spirit, nothing could be better than the
portrait of old Tom Cogglesby, and the account of a meeting
between him and his brother Andrew at the Aurora tavern--
a delicious humor pervades the whole episode. Likewise,
the hat of Jack Raikes alone~-in the scene of the cricket
supper at the Green Dragon~-is provocative of infinite
mirths |

"I mourn my hat. He is old - I mourn him yet

living. The presence of crape on him signi-~

fies he shall ne'er have a gloss again. The

fact is my hat is a burden in the staring

crowd., A hat like this should counsel soli- -

t'U.de 9" ) -
Such felicity of diction and suggestive thought as evidenced
in the first passage, and such mirth as is apparent in the
second, substantiate the fact that the style of George
Meredith~-as far as Evan Harrington is concerned-~fuses

successfully with the idea that.sentimentality is in need

of correction--especially when it manifests itself in the
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form qf shaﬁ and pretense--and that comedy is an appro-
priate and effective corrective, | .

- Plot and plot structure and setting and atmosphére con-
tribute greatly to the theme of Evan Harrington. It is
true that Meredith has_been accused of.being aﬁrupt in
structure, shifting the scene suddeniy, dropping the thread
of his story and picking it up again where he wills, in
sﬁch manner as to render it difficult for aﬁy but a prac-
ticed reader to follow himj; but although the plot of Evan

Harrington is occasionally handicapped by complications

difficult to follow, the reader, practiced or not, will
discover that this novel is smoothly maneuvered t6 reéch

its climax, The actlon all takes place in an appropriate
setting and atmospnere for the theme, and the sitory provides
a sense of totality: all events and details contribute to
the single theme--that by'using reality as a watermark, a
common tradesman can vindicgté_hiﬁself in the presence

of the upper classes. -

In general design, Evan Harrington bears a closer

resemblance to comedy of the sfage than to the less closely
knit comedy of the novel, Thié_is true because of the way
“in which the exposition of character overshadows action and
setting., Dut in dealing with a deformity of character, a
ﬁoman caught in a trap of her ovn making, and a man's
struggle to avoid such a trap, it follows géeneral comic

tradition.
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The éarly chapters serve to acquaint the reader
quickly with the circumstances of the hero: when Melchi-
sedek Harrington died, his neighbors_spoké fondly of him
and wondered what his son, who ﬁas in Portugal would do.
When Mrs. Harrington told_Evan about.old Mel's debts, the
son consenteq to go td London and learn the tailor's trade;
not even the Countess' entreaties and assurances that Rose
loved him could dissuade‘him from his coursel"Setting out
" for London on foot, he met Jack Raikes, an old school
friend. They went to the Green Dragon Inn, where .they
joined a grouﬁ'of men at dinner. Olleom Cogglesby, brother
of Andrew, the brewer, presided.',ﬂmong those present were
Harry Jocelyn, Rose's brother, and Ferdinand Taxley, his
friend, Evan and jack got into a drunken brawl inveolving
much name=-calling and many threats. The gentlemen present
scoffed at Evan's choice of trade, Laxley challenged
Evan to a duel; but on learning that Evan was the son of a
tailor, he haughtily declined to fight a common tradesman.
The day after the tavern brawl, while_watching a cricket
métch on the green, Evan met Rose Jocelyn and her party,
vhich included the Countess de Saldar. He was prevailed
- upon to visit the Joceljns at Beckley Court. As he rode
along besidelRose, one, of the men with whom he had quarrel-
Jed the night before pointed him out as a tailor. At
Beckley Court the Countess was abie to persuade Harry

Joéélyﬁ that Evan was not the tailor but that Jack Raikes
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wvas., Still, Laxley demanded that Evan deny his trade and
fight the duel as a gentleman or else acknowledge it.
~ Laxley was one of Rose's suitors. Reseﬂtiﬂg Efan, he con-
tinually chalienged him to admit that he was not a real
gentleman. Since claiming that he was a gentleman would
.mean a duel with Laxle-y, Evan resolved to leave Beckley .
Court, The Countess, fearing to see all her plans ruined,
preuai}éd upon Evan to seek the adviée of his relatives.
Harriet, Caroline, and Andrew were also visiting at
Beckley Court; and Evan's prgdicament concerned them all,
Having up to this point presented his matérial in
sumnary form, Meredith now adopts a more elaborate method,
for his novel is to be primarily the story of Evan's vin-
dicaéing hinself iﬁ the eyes of the upper classes. The
social involvemeﬁté at Beckley Court grow more tense--
the arrival of Mrs. Harrington complicates the situation
and works ultimately to the adyantage of Evan., After Evan
- ﬁént to Mr. Goren's shop to follow his father's trade, |
some unfortunate situations occurred: 'Andreﬁ‘s brewery
went bankrupt and.he lost all his property; the three siﬁ-
ters, who had been living in ﬁhe‘Cogglesby house, were
.forced to go to their mother in.Lymport; Juliana, an in-
| valid girl in love vith Evan and who had inherited Beckley
Court upon the death of her grandmother, wrote a will
leaving her estate to Evan. Upon her death, howe#er,

Evan rejected the bequest and returned Beckley Court to
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Lady Jocelyﬁ. l'eanvhile, Rose, engaged to Laxley, felt,
herself bound by promise to Evan and sent_for him to re-
1ea§e hef before she could marry his rivalé Evan did so
with no show of self=-sacrifice.

Everycne had become indebted to Evan for his generosity;
he himself had simply tried to méke everycne happy. As
befits comic justice, he is assigned the‘fupctidn of chas=
tising. any who have been snobbish, sentimental if you will,
toward him; but he rises manfully to the occasion and finds
his own mark. WNo longer compelled to pretend anything
about himself, he stops wavering be#ween sentimentality
and a true depiction of reality anq finally takes a firm
stand, When he declared his love ggain, Rose accepted him.
01d Tom Cogglesby, délighted, offered to give Evan an in-
come, The sisters went back to their former ways of life,
and Mrs. Harrington became Tom ngglesby’s housekeéper.

~ Not only does the action contribute to the theme on
the strength of the plot alone, but there is a unifying
interrelationship among the other parté of the novel,
Virtually all of the inéidents spring out of character;
and, having occurred, they alter that character. People
‘and events are closely connected, and Here@ith achieves
this by contriving the events artificaliy instead of havirg
them ocecur logically and naturally. Moreover, byéprobing -
the thoughté and feelings of more than one character, he

relates the point of view to characterization and thereby



adds another link to the chain of interrelationships that
zirror the theme and give significant clues to it.

The success of Evan Harrington as a novel rests more

on the unity of ideas than unity by way of form. Georsge
Meredith once said: "Capacity for thiﬁking should pre-
cede the art of writing. 1t should, I do not say it does.
Capacity for assimilating the public taste and reproducing .
it is the commonest."58 But he himself lacked this common
cépacity; as a matter of fact, he has been condemned -as
Han artist, but no novelist."59
This charge cannot be substantiated by reading Evan
.Harrithon,“not even in the face of the narrowest convention.
"T+ 4is a narrow convention, indeed, that insists théﬁ a
novel must be a story with a beginning,'a middle, and an
end. The most flexible of all literary forms, as we are
pleased to regard the novel, is to become a rigid'mould for
thelman who malkes use of it! And the journeyman ﬁack who
conforms to its conventions, and brightens his_tale with
never one little flash of intellect or observation, is the
genuine novelist! So would hidebound criticism have it."?o

Nonetheless, it 1s so that popularity may be achieved that

58Joseph c, Landis, "George Merediih's Comedy,“ Boston
University Studies in Baglish, II (1956), 18.

>%ammerton, p. 157.
60114,
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the man of genius who either disdains to conform or can-
‘not conform to the convention, must discover some other
waj of fascinating‘the aduience he addresses{ As Meredith's
substitute for story is the minute analysis of character,
long sustained and remorselessly inﬁuisitive, a large part
of the audicnce has been lost while his characters have
played to the few sPeétators who can understand and_ép—
preciate life as portrayed by types in‘contrived settings.
Being inspired by the Comic Muse, Meredith has t& preseht'
his reading of life not in actﬁal characters, ggftly gxag-'
gerated, but in types. That is the inescapable methoé,

of comedy,.and Meredith is nothing éise if he is not a
writer of comedy, It is this wfitér's contention that

" Evan Harriggﬁon.is ﬁothing if not the finest exanmple of

his comedy.

There is no denying the fact that Meredith never
masters the art of télling a story in a natural and force-
ful style, which a novelist_of far inferior powers could
do ﬁo perfection. This matter of a well-knit narrative
surely touches the question of art, leaving the great
writer who has been unable to master it so much less the
-artist, In éhe case of Meredith, however, his other quali-
ties are so.grcat that'the disﬁount is the less. It is the
less Secause there is a certain kind of unity in all of his

novels, which Mr. W. C. Brovmell, the talented American
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critic in his Victorian Prose Masters has pointed out

‘defined in this passage:

Each book is the elaboration of an idea, the

worlking out of some theme taken on its in-

tellectual side., Sometimes this is very

specific, as in 'Diana' or "Feverel', but it

is always perfectly defined, The book is

a series of deductions from it, Its es-

sential unity, therefore--spite of excrescent

detail--is agreeably unmistakable. But it

is hardly necessary to point out that it is

not the unity of a sympathetic image of life

immediately beholden in its entirety. It is

a mathgTatical, that is to say, an artificial

unity.
While that is not the unity that makes for popular favor,
it is at.least a characteristic of Meredith's fiction
which must be recognized in endeavoring to get at tﬁe
novelist's own point of view, the mark he aims at, Such
is the case with Evan Harrington: the theme of it is that
a common tradesman can vindicate himself in the presencé
of the upper classes by proving that conduct and manner,
rather than birth or superficial appearance, certify to
the true English gentleman, This theme is worked out on
its intellectual side, showing snobbery to be a manifesta-
tion of sentimentality which comedy can correct. All parts
of the novel coalesce~~by way of minute analysis of char-
acter, varied point of view, felicily of diction and.
suggestive thought, and totality of action with compli-

mentary setting and atmosphere-~into a satisfactory fusion

 Blrpig., p. 167.
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of form and content. Indeed, Meredith was successful with
Evan Harrington in uéing comedy as a corrective to senti-

ﬁentality and in shaping his idea by hié technique.
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