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Abstract 
 

 

Whether as a counter-cultural phenomenon or a sociological myth, Bohemia has long 

eluded concrete definitions. In the last thirty years, however, there has been a noticeable 

contrast between the ambitious theoretical concerns of cultural historians of nineteenth-

century Continental Bohemianism and the more staunchly biographical approaches of 

critics concerned with Bohemian writers in mid-Victorian England. In the absence of 

the Latin Quarter, attempts to define the English Bohemianism of Thackerayôs era have 

been somewhat reductive, revolving around London establishments such as the Garrick 

Club and disparate groupings such as the metropolitan novelists, journalists, and 

playwrights who are sometimes pigeonholed as óDickensôs Young Menô. This thesis 

uses the work of William Makepeace Thackeray (1811ï63) to argue that such readings 

have lost sight of the profound impact which mid-Victorian ideas of Bohemianism had 

on a far wider section of middle-class Englishmen. 

 

Chapter 1 explores the pivotal role which Thackeray played in the translation of 

Bohemian behavioural ideals from France to England. Beginning and ending with his 

seminal Bohemian protagonist in Vanity Fair (1847ï48), it surveys his engagement 

with the still-evolving ideas of Bohemianism at home and on the Continent. The chapter 

interrogates the relationship between the anglicized brand of homosociality which 

characterizes Thackerayôs later fiction and the often contradictory images of 

Bohemianism which were circulating in 1830s and 40s Paris while he was an art student 

and then a foreign correspondent in the city. In the process, it considers the significant 

influence which these factors have exerted over later conceptions of Thackerayôs 

biography and personality.  As a whole, the chapter argues that his increasing focus on 

more anglicized spheres of masculine interaction in the late 1840s contributed to the 

emergence of a de-radicalized brand of middle-class English Bohemia. 

 

The second chapter considers the parallels between the impact of Thackerayôs work and 

the contemporaneous writings of the famous chronicler of Parisian Bohemianism, 

Henry Murger (1822ï61). Through analysis of cultural reception and literary form, this 

chapter investigates the way in which these writers have been both criticized and 

revered for perpetuating particularly inclusive myths of Bohemianism. It then explores 

the way in which Thackerayôs Bildungsroman, The History of Pendennis (1848ï50), 

helped to shape other myths of collective homosocial unconventionality ð in 

particular, those which came to surround Fleet Street journalism. 

 

Chapters 3 and 4 are companion chapters, surveying the way in which ideas of 

Bohemianism developed post-Pendennis in the course of the 1850s and 60s. They 

demonstrate that the myths of ófastô Bohemian life which came to be associated with 

particular journalists, playwrights, and performers, were as much the product of critical 

attacks as any form of Bohemian self-representation. Exploring the work of óBohemianô 

writers such as George Augustus Sala (1828ï95) and Edmund Yates (1831ï94), as well 

as the dynamics of Londonôs eclectic club scene, these chapters conclude that ideas of a 

ófastô disreputable Bohemianism always coexisted with more widely accepted and 

understated Bohemian ideals which thrived on remaining undefined. 
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Introduction  

 

 

 

Bohemian Histories: Painting Paradigms 

 

óBy the end of the [nineteenth] century [...] if you sat on the floor 

or boiled an egg unassisted you became a Bohemian. The romance 

of the 50s has become the myth of the century.ô 

V.S. Pritchett, óMurgerôs La Vie de Bohèmeô (1943)
1
 

 

óWe are all Bohemians now.ô 

Virginia Nicholson, speaking about her new book Among the 

Bohemians in 2004
2
 

 

óFunny how a post like this provokes so many "theres no such 

things as bohemians! theyre all middle class whingers!" 

theres so much self directed class (self) hatred around [sic].ô 

Guardian blogger responding to an article by Sam Jordison 

(2007)
3
 

 

Looking back over his distinguished literary career at the age of seventy, the author and 

critic Victor Sawdon Pritchett mused: óLife ð how curious is that habit that makes us 

think it is not here, but elsewhere.ô
4
 In his youth, Pritchett certainly seems to have 

possessed this habit of mind as does William Makepeace Thackeray a hundred years 

before him. As young men in their early twenties, both of these prolific writers had 

hoped to embark on life as professional painters and, accordingly, óelsewhereô had 

                                                 
1
 Reprinted in On Bohemia: The Code of the Self-Exiled, ed. by César Graña and Marigay Graña (New 

Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 1990), pp. 54ï58 (p. 55). 
2
 Quoted in John Ezard, óBohemian Culture is the óNew Normôô, Guardian, 2 June 2004 <http://www. 

guardian.co.uk/ uk/2004/jun/02/arts.guardianhayfestival2004> [Accessed 4 August 2004]. 
3
 Blogger óTonyONeillô responding to other blogger responses to Sam Jordisonôs article, óWhere did all 

the Bohemians go?ô, Guardian, 18 October 2007 <http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/booksblog 

/2007/oct/18/ wheredidallthe bohemiansgo> [Accessed 27 April 2009]. 
4
 V.S. Pritchett, Midnight Oil (London: Chatto & Windus, 1971), p. 173. 

http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/booksblog%20/2007/oct/18/%20wheredidallthe%20bohemiansgo
http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/booksblog%20/2007/oct/18/%20wheredidallthe%20bohemiansgo
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signified Paris and its thriving artistic communities. Almost a century lay between 

Thackeray and Pritchettôs youthful haste to leave London for the Latin Quarter, and 

during this time British and French society clearly changed beyond recognition. 

Nonetheless, had Thackeray been able to see into the future, he might well have taken 

quiet comfort in the striking parallels which Pritchettôs twentieth-century career bore 

with his own.
5
 Upholding the thoroughly Thackerayan maxim that óthe thing that hath 

been, is that which shall be,ô Pritchettôs Parisian rite of passage recalled Thackerayôs a 

century earlier ð mirroring not only the latterôs double-edged fascination with French 

culture but also his early vicissitudes 

of fortune and ultimate failure to 

realise his ambition to be a painter.
6
 

Thackerayôs artistic training was the 

more structured of the two men, 

taking the form of daily lessons in an 

atelier in the mid-1830s. Pritchett, on 

the other hand, was compelled to 

teach himself to paint while 

struggling to make ends meet as a commercial traveller round and about 1920s Paris. 

Differences aside, within less than two years of unsuccessfully trying to earn a living by 

the brush, both men had become disillusioned with their artistic talents and given up. 

Thackeray conceded that his abilities did not extend beyond pen-and-ink drawing and 

consoled himself by supplying the illustrations for much of his later work (of which 

                                                 
5
 For a full life of Pritchett, see Jeremy Treglown, V.S. Pritchett: A Working Life (London: Chatto & 

Windus, 2004). 
6
 The maxim is derived from Ecclesiastes, 1. 9: óThe thing that hath been, it is that which shall be; and 

that which is done is that which shall be done: and there is no new thing under the sun,ô ð a passage 

which Thackeray invokes both directly and indirectly throughout his fiction. 

 
 

Figure a: Thackeray, The Paris Sketch Book (1840) 



3 

 

figure a. is an example).
7
 Pritchett more ruthlessly characterized himself as an entirely 

óincompetentô draftsman and abandoned painting altogether.
8
 The two failed artists 

turned instead to journalism and novel-writing, and the rest is history: both Thackeray 

(1811ï1863) and Pritchett (1900ï1997) left behind their financially precarious 

experiences in óBohemianô Paris to become two of the most successful literary men of 

their respective generations.
9
 

Undoubtedly, any attempt to make such tidy transhistorical comparisons also 

draws attention to the fact that the rest is not history but rather a seething palimpsestic 

mass of multi-stranded and multi-temporal histories.
10

 This thesis, however, hinges on 

the idea that within this infinitely proliferating web of histories, some come to resonate 

more universally, more enduringly, and indeed more contentiously than others. As city-

myth, myth-factory, and would-be óCapital of the Nineteenth Centuryô (and/or 

Modernity), Paris itself resonates with peculiar intensity through modern and post-

modern Western thought.
11

 Not least through Walter Benjaminôs allusive and elusive 

explorations of the Parisian Arcades, the historical and symbolic spaces of nineteenth-

century Paris have had an immeasurable impact on cultural studies, urban sociology, 

and theories of everyday life in the twentieth century. Yet amongst histories of Parisian 

                                                 
7
 Thackeray was backed up by his contemporaries in this opinion. In a significant review of Vanity Fair 

over a decade later, Thackerayôs friend, Abraham Hayward recalled seeing Thackeray óengaged in 

copying pictures in the Louvre in order to qualify himself for his intended profession.ô He added that óIt 

may be doubted, however, whether any degree of assiduity would have enabled him to excel in the 

money-making branches, for his talent was altogether of the Hogarth kind, and was principally 

remarkable in the pen and ink sketches of character and situation which he dashed off for the amusement 

of his friends.ô See óThe Irish Sketch-Bookô, Edinburgh Review, 87 (January 1848), 46ï67 (p. 49). 
8
 Pritchett, Midnight Oil, p. 26. 

9
 Interestingly, a further parallel is visible in the legacy of these writers. Both have been seen as 

particularly high-quality representatives of the literature of their time and both have suffered more critical 

neglect than one might have expected when they were at the height of their success. 
10

 At least in the wake of Walter Benjamin, Michael Serres, and others. See Linda Nead for a useful 

summary of some such theories of multi-temporal modernity: Victorian Babylon: People, Streets and 

Images in Nineteenth-Century London (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), pp. 4ï8. 
11

 On nineteenth-century myths of Paris, see Priscilla Parkhurst Ferguson, Paris as Revolution: Writing 

the Nineteenth-Century City (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1994), pp. 225ï28. On the 

frequent Franco-centric bias of histories of Modernity and Modern Art see, for example, Andrew Ginger, 

Painting and the Turn to Cultural Modernity in Spain: The Time of Eugenio Lucas Veláquez (1850ï

1870) (Cranbury: Rosemont Publishing, 2007), pp. 14ï16. 



4 

 

existence, few have consistently provoked such deeply divided responses as accounts of 

Bohemian life. 

In the biographies of Thackeray and Pritchett as I present them above, certain 

paradigmatic features of the vie de Bohème shine through: both men navigate a 

temporary period of artistic apprenticeship and unconventional living before moving 

into a mature phase of respectability and professional success. It is not just the implied 

sowing of creative (and other) wild oats which is archetypal in these narratives ð the 

initial act of failure is just as important. Nonetheless, it is due to these recognizable 

Bohemian motifs that the parallels between Thackeray and Pritchett do not feel as 

arbitrary as they might. Even today, the Bohemian life trajectory induces a sense of 

cultural déjà vu. This finds a well-established precedent in what both Thackeray and 

Pritchett would have experienced during their own times. Both had after all travelled to 

Paris hoping to find something that they felt they already knew. In his influential work 

on modern and post-modern geographies, David Harvey frequently returns to a 

compelling formulation by Balzac: óHope is a memory that desires.ô
12

 Like many men 

before them, Thackeray and Pritchett were driven to Paris by a combination of creative 

ambition and an irresistible desire to escape the conventionality of their home 

surrounds. These ambitions and desires were not so much personal as drawn from a 

web of collective preconceptions ð their respective culturesô pre-existing ómemoriesô 

of the French capital. 

Between 1837 and 1843, Balzac had himself made a particularly enduring 

contribution to the myth that a phase of unconventional living in Paris represented a 

                                                 
12

 In an interview with Stephen Pender, Harvey states that this is his favourite line from the French 

novelist. See óAn Interview with David Harveyô, Studies in Social Justice, 1:1 (2007), 14ï22 (p. 21). It 

forms a springboard for Harveyôs discussions in both Spaces of Hope (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 2000), passim., and Paris, Capital of Modernity (New York: Routledge, 2003), pp. 52ï54. 
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natural (and inherently hazardous) stage in the creative manôs career.
13

 Like Thackeray 

and Pritchett, Balzacôs doomed protagonist, Lucien de Rubempr® travels to the city full 

of preconceptions and hopes, only to find a story of Lost Illusions once he arrives. This 

fictional poet-turned-journalist of course comes to a very different end to the real-life 

English writers. Another significant difference, however, is that where Lucien is an 

outsider from the French Provinces, Thackeray and Pritchett descended on Paris from 

an entirely different country. The early lives of both thus raised the question of whether 

an Englishman in Paris ð and particularly an Englishman seeking to immerse himself 

in unconventional artistic life ð could ever be more than a cultural tourist or, worse, a 

philistine interloper. 

Invasions (both cultural and geographical) and pretensions (both behavioural 

and class related) are significant themes in this study. However, my concern lies less 

with the experiences eagerly lapped up by the English émigré in Paris than it does with 

the far more hesitant absorption of the vie de Bohème into the cultural imagination back 

home in England. The version of Bohemia which took root in mid-Victorian London 

has generally received a very bad press ð something which was certainly not helped at 

the time by the fact that it was seen to embody a thoroughly bad element of the Press 

itself. Equated with the most dissolute and hack-like members of the journalistic 

profession, this English brand of Bohemia was often portrayed as a tarnished imitation 

of a Parisian prototype ð a faulty and decidedly grubby import ill-equipped for Anglo 

society. However, if the reputation of London Bohemia diminished as a result of such 

unflatteringly narrow and grimy classifications, it also suffered through the almost 

antithetical allegation that it was both generalized and sanitized. Its worst press in more 

recent times, on the other hand, has been to be ignored entirely. 

                                                 
13

 Illusions Perdues was published in three parts in 1837, 1839, and 1843 respectively, before being 

collected into the Furne edition of La Comédie humaine in 1845. 
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In the last twenty years or so, the most ambitious attempts to move beyond 

doggedly sociological definitions of Bohemia and to consider its dimensions as a more 

symbolic social space and cultural myth, fail to make any reference to the anglicized 

strain of Bohemianism which lies at the heart of this thesis. A number of the most 

inspiring of these studies remain exclusively focused on that ever captivating 

óbirthplace of capitalist and aesthetic modernityô: nineteenth-century Paris. Against this 

stirring backdrop, Bohemia ranges evocatively from a marginal social sphere in which 

the conflicts of middle-class identity are acted out and interrogated (as in the work of 

Jerrold Seigel), to a fractured collection of artistic voices which simultaneously parody 

and perpetuate popular culture (as in the work of Mary Gluck).
14

 There are also plenty 

of histories of Bohemia which move beyond the bounds of the Latin Quarter and set 

their sights on the examination of a more global form of modernity. However, whether 

they are concerned with the avant-garde of Greenwich Village, the expanding 

journalistic scene of colonial Melbourne, or ð as in the case of Elizabeth Wilson ð an 

impressive array of Bohemias across space and time, mid-Victorian Bohemia in London 

still fails to make an appearance.
15

 

Against this critical landscape, one might be forgiven for thinking that ótrueô 

English Bohemia began with Bloomsbury. It is not surprising that the colourful social 

enclaves of Modernist London have come to be seen as particularly compelling 

embodiments of Bohemian life. The experimental lifestyles of the Bloomsbury Group 

                                                 
14

See Jerrold Seigel, Bohemian Paris: Culture, Politics, and the Boundaries of Bourgeois Life, 1830-1930 

(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986) and Mary Gluck, Popular Bohemia: Modernism and 

Urban Culture in Nineteenth-Century Paris (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

2005). Other twentieth-century studies of note which investigate Parisian Bohemia are: Joanna 

Richardsonôs The Bohemians: La Vie de Bohème in Paris, 1830ï1914 (London: Macmillan & Co., 1969), 

T.J. Clarkôs Image of the People: Gustave Courbet and the 1848 Revolution (London: Thames and 

Hudson, 1973), and Marilyn R. Brownôs Gypsies and Other Bohemians: The Myth of the Artist in 

Nineteenth-Century France (Epping: Bowker, 1985). 
15

 See Christine Stansell, American Moderns: Bohemian New York and the Creation of a New Century 

(New York: Henry Holt, 2000), Andrew McCann, Marcus Clarkeôs Bohemia: Literature and Modernity 

in Colonial Melbourne (Melbourne: Melbourne University Publishing, 2004), and Elizabeth Wilson, 

Bohemians: The Glamorous Outcasts (London: Tauris Parke Paperbacks, 2003). 
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and those of their dingier neighbours in the artist-saturated haunts of Fitzrovia, have 

understandably inspired critics such as Hugh David and Peter Brooker, as well as 

popular writers such as Virginia Nicholson (the grand-niece of Virginia Woolf), to cast 

this social scene as Londonôs answer to Parisian Bohemia.
16

 Less legitimate, however, 

is the fact that the association between these unconventional social lives and the self-

constructed ónewnessô of Modernism has helped to fuel an illusion that it was not until 

the early decades of the twentieth century that a credible English brand of Bohemianism 

came into being. Virginia Nicholsonôs view that ówe are all Bohemians nowô reveals 

another reason that this version of Bohemia continues to speak to us in a way that 

unconventional living in Thackerayôs time does not.
17

 Bloomsbury proved a particularly 

successful enactment of the ideal that Bohemia should break down old barriers to 

produce new social realities. Nicholson ð ever aware of her own lineal connection to 

Bloomsbury ð exemplifies a continuing tendency to see ourselves as products of these 

early twentieth-century acts of social (and sexual) emancipation. However many 

problems we might have with the political and cultural views of the individuals 

involved, we feel indebted to them in the belief that they liberated the lifestyles which 

the most privileged of us still enjoy. 

Heavily homosocial and disappointingly blunt-edged when it came to social 

rebellion, mid-Victorian variations on the Bohemian theme have failed to crystallize in 

the same way as those of either the Latin Quarter or Bloomsbury. In this regard, it is 

telling that the most recent explorations of the variety of English Bohemianism which 

interests me here have been characterized by very different critical vocabularies to more 

Franco-centric studies. As she outlines her methodology and the difficulty of collating a 

                                                 
16

 See Peter Brooker, Bohemia in London: The Social Scene of Early Modernism (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2004), Hugh David, The Fitzrovians: A Portrait of Bohemian Society, 1900ï1950 (London: 

Michael Joseph, 1988), and Virginia Nicholson, Among the Bohemians: Experiments in Living 1900ï

1930 (London: Penguin, 2002). 
17

 See note 2. 
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óHistory of Bohemiaô, Elizabeth Wilson observes that the idea of Bohemianism as a 

symbolic and subversive lifestyle has long been rooted in a series of self -perpetuating 

cultural myths. In other words, the individual accounts of self-proclaimed Bohemians 

on which Wilson depends for her primary material, have accumulated over time to 

reinforce and amplify collective myths of Bohemianism.
18

 As will be explored further 

in my second chapter, one of the most significant contributors to this cumulative 

process was the French writer Henry Murger (1822ï1861). By far his most influential 

contribution to myths of Bohemian life, on the other hand, was his Scènes de la vie de 

Bohème (see figure b) ð the famous source of Pucciniôs La Bohème. Within this work, 

the axiomatic preface has had a particular impact, perhaps most famously through the 

combined maxims that: óLa Boh¯me, côest le stage de la vie artistique; côest la préface 

de lôAcad®mie, de lôH¹tel-Dieu ou de la Morgue. Nous ajouterons que la Bohème 

nôexiste et nôest possible quô¨ Parisô [óBohemia is the apprenticeship of artistic life; it is 

the preface to the Academy, to the Hospital or to the Morgue. We will add that 

Bohemia does not exist and is not possible anywhere other than Parisô].
19

 These much-

quoted lines have been such a keynote in romanticized accounts of Parisian Bohemia 

that they can certainly be read as performative statements ð creating the myth as much 

as they describe the reality of the nineteenth-century Latin Quarter. In this particular 

example, translating Murger from French to English has further magnified the 

quotationôs myth-making dimensions. In the translation of Scènes de la vie de Bohème 

which is most frequently referred to by English critics, the assertion that óla Boh¯me, 

côest le stage de la vie artistiqueô has been condensed into the phrase: óBohemia is a 

                                                 
18

 Elizabeth Wilson, p. 6. 
19

 Henry Murger, preface in Scènes de la vie de Bohème (Paris: Michel Lèvy, 1851), p. vi. All translations 

throughout the thesis are my own unless otherwise indicated. 
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stage in artistic life.ô
20

 The mistranslation of the French óstageô as its false mirror image 

óstageô, rather than its true equivalent óapprenticeshipô, endows the English version with 

a whole new set of connotations. Bohemia appears less of a training ground, more 

transitory, and potentially more theatrical than in the French original. 

Critics like Wilson have faced distinctive problems as they have attempted to 

dissect such symbolically charged representations of Bohemia and to root them in 

socio-historical órealitiesô. It soon becomes 

apparent in many of the best óHistories of 

Bohemiaô that it is very difficult for the historian 

to avoid a level of dependence on the figurative 

imagery perpetuated by Bohemian writers 

themselves. In Joseph Seigelôs influential 

discussions of Bohemian Paris and óthe 

Boundaries of Bourgeois Lifeô, for example, the 

shifting metaphorical boundaries established in 

literary representations of Bohemia come to 

underpin his analysis of the similarly shifting 

metaphorical boundaries of modern class 

identities. Wilson, on the other hand, repeatedly 

employs theatrical metaphors in an attempt to 

get to the bottom of the óglamorousô myth of the 

Bohemian óoutcastô. This works to great effect 

                                                 
20

 My italics. See Murger, The Bohemians of the Latin Quarter (Paris: Société des Beaux-Arts, 1912), p. 

xxxvi. This edition reprints Vizetelly and co.ôs somewhat clumsy 1888 translation, which seems to have 

been the first version of the work to appear in English. It remains the edition which critics most 

frequently quote despite its inaccuracies. Ellen Marriage and John Selwynôs 1901 edition more 

successfully captures the sense of the original with: óBohemia is a stage of the artistôs careerô. See The 

Latin Quarter (óSc¯nes de la Vie de Boh¯meô), (London: Grant Richards, 1901), p. xxi. 

 
 

Figure b: Charles Courtry, óComment 

fut institu® le c¯nacle de la Boh°meô, 

from Henry Murger, Scènes de la vie 

de Bohème (Paris: Michel Lévy frères, 

1886), originally published 1851 
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as she explores a succession of famous Bohemians and their ódramatization of dissentô 

on the óurban stage of modernityô.
21

 Yet, for better or worse, such imagery inevitably 

reinforces the emblematic quality of these Bohemian biographies.
22

 This is not to 

disagree with Wilson. On the contrary, this thesis appreciatively concurs with her view 

of the performative nature of Bohemia ð both as a mode of existence and as a 

transformative linguistic concept. Indeed, as Joseph Seigel points out, Bohemia arises 

ówhere action and meaning, [and] gesture and awareness, intersect.ô
23

 However, it is 

precisely Bohemiaôs tendency to span evocative linguistic descriptions and inherently 

extra-linguistic experiences which makes it so difficult to capture critically. Both Seigel 

and Wilson develop extremely compelling critical vocabularies in order to grapple with 

the symbolic and experiential facets of Bohemia. Yet, because of the inevitable 

interdependence of these vocabularies and those of their Bohemian subjects, their work 

contributes to the cultural resonance of Bohemia both as a symbolic space and as a 

valid historical phenomenon. 

If studies like these reinforce the legacy of nineteenth-century Parisian Bohemia 

and its twentieth-century offshoots in other parts of the world, the same cannot be said 

for the far sparser number of works which tackle the idea of Bohemia in mid-Victorian 

London. Critics such as Nigel Cross, P.D. Edwards, and Christopher Kent have 

remained staunchly materialist in approaching the writers associated with this ill-

defined English tradition. Their primary focus has been on the ways in which Bohemian 

journalists strove to meet the conditions of an ever-expanding periodical marketplace.
24

 

                                                 
21

 Elizabeth Wilson, p. 26. 
22

 Nicholson also frames her study of Bohemia using theatrical motifs ð most conspicuously by 

including a list of its óextensive cast of charactersô under the title óDramatis Personaeô. See Nicholson, pp. 

292ï311. 
23

 Seigel, p. 12. 
24

These three critics remain the pioneering figures in the underexplored field of Victorian Bohemianism. 

See Nigel Cross, The Common Writer: Life in Nineteenth-Century Grub Street (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1985), P.D. Edwards, Dickensôs 'Young Men': George Augustus Sala, Edmund Yates, 
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This has cultivated the impression that historians of English Bohemia manage to retain 

a more pragmatic level of detachment from their subject-matter than scholars of the 

more renowned forms of Bohemia discussed above. Nigel Cross, for example, remains 

decidedly matter-of-fact as he equates mid-nineteenth-century Bohemia with Londonôs 

rising population of comic journalists at the time. The English Bohemians, he remarks, 

ówere not in earnest.ô They were more concerned with ósatisfying the insatiable 

Victorian craving for humourô than with creating subversive social satire or engaging in 

radical political causes.
25

 Similarly P.D. Edwards and Christopher Kent maintain a 

rather disciplined focus on the social lives of writers such as George Augustus Sala and 

Edmund Yates. Though they acknowledge the emergence of Bohemia as a symbolic 

cultural space, their analysis is for the most part grounded in issues of social class and 

literary professionalism. This down-to-earth sociological approach appears at its most 

extreme, however, in an article published by Patrick Brantlinger in the early 1980s. In 

this, Brantlinger imposes an absolutist division between Parisian Bohemia and the 

literary scene of Victorian London ð arguing that the two could not have been more 

different. Where the former actively dissociated itself from the marketplace through the 

doctrine of óArt for Artôs Sakeô, the latter represented the ócapitulation of writers to 

commerceô ð a realm of opportunistic hack writing. Not satisfied with characterizing 

literary London in the nineteenth century as a latter-day Grub Street, Brantlinger casts it 

as everything that the óRomanticô Latin Quarter was not: a óNeoclassicalô anti-

Bohemia.
26

 

Significantly however, just as Wilson and Seigelôs evocative critical metaphors 

reflect the heavily mythologized nature of Parisian Bohemia, there is a degree of 

                                                                                                                                               
and the World of Victorian Journalism (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997), and Christopher Kent, óBritish 

Bohemia and the Victorian Journalistô, Australasian Victorian Studies Journal, 6 (2000), 25ï35. 
25

 Cross, p. 102. 
26

 Patrick Brantlinger, óBohemia versus Grub Street: Artistsô and Writersô Communities in Nineteenth-

Century Paris and London,ô Mosaic, 16:4 (1983), 25ï42 (p. 26). 
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overlap between Brantlingerôs determinedly demystifying criticism and the ways in 

which English Bohemian writers represented themselves. The latter did not shy away 

from acknowledging their compliance with the contemporary marketplace. Indeed, far 

from being ashamed of the concessions which they made to commercial demands, they 

wryly embraced both the imagery and the energy of the Grub Street myth. While in 

Brantlingerôs sceptical view such compromises ruled out the existence of a London 

Bohemia, these writers had no qualms about drawing on both Bohemian and Grub 

Street traditions without feeling the need to commit to either. In fact, Brantlingerôs 

binary opposition of the two did not even hold true in nineteenth-century Paris: Latin 

Quarter Bohemia produced plenty of hack-work and varied considerably in its 

commitment to óArt for Artôs sakeô. As will be seen in Chapter 1, this section of 

Parisian life was far from homogeneous and came in for its fair share of iconoclastic 

attacks. However, such impulses towards demystification were more fundamental to the 

identity of London Bohemia. The foreign origins of la Bohème meant that its re-

construction in England was frequently tinged with ironic self-awareness. In the English 

capital, writers who saw themselves as Bohemian ð and indeed those who labelled 

them as such ð were perpetually alert to ideas of cultural hijack and derivativeness. 

Chapters 3 and 4 of this thesis demonstrate the extent to which English conceptions of 

Bohemia were shaped through derogatory critiques as much as through semi-

autobiographical portrayals of unconventionality. 

However, this process of negative construction was not just a question of 

reactionary Establishment pitting itself against a disorderly group of upstart journalists. 

One crucial reason that the boundaries of mid-Victorian Bohemia were so difficult to 

trace was that those on the inside thrived on comedic self-subversion and brusque 

disavowals of fraternalism. In the mid-1850s, the notoriously Bohemian journalist and 
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novelist, George Augustus Sala, wrote with characteristic flair that: óthe inhabitants of 

Bohemia, like great men, may be divided into three grand divisions: those who are born 

Bohemian, those who achieve Bohemianism, and those who have Bohemianism thrust 

upon them.ô
27

 Appearing in Dickensôs Household Words, these lines are themselves 

quintessentially Bohemian in style ð not simply because they are a pastiche, but 

because they are a pastiche of a passage which is already infused with dramatic irony.
28

 

With this multi-layered self-parody, Sala epitomizes a deeply Bohemian determination 

not to be taken ð or to take himself ð too seriously. 

Yet, for all their flippancy, Salaôs words provide an incisive reflection of just 

how difficult it was to define oneself as Bohemian. His playful categorization of the 

óinhabitants of Bohemiaô captures the extent to which Bohemianism rests precariously 

between behavioural practice and intrinsic identity. There was indeed a sense in which a 

manôs Bohemian status had either to be inherent from birth or to be indirectly óthrust 

uponô him. The way in which a man might actually óachieve Bohemianismô, on the 

other hand, was far more nebulous. Though Bohemian identity was reliant on the 

performance of certain kinds of behaviour, it was often very difficult to determine what 

the nature of this behaviour should actually be. It was true that a man could vocalize his 

Bohemian status by drawing on any number of behaviour-related descriptions: óI idleô, 

óI wanderô, óI carouseô, or óI defyô, for example. Taken in isolation, however, such 

statements clearly had no fixed connection with Bohemianism. Furthermore, they had 

to compete with a plethora of unflattering verbs which came to be just as closely 

associated with cultural imaginings of the Bohemian ð verbs such as óto chatterô, óto 

corruptô, and óto cocknifyô. This helped to compound the fact that, at the time that Sala 

was writing, any essentialist assertion of Bohemian identity possessed very little 

                                                 
27

 George Augustus Sala, óA Tour in Bohemiaô, Household Words, (8 July 1854), 495ï500 (p. 496). 
28

 See Shakespeareôs Twelfth Night, or What You Will, II, v, 144ï46. 
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currency. Claims such as óI am a Bohemianô or óI am unconventionalô tended to incite 

either disbelief or ridicule. To this extent, the terms Bohemia and Bohemian themselves 

came to exert a strangely paradoxical hold over sections of mid-Victorian culture. They 

often triggered the most powerful reactions from those commentators who argued that 

the terms were devoid of any meaning at all. Clearly, if these expressions were as 

hollow as such critics claimed, they nonetheless became vessels for a significant 

amount of indignation. 

 

Bohemian Instincts: Housetraining Thackeray 

 

A central tenet of this thesis is that such overt references to Bohemia caused offence 

because they drew unwelcome attention to the collective narratives which certain 

sectors of society had come to rely upon. Men of a particular class and profession 

anticipated Virginia Nicholson in taking it for granted that certain aspects of 

Bohemianism were universal ð or at least universal amongst their own rank and 

gender. Some of the key features of the vie de Bohème undoubtedly overlapped with 

more widely circulated ideals of male homosocial life. Late hours, unfettered 

conversation, and eccentric working habits were preferences which many middle-class 

men shared but did not wish to broadcast by pigeonholing themselves as Bohemian. In 

the second half of the nineteenth century, this label began to be applied far more 

liberally ð something which has legitimately been read as evidence of the 

gentrification and institutionalization of the Bohemian lifestyle.
29

 This is a process 

which has generally been associated with the 1880s and 90s ð with a proliferation of 

                                                 
29

 See, for example, Arthur Ransomeôs damning assessment of gentrified Bohemia at the turn of the 

century, in Bohemia in London (Kendal: The Arthur Ransome Estate, 2002), first published 1907, pp. 4ï

6. 
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órespectableô Bohemian clubs, and the emergence of hugely popular depictions of 

Parisian Bohemia in works like George du Maurierôs Trilby (1894) and Pucciniôs La 

Bohème (1896). Indeed, the rise of Aestheticism and even the prevalence of ideas of 

cultural degeneration in these decades proved surprisingly conducive to idealized 

visions of Bohemia. While this was true in both Britain and France at the time, the 

ascent of an inclusive romance of Bohemianism was most pronounced in the United 

States. 

Between the 1850s and 1870s, the bustling metropolitan scenes of cities such as 

Boston and New York had enthusiastically embraced ideas of Bohemian life.
30

 A 

particularly pivotal moment came in 1872 when a group of journalists in San Francisco 

established what would soon become one of the countryôs most famous literary 

fellowships. It was simply named the óBohemian Clubô.
31

 This organizationôs original 

members had become accustomed to publically referring to themselves as Bohemians 

while working as journalists in the 1850s. The label was formalized when these men 

took up their pens as special correspondents in the American Civil War and became 

widely known as the óBohemian Brigadeô.
32

 This forthright application of the term 

Bohemian contrasted with the situation in England where (as will become clear in 

Chapters 3 and 4), the idea of Bohemia remained both more oblique and more 

controversial. However, the development of a more outspoken version of Bohemia in 

America during this period hastened its popularization on both sides of the Atlantic 

later in the century. 

                                                 
30

 Pffafôs beer cellar was one of the most famous self-proclaimed Bohemian haunts in nineteenth-century 

New York. See The Vault at Pfaffôs: An Archive of Art and Literature by New York Cityôs Nineteenth-

Century Bohemians < http://digital.lib.lehigh.edu/pfaffs/about/intro/> [Accessed 2 December 2008]. 
31

 In recent times, this fraternity has become much more than a literary club. Its membership now 

includes many high-powered individuals (including global leaders) and it has accordingly become the 

subject of numerous conspiracy theories. 
32

 See James Moorhead Perry, A Bohemian Brigade: The Civil War Correspondents, Mostly Rough, 

Sometimes Ready (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2000). 
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In 1896, one of the Bohemian Clubôs most prolific members: the American 

artist, author, and humorist, Gelett Burgess created the óMap of Bohemiaô seen in figure 

c. This whimsical image captures the patchwork of cultural myths and literary motifs 

which had accumulated around the inherently figurative geography of Bohemia. 

Burgess was a self-proclaimed ócartomaniacô and though his map is a product of the 

San Francisco Bohemian scene, it clearly spans beyond local boundaries. The landscape 

is emphatically symbolic ð represented in the style of a Renaissance exploration map 

with a dose of Classical mythology thrown in for good measure. Similarly, Burgess 

recycles a well-established Bohemian in-joke in associating the terrainôs coast with the 

psychological aspects of Bohemian life. The óSea of Dreamsô and the óSea of Careô are 

doubly fantastical, playing on Shakespeareôs famous geographical error in The Winterôs 

Tale, when he (possibly deliberately) endows the Central European kingdom of 

 

  
 

Figure c: Gelett Burgess, óMap of Bohemiaô, The Lark, 1 March 1896 
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Bohemia with an imaginary shoreline.
33

 Just as significantly, Burgessôs fanciful 

topography brings together elements from the Murgerian tradition of Parisian Bohemia 

(including the óPays de la Jeunesseô and the óCape of Stormsô) and from the Anglo-

American tradition of the opportunistic Bohemian journalist (including the realms of 

óLicentiaô and óVagabondiaô). More Anglocentric still is the land of óPhilistiaô to the 

west of the map, with its Thackerayan óCity of Shamsô and fort of óVanitasô. From this 

evocative medley, Burgess derives a universally accessible (though quintessentially 

masculine) version of Bohemia. In an article accompanying his map, he describes the 

heartland of Bohemia ð the óForest of Ardenô ð observing that: óhere is spoken a 

universal language, Natureôs own speech, the native dialect of the heart.ô For Burgess, 

the forest symbolizes a phase of fraternal initiation and, as he informs his male reader, 

óonce [you are] free of the wood, you are of the Brotherhood and recognize your 

fellows by instinct, and know them, as they know you, for what you are.ô
34

 

Burgess was a prolific Nonsense writer and his map is something of a literary 

curiosity. Indeed, one might argue that his depiction of Bohemia bears marks of the 

Nonsense genre not only in its flights of fancy and wordplay, but also in the emphasis 

which it places on a universalizing intuitive response. The non-semantic rhythms of 

Nonsense verse after all depend on a not insignificant degree of instinctive appreciation. 

Moreover, the paradoxical idiom and absurdist humour of the genre clearly parallel the 

conversational verve and quick wit often associated with the allegedly spontaneous 

óspirit of Bohemiaô. Yet, for all this, Burgessôs metaphorical landscape is a valuable 

historical document. Its romanticized vision of Bohemianism provides a form of 

pictorial Begriffsgeschichte ð or óConceptual Historyô. Rising to prominence in the 

                                                 
33

 Scholars have long disputed the relevance of Shakespeareôs apparent geographical inaccuracy. See, for 

example, Andrew Gurr, óThe Bear, the Statue, and Hysteria in The Winter's Taleô, Shakespeare 

Quarterly, 34 (1983), 420ï25. 
34

 Gelett Burgess, óWhere is Bohemia?ô from the Lark, 1 March 1896, reprinted in The Romance of the 

Commonplace (San Francisco: Paul Elder & Morgan Shepard, 1902), pp. 128ï32 (p. 131). 



18 

 

1970s, this German methodology places particular emphasis on the socio-historical 

potential of linguistic expressions. Central to its approach is the view that individual 

concepts embody ócollection[s] of experiences and expectations [and] perspectives and 

explanations of historical realityô.
35

 More specifically, Begriffsgeschichte seeks to 

combine the diachronic with the synchronic ð moving beyond the etymological 

analysis of specific concepts to arrive at a sophisticated understanding of their 

óhistorical depthô. According to Reinhart Koselleck ð the founder of this school of 

criticism ð such depth is ónot identical with [a conceptôs] chronological succession of 

meaningsô but is rather the product of a ómultiple stratification of meaning descending 

from chronologically separate periodsô.
36

 Burgessô prose description of an intuitive 

Bohemian Brotherhood gives little indication that Bohemia might have any such 

óhistorical depthô. Despite being similarly idealized, his visual interpretation of the 

concept, on the other hand, exposes its eclectic origins. In fact the map essentially 

flattens out Bohemiaôs ódepthô ð emblematizing a number of the nuances which were 

assimilated into its ómeaningô at different points in the nineteenth century. In this 

respect, if Burgess perpetuates a romance of inclusive Bohemia, he does so with a 

demystifying flourish ð laying bare the conceptôs multi-stranded historical identity. 

In uncovering its fragmentary French, English, and American heritage, Burgess 

uncovers the Bohemia at the heart of this thesis ð a Bohemia which was the product of 

a concatenation of different cultural customs and distinct collective narratives. As a 

concept, its ómultiple stratification of meaningô was all too often on the verge of 

buckling, and as a way of life even its staunchest adherents were all too ready to 

                                                 
35

 Hans Bºdeker, óConcept ï Meaning ï Discourse. Begriffsgeschichteô, in History of Concepts: 

Comparative Perspectives, ed. by Iain Hampsher-Monk, Karin Tilmans, and Frank Van Vree 

(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 1998), pp. 51ï64 (p. 55). 
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 Reinhart Koselleck, óThe Method of Begriffsgeschichte and Social Historyô, in Futures Past: On the 

Semantics of Historical Time, trans. by Keith Tribe (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985), pp. 73ï91 (p. 
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puncture its illusions. The popularization of Bohemianism at the end of the nineteenth 

century inevitably intensified the urge to demystify Bohemian life and to divest it of its 

artistic and counter-cultural associations. What Burgessô heavily mythologized map 

cannot capture is the weariness and even claustrophobia which had come to surround 

ideas of Bohemian companionship by this time. Many men had begun to tire of 

Bohemiaôs shifting identity, deeming its homosocial narratives to be stiflingly 

unrealistic. English responses to Bohemianism were especially unforgiving with some 

(such as that of G.K. Chesterton discussed in Chapter 2) reading like supporting 

documents for Marxôs famous maxim that óthe traditions of all dead generations weigh 

like a nightmare on the brain of the living.ô
37

 The idea of Bohemianism had become so 

entangled in the mainstream fabric of middle-class masculine life that, more often than 

not, such accounts show a visible desire to shake off a fusty Bohemian inheritance. 

The urge to de-mythologize Bohemia at the end of the nineteenth century is of 

course another reason that critics have tended to turn to Bloomsbury rather than to dig 

deeper into the past for examples of English Bohemianism. It can indeed seem hard to 

get beyond the array of cultural doubts which became part and parcel of Bohemia 

during these decades. These doubts were to some extent linguistic, relating to a 

nonconstructivist mistrust of metaphorical language; Bohemiaôs figurative 

representations of fraternal interaction were seen as ódeviant and parasitic on ónormalôô 

language and thought.
38

 At a broader level, a similarly naturalistic insistence on the 

truth provoked dismissals of Bohemia as a distortive cultural myth; it was becoming 

commercialized and its symbolism was perceived by some to be a source of false 

consciousness. Most significantly, however, fin-de-siècle dissatisfaction with Bohemia 

                                                 
37

 Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, translator unidentified (Peking: Foreign 

Languages Press, 1978), first published 1852, p. 1. 
38

 See Andrew Ortony, óMetaphor, Language and Thoughtô, in Metaphor and Thought, ed. by Andrew 
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clearly bore a relationship with contemporary concerns regarding male homosocial 

culture. 

In the last three decades, few critics have provided a more convincing basis for 

such an interpretation of late Victorian Bohemia than Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick. Rightly 

celebrated for her wide-ranging investigations of masculinity and its discontents, 

Sedgwick has both transformed and darkened contemporary understandings of 

homosociality.
39

  Of particular importance has been her identification of a precarious 

ócontinuumô between the nonsexual male bonding demanded by mainstream patriarchal 

society and the homosexual bonds which it has traditionally prohibited. Her 

formulations of óhomosocial desireô and óhomosexual panicô have captured the 

psychological strain which prescribed sociological ideals such as masculine solidarity 

can impose on men at a very personal level.
40

 In this respect, her work has had a 

significant impact on recent views of the social bonding between men as competitive, 

anguished, potentially paranoid, and inherently contradictory.
41

 Sedgwick after all 

depicts ómale homosocialityô as a ódouble bindô: essential to the maintenance of 

patriarchal power structures but also fundamentally un-masculine, if not emasculating.
42

 

It is owing to this penetrating approach to male social life that Sedgwick stands 

out amongst the relatively small number of critics to have tackled the extra-domestic 

world of Victorian Bohemia. However, the form which this masculine realm takes in 
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 The extent of Sedgwickôs influence on gender theory is difficult to overstate. It ranges from 

performance theory (see Sharon R. Bird, óWelcome to the Men's Club: Homosociality and the 
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 Views exemplified in studies such as David D. Gilmoreôs Manhood in the Making: Cultural Concepts 

of Masculinity (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1990) and David Buchbinderôs Performance 

Anxieties: Re-producing Masculinity (Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 1998). 
42

 All further use of the term homosocial will refer specifically to masculine interaction unless otherwise 

stated. 

http://www.jstor.org/view/08912432/ap010036/01a00020/0?currentResult=08912432%2bap010036%2b01a00020%2b0%2cFF3F&searchUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.jstor.org%2Fsearch%2FBasicResults%3Fhp%3D25%26si%3D1%26gw%3Djtx%26jtxsi%3D1%26jcpsi%3D1%26artsi%3D1%26Query%3Dhomosocial%26wc%3Don
http://www.jstor.org/view/08912432/ap010036/01a00020/0?currentResult=08912432%2bap010036%2b01a00020%2b0%2cFF3F&searchUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.jstor.org%2Fsearch%2FBasicResults%3Fhp%3D25%26si%3D1%26gw%3Djtx%26jtxsi%3D1%26jcpsi%3D1%26artsi%3D1%26Query%3Dhomosocial%26wc%3Don
http://www.jstor.org/browse/08912432


21 

 

her work is determined by her distinctive periodization of nineteenth-century 

homosociality. Sedgwick engages with Victorian literary representations of English 

Bohemia in Epistemology of the Closet ð an inherently proleptic study which rarely 

loses sight of the transformative fin de siècle and its impact on twentieth-century 

Western culture. Accordingly Sedgwick identifies the discontented rumblings which 

began to trouble Bohemia in the 1880s and 90s with the contemporaneous explosion of 

new ómedical, legal, literary, [and] psychologicalô discourses which were concerned 

with the classification of sexuality.
43

 Sedgwick argues that the new cultural visibility 

which this conferred on the question of homosexuality triggered a surge of ópanickedô 

self-consciousness within the fraternal environs of Bohemia. The ideal of the free-

spirited bachelor began to lose its appeal as the renunciation of mainstream domesticity 

became a potentially (homo)sexually loaded act. 

In locating this anxious and unstable Bohemia at the end of the nineteenth 

century, Sedgwick simultaneously assumes that it was preceded by something which 

was not only less anxious but also less self-aware. Indeed, her account of Bohemian 

homosociality earlier in the century follows Henry Murger in characterizing Bohemia 

as a ódevelopmental stageô in a young manôs life. Not yet óstrewn with [the] psychic 

landminesô which she identifies with the fin de siècle (p. 194), this sphere of highly 

concentrated masculine camaraderie still provided men with an effective means of 

processing anxieties. Significantly, however, Sedgwick represents the latter as more 

socio-professional than sexual. Even more significantly in the context of this thesis, she 

places Thackeray at the heart of her account of Anglo-Bohemia in Victorian literature. 

In a much-cited passage, she argues that: 
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Literally, it was Thackeray who introduced both the word and the 

concept of bohemia to England from Paris. As a sort of reserve 

labour force and a semiporous, liminal space for vocational sorting 

and social rising and falling, bohemia could seemingly be entered 

from any social level; but, at least in these literary versions, it 

served best the cultural needs, the fantasy needs, and the needs for 

positive and negative self-definition of an anxious and conflicted 

bourgeoisie. (p. 193) 

 

Moving through a series of impressionistic binaries, this account shares a certain 

slipperiness with the concept which it describes. Sedgwick claims that the mid-century 

version of Bohemia in question had not yet acquired óa distinctly gay colourationô and 

that, as a result, its extra-familial attractions remained safely ógeneralizedô (p. 193). Her 

sweeping overview appropriately captures this air of generalization as it layers social 

reality upon cultural fantasy, positive self-definition upon negative self-definition, and 

Bohemia upon bourgeoisie.
44

 In doing so, however, it obscures the precise nature of 

Thackerayôs contribution to English Bohemia. 

Sedgwickôs use of the adverb literally is a particular source of ambiguity here. It 

initially appears to suggest little more than the OED: that Thackeray was categorically 

the first English writer to endow the word Bohemia with a new set of counter-cultural 

associations derived from the French.
45

 At the same time, it gives the impression that he 

transferred the concept of Bohemia from France to England with a considerable degree 

of fidelity. However, in the context of mid-Victorian Bohemianism, the term literally 

also invokes decidedly pejorative connotations. As this introduction has suggested, the 

movement from Parisian to London Bohemia has often been equated with a loss of 

figurative significance. Sedgwickôs phrasing thus raises the possibility that Thackerayôs 
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Anglicization of Bohemia might lose something in translation ð emerging as a prosaic 

re-packaging of a more meaningful original. 

 At the most basic level, Sedgwick simply uses the term literally to suggest that 

Thackeray introduced the idea of Bohemia to England through literary representation. 

However, this relatively uncontentious remark comes immediately after the more 

loaded assertion that mid-Victorian Bohemia was something which Thackeray óhalf 

inventedô and óhalf merely housetrainedô for English literature (p. 193). Here, though 

Sedgwick acknowledges that Thackeray had a seminal impact on English conceptions 

of Bohemianism, she curbs any sense of innovation with the more unsettling idea of 

housetraining. The question of whether Thackeray domesticated the quintessentially 

non-domestic realm of French Bohemia will be explored further in the course of this 

thesis. In Sedgwickôs analysis, however, Thackerayôs housetraining ð or 

óhousebreakingô ð of Bohemia carries connotations of repression, feminization, and 

even aggression. His numerous bachelor protagonists are seen to perpetuate a form of 

Bohemia which is both self-marginalizing and self-centred. For Sedgwick, this marks 

their rather irritable response to the underlying contradictions of masculine interaction 

and, more specifically, to the óstrangulation of homosexual panicô which she claims 

characterized the mid-nineteenth century. Thus, like much of her study, this vision of 

óhousebrokenô Bohemia is rooted in prolepsis ð dependent for its full effect on the 

implosive psychiatrization of homosociality at the end of the century. Within this 

framework, Sedgwick certainly represents Thackerayôs bachelor-saturated Bohemia as 

a source of powerful homosocial myths in the mid-nineteenth century. At the same 

time, however, our specific appreciation of his impact on Bohemia comes as much from 

Sedgwickôs account of radical demystification at the fin de siècle as it does from any 

analysis of Thackerayôs mystification of masculine social life during his own lifetime. 
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 Though she devotes more attention to Thackeray than many other theorists of 

Bohemia, Sedgwickôs is far from the whole story.
46

 As she concertinas the relationship 

between French and English Bohemianism, she gives only a limited sense of the 

distinctiveness of Thackerayan Bohemia and of the impression which it made on men at 

the time. Not unlike Sedgwick, this thesis holds that unpredictable fluctuations between 

mystification, demystification, and indeed re-mystification played a necessary role in 

cultural definitions of Bohemia. However, as a writer who has been accused of cynical 

demystification almost as frequently as he has been of romanticizing homosocial life, 

Thackeray serves as an important reminder that such fluctuations lie in the eye of the 

beholder. Accordingly, the late nineteenth-century impulse to demystify an anglicized 

and de-radicalized form of Bohemia should not be read as a conclusive dismissal. This 

thesis seeks to move beyond the idea that mid-Victorian Bohemia was either a form of 

concealment or a response to repression. If it was often characterized by disavowals and 

unspoken assumptions, it was also rooted in a complicated combination of shame and 

pride, self-deprecation and self-promotion, secrecy and publicity. 

 Later in her career, Sedgwick herself came to question the óparanoidô modes of 

interpretation or ð in Paul Ricoeurôs words ð the óhermeneutics of suspicionô which 

she felt had become too dominant in late twentieth-century critical theory. Not ashamed 

to identify aspects of her own work with this trend, she developed a provocative 

comparison between óParanoid Reading and Reparative Readingô in an essay of the 
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 Sedgwick remains one of the few critics to have offered a concerted discussion of Thackerayôs impact 

on English Bohemia. Kent (British Bohemia and the Victorian Journalistô, Australasian Victorian Studies 
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masculinised brand of realism, in William Makepeace Thackeray (Tavistock: Northcote House 

Publishers, 2005), pp. 80ï83. 
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same title, first published in 1997.
47

 In this, she argues that the prevalent post-modern 

practice of ósuspiciousô analysis ð which seeks out concealed meanings beneath the 

textual surface ð could valuably be supplemented with a more óreparativeô approach to 

literary criticism. The latter involves a shift in emphasis away from the demystifying 

óexposure of hidden violenceô towards a more constructive form of interpretation rooted 

in juxtapositions and the óaccretionô of meaning. This move forms part of Sedgwickôs 

quest for a more non-dualistic way of thinking about literature ð exploring that which 

lies beside a statement rather than that which lies beyond or beneath it.
48

 

Sedgwickôs desire to release the critic from the constraints of paranoid reading 

practices and binary-orientated thinking bears particularly significant implications for a 

concept which has incited as much suspicion as Bohemia. If pre-Foucauldian mistrust 

in the nineteenth century tended to centre on the idea that Bohemia glamorized 

debauchery, Foucault-inspired suspicions in the second half of the twentieth century 

have more commonly related to the mystification of sociological divisions and the 

concealment of class guilt.
49

 Sedgwickôs post-Foucauldian musings, on the other hand, 

suggest new ways of framing a cultural ideal which rarely comes into being without 

inspiring an immediate attack. The óspacious agnosticismô permitted by her conception 

of the beside, in particular, provides a means of collating and negotiating the puzzling 

oppositions which have long characterized attempts to define Bohemia. As Melissa 

Gregg points out, the preposition beside is non-hierarchical ð óinterested in relations of 
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 Sedgwick, óParanoid Reading and Reparative Reading, or, Youôre so Paranoid, I Bet You Think this 

Essay is About Youô, reprinted in Touching Feeling: Affect, Pedagogy, Performativity (London: Duke 

University Press, 2003), pp. 123ï51. 
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 Sedgwick, óIntroductionô, Touching Feeling, pp. 8ï9. 
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 For examples of the former see George Saintsbury and John de Capel Wise discussed in Chapter 3. For 
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proximity and tensionô rather than óorigins and futuresô.
50

 In the labyrinthine social 

scene of nineteenth-century London, countless different Bohemias indeed existed 

beside each other: óBohemianô clubs were never entirely distinguishable from the 

haunts of more órespectableô men, and the actuality of Bohemian experience was often 

difficult to disentangle from its journalistic representation. Similarly, a single account 

of Bohemian life more often than not inspired diametrically opposed reactions ð being 

identified as the depths of gritty realism by one group of commentators and as the 

pinnacle of masculine pathos by another. 

 To conclude, in recuperating Thackerayôs contribution to mid-Victorian 

Bohemia, this thesis proceeds in the spirit of Paul Ricoeur ð the French philosopher 

who also provides inspiration in Sedgwickôs later work. Though Ricoeur coined the 

phrase óhermeneutics of suspicionô and places great faith in its value in the work of 

Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud, he equally emphasizes the affirmative potential of de-

mythologization.
51

 In his view, the dispelling of cultural myths does not necessarily 

represent an exposure of embedded ideological delusions. Rather it can comprise a 

positive ócriticalô action, bringing into relief the collective narratives which make up the 

ósocial imaginationô and, by extension, the ósocial realitiesô which we experience. 

Myths are not just distortions or examples of nostalgic regression; they embody a 

ópoetics of the possibleô ð reflecting societyôs aspirations and dreams.
52

 This thesis 

similarly maintains that though it is necessary to remain alert to the myths propagated 

by mid-Victorian Bohemia, any attempt at its óde-mythologizationô must also seek to 

safeguard the illusions, possibilities, assumptions, prejudices, and desires uncovered in 
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the process. Housetraining, Anglicization, and gentrification should not automatically 

be read in negative terms ð exclusive and conservative though they sometimes seem. 

Despite its gender bias, its fraternal brusqueness, and its incipient claustrophobia in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century, Victorian Bohemia played an important role in the 

development of the English national character. Demonstrating the irresistible pull of 

companionship ð even in a world where effusive camaraderie often ran counter to 

dominant ideologies and behavioural norms ð it also continues to speak to us today. 

Like the Victorian era, our own ópost-heroicô age is quickly irritated by any hint 

of Bohemian pretentiousness.
53

 We even retain the Victoriansô cynicism as to whether 

an authentic subculture can exist in the first place.
54

 Bohemia has of course been 

absorbed into a whole new set of óculture warsô ð particularly in the United States, 

where Neo-conservatives such as David Brooks have waxed hypocritical about self-

professed Bohemians who thrive on consumer culture.
55

 Nonetheless, today, as in the 

nineteenth century, Bohemia remains an underexplored and oft-misrepresented love-

hate concept. This thesis thus strives not only to bring mid-Victorian Bohemia back into 

view but also to readjust our focus. Thackeray was not the first to chronicle Bohemian 

life; yet in salvaging the low-key rebelliousness, the ostentatious mediocrity, and the 

sometimes bewildering dynamism of the Bohemia which he helped to create, this study 

seeks to reinvigorate understandings of Anglo-Bohemianism ð past and present. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Le Roi de Bohême: Thackerayôs Translation of Bohemianism 

 

 

1.1 Defining Defiance: Bohemia and the Dictionary 

 

óI like Becky in that book. Sometimes I think I have myself some of 

her tastes. I like what are called Bohemians and fellows of that sort. 

I have seen all sorts of society ð dukes, duchesses, lords, and 

ladies, authors and actors and painters ð and taken altogether I 

think I like painters the best, and Bohemians generally. They are 

more natural and unconventional.ô 

Thackeray reflecting on Vanity Fair in 1856
56

 

 

As her coach rolls away from her old school 

in the opening scene of Vanity Fair (1847ï

48), Thackerayôs ónatural and 

unconventionalô anti-heroine, Becky Sharp 

performs a parting act of rebellion. Finally 

leaving behind the financial dependence 

and social tyranny which she has endured at 

Miss Pinkertonôs Academy, Becky leans 

out of her carriage window and thrusts a 

copy of Johnsonôs Dictionary into the 

institutionôs garden (figure 1a). The 
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 A statement made to John Esten Cooke, quoted in Herman Merivale, Life of W.M. Thackeray (London: 

Walter Scott, 1891), p. 147. 

 
 

Figure 1a: Thackeray, óRebeccaôs 

Farewellô, Chapter I, Vanity Fair  (1847ï48) 
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submissive Jemima Pinkerton had surreptitiously given Becky the volume as a farewell 

souvenir ð bestowing it on the articled pupil against the wishes of her domineering 

sister: the eponymous Miss Pinkerton. This dramatic episode, complete with its mock-

epic undertones, sets the novelôs plot in motion. Beckyôs Satan-like assault on the 

Pinkerton garden not only introduces the reader to her fundamental amorality as a 

character, but also foreshadows her ultimate fall from social grace. Of course, Miss 

Pinkertonôs Academy is no paradise and the moral implications of Beckyôs eventual 

descent into vagabondage are studiously ambiguous. In this instance, however, the 

focus of Beckyôs defiance seems clear: she rejects both the cultural Establishment 

(symbolized by Johnsonôs Dictionary) and the philistinism of commercial modernity 

(embodied by the hypocritically materialistic Miss Pinkerton). 

Both confrontational and counter-cultural, this is the first of many gestures over 

the course of the narrative which come together to convey the protagonistôs deep-seated 

Bohemianism. Behavioural indicators of this kind build up particular momentum in the 

novelôs opening number, as Thackeray devotes his second chapter to Beckyôs 

insalubrious origins in Londonôs Artistsô Quarter. Within a few pages of her departure 

from Miss Pinkertonôs, we read of her unconventional upbringing at the hands of a 

French actress-mother and a talented but abusive artist-father ð a childhood which has 

endowed her with a thoroughly double-edged creative energy or, in the words of the 

narrator, óthe dismal precocity of poverty.ô
57

 While Beckyôs father is still alive, she 

channels her peculiar ingenuity into witty mimicry ð ruthlessly satirizing the Pinkerton 

sisters in puppet shows for the benefit of her fatherôs male associates. Once her debt-

prone parent is dead, she moves permanently into Miss Pinkertonôs stifling Academy, 
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only to long for the ófreedom and beggaryô of her old home, óthe studio in Sohoô (VF, p. 

14). 

 It should thus come as no surprise that the wilfully nonconformist Becky Sharp 

has held significant sway in the idea that Thackeray (óliterallyô) introduced Bohemia to 

England. Despite bearing little in common with the traditional Bohemian bachelor, 

Thackerayôs socially promiscuous leading lady even underpins aspects of Sedgwickôs 

homosocial theory. Most significantly, in her account of Thackerayôs impact on 

Victorian Bohemia, she cites just one rather unexpected source: Richard Miller ð 

author of the eccentric Bohemia: The Protoculture Then and Now and, according to this 

bookôs blustering blurb, sometime ómarine, merchant seaman, cab driver, grave digger, 

foreign correspondent, public relations specialist, free-lance journalist, and scholar.ô
58

 

This colourful óhistorianô takes his lead from the OED, while Sedgwick in turn takes 

her own lead from Millerôs sweeping survey of Western ócultural resistanceô. Yet, in 

each case, the upshot is the same: Beckyôs wayward personality and parentage confirm 

Thackeray as the original translator of Bohemianism.
59

 Most explicitly, the OED 

identifies the termôs first appearance in English with Thackerayôs description of 

Beckyôs ówild, roving nature,ô which, as we have already learnt, was óinherited from 

[her] father and mother, who were both Bohemians, by taste and circumstanceô (VF, p. 

652). In the etymological schema of the Dictionary, this represents the moment that 

Bohemian ceased to be restricted to its original sense of either a native of Central 

European Bohemia or, more broadly, a gipsy-nomad. Instead, it acquired a new 

figurative significance, from this point onwards also alluding to: 
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A gipsy of society; one who either cuts himself off, or is by his 

habits cut off, from society for which he is otherwise fitted; 

especially an artist, literary man, or actor, who leads a free, 

vagabond, or irregular life, not being particular as to the society he 

frequents, and despising conventionalities generally.
60

 

 

The Dictionary provides the important addendum that the term can be óused with 

considerable latitude, with or without reference to morals.ô 

 According to Richard Millerôs somewhat patchy overview, the re-invented 

termôs appearance in Vanity Fair paved the way for the next ten years, by the end of 

which time it had entered into ócommon usageô. To some extent, the gaps in Millerôs 

account are symptomatic of the fundamentally discontinuous nature of Thackerayôs 

impact on English perceptions of Bohemia. Having observed Thackerayôs Bohemian 

innovations in Vanity Fair, for example, Miller abruptly moves forwards thirteen years 

to quote the following well-known excerpt from the early 1860s: óWhat is now called 

Bohemia had no name in those days [sic] though many of us knew the country very 

well. A pleasant land, not fenced with drab stucco.ô
61

 Rather misleadingly, Miller 

presents this extract as the novelistôs personal recollection of his artist days in Paris 

thirty years earlier. It would certainly be possible to argue that the quotation is quasi-

autobiographical on the grounds that it comprises the words of Thackerayôs protagonist-

cum-narrator, Arthur Pendennis.
62

 However, Millerôs re-contextualization of these lines 

masks the fact that they concern the youthful idling of the more troubling Thackerayan 
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alter-ego, Philip Firmin. It also confuses their original point of reference; this nostalgic 

evocation of Bohemia in fact relates as much to the experiences of young lawyers in 

Londonôs Temple Inn as it does to artistic life on the Continent. 

Millerôs reframing of this oft-cited fragment from The Adventures of Philip 

(1861ï62) is a product of the fact that it is taken directly from the OED rather than from 

the original text.
63

 The Dictionary quotes exactly the same lines under its entry for the 

noun Bohemia ð a term which it casts as another Thackerayan neologism. Thackeray is 

again responsible for endowing a pre-existing geographical term with fresh figurative 

significance. Similarly, the expressionôs new associations are once more derived from 

the French (Bohème), though these are not really captured by the Dictionaryôs rather 

uninspiring definition of Bohemia as óthe community of social óBohemiansô, or the 

district in which they chiefly live.ô In this case, the OEDôs etymology falls wide of the 

mark and, as will be seen later, Bohemia appears in its new form in a number of popular 

journals of the 1850s. From another point of view, however, Thackerayôs use of the 

term in Philip is indeed a novelty. Despite the fact that his work in the years following 

Vanity Fair is brimming with examples of Bohemian homosociality, it is not until his 

last complete novel that he employs the term Bohemia in print ð or indeed that he 

again refers to a Bohemian. If Beckyôs Bohemianism was linguistically cutting edge, 

Thackeray appears to have made something of a retreat in the late 1840s ð introducing 

the idea of the Bohemian into the English cultural mindset, only to then abandon it for 

the duration of the following decade. 

This is not to overstate the intrinsic importance of the terms Bohemia and 

Bohemian themselves. Misty-eyed commentators have certainly been quick to 

emphasize the extra-linguistic timelessness of Bohemia ð claiming that its existence is 
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as inevitable as the óconventionalô society from which it seeks to escape.
64

 More 

pertinent, is the observation that many of the men and women to whom we now apply 

the term would not have regarded themselves as Bohemian at the time.
65

 Nonetheless, 

while the existence of unconventional lifestyles did not depend on the descriptive 

categories which emerged during the nineteenth century, the act of linguistic 

classification had an undeniable impact. This is compellingly illustrated by the lines 

from Philip above which, as well as appearing in the OED, regularly resurface in 

discussions of Victorian Bohemia. Pendennisôs remark that ówhat is now called 

Bohemia [formerly] had no name [...] though many of us knew the country very wellô, 

can be read as a knowing reference to notable developments in the preceding decade. 

As the passage continues, Pendennis becomes increasingly effusive, entering into a 

hyper-poeticized catalogue of the daily pleasures which characterize this previously 

unnamed realm; it is a haven of youthful idleness and sated appetites, boasting ómuch 

tobacco [...] billiard-rooms, supper-rooms, oysters [...] song [...] soda-water [...] and 

frothing porterô (PH, p. 148). Perhaps most notably, this labyrinth of homosocial spaces 

is shrouded in an óendless fogô ð an atmosphere which reflects the decidedly hazy 

nature of the masculine recreations unfolding within. Indeed, having declared that this 

elusive sphere has only recently been defined linguistically, Pendennis almost defines it 

to death. The true nature of Bohemia recedes from view as he accumulates an ever more 

generalized list of masculine diversions. Famously, Thackerayôs narrator ends the 

passage by acknowledging that, by this point in his life, he has anyhow lost his way to 

Bohemia. By now a family man of sorts, Pendennis has passed the point of being able 

to suspend pragmatic disbelief and to buy into this frothy realm of unfettered 
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Figure 1b: Thackeray, óPen 

pursuing his law studiesô, 

Chapter XXVIII, The History of 

Pendennis (1848ï50) 

homosociability. As his luxuriant description suggests, however, he is not entirely 

willing to relinquish the captivating associations evoked by its new trademark name. 

With this curious section of narrative, Thackeray wryly acknowledges the 

preconceptions and figurative images which had built up around the increasingly 

familiar idea of Bohemia during the 1850s. The Adventures of Philip emerged in the 

wake of a decade in which óunconventionalô varieties of homosocial interaction had 

taken particular root in the popular imagination. As will become apparent, this was by 

no means a universally welcome development. Yet, if all publicity was not exactly good 

publicity, the rise of the term Bohemia certainly reflected an increased tolerance for 

some of the behaviour which it had come to describe. These images of nonconforming 

masculinity of course bore very little resemblance to Thackerayôs depictions of the 

rebellious Becky Sharp at the end of the 1840s. In fact, the disappearance of the term 

Bohemian from Thackerayôs work after Vanity Fair 

coincided with a much-noted and, for some critics, 

much-lamented change of direction. In The History of 

Pendennis (1848ï50) and the novels which followed, 

Thackeray left behind the cosmopolitan booths and 

rousing misadventures of his satirical masterpiece to 

produce some of his most memorable depictions of 

eccentric homosociality (see figure 1b). Though they 

do not all occur in England, these encounters share a 

recognizable air of Anglo-gentlemanliness. Similarly, 

though they are not overtly labelled Bohemian and are 

less hyperbole-fuelled than Pendennisôs above 
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homage to Bohemia, they exhibit their own comparable blend of unhindered 

conversation, cigar-smoking, and ólotos-eatingô. 

 

1.2 An Inspired Cockney in Paris and London 

 

Surroundings and behaviour of this kind have certainly dominated later conceptions of 

Thackerayôs own Bohemianism. Commentators seldom allude to the latter without also 

touching on his signature gentlemanliness or, of course, on his appetite for homosocial 

club life. In fact, depending on their agenda, critics have long been at odds regarding 

the relationship between Thackerayôs Bohemian and gentlemanly attributes. Potentially 

incompatible but just as frequently interdependent, these divergent facets of 

Thackerayôs character have tended to sit in uncomfortably close proximity. Indeed, as 

they battle it out in Thackerayôs corpulent body, they all too often appear a source of 

corporeal as well as psychological conflict. This sense of inner disquiet has encouraged 

the view that Thackeray was socially ill-at-ease in mid-Victorian Bohemia. In his 

seminal account of this aspect of Londonôs literary scene, Nigel Cross has described the 

ólesserô Bohemian journalists at its heart as ólittle Dickenses and little Thackeraysô who 

could not ócompete [...] only imitate.ô
66

 He goes on to suggest that, for Thackeray, far 

more than for Dickens, this discrepancy in literary talent could introduce an unsettling 

imbalance into social relationships. Like many critics before him, Cross suggests that 

Arthur Pendennisôs 1861 declaration that he has lost his óway to Bohemia nowô directly 

reflects the older Thackerayôs alienation from a rising generation of younger writers. 

More damningly, he implies that the Philip quotation might conceal an inflated sense of 

self-dignity. 
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Thus, if he ólived much of his life as a Bohemian among gentlemen, a gentleman 

among Bohemiansô, Thackeray has emerged as a troubled and troubling Bohemian 

figurehead.
67

 From Gordon Rayôs groundbreaking biographical work onwards, his 

involvement in Londonôs so-called Bohemian circles has been subsumed into accounts 

of high-profile quarrels and disintegrating private relations. In Rayôs work, Thackeray 

habitually emerges on the ógentlemanlyô side of such disputes ð whether he is pitting 

himself against Douglas Jerrold in the óclash between gentlemanly and Bohemian 

standards in Punchô or taking on Edmund Yates and his óGrub Street croniesô in the 

Garrick Club Affair.
68

 More recently, Christopher Kent has instigated a trend which 

places both Thackeray and the Garrick Club at the centre of the ógeography of English 

Bohemiaô. For Kent, Thackerayôs victory in the Garrick Club dispute (which I will 

come back to in Chapter 3) was symptomatic of his presiding role in a contemporary 

convergence of Bohemian and gentlemanly ideals.
69

 In Kentôs account, Thackeray 

emerges at the vanguard of gentrified Bohemianism while his opponents are described 

as óDickensiansô. Rosemary Ashton, on the other hand, introduces a very differently 

nuanced geographical shorthand for Thackerayan Bohemia in one of the best recent 

considerations of unconventional living and thinking in mid-nineteenth-century 

London. In Ashtonôs study of the radical publisher, John Chapman, Thackerayôs 

popularization of the term Bohemian alongside his social preferences place him at the 

head of the eclectic group of middle-class men who regularly colonized the night-time 

haunts of Londonôs Strand. Primarily journalists and ófledgling lawyersô, these men 

were radical in their political views but were widely held to be excessively laissez-faire 

when it came to work ethic and social morality. 
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Ashtonôs characterization of the men she terms óThackerayôs Bohemiansô forms 

part of the very deliberate contrast which she draws between the socially transgressive 

spaces of the Strandôs risqu® night spots and the intellectually charged nonconformism 

of her subject: óthe most radical of the ñrespectableò publishers along the Strandô.
70

 For 

Ashton, John Chapmanôs forward-thinking social circle emphatically bore little or no 

relationship with the Strandôs Bohemian nightlife ð middle-class and progressive 

though it might partially have been.  In this determination to maintain a clear divide 

between rigorous ideological challenges to the status quo and frivolous lifestyle-based 

equivalents, Ashton follows in the footsteps of many commentators at the time. The 

urban vagabondage and idle sauntering which she associates with Thackerayôs 

Bohemian connections certainly preoccupied many of those who knew him. Towards 

the end of the nineteenth century, the Transcendentalist poet and artist, Christopher 

Cranch, for example, fondly recalled accompanying Thackeray to one of the 

establishments on the Strand which Ashton has in mind. On arriving at the legendary 

óCyder Cellarsô the American artist was surprised to find that this mysterious-sounding 

location was not a cellar at all óbut a very plainly furnished but comfortable parlour on 

the second floor.ô
71

 In this informal setting, Cranch and his companions drank punch, 

smoked cigars, and listened with ódeep interestô to Thackeray reading aloud from the 

final number of The Newcomes (1853ï55), which had just been published. While the 

company revelled in Thackerayôs óartless renderingô of the novelôs poignant closing 

scene, another rowdier group of young men óirruptedô into the room. Cranch describes 

the new arrivals as óartists and small authorsô and recalls how they surrounded 
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Thackeray óin a boisterous wayô while giving óvent to all sorts of small shallow talk in a 

free and familiar style of manners.ô For Cranch, the contrast between this and the 

previously hushed atmosphere of Thackerayôs pathos-infused reading had a ójarring 

effectô. At the time, the fact that Thackeray himself appeared to experience no such 

uneasiness and indeed that he óseemed to be on intimate terms with this noisy matter-of-

fact crowdô, reminded Cranch that the novelist óhad two sides to him, the thoughtful, 

the tender, the purely literary, and ð well, the Bohemian.ô
72

 Somewhat disenchanted, 

Cranch left the scene soon after the arrival of Thackerayôs young Bohemian admirers. 

Cranchôs response was representative of a common nineteenth-century view that 

the unstable social status encoded in the idea of the Bohemian translated into a lack of 

steady resolve and, in turn, suggested an absence of serious reflection and sincere 

emotion. In 1879, Anthony Trollope had deployed these deficiencies to great effect in 

his famous biography of Thackeray. In his account, far from being a source of social 

authority and respect, his fellow novelistôs Bohemianism was an early impediment to 

literary professionalism and mainstream success. For Trollope, this hindrance had little 

to do with Thackerayôs raucous social companions, and was instead a ócondition of 

mindô which prevented the author from emulating the precocious rise of his rival, 

Dickens. As he reviews their early careers, Trollope asks a pivotal rhetorical question: 

ówhy was Dickens already a great man when Thackeray was still a literary 

Bohemian?ô
73

 His answer to this relies on a decidedly fluid understanding of the latter 

term. Initially, Trollope suggests, Thackerayôs Bohemianism was part and parcel of his 

detrimental self-doubt ð a source of chronic vacillation in his writing as he was 

repeatedly overcome with a sense of his own mediocrity and impending failure. When 

he went on to achieve more substantial successes as a regular contributor to Punch, 
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however, the lack of fixity associated with his Bohemianism mutated into a form of 

ambition, spurring him on to create a more enduring work in the form of Vanity Fair. In 

this respect, Trollope approaches a view embraced by more positive arbiters of 

Bohemia ð somewhat begrudgingly acknowledging that the uncertainties of Bohemian 

experience might sometimes provide a valuable form of professional apprenticeship. At 

the same time, if, as Trollope implies, Thackeray left behind his identity as a literary 

Bohemian when he achieved widespread mainstream success¸ his account begs the 

question of what exactly it was which changed. After all, irresolution and self-doubt 

have often been seen as characteristics which defined Thackeray for the entirety of his 

career, rather than qualities which were expunged with the publication of his first truly 

successful novel. 

In fact, pace Trollope, Thackeray had no qualms about advertising the more 

Bohemian aspects of his cosmopolitan identity in the immediate aftermath of Vanity 

Fair. Just a few months after he had begun to serialize The History of Pendennis, he 

provided the Anglophile journalist, Philarète Chasles, with a short biographical account 

for an article in the intercultural Revue des Deux Mondes. Chasles translated and 

óarrangedô the piece, integrating it into a longer review of Vanity Fair for his French 

readership.
74

 Though Thackerayôs original has not survived, he heartily approved of the 

French version and it is generally assumed that it did not stray far from his own.
75

 What 

comes through most clearly is that he was unflinchingly candid in the details with 

which he supplied Chasles regarding his youthful escapades in Paris. The French 

review presents the young Thackeray as óthoroughly lazy, given to smoking and idlingô 
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and, more seriously, as óruining himselfô financially.
76

 At the same time, however, it 

couches these experiences in romanticized images of homosocial vagabondage. We are 

informed that the young Thackeray has been ócast here and there, like Aeneas, by the 

accidents of his lifeô and that, in the process, he óhas talked with dressing-gowned 

German students and with our felt-hatted art students [in the Latin Quarter]ô. Chasles 

adds that óhe is as familiar with the musical restaurants along the shores of the Rhine as 

with the clubs of London or Paris.ô It is these Becky Sharp-esque meanderings which 

have transformed Thackeray into óa man of experience and of savoir-vivre [...] ð a 

man who has felt much and suffered much.ô
77

 Chasles claims that these eclectic early 

experiences are óa precondition for all original talentsô and that, in Thackerayôs 

particular case, they are responsible for his inimitable ótruthfulnessô. Manifesting itself 

as ófine, frank, satirical, and unpretentious observationô, the latter unequivocally reflects 

óthe dash and verve of a man of the world rather than the conventional ways of 

authorship.ô
78

 

Chaslesôs biographical article was translated and reprinted in both America and 

Germany and emerged at a time when Thackeray was particularly conscious of 

changing perceptions of his public image.
79

 Not long before this, the Irish novelist, 

Charles Lever, had launched an attack on both his persona and his professionalism 

using the deeply insincere ópublisherôs man-of-all-workô, Elias Howle, in his novel, 

Roland Cashel (1848ï49). Branded an óinspired Cockneyô, this character was a 

retaliatory response to Thackerayôs satire of Leverôs own writing in óPunchôs Prize 

Novelistsô (AprilïOctober 1847). Elias Howle was not only óweakô and óuncertainô but 

was also an unflattering embodiment of metropolitan worldliness ð responsible for the 
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rise of a ónew school of travel which, writing expressly for London readers, refers 

everything to the standard of ñtownòô.
80

 As Chaslesôs account would more 

sympathetically suggest, Thackerayôs óman of the worldô persona prior to Vanity Fair 

had indeed been significantly tied up in ideas of the roaming sketch writer and 

reviewer. Reducing the cosmopolitanly urbane to the mundanely urban, however, 

Leverôs parodic portrayal of Thackeray ruthlessly subverts the broad horizons and 

innovative itinerancy associated with works such as The Paris Sketch Book (1840), The 

Irish Sketch Book (1843), and Notes of a Journey from Cornhill to Grand Cairo (1846). 

Thackeray attempted to shrug off Leverôs lampoon but was clearly hurt by the 

fact that these very personal slurs came from a former friend.
81

 His sense of injury was 

only exacerbated by the fact that he was still adjusting to the transformations in his 

personal and professional circumstances following Vanity Fair, not to mention the 

dramatic upheavals which had unfolded across Europe in the meantime. Indeed, in the 

biography which he sent to Chasles in February 1849, his eagerness to emphasize the 

unconventionalities of his past was arguably symptomatic of the fact that he was feeling 

increasingly estranged from this period of his life. Chaslesôs article appeared at the end 

of four years in which Thackeray had been uncharacteristically absent from Paris.
82

 

During this time he had been busy meeting his publisherôs deadlines for the monthly 

numbers of Vanity Fair and regularly contributing to Punch as well as an array of other 

publications. Equally, having given up hope of his wife ever recovering after her mental 

collapse at the beginning of the decade, he had been preoccupied with raising enough 
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capital to purchase a satisfactory home for his remaining family. He finally succeeded 

in mid-1846 and his two daughters joined him from Paris where they had been living in 

the care of their grandparents. While Annie and Minnie Thackeray settled into a 

domestic routine with their father in South Kensington, the novelistôs mother and 

stepfather stayed behind in Paris and sustained a constant correspondence with their son 

throughout the tumultuous years either side of 1848. 

Not surprisingly, this was an uneasy period in which Thackeray suffered a great 

deal of personal anxiety about the safety of his mother and her husband. Though Louis-

Philippe was safely out of the picture when he eventually returned to Paris in February 

1849, Louis Napoleon had just forced the newly formed National Assembly to vote its 

own dissolution ð a move which was widely expected to trigger further popular unrest. 

To an extent, Thackeray was able to be more blasé about potential uprisings than he had 

been at a distance the year before when revolutionary activities were at their height. The 

day after he arrived in Paris, he wrote to his treasured friend, Jane Brookfield, and 

blithely remarked that óSome say there is a revolution ready for today ð the town is 

crammed with soldiers and one has a curious feeling of interest and excitement as in 

walking about on ice thatôs rather dangerous and may tumble in at any moment.ô
83

 

However, the work which he produced during his stay was rather less light-hearted. 

Other than visiting his mother, one of the primary reasons that Thackeray had 

travelled to Paris was to amass much-needed material for new contributions to Punch. 

Following the conclusion of Snobs of England in February 1847, his last major 

contribution to the satirical journal had been Sketches and Travels in London ð a series 

which had begun in tongue-in-cheek agreement with the idea that óBritons do not care a 
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fig for foreign affairsô.
84

 In this string of metropolitan vignettes narrated by óMr Specô, 

Thackeray had developed some of the key London-centred techniques and topographies 

which would become more prominent in his later novels. Most notable, in this respect, 

was the debut appearance of the óCave of Harmonyô ð Thackerayôs amalgamated 

portrait of various Covent Garden nightspots which he goes on to use to such resonant 

effect in The Newcomes and The Adventures of Philip.
85

 On its first appearance in 

Punch, as Thackerayôs narrator initiates the reader into this óhaunt of pleasureô, he 

exudes Pendennis-like nostalgia and packages his description into sweepingly 

collectivized masculine memories. Alongside such Oxbridge types as óLightsides of 

Corpusô and óBardolph of Brasenoseô, Spec is ócarried instantaneously back to the days 

of [his] youthô as he listens to one of the Caveôs professional singers, Mr Grinsby, 

perform a comic órusticô song. Grinsbyôs exaggerated gestures and feigned emotions 

trigger a series of universalizing meditations on the performative nature of the public 

life of the common man. Beginning with the exclamation: óO Grinsby [...] what a 

number of people and things in this world do you representô, Mr Spec runs through a 

list of professionals who are equally dependent on carefully fashioned outward 

identities which belie their true feelings. In characteristic Thackerayan fashion, the 

meditation comes full circle, and Spec concludes as he began, wondering: óWho isnôt 

like Grinsby in life?ô
86

 It was such cyclic musings and their reappearance in The 

Newcomes which helped to fuel some of the most evocative myths surrounding 

establishments such as the Cyder Cellars where Thackeray would later entertain 
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Christopher Cranch. Even those who regarded these óinterestingô late-hours venues with 

suspicion tended to concede that Thackerayôs fiction had exerted an improving effect. 

The temperance campaigner, J. Ewing Ritchie, for example, acknowledged that 

Thackeray óhad something to do with th[e] reformô of this formerly óobsceneô 

establishment, ensuring that ónow nothing objectionable is sung.ô
87

 Alternatively, John 

Hollingsheadôs semi-affectionate characterization of the Cyder Cellars as a óharmonious 

sewerô captured the double-edged associations which Thackerayôs writings helped to 

instil in the popular imagination.
88

 

Though Thackeray was certainly an enthusiastic participant in Londonôs social 

scene at the time, the original context in which Sketches and Travels in London 

appeared ensured that its Anglo-isolationist stance was infused with irony. He unveils 

the Cave of Harmony, for example, on a page in Punch which is divided between his 

sketch and an image from Richard Doyleôs óBarry-eux Tapestryô ð a seething six-plate 

Bayeux-Tapestry-style comic strip sending up British fears of an invasion from France. 

Thackerayôs account of his nostalgist-narratorôs arrival at a thoroughly English night-
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time haunt thus appears directly below a chaotic illustration of French soldiers and a 

pack of ópoodle-dogesô invading London ð or rather óY
E 
METROPOLYZô (see figure 

1c).
89

 Doyleôs caricature culminates with the French and their poodles besieging the 

Punch office on Fleet Street before being chased out of England by the magazineôs 

symbolic figurehead, Mr Punch, and his canine sidekick, Toby. In this way, 

Thackerayôs depiction of London homosocial life emerged in tandem with a 

characteristic manifestation of Punchôs rumbustious approach to its neighbours across 

the Channel. Indeed, the magazine had acted as a defiantly unforgiving mirror to the 

strained Anglo-French relations which had increasingly characterized the 1840s. From 

the Prince de Joinvilleôs threatening pamphlet on French naval potential in 1844, 

through the Spanish Marriage Crisis of 1846, and throughout the 1848 upheavals 

themselves, Punch remained an unashamedly biased champion of British interests.
90

 

The upshot of this on a number of occasions was a complete embargo on the journal 

throughout France ð something which only added fuel to comic retaliations from 

satirists such as Richard Doyle against the French governing powers.
91

  

However, as Marion Spielmann would point out later in the century, the Punch 

staff of the 1840s not only represented events abroad from an English perspective but 

were also generally felt to identify themselves with the capital ð óseeing with 

Londonôs eyes and judging by London standards.ô
92

 Accordingly, as mounting unrest in 

France erupted into revolution, Thackeray used his London-centric series to comment 

on foreign affairs in a manner that was perfectly in keeping with Punchôs customary 

approach. Soon after Louis-Philippeôs abdication and his flight from Paris to London, 
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Thackeray published a sketch entitled óA Club in an 

Uproarô.
93

 As the illustrated initial of its opening 

sentence might suggest (figure 1d), this was a piece 

in which the perceived harmony of English 

homosociality and the destabilizing radicalism of its 

French equivalent came to a satirical head. In this 

sketch, Thackeray parodies the óhabituésô of a Pall 

Mall club as they are swept up into a wave of 

hysteria when they learn of the latest dramatic turn 

of events across the Channel. In doing so, Thackeray 

generates a very different idea of collectivized masculine experience to that which Spec 

encounters in the Cave of Harmony little more than a month earlier. 

In this later contribution to Sketches and Travels in London, Spec visits the 

óMegatheriumô ð a gentlemanôs club-cum-homosocial pressure cooker. Here, the 

reader encounters a skirmish between the clubôs normally respectable members as they 

squabble over conflicting and ever more sensationalized reports of the upheavals in 

France. To the contemporary nineteenth-century reader, however, there would also have 

been clear ironic parallels between this raucous scene and the type of mutinous 

commotion which had inspired this very English panic in the first place. The clubmenôs 

óprodigious bawling and disputingô, bear striking echoes of the behaviour more usually 

associated with Francophile revolutionary clubs in London ð fraternities which were 

generally described in alarmist terms and which were blamed on the influx of émigrés 

from the collapsing French regime.
94

 Widely perceived as riotously seditious and 

chronically ill-mannered, these gatherings contributed significantly to the socio-
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political unease rife in England at the time ð and indeed in respectable London 

establishments not dissimilar to Thackerayôs fictional Megatherium.
95

 Yet as much as 

anything else, Thackerayôs sketch gives wry expression to the potentially macrocosmic 

consequences of localized homosocial exchanges. As he describes the chaos unfolding 

in this particular gentlemanôs club, Spec foregrounds the influence which institutional 

homosocial spaces exert over the psyche of the average middle-class Englishman. At 

the same time, the sketchôs most disquieting inference is that unsubstantiated rumour 

and idle gossip play a decidedly active role in the formation of public opinion. 

Underlying this, however, is a strain of characteristically robust self-mockery directed 

back onto Punch itself. The garrulous excesses of the Megatherium clubmen mirror the 

excesses of the satirical publication in which they appear ð a publication which was 

wholly unapologetic about its status as a dominant and often domineering metropolitan 

mouthpiece for the mood of the nation. 

When a somewhat jaded Thackeray returned to post-revolutionary Paris a year 

after this sketch, one gets the impression that his fatigue related not only to London 

itself but also to his employerôs exuberantly metropolitan approach to satirical 

commentary. Perhaps still smarting from Charles Leverôs charge that his writing 

savoured excessively of the ótownô, he confessed to Jane Brookfield that he had recently 

been feeling so weary of Punch that he was beginning to think that he ómust have done 

with it.ô On one level then, his journey to the French capital ð which he hoped would 

ógive [him] a subject for at least 6 weeks in Punchô ð marked an undoubted attempt to 

shake off his ennui by means of fresh subject-matter.
96

 The trip represented a chance to 

revisit the óhaunts of his youthô and ideally to get back in touch with the creative energy 

and excitement which he had felt as a young art student in the Latin Quarter. Any 
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prospect of a new start, however, seems to have swiftly evaporated. Though he 

dispensed with Mr Spec, his new persona (óFolkstone Canterburyô) was just as much a 

man of the world and, if anything, was more world-weary. In the event, Thackeray only 

managed to find energy and material for three articles for Punch: óParis Revisited by an 

Old Paris Manô (10 February 1849), óTwo or Three Theatres at Parisô (24 February 

1849), and óOn Some Dinners at Parisô (3 March 1849). All three share the same air of 

disenchantment. This can of course be partly attributed to the dramatic changes which 

the capital had undergone since Thackerayôs last visit. It was a city in limbo, struggling 

to adapt to its status as the capital of a volatile (and ultimately short-lived) republic. Not 

someone who had ever had much time for the recurrent changes of the French regime, 

Thackeray felt that, in the aftermath of 1848, Paris had become órather dreary and 

shabbyô. His Punch sketches at the time conjure up a city cluttered with vacuous 

commemorative emblems of the revolution and inhabited by a dispirited population 

bound together by little more than a form of ónational atheismô.
97

 

However, for all the ómoral bankruptcyô which he perceives in Paris itself, it is 

Thackerayôs own sense of emptiness and dislocation which is most palpable in these 

late contributions to Punch. Written two years before he resigned from the journal in 

protest at an especially irreverent caricature of Louis Napoleon, these sketches are 

marked by an inability to find rejuvenation in reminiscence. As much as he tries, the 

thirty-seven-year-old Thackeray seems incapable of shaking off the taint of London ð 

or, at least, of escaping habits which have become essential to his daily existence. This 

comes through particularly strongly in his final Punch sketch from the period. In óOn 

Some Dinners at Parisô, published in March 1849, he is besieged by multiple expatriate 

friends all of whom insist on entertaining him with their best English fare. He soon 
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concludes that he might as well have stayed in London as he finds that he does not have 

time for the óquiet eveningsô which he had hoped to spend at the truly Parisian haunts of 

his youth. Crucially, the anglicized meals with which his hosts provide him are not 

without their own air of Bohemian frugality. The boiled legs of mutton ð the potatoes, 

turnips, beeksteak, and ale ð are all offered in the spirit of informal hospitality to 

which Thackeray had become accustomed back in London. In the course of the 1840s 

this was undoubtedly a brand of social life which he had come to relish as a member of 

the Punch circle ð penning jubilant drinking songs such as óThe Mahogany Treeô 

(1847) in celebration of the fact. In this sketch at the end of the decade, however, his 

ever-present British friends are by no means a wholly welcome addition to his time in 

Paris. For Thackeray, they are a perpetual reminder of the disjunction between his past 

and present selves ð their well-meaning intrusions exacerbating his sense of alienation 

from the more thoroughly continental Bohemian experiences of his youth. 

 

1.3 Flogging Bohemia: Biographical Extremes 

 

óNo, Becky ð our hearts neither bleed for you, nor cry out against 

you. [...] You are not one of us, and there is an end to our 

sympathies and censures. [...] The construction of this clever little 

monster is diabolically French.ô 

Elizabeth Rigby, óVanity Fair: A Novel without a Heroô, 

Quarterly Review (1848)
98

 

 

Becky Sharpôs opening act of lexicographical defiance in Vanity Fair does not simply 

fluster the faint-hearted Jemima Pinkerton ð it scandalizes her fellow protagonist and 

travelling-companion, Amelia Sedley. In the same way that Beckyôs misbehaviour 

establishes her transgressive nature, Ameliaôs alarm provides an early indication of her 
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weakly compliant disposition. Indeed, the latterôs agitation at the catapulted dictionary 

arises from a fear-induced respect for authority which Becky is conspicuously without. 

Thus we read that Ameliaôs horror at her friendôs disdain for convention relates to the 

fact that she has just óleft school, and the impressions of six years are not got over in 

that space of timeô (VF, p. 9). However, rather than focalizing Ameliaôs schoolgirl 

anxieties, the narrative skirts around her personal response with a bluffly generalizing 

digression. Advancing from behind his curtain, the óManager of the Performanceô 

informs the reader that ówith some persons [the] awes and terrors of youth last for ever 

and ever.ô He proceeds to illustrate his point with an anecdotal aside, casually 

remarking that: 

 

I know for instance an old gentleman of sixty eight, who said to me 

one morning at breakfast, with a very agitated countenance ð ñI 

dreamed last night that I was flogged by Doctor Raine.ò Fancy had 

carried him back five and fifty years in the course of that evening. 

Dr. Raine and his rod were just as awful to him in his heart then at 

sixty eight as they had been at thirteen. If the Doctor with a large 

birch had appeared bodily to him even at the age of threescore and 

eight; and had said in awful voice, ñBoy, take down your pant* *ò 

Well, well, Miss Sedley was exceedingly alarmed at this act of 

insubordination. (VF, pp. 9ï10) 

 

Both the content of this digression and the act of digression itself are quintessentially 

Thackerayan. From his earliest journalism through to his final novels, bitter-sweet 

nostalgia for schoolboy floggings is not only a recurrent motif but also a notable 

narratorial device.
99

 Almost without exception, these garrulous narrative detours are 

centred on male public schools and are strangely self-emasculating.
100

 They exert a 
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variety of deflationary effects and, in this case, the calculated loss of narrative focus 

destabilizes both Ameliaôs prim outrage and Beckyôs rather trifling óact of 

insubordinationô. More specifically, however, this masculinised digression places the 

cultural antagonisms at the heart of the episode under substantial satirical strain. 

 The nationality-clash between Thackerayôs protagonists becomes increasingly 

apparent as Becky revels in her symbolic victory over her former oppressors. She 

exuberantly broadcasts her French origins in a triumphant war cry: óVive la France, 

Vive lôEmpereur, Vive Bonaparte!ô This outburst once again mortifies Amelia, who 

responds with another reproach: óO Rebecca, Rebecca, for shameô. In case we should be 

left in any doubt about the fact that Amelia represents the voice of English propriety, 

the narrator explains her reaction with the observation that óin those days, in England to 

say ñLong live Bonaparte,ò was as much as to say ñLong live Luciferòô (VF, p. 10). In 

the shadow of the preceding narrative digression, however, both French and English 

voices struggle to secure our conviction. The narratorôs anecdotal rambling instils the 

passage with a self-sabotaging air of English conservatism. In fact, the hypothetical old 

gentlemanôs fixation on school day beatings runs counter to any sense of progress ð 

whether narrative or ideological. His universalized recollections create a regressive 

backdrop against which Beckyôs subversive behaviour appears as bathetic and 

unproductive as the gentlemanôs quasi-senile nostalgia. Ultimately, the compulsive pull 

of reminiscent digression and institutionalized homosociality drains Becky of the exotic 

allure which she might otherwise have possessed. 

 First drafted in early 1846 and eventually published in January 1847, this 

passage emerged at the heart of Thackerayôs writing career.
101

 It notably brings together 

elements of both Continental Bohemianism and the distinctive brand of English 
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LXIV, Vanity Fair 

homosociality which would become increasingly dominant 

in Thackerayôs later work. Indeed, the piece strikingly 

anticipates some of the more wide-reaching developments 

which have so infuriated critics such as John Carey. The 

latterôs unqualified rejection of all of Thackerayôs fiction 

after Vanity Fair encompasses a reaction to precisely the 

type of urbane but disempowering masculine intervention 

seen in this passage. Just as significantly, Careyôs view that 

Thackeray was ultimately ódestroyed by successô uncovers a 

paradox which is already beginning to surface in the first 

number of this novel. Carey sees the eventual ócollapseô of Thackerayôs work óinto 

gentlemanliness and cordialityô as a sign of the wholesale óemasculationô of his art 

(Prodigal, p. 20).  It is therefore ironic that, as in the case of the anecdotal digression 

above, this alleged process of emasculation begins to occur at exactly the time that 

Thackeray becomes more focused on male homosocial spaces and experiences. 

Taking inspiration from the óplain-mannishô George Orwell, Carey construes 

Thackerayôs life and output as a narrative of retreat, fabrication, and enervation.
102

 For 

Carey, Thackerayôs depictions of masculine interaction post-Vanity Fair are 

unforgivably compromised ð solely designed to entertain (and sell novels) without 

offence.
103

 Among the worst culprits are Thackerayôs well-known Bohemian duo, 

Arthur Pendennis and George Warrington, who appear not only in The History of 
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Pendennis, but also in The Newcomes and The Adventures of Philip. In Careyôs view, 

their antics are no better than óinexpert imitations of masculine pleasuresô and form part 

of Thackerayôs highly manufactured portrait of a ówild yet innocuousô social scene 

(Prodigal, p. 152). Characteristically, Careyôs agenda is doggedly anti-elitist; his 

complaint is not so much that Thackeray idealizes the wrong sort of masculine 

behaviour but rather that his romanticization of male middle-class frugality airbrushes 

out genuine instances of social deprivation. Yet, if Thackeray pedals a seductively 

óheartyô and óhygienicô version of unconventional homosocial life, Carey is himself 

seduced by an alternative Bohemian narrative. 

 George Levine has argued that, in his precarious embodiment of both 

sentimentality and cynicism, the eponymous protagonist of Pendennis personifies óthe 

realistôs compromiseô. By this, Levine intends us to understand that Arthur Pendennisôs 

distinctive approach to life endorses óthe quietly dishonest assumption that the real 

world is not rife with extremes.ô
104

 It is just this dulling of extremes which Carey 

laments in his own evaluation of The History of Pendennis. He categorically rejects the 

softened edges of Thackerayôs pragmatic version of reality in this and later novels, 

yearning instead for the dramatic contrasts of more spontaneous modes of working ð 

or, as some commentators at the time put it, for the óslashing downright Bohemian 

papersô of Thackerayôs magazine days.
105

 Carey finds plenty of extremes in 

Thackerayôs biography, on the other hand. Claiming that his life óreads like a fictionô, 

Carey particularly relishes the ówild ups and downs of fortuneô characterizing the earlier 

chapters of Thackerayôs óprodigalô literary career (Prodigal, p. 11). Careyôs handling of 

this period establishes a satisfying crossover between the reckless verve of Thackerayôs 
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