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Abstract
‘Beyond Byron, Legitimising Lamb: The Cultural Context of Lamb’s Life and Works’

This interdisciplinary thesis is concerned with the works by and cultural
perception of Lady Caroline Lamb (1785-1828). Focusing upon her three published
novels, Glenarvon (1816), Graham Hamilton (1822) and Ada Reis (1823), I will argue
that, when considering the texts in the social and political context of Lamb’s life, the
novels can be read as a critique of the moral bankruptcy and political ineffectiveness of
her milieu of the Whig aristocracy, in which she includes herself and her notorious
affair with Lord Byron. Though Lamb’s fictional portraits of Byron, particularly in
Glenarvon, have been read as an expression of her spleen, they are more than that: itisa
continuation of her sophisticated critique of contemporary Whig morality and politics.
A close reading of the texts will discuss Lamb’s choice of the novel as a vehicle for her
critique as one that is informed by the orientation of her writing towards the intended
readership of her own milieu. This thesis will offer a new perspectivé upon how much
Lamb was prepared to willingly submit her own experiences and that of her immediate
family to the scrutiny of public gaze as a means to ensure the efficacy of her
communicative intent, and how the construction of the novels reveals an hitherto
unsuspected sophistication in the assessment of her readership and of the most effective
vehicle by which to reach them. This thesis will also undertake a reassessment of
Lamb’s cultural legacy as an hysterical woman, fatally obsessed with Byron, and how
this perception of her has diminished her reputation as a writer, undermined her critique
of the aristocracy, and which has been exacerbated by biographical and fictional
representations. Thus this thesis considers Lamb as a writer of significant interest that
goes beyond the inhibiting presence of Byron by taking into account the wider cultural

and political moment of production to offer a more productive reading her work.
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Introduction

In 1816 Lady Caroline Lamb’s first novel, Glenarvon, was published and thus
began Lamb’s career as a writer. Lamb wrote two more full length novels, Graham
Hamilton (1822), Ada Reis (1823), is the accepted author of two anonymous critiques of
Byron’s stature as a poet and the first two cantos of Byron’s Don Juan, A New Canto
(1819) and Gordon: A Tale (1821), and wrote poetry that appeared in the novels and as
a posthumous collection collated by Isaac Nathan.! However, despite this body of work
Lamb is largely forgotten as a writer and is chiefly remembered for the scandal created
by her emotional involvement with Lord Byron in 1812. The content and timing of the
publication of Glenarvon has done much to impede Lamb’s reputation as a writer.
Central to this novel is a representation of Lamb’s relationship with Byron, and it was
published a month after Byron left England in self-imposed exile and under a cloud of
suspicion as to the exact nature of his relationship with his half-sister and his wife. The
close temporal proximity of the novel to Lamb’s involvement with Byron, and the
emotional intensity of the content has, until relatively recently, precluded Lamb from
being considered as anything other than egotistical or desperate. Lamb herself
underplays the sustained intellectual commitment necessary to produce the work by
claiming that she wrote the novel in secret and in just one month, ‘unknown to all (save
a governess, Miss Welsh), in the middle of the night.”> However, invaluable research
by John Clubbe reveals this claim to be spurious as he discovered that Glenarvon was
begun, even if only in outline, possibly as early as 1813.% This suggests that Lamb’s
claim is a strategic one rather than an accurate one; the speed and secrecy possibly
excusing her from both inherent faults within the novel and the emotional outrage that
she predicted would inevitably follow when she observed that even ‘before I published
it I thought myself ruined past recall’.* It is this self-awareness that prompts the crucial
questions that lie at the heart of this thesis. Why, when knowing the consequences of
her actions, did she feel compelled to enter the public arena of print culture with such
personal and inflammatory material? Once she had done so, what can be made of
Lamb’s decision to pursue her writing career, and how has this sustained intellectual

effort been systematically over looked?



In order to answer these questions, this thesis is structured in two parts as it
addresses two issues, which have been separated in previous work on Lamb but which
are inextricably linked: Lamb as a lucid writer of an incisive social and political critique
of her own milieu, and the process by which Lamb’s profile as a writer has been
undermined by the biographical and fictional representations of her as a historical
figure. This first part, consisting of chapters one to four, considers the legitimacy of
viewing Lamb as a serious writer. To do so means going beyond the inhibiting
presence of Byron by considering the context of Lamb as a socio-historical subject
whose novels are, I shall argue, written for the specific audience of her own milieu. A
close textual analysis of the novels will reveal the context of shared experience between
writer and idealised reader that can only be gleaned when the works are re-connected to
the socio-historical context and the envisioned readership, and will reveal Lamb to be a

hitherto unrecognised commentator upon contemporary issues.

It is necessary to state here that it is primarily the three published novels,
Glenarvon, Graham Hamilton and Ada Reis, that are under scrutiny in this thesis. The
two major poems, 4 New Canto and Gordon: A Tale are discussed at length on the
subject of genre choice in chapter two, and the majority of the shorter poems initially
appeared in the novels. That is not to say that I have deemed them unworthy of further
study, but it is within the three novels, read as a body, that a sustained intellectual
commitment to her message for reform is present. Similarly, while letters by Lamb are
referred to in this research, they are consulted in a supportive capacity to the literary
endeavour undertaken by Lamb as a sustained intellectual commitment. Letters are, by
nature, transient, and contain what Lamb herself spoke of the truth as being ‘what one
believes at the moment.”> Letters are a representation of a moment in time and,
although a valuable source of information, such as Paul Douglass’ recent publication of
a selection of Lamb’s letters, and whilst certainly thought provoking they are not
products of a sustained intellectual endeavour or necessarily subject to scrupulous
revision, and it is in Lamb’s public presentation of her ideas that I am interested.
Unless a whole lifetime’s correspondence is presented, the very process of selecting
letters by a posthumous editor for publication is an act of choosing from a wide variety
of others to represent not just the subject but the editor’s view upon that subject, to
highlight his or her own persuasion in an attempt to persuade others. In the case of

Douglass’ recent selection of letters for example, the choice highlights his firm



conviction of Lamb’s inherent insanity, and is supported by his editorial commentary
that precedes each letter. The first letter to be selected is written by Caroline when she
was only twelve years old contains childish word play in the construction of a rhyme to
her cousin, Georgiana Cavendish (Little G), who was only two years older. Asa

reproduced letter, it tells us nothing at first glance, as it appears to contain nonsense:

Oh sweetest devel tis now my turn to write to you what you should burn is
hario ill I’'m sorry for it [...] Oh lord what troubles in this be and naught but
gambling wine and [glee?] will cure it what am I writing come sing row de
low row de low we leave for our heroes pleasure if fighting.®

As a piece of text it is nonsense because the content stands alone, removed from the
context of the dialogue in which it was clearly produced as indicated by Lamb stating it
was her ‘turn to write’. The only sense that can be made of it therefore is what
Douglass’ tells the reader it means by way of his editorial input in which he says that it
is evidence of Lamb’s burgeoning insanity rather than childish playfulness in that, for
her, ‘the emotional pendulum is always swinging.”’ It must be acknowledged that the
same process of selection applies to this thesis in that I have chosen letters that support
my own view that there is an alternative view of Lamb as a writer who took herself

seriously and denied the charges of madness.

This thesis presents itself as a challenge to the telling of Lamb’s story. Itis nota
work that sets out to recover the incontestable truth about her involvement with Byron
or the actual state of her mental health, but an examination of how Lamb’s own
perceptions of herself and her writings have become secondary to what is believed to be
the ‘truth’ about her. This process has been aided by the appropriation of Lamb by
writers of fiction that has its basis in historical fact, written contemporaneously to Lamb
and after her death. The second part of the thesis, consisting of chapters six and seven,
examines how Lamb becomes a caricature of herself in novels by her contemporaries
and how her own narrative is retold in a fictional format in the twentieth century that
blends fact and fiction to re-create the inner, hidden recesses of objective historical facts
that usually defines itself against uncritically sympathetic fiction. What becomes clear
about the fictionalisation of Lamb is that it is doubtful it would have occurred if she had
not written a fictional version of herself first. The bridge between these two halves is
chapter five, an intermediary chapter that considers Lamb’s diminished reputation as a

writer. Her reputation as, at best, an eccentric is precisely because of the very act of her



taking up the pen and the personalised content of Glenarvon, and it allowed others to

portray her for their own ends in their interpretation of an historical period.

Although Byron can be considered as a primary interlocutor for Lamb’s
communicative act, and their fictionalised relationship gives Glenarvon much of its
impetus, this thesis argues that Lamb’s envisioned audience included Byron but in a
much broader context than a mere re-telling of their affair. Instead, Lamb portrays their
relationship as a microcosm of a morally bankrupt section of society, the aristocracy,
and it is towards this section of society that Lamb orientates her writing towards with a
consistent message for the need for internal reform. Lamb condemns a code of
behaviour, such as entrenched adultery and the accruing of large gambling debts, which
threatened to compromise the legitimisation and presentation of the aristocracy as
natural leaders in whom authority and responsibility were invested on behalf of the
people. As a member of the most fashionable and politically prominent families of
ruling classes, the Ponsonbys, Spencers and Cavendishes, Lamb was well qualified to
write upon what she viewed as the endemic moral chaos that was in conflict with
oppositional party politics. However, it is this close proximity to her subject matter that
I shall argue has precluded Lamb’s criticisms from being regarded as anything other
than either as a spiteful attempt at revenge against Byron by her contemporary milieu,
or simply as an example of both the cause and effect of that very process, so closely was
she identified with the perceived excesses and lax morality of the period. In studies of
her life, as a ‘Devonshire House girl’, a phrase that William Lamb used as a collective
description of Lamb and her cousins.® It is a phrase that is deployed by Lamb’s
biographers as implying a giddy irresponsibility with vast hereditary wealth at her
disposal, having the same connotations as a modern day ‘It girl’ that we are so familiar
with in the shape of current aristocratic celebrities such as Tara Palmer-Tompkinson and
Lady Victoria Hervey. The essence of an ‘It’ girl is an encapsulation of the spirit of her
times; the actress Clara Bow who starred in the 1927 Paramount film ‘It” who was the
perfect emblem of the flighty hedonism of pre-depression America, an unstoppable
exhibitionist who dyed her hair and her dog red to match her car.’ Although Bow, a
working class girl from Brooklyn, was the first to be designated an ‘It’ girl, the term
swiftly came to be synonymous with the exuberant and extravagant lifestyle of
aristocratic women who had the capacity to fascinate and appal a simultaneously

admiring and censoriousness public who read about their exclusive exploits in the press.



As shall be discussed in chapters five, six and seven it is this version of Lamb as a
representative of the flamboyant narcissism of the Regency period that attracts her
biographers and writers of fictional versions of Lamb’s life, which has all the elements
of the excessive lifestyle that has its modern equivalent in the repetitive tabloid reports
of the excesses of modern day aristocratic party girls such Palmer-Tompkinson, and it
these representations that have contributed towards the lack of critical engagement with
Lamb. However, it is precisely because of her connection with the aristocratic lifestyle
of ephemeral excess that enables Lamb to write the lack of a sense of purpose,
discipline and integrity within the aristocracy, and the dangers of being too closely
associated with fashionable elitism. Her novels are reflective of the increasing
criticisms, in the aftermath of the French Revolution and in the build up to the 1832
Reform Bill, and of how easily entrenched, arbitrary privilege could be replaced by the
emerging class of evangelical and entrepreneurial professionals that practised morality
in both public and private. Although Lamb is not unique in criticising the system of
‘Old Corruption’, a phrase identified by Gary Kelly as meaning a recognition of the
inadequacies of the patronage system of a hierarchical and paternalistic social order,'
she is extraordinary in that she is doing so from within the very heart of it and it is this

milieu that is Lamb’s envisioned audience.

In spite of the fact that Lamb’s novels consistently critique the aristocracy she is
not advocating their removal but is, instead, reasserting the ‘naturalness’ of rule by
members of a long-established ruling class distinguished by noblesse oblige, a high
sense of honour, responsibility and public duty. As I discuss in chapter one, Lamb’s
view of the aristocracy is conservative in the manner of Edmund Burke and her view of
her position is informed by what Bourdieu describes as ‘habitus.” Bourdieu’s concept of
habitus is a set of dispositions which incline the subject to act and react in certain ways
that are inculcated practices, perceptions and attitudes determined by the formative
social conditions in which individuals exist.!! Therefore biographical references to
Lamb as a ‘Devonshire House’ girl and the anecdote of her drinking ‘confusion to the
Tories in mugs of milk’'? are illustrative, albeit clumsily of Lamb’s formative habitus as
a member of the aristocratic opposition party, the Whigs. Devonshire House was the
focal point for the Whig opposition to the Tory government of George III, presided over
by her famously fashionable aunt, and the doyenne of the Whig party, Georgiana, the

Duchess of Devonshire, as is discussed at length in chapter one. According to



Bourdieu, the habitus also provides the individual with a sense of how to act and
respond in the course of daily life, orientating their actions and inclinations without
determining them. Lamb is therefore inclined to ‘be’ an aristocrat with Whig principles,
so a brief explanation of these principles and biographical outline of Lamb as an

inheritor of the Whig tradition is necessary.

The origins of the Whig party were forged in the unsuccessful struggle in 1679-
81 to exclude from the British throne the Roman Catholic Duke of York, who did
eventually succeed as James II (1685-1688). Whigs gloried in the part they played in
overthrowing James in the Glorious Revolution of 1688, using as justification the
philosophy of John Locke, who argued that the representatives of the people have the
right to dismiss any political authority that does not fulfil the purpose for which it was
created, primarily to protect the natural rights of each citizen in the form of life, liberty
and, perhaps most importantly, property.13 Thus the Whigs, in opposing what they
viewed as the inherent autocracy of George III with regards to the liberty of his subjects
(particularly the American colonists and the Irish), came to advocate a responsible
constitutional government. Consisting of a core of intermarried aristocratic families, the
Devonshires, Spencers, Russells and Bedfords, the Whigs dominated nineteenth-century
liberal politics. They were committed to constitutional and religious liberties, but were
not democrats. Instead, they were patrician leaders who believed that the aristocracy
ruled in trust for the people, positioning themselves as intermediaries between the
monarchy and the populace, allowing themselves to reconcile the necessity of political

change with political and social stability.

The Whigs were in political opposition for the duration of Lamb’s life and it is
this position that informs her critique of her milieu, since she recognised that reform
was necessary if they ever hoped to regain the political initiative. Born in 1785, she
was the fourth child and only daughter of Frederick Ponsonby, third Earl of
Bessborough, and Henrietta Frances, the daughter of the first Earl Spencer and sister of
Georgiana, the fifth Duchess of Devonshire. Although her father’s political career is of
- little interest, Lamb’s eldest brother, John William Ponsonby, later fourth Earl of
Bessborough, entered Parliament in 1805 in the Whig interest at Knaresborough, one of
the Duke of Devonshire’s seats. He was an important figure of the Holland House set, a
- stronghold of Whig politicians and men of letters, although open to anyone of talent and



like-minded religious and political sympathies. The focus of the circle was the home of
Henry Richard Fox, the third Baron Holland, and his wife Elizabeth Vassall Fox, with
whom Lamb was friends, despite the former’s socially unacceptable status among
women as a divorced wife who then married her lover, and until Lamb alienated her by
her portrayal of Lady Holland in Glenarvon. John Ponsonby became chief whip for the
Whigs and with Lords Durham and Russell, and Sir James Graham, he prepared the first
Reform Bill in 1830." Lamb’s aunt, Georgiana, was the undisputed leader of the
fashionable society, who was adored by the Prince Regent and an intimate of Marie
Antoinette. She was also an important figure within the Whig party as its chief
negotiator and campaigner whose staunchest supporter was Charles James Fox, a
leading figure of the Holland House set. As Lamb’s mother and aunt were inseparable,
Lamb was brought up with her cousins as part of an extended family that also included
politicians, playwrights, writers, musicians and artists, for the Whigs were great patrons
of the arts. As a young girl, Lamb spent time abroad due to her mother’s ill health and
Georgiana’s enforced exile due to the Duke of Devonshire’s discovery of her affair with
and pregnancy by Charles Grey, later Earl Grey."”” On return to England, Lamb
attended school briefly but on the whole, any formal education was neglected. Lamb
was married in 1805 to William Lamb, later Lord Melbourne, who became first Prime
Minister to Queen Victoria. Despite being the second son, and before his elder
brother’s death, William was the hope of his mother, Lady Melbourne’s, political
ambitions and was a regular fixture of the Holland House set. He entered politics under
Whig patronage in 1806, taking the seat for Leominster. William’s early political career
was promising but patchy for which his marriage to Lamb has been held responsible. It
was not until his appointment as Chief Secretary to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland in
1827, which he gained because of his Whig connections, that William’s political career
began an upward trajectory, culminating in the first Premiership of the reign of Queen

Victoria.

In the early years of their marriage, Lamb suffered a miscarriage, the death of a
premature baby girl, and her only surviving son, Augustus George, remained
undeveloped mentally and suffered frequent fits. Lamb’s marriage to William survived
despite these tragedies, her infidelity with Byron and the subsequent emotional
aftermath. William also supported Lamb’s intellectual efforts, after the shock of
Glenarvon being published, having acted as tutor to Lamb in the early days of their



marriage. Eventually, he succumbed only to pressure from his family, who feared for
William’s political prospects and were convinced of Lamb’s insanity, and he formally
separated from Lamb in 1825. Lamb removed herself to Paris in the same year,
William having settled an allowance of three thousand pounds a year upon Lamb. She
did not remain there for long; she departed in August and William allowed her to return
to Brocket Hall, the country seat of the Melbournes, by October, where she lived alone
until the last few months of her life. In December 1827, she was taken to London under
medical supervision, having developed symptoms of dropsy, a condition that is
described in a medical dictionary of 1829 as ‘a preternatural swelling of the whole
body, or some part of it, occasioned by a collection of watery humour’.!® Lamb died in
January 1828 but despite the lonely end of her life, Lamb’s central position within the
opposition elite connects her to an intellectually stimulating, politically challenging and
artistically creative cultural discourse of diversity in the early nineteenth century in
which she actively engaged. Lamb campaigned on behalf of her brother-in-law, George
Lamb, in 1819, corresponded with Amelia Opie, Lady Morgan, John Murray and
William Godwin, and assisted Godwin financially along with William Blake. She
attended the literary salons of Elizabeth Benger and Elizabeth Spence, where she
became reacquainted with her neighbour Edward Bulwer Lytton, upon whom she had
exercised a critical influence and, it has been suggested, whom she became romantically
involved with. It is also where she met his bride to be, Rosina Wheeler Doyle, who has
been described as Lamb’s protégée.)” It is these rich cultural connections that form part
of the extra-verbal context in which Lamb’s novels are situated that justify a re-
examination of Lamb as something more than the cast-off mistress of Byron. Most
importantly of all, it is the innate sense of belonging to this distinct social position that

sheds the most light on the meaning of her novels.

It is this innate sense of belonging to the cultural and political elite that is
important when re-considering Lamb’s novels. Bourdieu’s work on institutional
hierarchy defines the social context, or the “field of cultural production’, as a structured
space of positions, determined by the distribution of various kinds of capital, such as
economic (actual wealth), symbolic (accumulated prestige) or cultural (knowledge or
cultural acquisitions). I will draw on this to show that Lamb has enough ‘cultural
capital’ of her own to warrant a re-reading of her novels in this light.!® Cultural capital

can be more fully defined as a form of knowledge or internalised code that invests the



social agent with a competence for deciphering the social relations that maintain the
institutionalised hierarchy, something which is particularly pertinent in the case of
Lamb:

The kinds of capital, like trumps in a game of cards, are powers

which define the chances of profit in a given field [...]. For

example, the volume of cultural capital [...] determines the

aggregate chances of profit in which cultural capital is effective,

thereby helping to determine position in the social space (in so

far as position is determined by success in the cultural ﬁeld.)]9
It is important to recognise that cultural capital cannot be ‘bought’ by money or an
accumulation of knowledge, learned skills or other cultural acquisitions because, by
virtue of the habitus, individuals are already predisposed to act in certain ways. Lynne
Pearce illustrates this predisposition with an example from Emily Bront&’s Wuthering
Heights. Pearce argues that ‘despite their “book learning”, Heathcliff and Hareton will
retain a vestige of their regional accent and gruff elocution, and Nelly her
“provincialisms.”?° In her second novel Lamb writes of just such an outsider’s
uncomfortable self-awareness on entering the company of an elite whom he had only
previously watched through windows with envy. This concept of cultural capital being
innate corresponds with Lamb’s view of the naturalness of the aristocracy, a
conservative view as defined by Burke, which is discussed in chapter one. Lamb’s
cultural capital therefore granted her the authority with which to speak upon the subject

of the aristocracy, and gives weight to the consistent message of reform present in her

novels.

Recent work undertaken by scholars such as Gary Kelly, Duncan Wu, Frances
Wilson, Caroline Franklin, Barbara Judson, Ghislaine McDayter and Paul Douglass has
begun a process of rehabilitation of Lamb as a writer upon contemporary issues.
Focusing upon Glenarvon, Gary Kelly writes of Lamb as a popular author, in
conjunction with Amelia Opie and Maria Edgeworth, using the novel to intervene in the
debate about domestic affections being the site of moral and social cohesion in the
aftermath of the French Revolution.! Kelly also includes Lamb in his overview of
English fiction in the Romantic Period, recognising Lamb’s critique of the
representation of the authentic self in relation to society and her portrayal of
‘transcendent female selfhood’ in Glenarvon, and the exoticism of Ada Reis as a

popular type of novel that relocated the criticisms of British court culture to the nsefully



comparative location of the East.2 Duncan Wu included Lamb’s 4 New Canto in the
second edition of Romanticism: An Anthology, whereas it had been excluded from the
first, commenting in the introduction of the second edition that Lamb intended to
‘mimic — and excel — Don Juan® by appropriating Byron’s personality and rhyming
scheme, proving that she could ‘handle both.’” Wu has also written a full length
account of how Lamb achieved this act of literary and personality piracy and has
included Lamb in his anthology of Romantic women poets, as has Harriet Devine Jump,
but she is omitted from Fiona Robertson’s most recent collection from the period,
indicating a burgeoning but patchy interest in Lamb as a poet.>* In the same year as
Wu’s article on Lamb’s A New Canto, Wilson and Franklin both published an edition of
Glenarvon, Franklin’s being the first of a twelve volume set entitled 7he Romantics:
Women Novelists, which is demonstrative in itself of developing interest in Lamb as a
novelist as well as a poet. Both Wilson and Franklin write of the novel as an attempt to
‘convert personal experience into a dramatisation of the social restraints upon female
sexuality’ whilst also recognising Lamb’s negotiation of the interconnecting social and |
political conventions.> Wilson has also written on representations of Lamb and Byron
as allegorical figures in the melodramas of their own lives, and of Lamb’s literary
seduction by Byron.?® Barbara Judson and Ghislaine McDayter have both written on
the political dimension of Glenarvon. Judson focuses upon the dynamics of the genre
of the roman a clef and the subtleties of betrayal that provide Lamb with her subject
matter and method of execution; McDayter analyses the contemporary associations

127 Paul Douglass

between female hysteria and mob violence as represented in the nove
is the most recent and most prolific Lamb scholar, having published a biography, a
selection of her letters and numerous articles on Lamb by way of rehabilitating her as a
complex personality and a vivid writer.?® Although this work already undertaken by
Lamb scholars primarily concentrates on Glenarvon, it provides a solid foundation upon
which this thesis rests in terms of providing a supporting framework that allows for the

possibilities of a revisionist approach.

However, these isolated pockets of scholarly interest do not yet add up to a
greater sum of interest than its individual parts and Lamb remains dismissed from
sustained academic study despite, and as this thesis will argue, because of her
connection with one of the most distinctive literary figures in the canon. That is not to

say that Lamb has been neglected in other areas, as she has been the subject of five

10



biographies, but the mainstay of interest lies with Byron, rather than Lamb’s own
intellectual achievements. Elizabeth Jenkins’ Lady Caroline Lamb was the earliest
expression of interest in Lamb, first published in 1932 and re-published in 1974. This
was followed by Henry Blyth’s Caro: The Fatal Passion in 1972, Sean Manchester’s
Mad, Bad and Dangerous to Know in 1992, Susan Normington’s This Infernal Woman
in 2001 and Paul Douglass’ Lady Caroline Lamb in 2004 What is striking is the
similarities in each study, each being almost a copy of the one that has gone before, and
I will argue in chapters five and seven that the ‘truth’ of these studies has taken on an
almost mythical status because of this repetition. Lucasta Miller observes a similar
phenomenon occurring in the reconstruction of the lives of the Brontés, although ona

much larger scale. Miller writes:

Even a true story can become a myth by being endlessly repeateé
and woven into culture. To call an event in history mythic does
not necessarily denigrate its reality or truth value. But it does
acknowledge the penumbra of emotional, aesthetic and
ideological resonances which have clustered about it.*°

Facts, whilst appearing to be conclusive and non-negotiable, can therefore take on a
mythic quality, as can be seen by the similarities between the biographies and twentieth-
century reconstructions of Lamb as a fictional character discussed in chapter seven.

This is due to the limits of the biographical format, the main aim of which appears to be,
in Lamb’s case, to present its subject in the most sympathetic light, rather than to offer
an objective critical study, thereby limiting the scope for critical analysis. To overcome
what I perceive to be a resistance to a re-reading of Lamb’s novels by her biographers, a
revision of Lamb’s reputation as a woman fatally obsessed with Byron and an
investigation into the lack of critical curiosity into Lamb’s intellectual efforts is
necessary. The two strands are inextricably intertwined and are discussed at length in
chapter five. For example, the ‘evidence’ that is presented in studiesbof her life appears
to point towards Lamb’s mental state before and after her relationship with Byron,
which this thesis argues is actually past knowing, appears at first glance to be
conclusive. However, in light of research undertaken by Elaine Showalter, Jane Ussher
and Phyllis Chesler that clearly demonstrates the historic and contemporary limitations
and the misogynistic bias of alleged female insanity, any unquestioning acceptance of
the presumed state of Lamb’s mental health can only be considered suspect.’! That is
not to say that this thesis is a rejection of the biographical approach because a re-

evaluation of the cultural context of Lamb’s novels will necessarily invoive a criticai
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engagement with biographical detail and Lamb’s life is not only an interesting one, but
was also a crucial factor in the construction and reception of her novels. The value of
the biographical detail for this thesis lies less in the simple rehearsal of the story,
however melodramatic it is made to seem, than in the ways Lamb transformed her own
story into art. Michel Foucault argues that the social subject can only speak through a
combination of social, institutional and discursive pressures®> and that speech is a
reflection of those pressures, having embedded within it the power structures of the
hierarchy. However Foucault also argues that where there is power there is negotiation
and resistance, and that language is the site where these struggles are acted out. Lamb’s
decision to take up the pen is therefore to be interpreted as a method of resistance to the
threatened diagnosis of insanity and as resistance to the pressure put upon her to silence
her embarrassing revelations about the dissolute nature of the aristocracy. The process
by which Lamb and her knowledge have been delegitimised is discussed at length in
chapter five. Lamb’s last novel was published in 1823 and she died in 1828, but she pre-
empts not only the provisions of the 1832 Reform Bill that reinforced the position of the
aristocracy, but also themes in the later works of her contemporaries, Edward Bulwer
Lytton, Benjamin Disraeli and Mary Shelley. Lamb is not acknowledged as a source by
any of these more established writers, but there are distinct points of convergence that
are worthy of examination because of the disparity in their social and political positions,

and these come under examination in chapters two, four and six.

This introduction has highlighted the questions that arose at the outset of my
research as I recognise a tension between the authoritative voice of the author of
Glenarvon, Graham Hamilton and Ada Reis and the sustained critique of a specific
milieu, and representations of Lamb as an historical and hysterical figure. My first
chapter, entitled ‘Authority and Legitimacy: The Cultural Context of Lamb’s Novels,’
examines Lamb’s ideological blueprint as a Whig, which forms the basis of the
consistent message for aristocratic reform that informs her novels. Having fully
outlined the extraverbal content of the novels, the generic features of Lamb’s novels
come under scrutiny in my second chapter, entitled ‘Genre: the Politics of Form.’
Following on from the examination of how the external form is linked to the ideological
content, my third chapter, entitled ‘Settings and Destinations: The Political and Moral
Landscape,” will examine the concomitant element of genre in that the choice of genre

affects the temporal and geographical setting of the novels. Chapters two and three,
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therefore, go some way to offering a revisionist reading of Lamb’s novels in that neither
the form nor the content are taken for granted. My fourth chapter, entitled ‘A Written
Warning,” traces Lamb’s sustained use of the works of John Ford, whose influence upon
Lamb is recognisable in so far as she consciously flags up the source of her female
protagonist in Glenarvon; Lady Calantha is named after the heroine of Ford’s play, The
Broken Heart. What has hitherto gone unnoticed is the profound influence of Ford’s
lesser known works upon Lamb’s development as a writer. Lamb draws upon Fordian
names and themes repeatedly throughout her work and she shares a common feature
with Ford in that they both explore the role of the aristocracy and codes of aristocratic
behaviour, and use their works as ideological vehicles by which to offer their findings
as recommendations. Ford also offers his work as a model for the sensitive treatment of
unconventional love, social ostracism and misconstrued reputation, particularly in
relation to his female characters. It was something that Lamb had personal experience
of but she drew upon from Ford for expression of it. As I discuss in this chapter,
Lamb’s use of Ford sustains her critique of the aristocracy not only because of the
borrowed imagery; there is a factual and tangible lineage between dedicatees of Ford’s
work and Lamb’s extended family. Having examined Lamb’s novels as constructions
by which she conveyed her message of reform towards an envisioned readership, my
fifth chapter, entitled ‘The Limitations of Biography and the Assertion of Madness,’
offers an explanation of how that message has been lost, ignored or wilfully misread.
An examination of the cultural context of Lamb’s presumed insanity not only reveals
the unstable foundations upon which the diagnosis is based, but also how the stigma of
insanity delegitimises Lamb and her knowledge, and the method by which this familiar
image has become a matter of historical fact by virtue of repetition. My sixth chapter,
entitled ¢ “Portrait of a Lady”: Contemporary Literary Representations of Lamb,’ is an
examination of how Lamb is appropriated as herself a fictional character by her
contemporaries by way of augmenting their own legitimacy as writers, and as evidence
of her own delegitimised status. This chapter also traces her possible influence upon

her contemporary, Edward Bulwer Lytton.

My final chapter, entitled ‘Lamb’s Modern Legacy: Historical Fiction and
Fictional History,’ is an examination of Lamb as a character in, mainly romance, fiction
of the twentieth century and how Lamb becomes part of the Regency re-packaging as a

xpressing modern emotional nceds and desires, and thus cementing her status
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as someone beyond the boundaries of ‘serious’ academic study. This thesis as a whole
aims, therefore, to address the current situation of Lamb within academia as exemplified
by the quotation below:

Bernard: [...] I’'m ashamed to say I never read her fiction. and

how right you are, it is extraordinary stuff. [...] To rehabilitate

a forgotten writer, I suppose you could say that’s the main reason

for an English don. [...] I expect someone will be bringing out

Caroline Lamb’s oeuvre now? [...] How wonderful! Bravo!

Simply as a document shedding light on the character of

Byron[.]*®

The speaker of the above quotation from Tom Stoppard’s play Arcadia, is

Bernard Nightingale, an English don and Byron scholar whose response to the work of
Lamb scholar, Hannah Jarvis, is as fake as it is effusive. Nightingale is already known
to Jarvis as someone who reviewed her work by stating that he would see her off the
premises with a pat on the bottom.”>* Frances Wilson notes in an overview of Lamb’s
critics in her edition of Glenarvon that Stoppard’s character, Nightingale, represents an
academic attitude towards Lamb that is presented as being ‘tired, reactionary and
misogynistic,” arguing that the tide of literary criticism was turning in Lamb’s favour.*®
However, the words of the fictional Nightingale, first uttered in 1993, still reflect some
elements of truth with regards to Lamb’s current position academia in that she is
underrepresented as a writer of importance, whose works are rarely read for their own
sake but for the interest in ‘shedding light’ on Byron. It is the overall aim of this thesis
to bring about a reconsideration of Lamb and her works not only in the interests of
rehabilitating a forgotten author, but also as an illustration of how the historically
favoured canonical voice can distort and disarm the search to bring forward new voices
that can offer a new and complementary perspective to an historical and literary period
already under scrutiny. The original contribution to knowledge of this thesis is the
discovery of how much Lamb was prepared to willingly submit her own experiences
and that of her immediate family to the scrutiny of public gaze as a means to ensure the
efficacy of her communicative intent, and how the construction of the novels reveals an
hitherto unsuspected sophistication in the assessment of her readership and the most

effective vehicle by which to reach them.
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Chapter 1
Authority & Legitimacy: The Cultural Context of Lady Caroline Lamb’s Novels

Disparaging references to Lamb’s personal life have too often become a
substitute for critical engagement with her work; judgements of the woman and the texts
have become fused together. Ghislaine McDayter observes that ‘[...] for most modern
critics, Glenarvon remains, in Samuel Chew’s words, “the product of [Lamb’s]
hysteria” and can thus be summarily dismissed, aesthetically and politically, in a single
satisfying stroke.’! Both the hysteria and the novels are perceived as having their
interchangeable origins in what is considered to be Lamb’s presumed obsession with
Lord Byron that lasted until her death. Frances Wilson has already demonstrated how
Lamb has been perceived as an ‘exaggerated woman’ whose name has ‘become
synonymous with melodrama’,? which has conditioned all fictional representations and
biographical studies of Lamb as unable to tell the difference between fact and fiction
due to self-indulgent emotional excess, as is discussed at length in later chapters. This
chapter will argue that Lamb was acutely aware of the ‘real’ world, her understanding
of which is shaped by her position from within the centre of the overlapping social and
political worlds, by virtue of her birth, as it is this milieu that she critiques in her novels.
I would argue that it is not, as Paul Douglass suggests, Lamb’s supposed mental
problems that are ‘crucial to understanding her literary efforts’® but this extraverbal
context. In all three of her published novels, Glenarvon (1816), Graham Hamilton
(1822) and Ada Reis (1823), Lamb depicts the concept of nobility, both as a character
trait and as part of an aristocratic inheritance and an aristocracy, as a code of behaviour
that has been distorted and neglected. In particular, Lamb is concerned with the
discrepancy between the ideal of the aristocracy, as an independent governing body free
from pettiness and self-interest, and the possible perception that it represents an
expression of entrenched privilege and arbitrary power with no rational basis and which

was replaceable.

Lamb is writing as an aristocrat, from the particular standpoint of a Whig, who
is aware that the perception of the effectiveness of the Whigs as politicians was being

A.

——— - A _ T L
undermined by their performance as leaders of the fashionable society. As Lesiie
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Mitchell observes, the ‘moral chaos’ of the Whigs’ private lives had an inevitable
impact upon the perception of them as ‘untrustworthy and unprincipled politicians.”*
Mitchell’s discussion of the Whigs refers primarily to Lamb’s immediate family and the
Holland House set, as it is they that were the instantly recognisable face of the party.
When Lamb and her works are read in the context of her milieu her critique of the moral
and political bankruptcy of her sphere of existence, in which she includes herself,
becomes clear. Lamb has been described as a ‘Devonshire House Girl’,” referring to her
extended family of the Cavendishes, the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire, and with a
vague implication of an adherence to the principles of Whiggism. Although in some
ways an accurate summation of Lamb, it is one that remains inadequate because of the
lack of qualification. However, if we consider this from the perspective of the argument
put forward by Pierre Bourdieu that ‘individuals are the products of particular histories
which endure in the habitus, their actions can never be analysed adequately as the
outcome of conscious calculation’,® then the unconscious discourse that informs the
communicative intent of the written or spoken word, which Bourdieu argues is the
driving force behind what appears to be a purely aesthetic endeavour, becomes clear.’
Lamb writes her critique of the aristocracy as self-serving social and political animals,
from within an unconscious inculcated discourse of being an aristocrat. From her
position within she recognises the need for a reform of the aristocracy, so that they
might maintain their position of power and privilege, rather than its abolition. In
presenting a portrayal of why the Whig aristocracy may be perceived by others as being
unfit to assume a position of authority, Lamb draws on the cumulative experiences not
only of herself but also of her immediate family connections and presents them against
the accumulated ideological inheritance of generations that informs her outlook and

convinces her of the naturalness of their position.

The Whigs’ supremacy in office was between 1714 and 1783, with only a brief
interruption from Lord Bute between May 1762 and April 1763.% The ascension of Pitt
the Younger in 1783, which followed the short lived Whig / Tory coalition in place
from March to December 1783, saw the Whigs develop a political position that Mitchell
describes as an ‘oppositional creed.”® As the opposition party to the King’s
government, the Whigs were adopted by the Prince of Wales as a personal gesture of
animosity towards his father, George III. The Prince of Wales subsequently abandoned
the Whigs when he became Prince Regent, so for the duration of Lamb’s lifetime (1785-
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1828) the Whigs were consigned to a political hinterland.!® The Whigs viewed
themselves as the natural intermediaries between the parliamentary and public political
worlds, and nobody appeared to bridge this gap between the two worlds more
effectively than Lamb’s beloved aunt, Georgiana Cavendish, the Duchess of Devonshire
(1757 — 1806). Georgiana was the leading Whig hostess of her generation; Devonshire
House became the (un)official party headquarters, its vast spaces lending themselves to
gatherings for social solidarity in times of celebration and commiseration.'! Georgiana’s
successful campaigning on behalf of Charles James Fox for the Westminster Election of
1784 brought the glamour and sophistication of an otherwise remote realm of
experience to the daily lives of the voters. Amanda Foreman discusses Georgiana as an
astute politician, who recognised the potency of symbols, giving the example of
Georgiana’s early propaganda coup of adapting the female riding habit into a faux-
military uniform and parading at the ‘head of the beauteous Amazons on Coxheath.’!?
This not only demonstrated the patriotism of the aristocratic wives supporting their
husbands, but also gave the Whigs a much-needed boost at a time when they had been
denounced because of their support of the American War of Independence. Georgiana’s
patronage of the arts also increased the association of the Whigs with the fashionable
culture of wit, taste and talent. Her own popularity, which resulted in powders,
perfumes, colours and even a dance being named after her and her own innovations
being slavishly imitated, such as her famously extravagant headdresses," also led to
intense scrutiny in the press, elevating her popularity into the phenomenon of celebrity.
Georgiana became the public face of the fashionable and the political; she was the
embodiment of the Whigs.

However, Georgiana’s public success belied the disaster of her personal life and
a profound sense of disillusionment with the fashionable life. Her husband, the 5
Duke of Devonshire, was indifferent towards her and preferred her friend Lady
Elizabeth Foster. The three lived together for over twenty years in an uneasy
triumvirate, a relationship that was mutually dependent but fraught with difficulty. By
way of compensation, Georgiana became addicted to gambling and what she described
as ‘a vortex of dissipation’.!* Lamb uses this exact phrase in Glenarvon to describe
Lady Calantha’s immersion into London society, where ‘every night was passed in the
same vortex of fashionable dissipation’.!® Georgiana conducted an affair with Charles

Grey, and when she was discovered to be carrying his child her husband sent her into
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exile for three years. Georgiana’s personal life is a prime example of Mitchell’s ‘moral
chaos’, of which Georgiana and Lamb illustrated in their fiction. Georgiana wrote
about her experiences of living a la mode in an epistolary novel, entitled The Sylph
(1779). The novel was published anonymously but the identity of the author was soon
discovered as clues are within the text; Georgiana playfully names herself as a rival to
the heroine for the best bunch of radishes as decoration for one of her famously
extravagant head-dresses. It is an epistolary novel that follows the marriage of the
young and beautiful Julia Stanley to the cruel and reckless Sir William Stanley. Julia
tries to maintain the affections of her husband, whose only interests lie in gambling and
fashion, by adopting the habits and attitudes of the bor ron, at the expense of being
corrupted by the cynicism and heartlessness that characterises the fashionable world.
The heart of the novel is Julia’s struggle to maintain her integrity whilst those around
her submit to and are beaten down by an immoral life.'® The unhappy marriage of
Georgiana that formed the basis of that of Julia Stanley also provided the model for
Lamb’s Lady Orville in her second novel, Graham Hamiiton. The eponymous hero’s
uncle, Sir Malcolm, describes Lady Orville as

_the most beautiful. the most accomplished, the wildest, and yet

the gentlest — the most admired yet the most virtuous. — Yet

Graham, mark her fate. This happiest [...] dearest child of

prosperity is involved in deep distress. Imprudence, pushed to

the utmost — a beneficence, that knew not refuse [...] and a

wasting spirit that scorned to take the means of preserving

anything, have brought her to utter ruin."”
Lady Orville’s social brilliance eclipses financial extravagance and impending ruin, a
direct result of a failing marriage to an indifferent husband. Sir Malcolm mocks the
mercenary aspect of the dynastic marriage in terms that reflect the emptiness of the
marriages of Georgiana and Lady Orville: ‘Marry some girl of rank, whom others love
[...] but sells herself for your fortune; and let her be the only woman you treat with cold
neglect’.'® That is not to say that the Duke of Devonshire was deliberately cruel to
Georgiana, but Lamb highlights the basic incompatibility of such a match. Lord Orville,
like the Duke of Devonshire, is older than his vivacious wife whose temperament Lamb
describes as

[Olne, but not the only instance of a great nobleman, who from
his youth seemed to take no great delight in [...] any of his own
possessions or advantage. — He allowed all about him to spend
his fortune and exert his privileges, without concerning himself
about one or the other. Thus he made many friends, and few
enemies — for he hurt no one and sought no one. His abilities
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were good, but his love of repose, and his distaste for all sort of
show or noise, prevented them from being generally known."

Lord Orville’s natural indolence drives his wife to seek recompense and companionship
in society, and he is only roused by the impending financial disaster that is born out of
Lady Orville’s need to compensate for her empty marriage. Lady Orville is separated
from her husband and her children, and is sent into the country to live quietly, where
she finds fulfilment in charitable work. Lady Orville’s personal fulfilment is parallel to
Georgiana’s overcoming her own private failures to find fulfilment as a respected

politician and mediator.

As a Whig, Georgiana supported the initial principles of the French Revolution
in that she supported its attempt to establish a constitutional monarchy, which enshrined
representative democracy; as an aristocrat and a friend of Marie Antoinette, she
abhorred the mob violence that she had witnessed firsthand during her visit in 1789 and

“the mob rule that resulted in the violent deaths of several close friends, including the
French Queen.® Georgiana’s views on the Revolution epitomise the division within the
Whig party, the ‘new’ Whigs led by Fox and the ‘old’ Whigs led by Fox’s one-time
friend and the spokesman for the Rockingham Whigs, Edmund Burke. Fox supported
the Revolution as a necessary change and as an attempt at democracy, whereas Burke,
who did not oppose the principle of reform, objected to the drastic nature of the rapid,
uncontrolled change that placed power in the hands of amateurs who had little or no
political expertise. Burke was unusual in his lack of support for the removal of an
autocratic monarch, but he foresaw that the only outcome would be conflict and
bloodshed, and that the inevitable wars that he predicted would lead to Revolution that
would only result in a military dictatorship. He published Reflections on the Revolution
in France (1790) as a warning to those, including the Foxite Whigs, which supported
the Revolution, believing that France was having its own version of the Glorious

Revolution.

Burke had built up his reputation on his defence of the rights of Parliament and
on his support for the rights of citizens, as exemplified by his position on American
independence and Ireland’s Catholics. On the publication of Reflections, it seemed that

he was contradicting himself by apparently defending the French monarchy and it was
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this volte face that caused the very public and acrimonious split between Fox and Burke

in 1791 during a parliamentary debate. Burke justified his stance against the Revolution
in his work An Appeal from the New to the Old Whigs (1791), an extended defence

against charges of inconsistency and a departure from true Whig principles. The

argument of the Appeal reiterates that of Reflections; the Revolution was ‘madness

masked as sanity

521 in

the pursuit of liberty and what appeared to be a democratic

struggle for social liberty was actually driven by inflamed passions that could only end

in anarchy because of the lack of experience and insight. He appealed to the New

Whigs to reject the madness of supporting such an endeavour based upon abstract

theories and to look to the acquired experience of the Old Whigs that had gradually

produced the status quo in Britain. The work is a defence of a ‘natural’ aristocracy; one

that is essential and inseparable from the nation and that embodies the classical virtues

that represent a civilised state, therefore ‘the true nature of man.’?

Hierarchy was, according to Burke, the ‘role God ordered you to play, and

where you have been placed in the society of men’ and if each man was to claim what

was supposed to be individual rights, the end result could only be an incoherent babble

of anarchy and disorder.”? Burke identified the virtues, embodied by the informed and

responsible few, in an exhaustive list:

To be bred in a place of estimation; to see nothing low and
sordid in one’s infancy; to be taught respect for one’s self; to be
habituated to the censorial inspection of the public eye; to look
early to public opinion; to stand upon such elevated ground as to
be enabled to take a large view of the infinitely diversified
combinations of men and affairs of society; to have leisure to
read, to reflect, to converse; to be enabled to draw the court and
attention of the wise and learned, wherever they are to be found,;
to be habituated in armies to command and obey; to be taught to
despise danger in the pursuit of honour and duty; to be formed to
the greatest degree of vigilance, foresight and circumspection in
a state of things in which no fault is committed with impunity
and the slightest draw on the most ruinous of consequences; to
be led to a guarded and regulated conduct, from a sense that you
are to be considered as an instructor of your fellow citizens in
their highest concerns, that you act as a reconciler between God
and man; to be employed as an administrator of law and justice,
and thereby amongst the first benefactors to mankind; to be a
professor of high science, or of liberal and ingenuous art; to be
amongst rich traders, whom from their success are presumed to
have sharp and vigorous understandings, and to possess the
virtues of diligence, order, constancy, and regularity, and to have
cultivated a habitual regard to commutative justice — these are
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circumstances of men that form what I should call a ‘natural’
aristocracy, without which there is no nation.”*

Burke is talking of the duties that are inherent with a position of privilege; noblesse
oblige entails responsibilities that are not voluntary and are inculcated from birth, and
young aristocrats received the wisdom and benefit of experience derived from an
institution that had lasted for centuries. It is a chivalrous code of behaviour, the
essential function of which, writes Linda Colley, is to reaffirm the ‘paramount
importance of custom, hierarchy and inherited rank.”> Burke was not saying that the
institution had to be rigidly and slavishly adhered to, whatever the cost, but that is one
that it can be adapted as new circumstances arise. Thus the status quo in Britain can be
preserved but the operation is improved. The purpose of the Appeal as a defence for
organic growth, rather than the immediacy of a revolution, is to refute the critical
responses to his Reflections on the Revolution in France, most notably by Thomas
Paine’s Rights of Man (1791-1792). Paine is scathing in his attack on the aristocracy,
stating that it is this hereditary system that hampers the development of a society into
maturity:

Titles are but nick-names, and every nick-name is a title. The
thing is perfectly harmless in itself; but it makes a sort of foppery
in the human character, which degrades it. It reduces man into
the diminutive of man in things which are great, and the
counterfeit of woman in things that are little [...] A certain
writer of antiquity, says, “When I was child, I thought as a child;
but when I became a man, I must put away childish things.””

Paine applauds France for ‘outgrowing the baby-cloaths of Count and Duke’ and having
‘breeched itself in manhood’ and denounces the ‘visible imbecility and want of
intellects [that] is the general character of [...] what are called Nobility, or rather No-
ability, in all countries.”®” Considering Burke’s Irish ancestry and meritocratic career,
Burke’s view of the aristocracy was perhaps formulated by his association with the
Marquis of Rockingham, whom Burke served in the capacity of private secretary and
Whig party spok‘esman.’z8

This was the legacy inherited rather than acquired by Lamb. Although Burke’s
arguments refer directly to the French Revolution, they are pertinent to Lamb’s moment

of cultural production. Lamb’s three published novels were published in 1816, 1822

ively, the period crossing from the Regency into the reign of George
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IV. Frank O’Gorman states that before 1780, aristocratic pre-eminence was rarely, if
ever, questioned and that they themselves never doubted their right to speak on behalf
of those beneath them, but between the years of 1780-1815 unquestioning acceptance of
the natural aristocracy began to give way to criticisms of corruption.?’ Colley supports
this view in that whilst criticism of the aristocracy had appeared occasionally in
polemics aimed at specific individuals, it was from the 1780s that ‘denunciation of the
landed classes as a discrete group’ entered the mainstream of political discourse because
of the journalism of Paine and William Cobbett, among others, and focused upon the
aristocracy as a separate class that was a parasite upon the nation, rather than as part of

the nation and as its natural leaders.>°

Burke’s view of a true and ‘natural’ aristocracy is not one that is a ‘separate
interest in the state, or separable from it,”>' but this division between governors and
governed is exactly how Lamb portrays the Whigs. The aristocracy that is represented
in her novels is not the epitome of classical virtues that embodied the civilised state of
society; neither do they fulfil their obligations to those that are dependent upon them.
In Glenarvon, the Duke of Altamonte has retired from social and political life, having
over-rated his own superiority and failed to realise his ambition. He has retreated
‘sullen and reserved’ to Ireland, and as a representative of the landholding elite he is
ineffective as the Irish rebellion gathers momentum around him; his own tenants are
‘mutinous and discontented’ because he ‘refused to attend to the grievances and
burthens of which the nation generally complained.’** Lamb is not advocating the
disposal of the aristocracy, but she recognises the validity of criticisms of the
aristocracy as a separate state within a state. Lamb’s portrayal of this dissolute society
can be neatly illustrated by with a single quotation from Graham Hamilton, in which the
hero is being offered ironic advice on how to proceed with his education from his
Scottish money-lending uncle:

I, Sir Malcolm, thus speak to my heir: ‘Take money in thy
hand — open thy house — ha’ the best of everything. — And, as
my Lord Chesterfield doth hold that the exterior deportment
is one of the most important consequence to the man, take
care, dear Nephy Graham, to acquire an easy, and something
of an insolent manner; look nae modest, nae sharp. Have
eyes that see not, ears that hear not; and repress every voice
that would utter the genuine feelings of human nature. Learn
neither to laugh loud, nor weep; say little, learn discretion
[...] Affect to be weary of everything and in time you will
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grow so [...] Hate no one, - it is too much trouble; envy no
one [...] Aspire to nothing, then nothing will greatly
humiliate you. Never love; and whilst you assume power
over every other, beware of putting yourself into the power
of anyone [...] Form no intimate friendships [...] associate
with the worthless [...] Call feeling hypocrisy.*

This is the complete opposite from the precepts that Burke listed as providing criteria
for a noble education. Lamb’s concern, as represented by the curriculum for Hamilton’s
education, is that what is being inculcated from birth is no longer noblesse oblige but
mannerisms developed for the public arena. The educational systems in place, as
Bourdieu stresses, are a key component for creating and sustaining the institution of
hierarchy.>* He identifies an institution as a set of relatively durable social relations that
endows individuals with relative power, status and resources, which allows a tiered
expression of power, duty or obligation. The role of education, as he sees it, is to
reinforce these relations by immersing the sons of ‘peers’ in a society of ‘peers’ of the
realm-in-waiting in an exercise in mutual recognition of their own worth and
superiority. O’Gorman and Colley both elucidate the historical basis of Bourdieu’s
educational theory. O’Gorman observes that schooling habits were designed to install a
collective sense of identity and purpose into aristocratic sons via a select diet of
Classics, culture and art, and that group identity was forged in physical bonding.3 5
Colley agrees that from 1800 there was a new emphasis upon collegiate learning, rather
than the previous model of private tuition, that brought the sons of the gentry into
prolonged contact with each other and exposed them to a ‘uniform set of ideas, as well
as ensuring that they learnt how to speak the English language in a distinctive and
characteristic way.”>® Sir Malcolm credits his method of education with having the
same result that would have taken Hamilton ‘ten years fagging at a public school.”” A
distinctive deployment of language to reinforce social identity and cohesiveness within
a group is immediately apparent in the adoption of what was known as the ‘Devonshire
House drawl’, which Foreman describes as ‘part baby-talk, part refined affectation.”®
Lamb, aged thirteen, mimicked the affectation in a letter to her cousin saying ‘Haryo is

s0 S0 50 naughty not to write to >0o my love.’*

Initially an internal family trait of the
Devonshires, it extended outwards to members of the Devonshire House circle and, by
the middle of the nineteenth century, it became a symbol of political allegiance to the

Whigs.40
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The educational development of young aristocrats functioned as a ritual of
initiation that ensured an adoption of a behavioural code that conformed to that of the
larger social group to which they belonged. However, if the characteristics of the group
are as Lamb represented in Sir Malcolm’s mocking invective of a gentleman’s
education in the presence of Lord Orville, then her concern is that an appropriate code
of behaviour is not being initiated. Instead, Lamb’s representation of the education of a
‘gentleman’ is that it is reinforcing a sense of separateness and distinction, thus leading
to an adoption of conforming behaviour that is inappropriate and will demean the
aristocracy by downgrading the external markers of social distinction. That is to say
that, as Lamb has Sir Malcolm point out to Hamilton, the superficiality of ‘exterior
deportment’ has become of primary importance; social markers of distinction, such as
codes of dress, speech and etiquette that previously pointed io the social essence of
inherent nobility are no longer reliable signifiers of nobility in its true form. Hamilton
is astonished to discover that a young man at the theatre whom he judged to be a ‘most
valuable acquaintance’ because of his ‘dress and perfect ease of manner’, and his telling
numerous entertaining anecdotes upon the fashionable world in ‘a jargon not very easy
to understand’, was actually a servant who had ‘been permitted to throw aside’ his
uniform for the evening.*! It is the ‘advantages’ of an ‘easy, unembarrassed manner, an
air of fashion’ that Hamilton is, at first, self-consciously lacking.42 But whilst Hamilton
recognises that ‘however absurd and affected much of this might be’, his own initial
desire to blend in leads his to adopt this codified behaviour, observing that those who

possessed this easy air ‘were persons of real refinement and manners.’*

The Whigs were convinced of their legitimacy as defenders of the Constitution
and natural representatives of the people, and recognised the effects of a well-managed
performance of political sincerity in persuading the rest of the social hierarchy of their
worth, the deployment of Georgiana amongst the Westminster voters being a case in
point. As the natural leaders they traditionally believed themselves to be, they had to
present themselves as such and were dependent on verbal and visual codes of
recognition, such as behaviour, dress and language, that legitimised them not only in the
eyes of the people but, as Rodney Barker importantly argues, also to themselves.** It is
the public spectacle of refinement that is associated with the monarchy and the
aristocracy that clearly defines them as legitimate holders of invested authority, and that

Lamb recognised as being undermined and devalued. Lamb’s concern is that the clearly
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defined public persona of the Whigs as an effective party of opposition is one of
damaged leadership qualities and lacking in self-belief, thereby presenting an incoherent
and inconsistent perception of themselves. This is certainly how O’Gorman views the
status of the Whigs in the first quarter of the nineteenth century, at the time of Lamb’s
writing; according to him, the Whigs existed in a government-in-waiting, acting as a
semi-permanent opposition and weakened by years of failure, demoralised by internal
divisions and crippled by indecisive leadership. He uses the same adjective as Lamb, in
the above description of the Duke of Altamonte, in describing them as ‘sullen and
aloof’. ¥

Colley observes a distinctive ‘sturm-und-drang’ quality about British Patrician
life in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, recording the high number of
political suicides and emotionally driven conﬁontaﬁonsg she notes a self-destructive
impulse born out of the calling into question of the very legitimacy of the power-
holding elite and criticises them as a ‘separate class parasitic on the nation.”*® It is this
sense of the aristocracy having separated themselves from the rest of the nation that
Lamb consistently criticises as being self-destructive in her novels. In Glenarvon the
1798 Irish rebellion gathers momentum around the Delaval family because of their
neglect of duty. Lady Orville dreads the ‘tediousness of [country] neighbours’*’,
preferring to remain within her own elevated circle despite imminent ruin. Ada Reis
represents the aristocracy in extremis; he is guaranteed impunity from a murder
motivated by greedy acquisition, which in turn is part of a prophecy representing the
fulfilment of an inheritance:

Continue thy course: a monarch’s crown awaits thee, in a land
where diamonds and emeralds shall be strewn under thy feet, and
where the blood of the innocent may flow, without fear of
revenge.**

According to the narrative frame, the story of Ada Reis is written by himself for the
benefit of his successors so that they may learn that ‘no man has reason to proud’, the
manuscript being recovered posthumously.*® The eponymous character is sold into
slavery as a child but finds himself in the ca're of a benevolent Genoese merchant.
Given a good education, ‘the young Adamo’ finds a place in the court of the Grand
Duke of Tuscany, and it is here that he ‘became cunning and corrupt.”™® After his

dismissal from court, Ada begins a life of ‘peril and adventure’ in emulation of the
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‘histories of the Corsairs’, and acquires the ‘title as well as the authority of Reis.”!

According to Lamb’s endnotes for the novel, Reis is the rank of captain in the Turkish
navy, and it is a position that Ada acquires by instigating a mutiny and murdering the
existing captain. Ada Reis, as he is now referred to throughout the novel, later
reminisces that he ‘was prouder of the title of Reis than of any other because he had
laboured for it, and won it by his own energy.”>> While awaiting the fulfilment of the
prophecy, Ada Reis, as a young man with no responsibilies, continues his ruthless
pursuit of wealth and women, ‘vanity and vehemence’ becoming his defining
characteristics.” But on becoming a father, Ada Reis, having murdered the mother of
his child, returns to the court of Tripoli to prepare himself and ‘the offspring of [his]

body, the child of blood, [who] shall wear an imperial crown.”>*

However, despite his pride in his independent wealth and status, declaring that
‘were the appointment [of Viceroy] offered to him he would disdain it’, Ada Reis, ‘like
most pretended philosophers, [...] valued above all things he ever affected to despise.”>
Ada Reis prepares himself and his daughter for the fulfilment of their destinies by
assuming the ‘symbols of royalty’, such as sumptuously dressed slaves and guards for
his palace ‘such as are employed in the service of the Pasha of Tripoly [sic]’.”® Ada Reis
thereby convinces himself and others of his greatness by acquiring the external
signifiers of a legitimate ruler. Barker argues throughout his work on the self-
legitimising strategies of rulers that the social hierarchy is divided into three groups;
custodians that are actively engaged in governing, those in close proximity to custodians
but who take no active part in governing, and subjects and/or citizens.’’ The process of
self-legitimisation, according to Barker, is to not only convince those whom the
custodians represent of their distinctiveness and capabilities, but for the custodians to
convince themselves that they are eligible and able to engage actively in governing. It
is a process that occurs as much out of the public gaze as in it. David Cannadine agrees,
arguing in his exploration of the monarchy’s role in the invention of tradition and the
meaning of symbolic rituals that class identity was forged in expressions of solidarity:

So, the royal ritual [...] was not so much a jamboree to
delight the masses but a group rite in which the aristocracy,
the church and the royal family corporately re-affirmed their
solidarity (or animosity) behind closed doors.”®
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Barker and Cannadine agree that rulers justify themselves to themselves through a
variety of rituals and rhetoric, using everything from architecture to etiquette; those
within the inner circle affirm and confirm their position. Therefore any event that did
include the masses was an exercise in self-legitimation that reaffirmed the exclusion of
all others. Barker gives the example of the approach to the royal presence at the palace
of Versailles; the anterooms became increasingly grand so that whilst, in physical terms,
the monarch was getting nearer, in symbolic terms, the approach actually increased the

distance between the monarch and the subject.”

A more pertinent example of an exercise in legitimisation, in relation to Lamb, is
that of the ‘public days’ hosted by Georgiana at the Derbyshire seat of the Devonshire,
Chatsworth House. As Amanda Foreman observes, Chatsworth was designed to
impress and command respect, from the first glimpse of the impressive fagade from the
approach to the fabulously decorated interior featuring Cavendish ancestors juxtaposed
with classical gods.° The ‘Public Days’ were an expensive hangover from an era of
feudalism designed as an act of public relations. Public Days were held at Chatsworth
once a week, during which the house was open to the tenants of the estate and to any
respectable passer-by, and the free dinner on offer to all visitors, was presided over
Georgiana and the Duke whilst attired in court dress.®! This access to the home and
hospitality of the Devonshires implied an unrestricted access to the Devonshires
themselves. However, I would argue that what appears to be social inclusion as a
method of ensuring the safekeeping of the local political influence in favour of the Duke
actually serves as a reminder of the distinctive nature and necessity of the aristocracy as
a ruling body that necessitates the exclusion of the majority of the population. The
grandeur of the house and gardens, the lavish extravagance of the fare on offer and the
distinctive, courtly dress and demeanour of the Devonshires are all symbolic signifiers
of their social essence as the elite. This certainly lends a new perspective to the
democratic forays made by Georgiana into the streets and crowds of Westminster,
drinking in public houses and becoming godmother to hundreds of children. Horace
Walpole’s commentary on the canvassing techniques of Georgiana by which she
‘dazzl[ed] and enchant[ed] them [the public] by the fascination of her manner, the
power of her beauty and the influence of her high rank’®? suggests that these occasions
served to remind the electorate that this appearance amongst them was the exception

rather than the rule.
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The symbolic distance between governors and governed is vast; the very
attributes that earmark the governors as being worthy repositories of invested authority
actually serve to disconnect the relationship, and replace it with a quasi-relationship that
is more reminiscent of that between celebrity and fan (for those not critical of the
aristocracy) than it does the social contract between ruler and subject. The Whigs were
conspicuous as leaders of the fashionable sphere, as well as the political opposition.

The Whigs possesses an air of glamour that was not matched in the Tory camp, due to
the initial patronage of the Prince of Wales, and being publicly supported by the likes of
Georgiana, her sister Henrietta, and Mary Robinson, the celebrated actress and mistress
to the Prince of Wales and Charles Fox. Lamb’s concern is that, due to being in
opposition for so long, the Whigs’ status as fashionable celebrities was superseding that
of an effective political opposition, thereby putting them in danger of becoming a
transient commodity and laying themselves open to the criticism of outward ostentation
replacing inner integrity. This is clearly signalled in the introduction of Ada Reis, in
which Lamb describes the famous adventurer Belzoni® breaking open a temple, ‘the
wonder and pride of man, perchance the sepulchre of kings, [and finding] in it a
Joathsome toad, its sole proprietor.’®* This is a clear allusion to Christ’s characterisation
of his opponents, the Pharisees, whom he denounces as ‘whited sepulchres, which
indeed appear beautiful outwardly, but are within full of dead men’s bones, and of all

*%5 The dazzling exterior belies the lack of inner substance, as Lamb

uncleaness.
attempts to reveal by peeling back the surface glamour. Leo Braudy writes of this
transition occurring across Europe in the early part of the nineteenth century, in that the
‘ Aristocracy, so used to considering its style a by-product of status, now had to
convince of status by its style.’66 Style as an indicator of distinction was subject to
imitation and manipulation, and therefore unreliable, as Lamb illustrates with the
revolutionary glamour of Glenarvon, Lady Orville’s superficial appearance of wealth
when actually crippled with debt, and the brutality and greed of Ada Reis masked

behind the external accoutrements of the ruling elite.
Lamb’s concerns were not so much that an aristocrat will be mistaken for a

bourgeois and vice versa, but are more in keeping with Braudy’s observations upon the

increasing over-emphasis of style over substance:
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The new speed with which fashion was being communicated
[-..] had an indelible impact on the nature of fame. In Europe
especially the standards for seeing and being seen were adapted
from the practice of aristocrats and pseudoaristocrats of the early
part of the [nineteenth] century; and [others] often took their lead
from the circles of fashionable wealth. Appropriately, this new
conception of the importance of aristocratic style accords closely
with a continued attack of aristocratic political power. What
cultural credit they [the aristocracy] did possess was invested
more and more in being seen. Here they were the specialists
and, if they could no longer unrestrictedly lead as members of a
privileged class, they could through their inbred or acquired
awareness of what it meant to be on stage.67

The emphasis upon the appearance of the aristocracy is one of staged theatricality for
public consumption, such as Georgiana’s public days or appearances amongst the
voting public. The exercises in self-legitimation that occurred in public were exercises
in propaganda, presenting the desirable and acceptable face of the Whig aristocracy to
the public. This, coupled with the Whigs’ celebrity status as leaders of the circles of
fashionable wealth from which the public, through the medium of the press, took their
lead, emphasised the split between the public and the private self; in short, between
what one is and what one purports to be. Throughout her novels Lamb explores the
disjunction between the private and the public in that the public face is no longer
reliable. The celebrity aspect of this split was functioning merely as a distraction from

the Whig party’s increasing ineffectualness as an opposition party.

Chris Rojek identifies the disintegration of twenty-first century cultural values
of integrity as being represented by a vacuous, superficial, acquisitive commodity
culture with fashion being the marker of distinction, offering a fagade of attraction
designed to generate desire and envy as an articulation of the wants, needs and
aspirations of everybody outside of the charmed circle.®® Rojek’s comments on this
century are equally applicable to Lamb’s depiction of the disintegration of the Whigs’
identity as a political force to be reckoned with. They are emulated as part of the
fashionable consumer culture more than they are appreciated for the hereditary sense of
honour, responsibility and duty that is implied by their genealogy. The element of
celebrity, that was initially a by-product of the attributed cultural capital ascribed to the
aristocracy, eventually supersedes the status and masks the disintegration of the values
of the ‘natural’ aristocracy that was outlined as desirable by Burke. The increasing

scrutiny from the press also meant that the distinction between the public and private
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was collapsing, resulting in a criticism of an oligarchy that contrasted unfavourably with
an emerging class of entrepreneurial and evangelical professionals that practised
morality in public and private. Lamb is acutely aware of the need in her message of
reform to ensure the survival of what she perceives to be the natural order of the social
hierarchy. As Braudy states, the overthrow of a king, and by extension the attending
aristocracy, requires

not just an explicit political theory or a set of grievances but also
a deep seated conviction that kings can be overthrown; that their
authority and power, their “true” fame, is not sufficient to protect
them or make them innately superior to anybody else.”

The point that Braudy is making is that kings and aristocrats °[...] are as various as
people and must justify themselves by their actions rather than their genealogy’ 7 and he
recognises the role of the monarch as just that, a role that must be performed by such a
good actor that the appearance of the monarch in public matches the virtue of the inner
nature, drawing attention to the theatricality of the ritual and ceremony that creates a
context of the unchanging, and therefore the very persuasive, form of rule. The
coronation of the Prince Regent as George IV is a case in point, an extravagant affair
with a medieval motif that was an exercise in self-legitimacy and public propaganda in
an attempt to persuade an increasingly hostile public of his authority to occupy the
throne. The emphasis upon medievalism was an attempt to inspire loyalty and almost
feudal enthusiasm for the tradition and authority of the monarchy, and for the monarch
in particular.” As an exercise in self-legitimisation, the implementation of overtly
stage-managed royal ritual was criticised as a hollow and misguided sham that relied
upon theatrical props and, as such, was ridiculous in an enlightened age; this is certainly
how the new monarch was perceived, for George IV was described as looking
ridiculous, ‘more like an elephant than a man.”” For Lamb the performance of the role
is not enough. Performance is still a posture that is insincere, easily imitated and can be
exposed as rhetoric, as represented in her recurring portraits of the aristocracy as
performers of a role, of which Lamb identifies Byron as the epitome on a personal and
political level. Though Lamb’s fictional portraits of Byron, particularly in Glenarvon,
have been read as an expression of her spleen, they are more than that: it is a
continuation of her sophisticated critique of contemporary Whig politics. Her portraits

of Byron are the vehicles, rather than the target, of her critique.
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Byron, despite the circuitous route that brought him to the Baronetage, practised
the rituals of self-legitimisation and controlled his image as an aristocrat. The
formalised education at Harrow and then Cambridge, the occupation of the ancestral
home of Newstead, albeit briefly, speeches in the House of Lords, the undertaking of an
alternative Grand Tour, the refusal of payment for his poetry despite his increasing
debts, even the pursuit of the wives of his contemporaries, all function as rituals of
legitimacy which cohere into a code of behaviour that distil into Byron the essence of
being aristocratic. Christine Kenyon Jones identifies how, even despite the apparent
informality of his self-representation in portraiture, Byron asserted himself as an
aristocrat rather than a poet, consistently resisting artists’ attempts to add poetic
paraphernalia ‘upon ye canvas.”” Byron recognised for himself the aspect of
performance in fulfilling the role of the governing class. At the beginning of his
Parliamentary career he chose the subject of the proposed capital punishment of the
Nottinghamshire ‘frame-breakers’ for his maiden speech, yet made the distinction
between the speech and the speaker in a letter to Lord Holland in which he wrote of his
apprehension that ‘his” Lordship will think [Byron] too lenient towards these men, and
half a frame-breaker [him]self.>’* He performed his speech as an oration and wrote later
that it was ‘perhaps a little theatrical’, following which he rarely fulfilled what he
termed his ‘senatorial duties’ and wrote to his half-sister Augusta that he had ‘no
intention to “strut another hour” on that stage’ after experimenting with the posture of

‘being born for opposition.””

The art of effective and persuasive speechmaking as a performance is at the
centre of Byron’s short parliamentary career and this is how he, as a representative of
the Whig patriarchy, is portrayed as Glenarvon, a skilful and manipulative rhetorician.
The dangers of the performative art of rule and the neglect of senatorial duties are
embodied in the character of Glenarvon, who is a persuasive and charismatic man who
seduces with rhetoric and who legitimises himself to the increasingly restless Irish in the
same way as the existing rulers have done, thereby presenting what Barker describes ‘an
acute challenge [by the rebel leader] to the legitimating self-identification of rulers [by
presenting] to the government its own mask carried by other players.’76 However,
Glenarvon’s purpose is not ennobled by what Barker would describe as a sense of moral
justice on behalf of the oppressed indigenous population as he has own hidden agenda

for leading the uprising of the United Irishmen, but he does distinguish himself as a
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leader from the bulk of the population; Lamb describes him as appearing ‘amidst the
grotesque and ferocious rabble, like some God from a higher world.””’ Glenarvon
throws the existing rulers into relief as an elite that oppresses the identity of the
indigenous population by his appropriation of the language of egalitarian nationalism.
He adopts the anthems, ballads and insignia of Ireland to his cause, and uses the secrecy
of the rebellion as a powerfully cohesive force for ensuring loyalty and solidarity via
codes, secret hideouts and oaths of allegiance, all of which are external signifiers for
what is assumed to be an internal conviction to the cause of liberating the oppressed

population.

Despite his apparent egalitarianism Glenarvon is not a democrat and insists that
he alone is still referred to by his title, to which he has a very dubious claim, when all
others have renounced theirs.”® His title and the ancestral lands that he claims back in
the name of Glenarvon, St Alvin Priory and Belfont Abbey, fulfil the same legitimising
functions as the trappings of achievement of the existing rulers; they mark Glenarvon
out as a figure of distinction and authority, with a tradition of leadership in his
genealogy. The corridors of Belfont Abbey are lined with ancestral portraits, which are
shown to the visitors from the neighbouring Castle Delaval, who feel able to call upon
Glenarvon’s home unannounced in the same way that Chatsworth was open to
respectable visitors on Public Days.79 The title and estates legitimise Glenarvon on
three fronts: to himself; to the Delavals to whom it represents, despite the politics of the
notorious but as yet unseen Glenarvon, a legitimate member of the aristocracy upon
whom they must call out of courtesy as well as curiosity; and to the indigenous
population to which they imply an education and tradition within politics and the
credentials of leadership and authority. That he betrays both the governors and the
governed underlines Lamb’s concern with the deceptive and persuasive nature of social
signifiers and rhetoric, and makes it clear that the present state of unrest, because of the

neglect of ‘senatorial duties’, allows for the possibility of rebellion.

Although Lamb paints a fairly damning picture of Byron in Ada Reis, it is one
that is a condemnation of the society that lionised him rather than of Byron himself. His
appearance as the son of the Spirit of Darkness is verified by Lamb in a letter to Lady

Morgan, in response to her praise of Ada Reis:
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[Thank you] for yr kind reception of Adamo el Reis - you must
tell Lady or Mrs Fletcher that Condulmar not Ada is Ld Byron
that is if there be a Byron in the Tale and as to the Radicals in
Hell they must be some where you know & where the Deuce in
these Aristocratic days can they be.*

It is not only the Radicals being punished in Hell, but also the aristocrats; Lamb’s
version of the infernal regions is unique, designed to her own specifications for a
distinct purpose, as is discussed at length in a later chapter. Suffice it to say here that
this is a section of Hell especially designed by Lamb to accommodate the sins of the
fashionable world; the ‘crowds [driven] elsewhere [from the gates of Hell] are the lower
orders.’®! Those awaiting their trial within this Hell are described as Lamb as

personages from civilised countries, who possessed rank,
dignity, and riches when alive; such as have dreamed away life’s
little hour without committing any actual crime; but misspending
every moment in idleness and folly, have proved the cause of
ruin to others, and have brought themselves, by mere wantonness
and neglect of duty, into out abode.®?

Condulmar tells his ‘Creatures of clay’ that they arrived in his domain of their own free
will, ‘we force no votaries into our train.’®* As Condulmar reveals his true nature his
handsome, distinctly Byronic, face

became deformed, and its expression terrible. His adulators
started back. “Is this,” they said, “him whom we have loved?” “I
was ever” he cried, “the monster you now see me. I did not even
disguise myself, fair and frail ones, but you chose to love me in
spite of what I was. I sought you not; more even than this, I
warned you. I have the same splendid talents now, the same
powers of seduction: one only gift I retain not, and, to your
shame, I speak it, it seems the only one which has power to win
and keep you — I mean beauty. My conversation shall be as
delightful, but my smile more horrible than imagination can
conceive.”®

Condulmar, as ‘fashion’s favourite’, beguiled these “creatures of clay’ and made them
instrumental in their own damnation because ‘beauty has been given, by nature, a fatal
ascendancy over man and over woman’.® Fiormonda is in much more danger from
Condulmar than when she had ‘been assailed by mysterious beings, by enchanters,
necromancers.’*® Condulmar’s beauty gains ascendancy over Fiormonda and when he
urges her ‘to follow her desires; indulge freely thy pleasure or thy curiosity’, she is
unable to resist.*” Similarly, Ada Reis’ ‘clear auburn hair hanging in curls over his fair

brow and white neck, his eyes beaming with love, his smile irresistible, his voice most
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melodious’ prevents him from being ‘abhorred even though his crimes were
suspected.”® However, Condulmar’s beautiful face makes him the favourite of the
fashionable elite and only masked his demonic essence because of what Lamb identifies
as a willingness to sacrifice ‘honour, peace of mind, health, wealth, wives, parents and
[...] children at the shrine of this [...] fashion’; her ultimate indictment is that ‘no

country but England acknowledges such a master.’®

The over-identification of the Whig aristocracy as the fashionable elite has
fragmented their identity as an effective party of opposition, and as such obscured,
according to Lamb’s representation, a sense of purpose and a disintegration of a moral
framework within which to recognise and implement the principle of duty. ‘How’,
Graham Hamilton asks, on behalf of Lamb, ‘to learn to speak of virtue, when we have
forsaken it; to express abhorrence at the views we practice; to jest with frivolity upon
subjects we still venerate [...], to look so innocent, when our hearts, and the whole
world, know that we are guilty[?]’*" Hamilton’s own preference for the ‘middle rank’
of society is Lamb’s most overt criticism of the aristocracy as capable leaders:

It seems to me that in it is the sap and stamina of the country.
The flower is more beautiful; but, as Dryden says, “The life is in
the leaf.” From that order, vice, dissipation are in a great
measure excluded. The regular habits of necessary industry
discourage and repress them, and though some will tread in the
steps of higher classes, these are but as froth on the wave: the
stream below runs fresh, strong and uncontaminated, and long
may it continue to do so0.”

In a speech made in the House of Lords in 1831 Grey stated that “aristocratic influence
would have to be exercised in a less arbitrary fashion’ and that the future of the
aristocracy depended upon

their cultivating a good understanding with the people, becoming
known for their good offices, supporting the principles of the
constitution, and the rights of the people, and by the
performances of these duties for which alone the public trust and
confidence, and all the privileges enjoyed, were given them.”

Parliamentary reform would strengthen rather than undermine the position of the
aristocracy by detaching the aspirant middle class from the more unpredictable element

of the working class, and cultivating them in their own image. Barker recognises that

Rulers, in order to sustain and cultivate their own identity and
authority, sustain and cultivate not only their own but that of
those they recognise as marked off from the mass of their
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subjects by identities which attach them to both other individuals
and groups, and raise them above them as leaders,
representatives and spokespersons.”

The enfranchisement of the middle classes constructed a new participating citizen in the
image of the existing rulers, what Barker calls a ‘cultivation of a coherent character’ of
the ruling and voting classes;”* an approximation and aspiration of themselves in taste
and education which confirmed the distinction of the original model of the legitimate
aristocracy. However, Hamilton’s recognition of the middle class as retaining ‘fresh,
strong and uncontaminated, and long it may continue to do so’ is countered by Mr. M-’s
retort that it ‘cannot long continue to do so if care is not immediately taken to check a

%5 Mr. M- is voicing Lamb’s concern that the aristocratic

fast-spreading corruption.
behaviour that was being emulated was not that of the desirable code outlined by Burke
as befitting a natural aristocracy. Lamb’s works have not been taken seriously as a
critique of the aristocratic lack of integrity because she is perceived to be an integral
part of that very culture that denigrated integrity, primarily because of her very public

display of adultery.

Byron’s dismissal of Glenarvon has been well documented, in that he denied the
authenticity of his portrait since the author had not written the ‘truth’ and he did not “sit
long enough’ for a good likeness to be made.”® Byron’s critical distancing of himself
from Lamb’s creation is, to a certain extent, an exercise in damage limitation, the book
being published the same year as his departure from England. As Kenyon Jones has
described Byron’s maintaining strict control upon his replication in portraiture, so
Ghislaine McDayter has demonstrated the lack of control through which literary
replicas of himself took upon an ‘uncanny life of their own.”®’ Lamb’s sister-in-law,
Emily, Lady Cowper (later Lady Palmerston) sums up the general reception by her
contemporaries of Lamb’s later literary endeavours in her response to Ada Reis, in that
she recommends it to her brother, Frederick, as ‘a strange farrago but you may think it
worth fifteen shillings to satisfy your curiosity.”®® Lamb’s husband, William, was
supportive of these later novels though he expressed concern about the ending of Ada
Reis, stressing in a letter to John Murray, who published it, that he hoped that Murray’s
reader, William Gifford, would ‘impress upon Lady Caroline the absolute necessity of
[...] revising the third volume and particularly the conclusion of the novel,” with

regards to the apocalyptic ending of the novel, perhaps fearing that it would be a
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reminder of the supernatural ending of Glenarvon.®® These were concerns that Murray
and Gifford did not share and the ending stayed as it was. Although Graham Hamilton
and Ada Reis did not reach the success of Glenarvon, only having a print run of a single
edition each as opposed to four, they did receive critical attention. Reviewers were
mixed on the subject of Lamb’s talent, ranging from her ‘animated style, brilliance of

100 +4 the declaration

imagery, and the skilful delineation’ of character for Glenarvon,
that Ada Reis must have been, and if not should have been, ‘the production of that gifted
child of the Lakes, the Opium-eater’'®" for its abundant absurdity. Not all recognised
the intended message for aristocratic reform, but the British Critic journal in reviewing
Glenarvon commented that if Lamb’s work is a faithful delineation of the fashionable
world, and if it was her intention to stem the tide of ‘Continental profligacy,” then she

did not “write in vain.”'?
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Chapter 2
Genre: The Politics of Form

In chapter one, I have examined the extra-verbal social context of Lamb’s
works. It is now necessary to examine the external form and in particular her choice of
specific genres as foundations upon which Lamb builds her critique. Lamb’s choice of
the novel as a vehicle for her social and political critique follows the example of British
writers of the 1790s, such as Lamb’s correspondent William Godwin, with whom she
first made contact in 1819 whilst canvassing for support for George Lamb’s election
campaign.1 Gary Kelly writes that Godwin was one of a number of intellectuals who
gave the novel a political purpose, using it to disseminate to a wide audience a critique
of the cultural and political hegemony that was inspired by the French Revolution and
political protest in Britain.? Like the English Jacobin novels, such as Godwin’s Things
as They Are; or, the Adventures of Caleb Williams (1794), Robert Bage’s Man As He Is
(1792) and Hermsprong; or, Man As He Is Not (1796) and Thomas Holcroft’s Anna St
Ives, Lamb uses the novel to depict the experiences of an individual within social
institutions, with the emphasis upon the inner self in collision with misleading social
categories of identification. The focus of this chapter will be to examine Lamb’s
decision, which must be considered as a conscious one, to employ identifiable generic
traits of the novel form as the vehicle for her political and social critique: the revelatory
nature of the roman a clef that shocked, dismayed and titillated the readership of
Glenarvon, the ‘silver-fork’ connotations of Graham Hamilton and the apocalyptic
orientalism of Ada Reis. Lamb’s conscious choice of genre is, I shall argue, less to do
with Peter Graham’s assertion that Lamb’s aristocratic status and femininity created
barriers that prevented her from reaching her full potential,’ and more to do with a
considered choice of the genre as a salient feature of the novel which reminds us of the
specific relationship between the author and intended audience. Like the Jacobin
novelists, Lamb envisioned that change could be brought about by changing the minds
of the individuals outside of the text by association with the narrative of the individual
within the text. But whereas, as Kelly observes, the Jacobin writers aimed to bring
about the process of historical reform via identification with the critique of the cultural
and political hegemony by the emergent professional class, Lamb wrote to bring about a

reform of behaviour within the aristocracy itself.*
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As for the knowledge of the intended recipient, Bourdieu asserts that speech,
either spoken or written, is produced with the speaker or, as in this case, writer having
taken into account the market conditions within which their utterances will be received
and evaluated by others.” The use of economic terminology is particularly useful when
considering Lamb’s novels were marketed by her publishers for a wider consumer
culture beyond the perimeter of her envisioned audience. Bourdieu goes on to say that
the speaker’s assessment of the market conditions and the anticipation of the likely
reception of the product utterance acts as a form of self-censorship on the process of
production, that individuals implicitly and routinely modify their expression through the
process of assessment, anticipation and the selection of the appropriate genre, which
Bourdieu terms ‘speech tact’. This is the capacity to act upon the information that has
been gathered, processed and internally modified to render the communication not only
acceptable but efficient and effective.® This line of enquiry is an intriguing one when
considering Lamb’s choice of genres, especially the roman a clef which offended so
many of her circle. The choice of genre gives shape and force to the written word,
acting as a model of writing but also, as Tzvetan Todorov identifies, functioning as
‘horizons of expectation’ for the readers.” Lamb’s decision to place the critique of her
milieu within the specific genres of the novel is a critical act in itself. The roman a clef
for Glenarvon, the silver-fork connotations of Graham Hamilton and the oriental
extravagance of Ada Reis are all chosen with a keen understanding of the economic
market place and for maximum efficacy whilst fulfilling the horizons of reader

expectation as dictated by the choice of genre.

Glenarvon: Roman a Clef and Confessional Narrative

In terms of being able to recognise the ability to select the appropriate genre
within which to speak, with an understanding of the idealised recipient, what is to be
made of Lamb’s choice of the roman a clef for her first novel? It is a genre that Peter
Graham condemns as one that ‘seldom gains high esteem’ and he implies that her
decision was an arbitrary one.® As such, the choice has been deemed as being
spectacularly inappropriate, commensurate not with power but rather with solipsistic
insanity. The inappropriateness of the roman a clef genre is gauged by the perception
of the content being nothing more than a shameless ‘kiss and tell’ confessional or as
Byron damningly put it, ‘--- and publish’,’ and also by the embarrassment caused to
those that identified themselves within the text in what they perceived as an act of petty
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vengeance by Lamb. The novel has also been interpreted by modern critics as a
compulsive need to reveal and confess; Clark Olney is first in his observation that Lamb
intended the novel ‘primarily as an act of contrition and humility; a public confession of
her sin.”'® John Clubbe suggests that the novel ‘forced itself out of her: she had to write

"1 This is an impulse that

it as much as Byron had to write his confessional poems.
Graham likens to a volcanic explosion from within over which she had no control,
condemning her for ‘[...] foolishly publishing a transcript of her own folly [;] Lady

Caroline makes a good confession but a bad novel.”2

The idea of Glenarvon as confessional is an intriguing one, as it begs the
question of what exactly is it that Lamb is perceived to be revealing or confessing, when
the details of her relationship with Byron were already common knowledge? Frances
Wilson refers to Ludwig Wittgenstein’s assertion that we only read the books that we
already know the contents of, suggesting that contemporary readers of the novel came to
it assuming that they were going to find a story of which the details were already
common knowledge, and instead found a story that they had never heard before, a
fantasy rather than a factual Byron." I would like to slightly amend this with regards to
the first half of the statement; a general, wider readership, beyond Lamb’s immediate
circle, would have discovered in the novel the external details of an affair that were
already common knowledge. The unknown elements to a general readership, such as
Lamb’s portrayal of her internal dilemmas of being torn between duty and self-
fulfilment, the initial fascination with, and intensity of feeling for, Byron, his own
duplicity and the inclusion of his letter sent to her in Ireland that definitively ended their
affair, would already have been apparent to her own immediate circle. Those that came
to the novel expecting to find further revelations must have been either disappointed or
relieved - particularly Byron for, as Caroline Franklin points out, there was no mention
of the scandal of incest and sodomy.'* But what appears to be a straightforward
confessional narrative can actually act as a form of rebellion when we take into
consideration Lamb’s account of why she sent the novel to be published in the first

place.

In the conciliatory preface that was inserted into the second edition of the novel,
which appeared a matter of weeks after the first, Lamb stated that Glenarvon was a

piece of work that sought to correct ‘excited misrepresentation[s]’ of her character.



This motivation is echoed in a letter to Lord Granville Leveson-Gower, in which she
asserted that she felt justified in parodying ‘Emily, Lady Melbourne and Lady Holland
[sister-in-law, mother-in-law and former friend respectively] because they supported
Byron for four years even though it annoyed William [Lamb]’ and that she resented
having all her misdemeanours ‘stretching back to the days of infancy brought forth to
view without mercy’ by William’s family in repeated attempts to have her certified
insane.”® Lamb’s rebellion took the form of doing what few had dared to do in refusing
to be silent about what she saw as an unfair bias, an act of defiance that has, as Frances
Wilson identifies, a modern day counterpart in a descendant of Lamb from the Spencer
line, Diana, Princess of Wales.!® Both women became a huge embarrassment for the
establishment as represented by their husbands and extended families by publicly
denouncing the embedded hypocrisy that punished all forms of female transgression
with the utmost severity. By refusing to remain silent, Lamb, like Diana, stamped her
authority upon the unfolding narrative of events as told by others. Lamb projects into
her text the authority of experience, and the historicity of personal experience and its
inclusion in public discourse in the form of the novel makes Glenarvon what Kirk
Curnutt describes as an ‘incontestable site of evidence’ as witnessed by ‘those that have
been there’.!” The privileging of the experiencing subject that is inherent in the form of
the confessional narrative denies those that have not ‘been there’ the right to speak upon
a particular topic and is something Bourdieu recognises as being commensurate with
power and authority in the form of a kind of social contract. Bourdieu concurs that
those that ‘speak’, or in this case ‘write’, on a given subject must ensure that they are
entitled to do so and those that listen must recognise that that those who speak are

worthy of attention. 18

There is no doubt about Lamb’s authority to write about the subject of her
relationship with Byron as one who had ‘been there’ and those that read the book into
four editions certainly esteemed Lamb as being worthy of attention, even though this
can also be attributed to the fortuitous timing of the novel and the demand for any fresh
information about the scandalous poet. The mixed reaction of outrage from Lamb’s
immediate circle and delight from the reading public, evidenced by the instant success
of the novel, can be attributed to another factor: that the publication of the novel is what
was considered then, as it is now, an extraordinary flouting of not only convention but

of Bourdieu’s ‘speech tact’. Lamb’s publishing caused indignation precisely because it
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was considered that this particular linguistic expression was not ‘tactful’ in any way and
was perceived instead as a flagrant exercise in self-aggrandisement. The foregrounding
of such a personal experience was read as a shameless and emotive play for sympathy
and it is arguable that Lamb’s legacy of insanity is largely based upon what appears to
be a grossly irrational and inappropriate act of social suicide. If Glenarvonr is to be read
as such, then Peter Graham is correct in that the format of the roman a clef is one that
seldom gains high esteem. But if we go back to Lamb’s initial claim for what was her
motivation for writing the novel, taking into account the efficacy of form, then the
choice of genre does seem to be the most appropriate as a revelatory text. The novel
then becomes something more than just about Lamb and Byron in particular, and
becomes the exposure of the moral and political bankruptcy that Lamb felt was endemic

within the aristocracy.

In choosing the roman a clef Lamb was acutely aware of the interest in the
movements of the aristocracy within the popular print culture, with newspapers and
periodicals such as Bon Ton Magazine, Morning Post and Gazetteer (formerly known
as the Morning Post and Fashionable World) and Morning Herald, all of which took a
keen interest in the social life of the pre-eminent political families of the day and had
reported extensively upon her own family. Lamb signalled her awareness of the interest
in the behaviour of the aristocracy when she wrote to her cousin ‘Hart’, later the sixth
Duke of Devonshire, in 1810:

I am safe but not overwell [sic]; however I neither had my neck
broke nor got into the newspapers, tho’ I behaved a little wild,
riding over the Downs and about the sands, with all the officers
at my heels, in a way not very decent for one of my cloth.”

Lamb demonstrates an awareness of an expected code of behaviour for ‘one of [her]
cloth’, and it is the transgressing of those expectations that excites the most interest.

The roman a clef guaranteed a wider readership than the one she was writing for; she
wanted to expose the failings of the aristocracy to a wide audience. However, in a letter
to Granville Leveson Gower, her cousin’s husband, Lamb identifies her envisioned
readership. She said that she wrote and published the novel because she was tired of her
own character being continually misrepresented and attacked by the Melbournes, who
had already tried to force a separation from William on the grounds of her presumed

insanity, and by those people that had pointedly ignored her and, having ‘taken Lord
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Byron’s part, had all stood by him, though cruelty and falsehood were heaped upon
him.”?® So even though Lamb had already written previously to Annabella, now
Byron’s estranged wife, to warn her that Byron and Lady Melbourne were the two of
the ‘greatest Hypocrites & most corrupted Wretches that were ever suffered to Exist
upon this earth,”>! Byron was not the primary target for embarrassment. As she said
herself about Byron after publication, ‘Had I chosen to be ill-natured, God knows
without deviating from the truth I had plenty of means.””* Lamb’s envisioned recipients
were those that snubbed her in favour of Byron; the power of the social snub lies in the
close proximity between the sender of the signal indicating contempt and the receiver,
who therefore could only be those of her milieu. By exposing Byron’s shortcomings as
Glenarvon, ‘the idol they once adored [...] a coward and a hypocrite [...] smooth
dissembler [who] smiles while he stabs,’> she is exposing the warped values of a
society that knowingly continued to favour behaviour that was as incriminating as her

own.

Barbara Judson writes of the roman a clef that the ‘writer’s gratification depends
on the audience’s facile penetration of authorial disguise’ and that ‘exposure constitutes
an important function’ of the genre.”* For the general, wider readership the ‘facile
penetration’ and recognition of the encoded figures is of little value other than to enjoy
the discomfort of the aristocracy having its dirty linen washed in public. But for
Lamb’s envisioned audience the roman a clef is not primarily for the recognition of the
author, but so that they can recognise themselves in relation to Lamb. When the novel
is re-read as a revelatory text, Kirk Curnutt’s work upon public confession is helpful in
that he describes the medium as a ‘self-autopsy’, and considered as such the novel takes
on a new dimension as

[A] form of confession that justified the intimate exposure of
private life by presenting it as a therapeutic form of self-
improvement. Beneath its breathless, brazen exposés of sin,
sorrow and suffering, the popular confession was a genre
reserved for its subjects who far from meriting approbation, were
to be emulated as symbols of the will to recover and reconstitute
proper mores.”

Curnutt is referring to the confessional as popularised in pulp magazines and advertising
in the nineteen twenties and thirties, but it has a resonance when applied to Lamb’s
deliberate choice of the roman a clef. Again, I would like to slightly modify the

quotation from Curnutt by adding the codicil that the novel can be read as a form of
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~ confession that justified an apparent intimate exposure of private life as, as has already
been noted, there was very little that was actually new to Lamb’s envisioned audience
of her immediate circle. As a form of ‘self-autopsy’, Lamb places herself on the
dissecting table by way of legitimately being able to then insert the scalpel into others,
peeling back the fleshy and flashy veneer of the aristocracy to reveal a moral vacuum.
As Calantha, Lamb publicly upbraids herself and begs for forgiveness from her
husband, before paying the ultimate sacrifice of every transgressing fictional heroine,
but even in death Calantha’s conduct is something ‘we do not excuse’.® Curnutt
describes those that make a public admission of guilt as being able to command
authority which is exercised through suffering: ‘the guilty take advantage of their
“honesty” and the show of some awful social courage by dominating the situation.”?’
By apparently confessing her sins and undertaking the brave act of publicly admitting
her own guilt, Lamb perhaps hoped that others would take stock of their own
shortcomings and admit the unfairness with which she had been treated and
acknowledge the entrenched hypocrisy.

After his initial shock and having read Glenarvon for himself, William Lamb is
recorded as being sympathetic to her need to write the novel and was actually rather
pleased with his own portrait as Lord Avondale.?® The novel can, therefore, be re-
interpreted as evidence of not only Lamb’s own will to recover but also for the need for
the aristocracy, certainly including those of Lamb’s immediate acquaintance to
reconstitute proper social mores. To use Curnutt’s example of pulp-fiction
confessionals again as a parallel to Lamb’s own narrative, he writes that the
confessional depends upon an empathic interlocutor who can validate and recognise the
self-narrative that allows confessors to address their envisioned audience as a penitent,
which grants the speaker the authority to present themselves as role models for self-
improvement that is justified by the revelation of their own secrets.?’ As a moral
parable disguised as a confessional narrative, Glenarvon takes advantage of the
enduring public appetite for scandal, especially anything relating to Byron, by
representing the sin and the suffering as guaranteed to highlight the shortcomings in
such a glare of publicity that the only possible course of action would be to follow a
similar course of self-improvement. In the concluding chapters of Glenarvon Lamb
highlights this as the motivation by recounting the lessons the principal characters have

learned, or rather, strictly speaking, not learned:

48



The Marquis of Delaval, restored to his family and fortune,
forgot the lesson adversity had taught. In the same follies and
the same vanities his predecessors had passed their days, he
likewise endeavoured to enjoy the remainder of his. The Duke
of Altamonte lived long enough to learn the mournful truth,
which pride had forborne to teach, [...] the littleness of all
human greatness, and the vanity of every enjoyment this world
can offer. Of Sophia, of Frances, of Lady Dartford, what is there
to relate? They passed joyfully with the thousands that sail daily
along the stream of folly [...] Lady Mandeville and Lady
Augusta Selwyn fluttered away likewise each pleasurable
moment as frivolously, though perhaps less innocently; then
turned to weep for the errors into which they had been drawn,
more humble in themselves when sorrow had chastened them.*

Despite the furore that surrounded the appearance of Glenarvon Lamb was granted
permission by her husband to allow a second edition to be printed. In the preface added
to the second edition Lamb wrote that despite the universal condemnation of the novel
as being of an ‘immoral tendency’ it was the ‘general tendency of the work [to be]
favourable to the interests of virtue.”*! In issuing the second (and third edition to which
this preface was also attached), Lamb recognised that she must bow to the opinion of
the public but questioned them as to whether or not the morality of the tale had ‘been
injured by the description of desperate characters, depraved conduct, and daring
crimes?’*? That Lamb was expecting a reaction to the publication of the novel is
reflected in a comment made on receiving the finished product: ‘It looks so beautiful
but it [makes] my heart beat.”>® The addition of the conciliatory preface can be
interpreted in two ways: as an attempt to re-ingratiate herself with her immediate family
and in-laws having realised that this time she had gone too far, or as an
acknowledgement that the work did indeed have a moral purpose. She does go on to
say that despite the work being a work of fiction, she made an attempt to distinguish
between ‘painting human nature as it is [my italics], and the base desire of deforming
and degrading it.”** Lamb felt that she did not need to act upon the base desire of
malevolence, because human nature as she saw it was already deformed and debased,
and the author could not help but draw from life as “the lineaments, with which he is
most familiar, will sometimes almost involuntarily rise beneath the touch of his

pencil.’35

It is a preface that is simultaneously apologetic and unrepentant, arguing that

similar or worse had already appeared in ‘novels, romances and romantic poems’, and
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that the offending material is due to the ‘personal application’ of the perceived
imputations.3® Lamb places the onus upon the reader for identifying any real life

personages because of their

designing ill-will and erring curiosity, [they] may exert
themselves to discover realities in murders, intrigues, marriages,
separations, which have only been introduced for the sake of
giving some interest to the narrative; but good sense, and
discernment, will easily distinguish between such ill-founded
applications, and those observations in which, it is trusted, the
fair freedom of remark, and censure, which belongs to the British
press, has neither been exceeded, nor abused.”’

There should be no difficulty, Lamb suggests to the knowing reader, between

of the freedom of speech which is neither exaggerated nor any more libellous than the
press. At the very end of the preface Lamb refuses to concede the charge that her
motive was vengeance or that she deliberately caricatured anybody, which is the

fundamental problem with the critical reception of the text:

If in any part of the work, any deviation from this prescribed
course can be discovered: if any sentiment throughout these
volumes, appears even to approach to the toleration of vice and
immortality it is vain now to say, how from the heart it is wished
unwritten; but in censures which spring from very different
motives, in misconstructions, misrepresentations, and above all,
in the charge of malevolence, the author never will silently and
tamely acquiesce.®

Critics of Lamb have read Glenarvorn as a melodrama, which Lamb inhabited as the

distinguishing the fact from the fiction; whilst she maintains that she is availing herself

tragic heroine and one that crossed over into the real world so that she could no longer

tell the difference. This reading of Glenarvon is not one of a life producing the

autobiographical basis of the text but rather the other way around. The text has

produced the life, the one that critics of the novel have read as Lamb having chosen for

herself. Instead of verifying the claims of truth that are present in the autobiographical

fiction, criticisms have focused upon the rhetorical techniques by which the “truth’ is
told, thereby undermining any claims of telling any truths at all, emphasising the

implied connotations of the roman a clef of confessional scandal and exposure.

‘Graham Hamilton’ and the Fashionable Novel: Not a Silver Fork in Sight

Glenarvon and Graham Hamilton were published by Henry Colburn, who was

responsible for the availability of the majority of fashionable novels, that later became
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known as silver-fork novels. This was an immensely popular genre that flourished in
the mid- to late 1820s and early 1830s; the earliest influential example being Theodore
Hook’s three volume collection of stories entitled Sayings and Doings (1824).3° The
appeal of the genre was initially the sharing of an insider’s view of the privileged world
of high society, the authenticity of which was vouched for by the marketing of the
authors as members of the aristocracy, or at least in close proximity to them. Ellen
Moers recognises Colburn’s ‘genius’ as being the identification of a very profitable
niche in the market in the form of

a literature written about exclusives, by the exclusives (or those
that knew them well) and for the exclusives would be royally
supported by those who were not but desperately wanted to
become exclusives: the nouveux riches of post-war England.*

Alison Adburgham attributes Colburn as not only the publisher of the genre, but also its
‘conceptor, producer, editor [and] — most effectively — promoter.”*! Colburn recruited
aristocratic authors: his list included Lord Normanby, Lady Charlotte Bury, Lady
Morgan and Lady Blessington, with an emphasis upon authenticity.

The defining feature of the novel of fashionable life was the faithful depiction of
the day-to-day detail of what to wear, how to behave, where to be seen and who to
know, knowledge that was imparted by witty conversation. So much emphasis was put
upon the minutiae that the prolific journalist, critic and essayist, William Hazlitt, in his
exasperation with the emphasis of style over substance, inadvertently christened the
genre in his essay ‘“The Dandy School’ when attacking Hook’s writing:

Provided a few select persons sit eat fish with silver forks, he
considers it a circumstance of no consequence if a whole county
starves; but these privileged persons are not surely thinking all
the time and every day of their lives of that which Mr. Theodore
Hook has never forgotten since he first witnessed it, viz. that
they eat their fish with silver forks.”

As Harriet Devine Jump has shown, the emphasis upon the frivolous and purely
aesthetic nature of the genre could be, and was, read through many perspectives, as a
celebration of exclusivity, as a handbook for aspirant social climbers or as a warning to
the spiritual emptiness of the elite.** However they were read, the presumed authenticity
of the silver-fork formula, in Andrea Hibbard’s words, of ‘dressing, dining, dancing,
coquetting, gambling, duelling and politicking — calculated to establish just this

extravagance and provoke [...] wonder’* was the essential ingredient and was promoted
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as such; it is a list of criteria that Winifred Hughes concurs ‘no self-respecting silver
fork novel would be complete without.”** I say ‘presumed’ authenticity because despite
Colburn’s accumulation of aristocratic authors, the best selling novelists of the genre, as
Jump and Cronin both observe, came from slightly lower down the social scale and

gleaned their authenticity by association rather than birthright.*®

Although Glenarvon and Graham Hamilton pre-date the timeframe of the silver-
fork genre, there are points where the novels and the format converge, particularly in the
case of Graham Hamilton. Lamb certainly fits the preferred profile of an author of the
fashionable genre and both Glenarvon and Graham Hamilton contain some of the
identifiable and desirable elements of the genre as listed above; Glenarvon is driven by
the political situation in Ireland and features a duel between Glenarvon and Lord
Avondale; Graham Hamilton also contains a duel, scenes at the opera and Lady
Orville’s ball, and the practising of the female arts of flirtatious wit upon Hamilton.

The ‘I-spy’ nature of the roman a clef was also a desirable feature by way of asserting
the fashionable or aristocratic credentials of the content as well as the author, and an
element that Colburn made great use of in his marketing campaigns.*’ This feature has
already been discussed in terms of Glenarvon and the voracious appetite for anything
that resembled new information about Byron, but this is also in evidence in Graham
Hamilton, drawing as it does upon the unhappy marriage of Georgiana although this
may not have been immediately obvious to a readership outside of Lamb’s milieu.
However, although the activities in both novels revolve around the higher echelons of
society, the atmosphere invoked by Lamb is not what might be expected from what
became an identifiable feature of the Colburn stable; Lamb’s books do not, as Cronin
succinctly sums up the ambiguous attraction of the fashionable novel, ‘satirise the world
they celebrate, and celebrate the world they satirise.”*® Instead, the attention to the
documentary-like detail associated with fashionable novels is conspicuously absent in
both Glenarvon and Graham Hamilton and Lamb concentrates on what Kelly asserts as
the defining feature of the silver-fork genre which is the ‘familiar Romantic
examination of the social construction of the individual as well as the familiar Romantic

opposition of self and society.’®

When considering a second novel, Lamb apparently sought the advice of Ugo

Foscolo, an exiled Italian novelist who had found refuge with the Whig literati of
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Holland House, who advised her ‘write a book which will offend nobody, women
cannot afford to shock.”>® Whether or not Lamb heeded this advice, a review of
Graham Hamilton (1822) applauded her for leaving behind the perceived insidious

excesses of Glenarvon:

{W]le have pleasure in stating our opinion that it is much more

creditable to her than its predecessor, both as displaying greater

powers and as subject to less objection on the score of personal

allusions and revolting characters. It is an elegant and pathetic

tale; and its style and execution would not reflect discredit upon

names much more known in this department of literature than

her Ladyship. [...] [IJt displays, in polished and vigorous

language, the rocks on which the young, the unthinking and the

gay have so often wrecked their hopes, their conscience, and

their tranquillity [sic}; and to the thoughtless worshippers of

fashion it addresses a grave and awful admonition, well

calculated to awaken them from the dream of folly and

dissipation[.]*!
Blackwood’s Magazine similarly applauded the novel in its advertisements for recently
published books, describing it as belonging “to the class of proper and of good novels’

2 Graham

as it presented a “spirited picture of the manners and follies of the times.
Hamilton is indeed a much simpler tale than Glenarvon, and one that owes a clear debt
to Frances Burney’s Evelina (1778), as is acknowledged in the naming of her female
protagonist Lady Orville, the name that Evelina is to take after her own novel ends.
Also in acknowledgement of Burney, Lady Orville’s young son is named Lord Merton
and Lamb’s vulgar and obsequious Brandon siblings owe their existence to Evelina’s
cousins, the Branghtons. The eponymous hero narrates his own tale in retrospect,
telling of his relocation from the rural idyll of Scotland into the heart of London society
where he, like Evelina, has to negotiate the pitfalls of an alien society. Hamilton
equates the move to the metropolis to become the heir of his uncle with selling his
“liberty, youth and happiness for gold.”> Unlike Evelina, whose naivety lends itself to

humour, albeit of a sometimes distressing nature, Hamilton’s experiences within silver-

fork society nearly destroy him physically and financially.

The novel is an intimate study of the effects of the authentic self being corrupted
by an artificial society; the lack or undermining of a true internal identity reveals the
lack of outward stability, precipitating a self destructive conflict between what people
are and what they wish to be perceived as. Hamilton is initially conscious of his

parvenu status and wishes it otherwise:
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1 began now to observe the smiles which my peculiar dress
excited; for I had arrived in my very best attire, boots, hat,
handkerchief, and coat, quite new — quite stiff all cut and made
in the very extreme of the present fashion [...] Indeed no one
who has not been bred in retreat, can comprehend what it is to be
exposed to the insolent stare and the pretended condescension of
people, soi-disant of fashion.>*

Hamilton’s mortification turns to anger directed against those whom he judges as
inferior to his own ‘genius and natural endowments’, which have been appreciated as
superior elsewhere.” It is as his friend, Moncrief, recognises, in that Hamilton feels
‘lost and humbled’ because he has not yet acquired the nonchalant attitude required for
his new environment, and when he does so, Moncrief assures him, all his ‘high
principles and exceeding delicacy will vanish.”*® Lady Orville hides her desperation of
debts and a loveless marriage behind a fagade designed to provoke envy and admiration.
Lady Orville becomes so entrenched within the charade that she is terrified of leaving
the city behind for the countryside in a bid to save her from financial and spiritual ruin.
When Hamilton urges Lady Orville to accept her husband’s request that she leave for
the country in an attempt to discharge her debts, she is horrified:

“But my friends who now consider me as their first object — my
parties, to be invited to which there is so much emulation — my
suppers, at which politics are debated, and where statesmen
settle their measures — all these will be lost for ever, and the
world will seek some other general place of union, if I give up
my press7ent place in society, and retire into the country for three
years.”

Lady Orville’s existence is only validated in the gaze of others, so successful has she
been at smothering her authentic self and assimilating the external values of an artificial
society. The ‘perpetual change of scenery, variety of conversation, and multiplicity of

acquaintance’ has ‘become necessary’.”8

This lack of depth is the defining feature of the society in which Hamilton and
Lady Orville are enmeshed, with the emphasis upon the appearance of sophistication
and the fear of ridicule. As Hamilton’s interlocutor, Mr. M-, observes:

the ‘greatest reproach that can be cast on the votaries of fashion
is the slavish fear they ever seem to be under from each other;
the dread [...] of exciting ridicule; the anxiety to be
distinguished and yet not to be considered dissimilar from their
associates[.]*
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Lamb portrays the vacuous nature that the contradictory demands of dread and desire of
distinguishing features produce, of which the Brandons are the embodiment. Frederic
and Miss Brandon are the son and daughter of Lord S-, who, despite having ‘a good
cook, a good house, and a great deal of money {[...] was not the fashion’, much to the
embarrassment of his children.®® Hamilton had once met Frederic before in Scotland,
and Frederic had extended an invitation to visit him in London. The invitation is
delivered with ‘ostentatious civility’, the emptiness of which is revealed when Frederic
is mortified when Hamilton does indeed take it up, demanding of Hamilton ‘are you
come to remain all night [...] with affected coldness and ill-concealed alarm.”®
Frederic is embarrassed by the provincialism of Hamilton, and his antipathy towards
him is contrasted by Frederic’s ‘manner towards a few select associates, to whose
whims, caprices, and foibles he appeared a perfect slave.”®* Frederic frosty reception of
Hamilton only begins to thaw when he sees Hamilton being received with favour by
Lady Orville and her mother, Lady Denmont. Miss Brandon shares the same aspiration
to be in the ‘very extremity of fashion’, which manifests itself as ‘professing to like
singularity, and to be herself odd’, but she was ‘always anxious to ascertain how far
such extravagances would suit the very elevated taste of the small circle to which Lady
Orville belonged.”®® Both Frederic and Miss Brandon embody the limitations of a
society that only requires the veneer of sophistications. Hamilton admires ‘the dexterity
displayed by those that appeared to have read everything and know everything’:

All tediousness was avoided by the rapid change of topics,
which, like the scenery of a pantomime must be shifted every
instant [...] an effect produced [...] by skimming books, and
cursory reading of reviews.*

The cursory approach to knowledge is, says Lamb, like ‘water through a pipe or
channel, leaving [the brain] as empty as it found it, [putting] words in the mouths of
fools.’®> Frederic Brandon’s amusing but inane chatter keeps Hamilton ‘entertained
without enlightening [his] mind’ because his ‘slender stock’ of intelligence garnered by
the skimming of books and reading of reviews is rendered ‘powerless, meagre and
insufficient’, whereas Moncrief’s ‘superior intelligence [and] natural quickness’ were

developed because of the ‘large [...] resources upon which he drew.’®

As a genre, the silver-fork novel is associated with the thick description of a
consumer society. Lamb, by contrast, employs a didactic minimalism to great effect,

introducing elements of luxury when it is offered as a stark contrast to necessity. The
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following extract is the only one that contains any extended references to luxurious
living; here an unnamed man she has reduced to destitution by refusing to acknowledge

a debt of a thousand pounds confronts Lady Orville:

“Far be it from me,” he continued, “to judge you — beggared as I
am by my trust in your countenance of innocent sweetness. [...] I
have a year’s imprisonment expiated the crime, your want of
punctuality — your riot and extravagance led me to commit.” [...]
“See,” continued the man, pointing to her, “what gifts of heaven
has bestowed there — and yet that heart, in the midst of this
splendour, must, if it beat at all, beat with self-reproach.
Amongst the many whom you and your gay associates have
brought to ruin, I am one of the most unfortunate. [...] I was
utterly destitute. 1 attempted a robbery — I was seized and
prosecuted: I was convicted, but obtained a pardon after long
confinement. [...] Three days ago I wrote to you again. My
letter was menacing was desperate; but so was my situation. All
yesterday, all this day I have awaited your answer; to-night the
answer is given — a ball and supper, splendour, excess: this is my
money — this is my sustenance. [...] Are you not afraid of
wearing before the almighty God who made you, those glittering
baubles, which you must feel are the bread of my children. [...]
What you have taken from me, that alone I claim: and if you are
too poor to restore it, are you not too poor to wear this costly

attire, to keep these liveried minions, to give this feast?"s’

This passage demonstrates not only the disparity between necessity and luxury, but also
the interconnectedness of the hierarchical structure, which would have pleased Hazlitt
had he ever read Graham Hamilton. Lady Orville’s debt is another man’s destitution;
her refusal to acknowledge her mounting financial problems is symptomatic of the
inertia in which she is immersed but also a demonstration of the lack of facing up to
responsibility in general, in this case with devastating repercussions. The Whig
aristocracy were consumers par excellence; where they led others followed into the
furthest regions of fashionable excess. A leisured lifestyle was an extraordinarily
expensive one and that eventually had to be paid for in one form or another. The
extended credit necessary to supplement Lady Orville’s leisured lifestyle, and her
inability to pay because of gambling would eventually snap what Linda Colley
describes as the ‘complex web of dependency and obligation.’*® The simple act of non-
payment of a bill and the accumulation of debt was to neglect a fundamental
responsibility. Lady Orville’s irresponsibility and ignorance of the consequences is
reflected in a verbal portrait of Lamb’s life as told to and recorded by Lady Morgan.
Lamb recounted thinking that all people were either ‘dukes or beggars’ and never had to
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‘part with their money’ because of the cocooned and privileged existence that belied the

interdependent nature of society.”

As far as an authentic representation of the lives of the aristocracy goes, Lamb
delivers exactly that and one that is based upon her own family experience. This
authenticity not only subverts but pre-empts the expectations of the silver-fork genre in
its early stages because of her awareness of the keen interest that existed (and still does)
in the intimate details of exclusive living. Lamb chose a popular vehicle that appealed
to the basic reader instinct of curiosity, as did Glenarvon, for the purpose of criticising
the abuse of class distinction and privilege. As representatives of novels of fashionable
life Glenarvon and Graham Hamilton anticipate the politicised form of the genre as
practised by Edward Bulwer Lytton (the potential for Lamb’s influence upon his
writings will be discussed in a later chapter) and Mary Shelley. By the time Bulwer
Lytton published Pelham: or The Adventures of a Gentleman in 1828, as Fiona Stafford
and Harriet Devine Jump identify, the silver-fork novel was no longer regarded as mere
frivolous escapism and had taken on an inherently political colouring in both production
and reception.” In his collection of essays England and the English (1833) Bulwer
Lytton wrote that the authors of the genre had contributed to the necessity for
parliamentary reform having by ‘unconsciously exposed the falsehood, the hypocrisy,
the arrogant and vulgar insolence of patrician life’ by subjecting the reader to a ‘parade
of frivolity, the ridiculous disdain of truth, [...] these novels exhibited as a picture of
aristocratic society.’”! By ‘the authors’ Bulwer Lytton included himself; England and
the English was published after he had launched his parliamentary career, having been
elected MP for St Ives in 1831 as a radical independent and a supporter of the Reform
Bill, and, in the following year, elected as MP for Lincoln in the first post-reform
government. Lamb similarly projected a picture of aristocratic life but did so
consciously, deliberately stripping it bare of the ‘parade of frivolity’ and purposefully
exposing the ‘disdain of truth.’

Lisa Vargo writes of Mary Shelley’s Lodore (1835) that it should be recognised
for the skill with which Mary Shelley appeals to popular taste for the purpose of
sustained political debate rather than the consolidation of class privilege.”” Lodore has
much in common with Graham Hamilton, and possibly owes a debt to it, though there is

no way of knowing whether or not Shelley ever read Graham Hamilton. Even if she did
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it was not a debt that could be acknowledged because of the vigilance of her father-in-
law, Sir Timothy Shelley, who was ever on the look out for any sign of impropriety in
the writing career of Shelley. Any reference to the scandalous Lady Caroline Lamb
would have supplied Sir Timothy with further ammunition with which to control the
good name of Shelley and curtail her writing activities even further. Like Lamb’s Lady
Orville, Shelley’s character of Cornelia Lodore is what Charlene E. Bunnell calls ‘too
subservient to manners and image’, initially relying on ‘society’s glass’ as the
barometer of conduct which, inevitably, results in the loss of the sense of self.” Both
women become so entrenched in the conventions of expected society mores that they
find it difficult to relinquish them when the opportunity arises as it does for Cornelia on
finding her self alone after the deaths of her controlling husband and mother. Lady
Orville has to choose between remaining in the city and separation from her husband or
removing herself to the country to save herself from financial ruin, to which her initial
reaction is to view the removal to the country as a loss of her central position in society,
even though the same fate would await her if she remained. Cornelia and Lady Orville
finally relinquish the masks they have used as props and exit the public arena of
spectacle by the end of the novel. Cornelia resigns her fortune to her impoverished
daughter and finds happiness with the scholarly Horatio Saville; Lady Orville
voluntarily leaves the city to undertake unspecified charitable works in the country in
which she finds happiness for the first time. However, this is not quite the end of the
novel in both instances. As Vargo comments on Lodore, Cornelia and her daughter find
happiness but Shelley then turns to the character of Fanny Derham, challenging the
closed form of the genre; having assisted Cornelia and her daughter to find each other
and happiness, Fanny’s course in life is yet to be run.”* This is an echo of the open-
endedness also found in Lamb’s work; Graham Hamilton, who has narrated his story to
the mysterious Mr. M., finishes it with a declaration that life may well be impossible
under the burden of grief he carries and sometimes he wishes death would come sooner

rather than later.

Shelley was initially going to include the subtitle of “a tale of present time’,
recalling the title of her father’s novel, Things as They Are, and the temporal setting of
the novel is 1831 during the debate of the proposed passing of the Reform Bill. Fiona
Stafford recognises the sub-title as being a ‘valuable insight into her attitude’ towards

the novel at the time of its inception.” Shelley had written as early as 1830, which
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Stafford works out as being immediately prior to beginning work on Lodore, describing
the current political situation:
The people will be redressed — will the Aristocrats sacrifice

enough to tranguillise them — if they will not — we must be

revolutionised.”

Like Lamb’s characters in Graham Hamilton, the main characters are either of the
aristocracy or related to it and the overall theme of both is an indictment of a society
that privileges style over substance, manners over morals. Both indict the aristocracy
for its shortcomings as an intermediary between people and crown but from
oppositional political positions. Lamb writes her critique as an aristocrat who has
inhabited the very heart of fashionable society and under the political banner of Whig.
Graham Hamilton was written before the parliamentary debate upon and the passing of
the Reform Bill, and expresses the need to reform before they were ‘revolutionised.’ |
Shelley writes as a radical, but one beholden to her aristocratic father-in-law; the novel
was published after the Reform Bill has been passed in 1832, but reflecting the same
criticisms of the aristocracy at the time of the novel’s temporal setting. Lamb
anticipates and subverts the stylistic expectations of the silver-fork genre; Shelley
similarly makes use of the power of popular interest to exploit its potential for social
criticism. Both Lamb and Shelley recognised that the aristocracy were fighting a
rearguard action against democracy and equality by proclaiming the enclosed perfection
of their elite, but by so ostentatiously staging their elitism, they contributed inexorably
to both the ‘popularisation and merchandising of exclusivity itself,””” of which Lamb
and Shelley both took full advantage. The fundamental difference is that Lady Orville,
who is only referred to by her Christian name, Augusta, once in the novel, retains her
title and Cornelia, Lady Lodore, is happy to relinquish hers.

Richard Cronin argues for Shelley’s Lodore is an example of what he terms
‘hybrid fiction’, a form of fiction that is interested in the point of contact between inner
feelings and material fact, the collision between the workings of society and of the spirit
and the adverse effect that the former has upon the latter.”® Cronin suggests that
Shelley, as a writer of hybrid fiction, was not only influenced by the style of Edward
Bulwer Lytton, whose works Shelley eagerly anticipated, but that she is the ‘more
prescient of the two’ in opening up a new subject matter for the Victorian novel, that of

the unhappy marriage.” However, Graham Hamilton also has at its core the unhappy
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marriage of Lady Orville, a state of affairs that drives forward all other events. Both
Graham Hamilton and Lodore are novels about money and marriage, and how both
female protagonists can, to a certain extent, be held responsible for their own
unhappiness as they become susceptible to the allures of high society. Lady Orville
rejects the worthy Moncrief at the request of her mother, Cornelia Santerre is urged into
marriage with Lord Lodore by her manipulative mother, Lady Santerre, whose name
Lisa Hopkins recognises as meaning ‘without earth’, referring to her poverty-stricken or
landless state.¥® Cornelia then allows her adherence to the artificial courtesies of
metropolitan society to dictate her actions to her second suitor, the worthy Horatio
Saville, making Saville think that she is insincere in her affections for him. Money
dictates modes of behaviour within polite, aristocratic society and it is only when both
women give up the artificial mores of metropolitan society that they find a sense of
themselves that had been repressed by social economic politics. The suggestion that
Bulwer Lytton can be considered as an influence upon Shelley is an interesting one in
that I argue later in chapter six that Lamb can be considered of seminal influence upon
Bulwer Lytton, and considering the similarities between Lamb and Shelley discussed
here and in chapters three and four, Lamb can now be re-considered as a factor in the

eddying of influence that Cronin suggests flows between Shelley and Bulwer Lytton.

Ada Reis: Apocalyptic Orientalism

As Graham Hamilton was acknowledged to be a credit to Lamb due to the
elegant simplicity of the style, Ada Reis, in the eyes of the critics that reviewed it,
merely re-affirmed the conception of Lamb as the embodiment of a dissipated and
dysfunctional aristocracy. The critic from the New Monthly Magazine read the novel as
a ‘faithful index of her mind, nothing can be more bizarre than the nature of her
compositions’; due to her existence in the ‘magic circle within which the exclusive
upper class congregates’ the novel reflects this exalted sphere’s ‘follies, its dissipations,
its heartless inanity and its freezing apathy’. He adds that Lamb is, at least, ‘better
employed writing even a bad book, than in setting society a bad example of idleness and

dissipation[.]’®!

The reviewer from the New Monthly Magazine had the same difficulty
in understanding the tale’s development, anticipating readers’ responses to the novel as
being framed by the question Is this probable? Is that in nature?’®? Similarly
recognising the penmanship of Lamb, the Literary Gazette was baffled by the ‘wild

inconsistent medley’, as was The Examiner, which asserted that ‘if these volumes were
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not the production of that gifted child the Opium-eater, they certainly ought to be [...]

*83 The tale is indeed an imaginative

concocted by opium and a wayward imagination.
one, telling the story of Ada Reis, a self-indulgent tyrant who renounces all forms of
deity to serve his own greedy ambitions, encouraged all the way to his own damnation
and the sacrifice of his daughter by an agent for the forces of darkness, the magician
Kabkarra. In this, the most allusive of the three novels, Lamb sustains her critique of
separatist elitism by employing the connotations of excess associated with Orientalism,
yoked together with the motif of descent into the subterranean mythology of the
Underworld and the theme of temptation and redemption that draws upon and
acknowledges its predecessors. The review in The Examiner provides a list of ‘kindred
works of the imagination’:

Anastasius, Don Juan, and the Corsair, seem to furnish the row

ensemble of [Ada Reis’] characteristics. Maugraby [the magician

from The Arabian Nights], the Giaour in the Caliph Vathek —

[...] and the Mephistophilies [sic] of Faust make up the infernal

instigator of himself and daughter, whilst the latter is

Nourronihar [the princess from Vathek], and her Good Genius

[is] somewhat of the Gulchenrouz [playmate of Nourronihar] of

Mr. Beckford. Le Diable Boiteux and the Visions of Quevodo,

come into play in a satirical description of Hell. [...] It would not

be astonishing to those whose souls are too high (we envy them

not) to read Eastern and other Tales, to learn how much they owe

to each other [...] but we might proceed in this ungracious way,

ad infinitum, to very little purpose — so no more of it.%*
As a list of sources and inspirations, this should be extended to include Byron’s
Darkness, Homer’s The Odyssey, Dante’s Inferno and Milton’s Paradise Regained, all
of which provide the chapter epigraphs in the third volume, have a clear relevance to the
structure of the volume, and evoke the entwined themes of apocalyptic damnation,
temptation and redemption. Kelly describes the use of quotations, epigraphs and
allusions from literature and history as a device by which to support the fictional or
ideological arguments from which parallels can be drawn, and the use of endnotes
(which Ada Reis has in abundance and in French, the second language of the
aristocracy) as an indicator that the work is to be taken seriously.®® The identification of
the intertextual nature of any work goes towards the act of interpretation, so that while
the review in The Examiner is pointing out that Lamb’s work is considered only as a
repetition of those that have gone before, it also does her the unintended favour of

placing her work within a literary tradition that invokes the supernatural, the classical
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and the exotic by way of what Marilyn Butler recognises as a tried and tested method of

critiquing excesses nearer to home. %

As an allegorical tale, Ada Reis has a four-fold structure of meaning: the literal
or aesthetic that comprises the story, the ethical or moral meaning, the historical or
socio-political meaning and the apocalyptic or spiritual meaning. The difficulty that the
reviewers appeared to have with the novel arose because they confined themselves to
the literal or aesthetic meaning. Baffled by the supernatural narrative that, on its own,
renders the novel incoherent, they were unable to appreciate the complexity of the
narrative structure. Todorov sums up what appears to be the difficulty Lamb’s
contemporary critics had with interpreting Lamb’s supernatural tale and has this to say

about the function of allegory:

[TIhe difficulty we have understanding the tale’s development
[is] if we limit ourselves to its literal meaning. The role of the

supernatural [...] and the bizarre nature of the story’s transitions

[...] here play the role of allegorical indices, and oblige us to set

out on an interpretive track that is independent of the principal

semantic line.”’

On the literal, aesthetic level of reading Ada Reis is a difficult tale to follow; characters
appear under numerous names and guises and locations shift in the blink of a magic eye.
It is only when the moral and socio-political elements are interpreted against Lamb’s
background does the meaning of the apocalyptic ending and the message for redemption
and reform become clear in the final volume. On the task of interpretation, Todorov
recognises the role that the author has to play as to which interpretative track to follow
if the system of values and ideas that underpin the ideology of the text is to be
considered:

[Alfter constructing the events that make up a story, we then
give ourselves over to the task of reinterpretation, which allows
us to construct the work’s characters on the one hand, the system
of ideas and values underlying the text on the other. This
reinterpretation is not arbitrary; [...] it suffices for the author to
spend a little time teaching us how to interpret the events he
evokes. [...] We have learned the lesson, and we shall continue
to interpret as [the author] has taught us to do.®

To read the novel only as a literal story was to ignore Lamb’s introduction in which she
clearly outlines the morality of the tale, thereby clearly not giving credence to her
authoritative authorial voice or her statement of intent. Lamb uses the space of the

introduction to spend a little time teaching the reader the guiding philosophical
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principles that underpin the moral framework of her tale. The widely influential
doctrine of Manichaeism was founded and spread by the Persian philosopher Mani
(216-77), a severely ascetic teaching of a radical dualism that represents the spiritual
element of the world as the Light, and the material as the creation of Darkness, a force
driven by desire. The Light and the Darkness are independent beings but in the world
and all its creatures they are mixed. Humans are represented as being built from the
tainted, material matter of Darkness from which the Light, and therefore true happiness,
struggles to be released, which only occurs through the redeeming knowledge of the
spiritual self.¥ Having taught the reader how to ascertain the ethical meaning of the
text, that is that humans have to transcend the material to achieve the spiritual, Lamb
then proceeds with the narrative that will bring to bear the historical/socio-political and

the apocalyptic/spiritual climax.

The historical layer of the allegory is that of her own time and space and is
identified from the outset, also adding to the Turkish-ness of the tale. Ada Reis is the
‘once famous Corsair, the merchant, the traveller, the Don Juan of his day’,9° an
allusion that draws attention not only to Byron but also the similarities to be found
between Ada Reis and his Turkish tales. Byron’s Corsair, Conrad, is a pirate chief who
has to leave his island on hearing that the Turkish Pacha (as it is spelt in The Bride of
Abydos) is about to descend upon him; Lamb’s Corsair, Ada Reis, is similarly piratical,
having murdered his captain with the aid of his second in command and assumed
control of the authority of the ship and the title of ‘Ada’ (‘Captain®). Having promised
his daughter, Fiormonda, in marriage to the son (‘Bey”) of the Pasha (as it is spelt in
Ada Reis) of Constantinople, Ada Reis is forced to leave because of the Pasha’s intent
to murder him on discovery of his own crimes of murder and treachery. There is also
an echo here of The Bride of Abydos: Fiormonda’s arranged marriage is similar to that
of Zuleika, the daughter of the Pasha Giaffir who is destined on her father’s order to
marry the Bey of Carasman. Selim, the hero of The Bride of Abydos, voices what
becomes the overarching theme of all Lamb’s novels, ‘I am not, [...] what I appear.”*
However, where Byron’s Corsair is a noble outlaw, Ada Reis is a merciless tyrant and
egomaniac. Byron’s Don Juan is a charming and handsome young man but also rather
vacuous, whereas Lamb reverts back to the characteristics of the Spanish original, in
that Ada Reis is a ruthless and impious seducer who murders the mother of his child.

Like Byron’s characters, Lamb’s are what Mohammed Sharafuddin describes in his
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study of Islamic influence upon Romantic Orientalism as examples of Islamic
‘incorrigible masculinity,” an expression of the male ideal as a virile and commanding
type that has proved itself in war, government and a capacity ‘to keep what [he]
possesses,’ be it land or women.”? The whole of Byron’s experience in the East lies
behind these ideals and is reflected in the Turkish tales as characteristics of aggression
and uncompromising command of the self and others and as Sharafuddin convincingly
continues, the Orient significantly affects the persona of the Byronic hero. Byron’s
heroes are fascinating because they are able to shrug off the protective layer of Western
cant and live out the danger and extremes of human existence but can only take such a
daring stance because of the foreign exoticness:

{The Byronic hero must possess a tinge or taint of the Islamic,
at a cultural level, and [....] of the demonic at the spiritual level.”

Lamb takes a backward glance at the Byronic and re-writes it, exposing the sexual
allure and dangerous eroticism of this uncompromising masculinity as mere selfish
cruelty, greed, sadism and ruthlessness. The reader learns of Ada Reis’ attraction to
women but also of the murder of his lover, Bianca, in a jealous rage; of how his
ambition is pursued at any price, even if it costs him his daughter; of his apparent
disdain for social structures and conformity yet his burning desire to be recognised as
among the elite. The more that Lamb states the less room there is for fantasy. Andrew
Elfenbein and Inga-Stina Ewbank both observe a similar representation in their analyéis
of Emily Bront&’s recreation of the Byronic; Heathcliff is a ‘Byron with the glamour
gone’ and that Wuthering Heights presents the ‘Byronic lover at his best and at his
worst, and reveals that the two are the same.”®* But where Bront&’s is an imaginative
exercise, with reference to the roman a clef, Lamb writes with the authority of
experience not only of Byron, but also as a reader who had endowed him with the
eroticised danger of a noble outlaw. It is as much a criticism of the readership that re-
create Byron in the image of their own desires, investing the unknown factual with a
‘knowing’ fiction, as it is of Byron himself. Lamb aims to counter reader responses
such as evinced by the Quaker school girl Mary Jane Taylor in 1850, as illustrated by
Elfenbein,95 who was convinced that had she been Lady Byron she would have handled
him better and would have been more appreciative of him and his talents. Lamb
attempts to do in fiction what Elfenbein argues that Thomas Moore did with his
biography of Byron: that is debunk the myth that Byron was the same as his fictional

heroes, and saying instead that he was like his gloomy heroes but only when he chose to
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adopt one of the personalities that jostled for space amongst ‘the childish joker, the
cynical lover and the ardent patriot.”*®

The introduction of the religious philosophy of Manichaeism as a framework
through which the novel should be read prepares the reader not only for the geography
and genre of the text, but also the final allegorical layer of spirituality and the
apocalyptic climax. Like Ada Reis’ literary ancestors, Dr Faustus and Vathek, Reis
indulges in the ‘reckless exoticism and extravagance of the oriental despot’ for the sake
of empty pomp and forbidden knowledge.”” Ada Reis creates for himself an artificial
paradise to protect his daughter from prying eyes and to await the fulfilment of the
prophecy, an allusion not only to Vathek’s five palaces of pleasure but also to the
religious symbolism of the landscape in Islam and Christianity. Ada Reis fully
subscribes to Caliph Vathek’s adage that it was not ‘necessary to make a hell of this
world to enjoy the paradise of the next.”®As Sharafuddin notes, inhospitable
environments were to be accepted and embraced for the purposes of purification and
salvation, as reinforced by Lamb’s epigraph from Milton’s Paradise Regained and
Christ’s temptation in the desert. The materialism of greedy tyrants such as Vathek and,
by extension, Ada Reis provokes the opposite and blasphemous response of altering this
god-given condition designed to forge and harden faith.” Ada Reis forces the
landscape to bend to his will, reinforcing his ambition for power and the tyrannical
ruthlessness that he has already demonstrated to his fellow man, deprives the paradise
of its innocence and renders it oppressive for Fiormonda, who recognises herself and
her pets as captives within the illusion of luxury and comfort. It is of little wonder that
when Ada Reis arrives in Lamb’s aristocratic country house that is Hell he fails to
recognise it as a place of punishment. Ada Reis’ paradise contains the traditional
trappings that Marilyn Butler describes as the ‘idealised world of consumerist delights’
that typifies Oriental excess such as exotic gardens, veiled maidens, magical and

100

ingenious contraptions and iced sherbets, " and, perhaps most significantly, an

abundance of water.

The multitude of fountains and channels in Ada Reis’ paradisical retreat not only
reflects his ability to force a hostile environment to bend to his will to produce a garden
in the desert, it is also of enormous symbolic significance in Islam, and indeed

Christianity and many other world faiths. In Islam, water is important for purifying and
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cleansing. Muslims must be ritually pure before approaching God in prayer and water
is made available at mosques for this purpose. Ada Reis, as a convert, ‘believed as little
in Mahomet’ as he did in the ‘sacred rites of [C]Christianity’ but paid lip service to the
rituals in public so as not to offend the populace of his chosen country of residence.'®!

This does not either last long or extend to the requirements of sobriety:

“Not drink!” he cried, “by Allah, or by Mahomet, or by all the
holy saints of Christendom, wine and spirits are the soul of life!”
And early he had learned to quaff the intoxicating draught,
which opened every cell where fancy slept, putting to flight each
sluggish and dormant thought, and adding light and fire to those
that remained.'”

Ada Reis’ thirst for inebriation is matched by a thirst for adventure and novelty, none of
which are conducive to spiritual reflection and self-knowledge. As techniques, they all

d’ "’3, as does the altering of a

serve the purpose of avoiding the ‘reflection he dreade
barren landscape into a lush paradise. Even Ada Reis, however, tires of self-
gratification and turns to study to search for the mysteries of the universe and proof of
an existence beyond the immediate. However, having ‘assembled around him the
learned and the travelled’ Ada Reis soon found their ‘wisdom degraded by envy, vanity,
a desire of petty distinctions, a pedantry, and a love of display’ and soon tires of
them.'™ The voraciousness with which Ada Reis initially pursues knowledge is
reminiscent of that of Milton’s Adam in Paradise Lost, which the angel Raphael
acknowledges as a good thing as long as it re-affirms the omnipotence of God.!® Ada
Reis’ thirst for everything other than the spiritual purity of water is a value system
debased by the materialism of his humanity as defined by Manichaeism. Similarly,
Vathek develops a raging thirst for the promises of riches by, and the subsequent
disappearance of, the Giaour. His thirst is one of greedy acquisition that cannot be
slaked even by lapping at the sacred water in his ‘Eden’ in the ‘debasing posture’ of a
dog.'® Only when Ada Reis finds himself in Hell does he unconsciously ask for a glass
of water. His literal thirst is expressive of a spiritual thirst, necessary for the
purification with which to approach God. Albeit unconscious on behalf of Ada Reis, the
simple request is enough to make his demonical guide falter and become unsure of the
ultimate victory over his soul.'”” It is here that the theme of repentance and redemption
is first suggested in Ada Reis, the emphasis upon penitence is Islamic orthodoxy, but the
redemption it carries and the recovery of natural piety, suggests Sharafuddin, is

essentially a Romantic one.!%®
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‘A New Canto’: Mocking the Mock Epic

Lamb’s work has been largely discussed as an attempt by her to maintain a
connection with Byron via literary imitation, transgression and forgery of him. James
Soderholm attributes to Lamb a desire to ‘recreate the Byronic hero in her own
fashion.”'® Nicola Watson suggests that Lamb “pilfered Byron’s authority.” '*® Even
the most recent and sympathetic of Lamb’s biographers, Paul Douglass, reiterates this
theme of identity theft, summing up his position in relation to Lamb’s work by saying
that, ‘like other women before and since, she had confused loving a writer with being a
writer herself.’!!! This is reinforced by earlier observations when Douglass states that
the end of Lamb’s life witnessed an abandonment of ‘her abortive struggle to become a
feminine novel-writing version of Byron.’112 It would, therefore, be negligent to assess
Lamb’s ability as a competent speaker in the correct genre, in terms of not appropriating
Byron’s authority or identity, without taking into consideration the occasion when
Lamb clearly did appropriate Byron’s poetic voice with her assumed authorship of 4
New Canto (1819). Published anonymously, A New Canto purported to be a
continuation of Don Juan, cantos one and two of which had been published in the same
year. It is now generally considered that Lamb is the author and it has been reprinted as

13 1n an article that discusses the

such by Margot Strickland and Duncan Wu.
appropriation of Byron, Wu argues that Lamb’s authorship of 4 New Canto was driven
by Lamb being ‘stricken by grief’, and in writing it ‘she was attempting to retrieve the
lost object of her love.”'!* This argument is not convincing when considering the
portrait she had already painted of him in Glenarvon three years earlier, depicting him
as a self-serving political turncoat, or the irreverent tone that bounds through the poem.
Nor does it go as far as Wu’s concomitant suggestion that it was an attempt to
‘repossess’ Byron and destroy his reputation, but the point he makes, in that an
appreciation of 4 New Canto is dependent upon familiarity with the original, is a valid

one.'

A New Canto is one of four responses to Don Juan identified and collated by
Peter Cochrane, the other three being Felicia Hemans® The Sceptic (1820), William
Hone’s Don Juan, Canto the Third (1820) and John Clare’s Don Juan A Poem (1841);
the latter is similar to Lamb’s, suggests Cochran, being a similar experiment by one

poet in ‘somebody else’s idiom, and from motives as murky as hers.’!’® Lamb’s 4 New
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Canto is made up of twenty seven stanzas which, as the editors of The Feminist
Companion to Literature in English observe, ‘fizzes with verbal inventiveness,”!"’
describing an apocalyptic vision of the end of civilisation beginning with the destruction
of London, and all its inherent vanities and vices (a theme close to Lamb’s heart), which
then spreads around the world. In the first person, 4 New Canto starts as it means to go

on:

P’m sick of fame — I’m gorged with it, so full

I almost could regret the happier hour

When northern oracles proclaimed me dull,

Grieving my Lord should so mistake his power —
E’en they who now my consequence would lull,

And vaunt they hailed and nursed the opening flower.
Vile cheats! He knew not, impudent reviewer,

Clear spring of Helicon from common sewer. (I; 1-8)

Lamb is clearly indicating the reception of Byron’s Hours of Idleness, his first volume
of poetry published in 1807 that was savaged by the Edinburgh Review, and therefore
giving us a clear reference to Byron; the ‘regret’ being that the anonymous review did
not stop his career but instead urged him forward, and the consequences of that sudden
fame. The desire to retire is, however, empty rhetoric, as the last two stanzas are keen

to elucidate:

Mad world! For fame we rant, call names and fight —
I scorn it heartily, yet love to dazzle it,

Dark intellects by day, as shops by night,

All with a bright, new speculative gas lit

Wars the blue vapour with the oil-fed light,

Hot sputter Blackwood, Jeffrey, Gifford, Hazlitt —
The muse runs madder, and, as mine may tell,

Like a loose comet, mingles heaven and hell.

You shall have more of her another time,

Since gulled you will be with our flights poetic,

Our eight, and ten, and twenty feet sublime,

Our maudlin, hey-down-derrified pathetic;

For my part, though I’m doomed to write in rhyme,

To read it would be worse than an emetic —

But something must be done to cure the spleen,

And keep my name in capitals, like Kean. (XXVI-XXVII,
201-216) :

These stanzas intimate that Byron only writes for the sake of fame which he ‘scorns’ yet
delights in dazzling a ‘mad world’ that prizes ‘fame’ as a form of currency, and has
nothing but contempt for his readers who are ‘gulled’ by the poetic voice, as were

readers of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage when they equated the poet with the poem. But
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there is also a compulsion to write; the author is ‘doomed to write’ to ‘cure the spleen’,
much as Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner is compelled to speak to relieve his agony of the
desire for recognition. The poet’s inspiration blazes a trail but careers randomly across
the sky, his muse ‘a loose comet,” producing poetry that is, according to 4 New Canto,
vomit inducing, by which Lamb means Dorn Juan. Despite their personal differences,
Lamb’s appreciation of Byron’s poetic gift never waivered, from her initial response to
Childe Harold, (in an anonymous letter to Byron on having first read the poem, Lamb
wrote ‘Oh that like thee Childe Harold I had power / With master hand to strike the
thrilling lyrf:’)"8 to discussing the merits of 7he Corsair with his publisher and her
good friend, John Murray.'"® The exception, however, was Don Juan, which she
described to Murray as “neither witty nor in very good taste’ and overall ‘weak,’'?® and
Lamb was not alone in her disapproval as booksellers refused to stock it, although not
for the same reasons. As A New Canto clearly demonstrates, she thought it beneath his
genius, a sacrifice of talent for mere publicity and an abuse of his readership. This
criticism is continued in the anonymous Gordon: A Tale, A Poetical Review of Don
Juan, which appeared in 1821, after the publication of canto five of Don Juan, although
the preface indicates that the work was inspired by cantos one and two and was
completed ‘long before’ cantos three, four and five.'*! Although there appears to be
some confusion as to the author (the British Library attributes this manuscript to
Byron), Gordon: A Tale is more commonly attributed to Lamb and the criticism of
Byron as the author of Don Juan is in keeping with that of 4 New Canto. The work
again pays tribute to Byron’s poetic power, and the narrator purchases a copy of Don
Juan in eager anticipation, only to be grossly disappointed, crying ‘Would that he used
his talents for good [instead] to infect: / Its powers perverted, all its time mispent’ (I, 37,
39).

Both 4 New Canto and Gordon: A Tale describe in apocalyptic terms the demise
of integrity and taste, and the abuse of poetic talent that Lamb espied as being in
evidence in Don Juan. The second canto of Gordon: A Tale features the narrator
encountering a supernatural being who argues that Byron may yet redeem himself by

fulfilling his promise that Don Juan, as yet unfinished, will be a moral tale:

T have no fear but he’ll accomplish all
That he has promised, and conclude it well. (11, 16)
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In what can be read as a precursor to Lamb’s vision of hell in Ada Reis, the supernatural
being reveals that Byron does indeed intend to include a description of ‘The very place
where the wicked people go’, a direct reference to Don Juan,'? but only to argue the
non-existence of God, heaven or hell and reduce all to a farce (II, 36). The supernatural
being, which is joined by a host of other demons, then shows the narrator that hell does
indeed exist and that admirers of an inanity like Don Juan should probably prepare
themselves for it. The ending of Gordon: A Tale is reminiscent of Cazotte’s The Devil
in Love, with which Lamb was familiar, having signed herself ‘Biondetta’, the female
demon who appeared as a page to her lover.® The narrators in both tales are
threatened with being overwhelmed by the supernatural force they have summoned, and
on preparation for death all traces of the threat vanish, being only a premonition of the
dangers to come if the same path is pursued, and leave the narrators to choose their own
fate: to continue reading Don Juan for Lamb’s narrator, to return to needless enquiry
into forbidden and dangerous knowledge for Cazotte’s, or to guard against their future
damnation by learning from their experiences, again a common theme in Lamb’s

work. %4

The apocalypse in A New Canto affords Lamb the opportunity to highlight the
coarse vulgarity that she perceived in Byron’s Don Juan. The ‘I’ of the poem, Byron,
desires to witness the final conflagration before touching his ‘sinner’s salary’ from the
top of St. Paul’s Cathedral, from where he, ‘the graceless poet’, can hear, but would not
offend “proper feeling’ by reporting the ‘saints in agitation, / The lapsus linguae [slip of
the tongue] of an execration’ (VI, 45-48). The “graceless poet’ does, in keeping with
the emetic-inducing Don Juan, paint a striking image of “Norway’s copper mines about
the Baltic’ erupting like a huge torrent of diarrhoea:

Swell, heave, and rumble with their boiling ore,

Like some griped giant’s motion peristaltic,

Then burst, and to the sea vast gutters pour,

And as the waters with the fire-streamed curl,

Zooks! what a whizzing, roaring sweltering whirl!(XII, 91-

96)
All the while, the poet scorns all ‘coward sinners’, not caring for the ‘hereafter’ being a
‘radical, a stubborn and an old one’, mocking the hypocrisy of all that seek repentance
after a lifetime of debauchery whilst he alone remains defiant and laughing with the

‘devils (in my arms I long to fold one) / Splitting their blue and brazen sides with

70



laughter’ (XIV, 105-110). Lamb also makes a mockery of Byron’s worship of
Napoleon, who ‘hung the citizens of Moscow gaily’, by making him ‘pitifully wince’ on
his deliverance to Beelzebub (XI, 84-85).

Peter Graham has argued that Lamb had neither the skill nor the confidence to
take on work in a “serious’ genre that would come ‘more easily to men of her class.’'**
The difficulty that such critics appear to have with 4 New Canto is a problem with
women attempting the mock-epic in general. Adeline Johns-Putra argues that to write
in the genre is to assume the task of deflating, ridiculing, and judging, a task that is
considered as unfeminine, not just because it requires unkindness but also because it
implies a moral supremacy.126 Lamb’s appropriation of Byron’s epic satire and his
voice assumes the task of deflating the ego that is ‘gorged’ in the very first line, the
mock-epic being a popular method, as Johns-Putra notes, of ‘putting down the
mighty.’'?” Lamb, masquerading as Byron, dispenses with the ‘literary figleaf’, to
borrow a phrase from Wu,'? that Byron used as a narrative device to hide behind, being
thereby able to elude any identification between himself and his eponymous creations;
this enables Lamb to attribute all that she identified as ‘neither witty nor clever’ and the
inherent ‘weakness’ of the original to Byron. The stripping away of the figleaf is the
implied moral superiority of Lamb’s satire upon Byron’s mock-epic; having had the
social courage to reveal and include herself amongst those that she named and shamed
in Glenarvon, she takes issue with Byron’s retreating behind a persona to lampoon his

estranged wife.

Byron portrays Annabella as Juan’s bluestocking mother Donna Inez. Over
several stanzas he ridicules their marriage and their attempts at reconciliation, also her
intellectual ability and ‘perfection’ that was rendered ‘insipid in this naughty world of
ours’, which placed her ‘far beyond the cunning powers of hell.”'? Byron blames
Donna Inez’s perfection for the extra-marital activities of her husband, Don Jose, who
‘like the lineal son of Eve / Went plucking various fruit without her leave.’'*® Despite
her morality, Byron attributes to Donna Inez an illicit passion for Donna Julia’s
husband, Don Alfonso, with whom she ‘forgot [...] her very prudent carriage.”’®! As
early as 1812 Lamb had written of respect for the character of Annabella, who was her

cousin by marriage to William:
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No Annabella I will not wrong you so much as offering you my
Friendship. I know exactly how you feel towards me at this
moment... you cannot now conceive how obliged to me you will
be for avoiding you and refusing it. You seem to me [1 very
superior to those that I have the honour of associating with.'*?

Having warned Annabella that Byron and Lady Melbourne were not to be trusted,'>>
Lamb’s exposure of Byron is, in part, in defence of Annabella, as one of ‘Love’s single-
hearted victims, sacred, true’, unlike the ‘prostituted sense about / The misery of never
quench’d desire’ of the narrator."** Lamb’s response to Don Juan is a response to
Byron’s censure that ‘some play the devil, and then write a novel.’'*> Lamb takes on
the role of the devil in bringing about an apocalypse to end the world and consigns Don
Juan to the cunning powers of hell neatly avoided by Donna Inez, thereby suffering the
same fate as his Spanish ancestor. Her irreverence towards Don Juan is a mockery of
the content and style of the mock-epic and its author, self-consciously drawing attention
to 4 New Canto as a continuation by its title and suggestively promising more to come,
‘You shall have more of her another time’ (XXVII, 209). Wu’s observation that an
appreciation of this work is dependent on knowledge of the original is entirely
validated, but, as we have seen, this is neither the limit of the work nor the apex of

Lamb’s literary output.
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Chapter 3
Settings and Destinations: The Political and Moral Landscape of Lamb’s Novels
When considering Lamb’s choice of genre, the temporal and spatial setting of

the novels must also be taken into account as the two can be considered as
interdependent. Franco Moretti argues that ‘every genre possesses its own space [...]
and each space its own genre.’I So, for example, a roman a clef could not be setina
time and space that was so far removed from the experience of either the reader or the
personages represented in the novel as to render the fictional portraits unrecognisable;
nor could a silver-fork novel conceivably be set, say, on the Hebridean islands. To do so
would not make sense of the gencric conventions, though it might subvert or re-invent
the genre for a specific purpose, and thereby create its own distinctive generic space.
Lamb’s locations are charged with significance on the map of Whig ideology, and are
determined by the genre of each novel, and vice versa: the roman a clef of Glenarvon
dictated that the time and space events impinged directly on the audience she wished to
reach. Ireland in 1798 has a specific personal and political resonance, as I will explore;
the emphasis upon fashionable society in Graham Hamilton meant that it could only
take place in London, but the close connections between Lamb and her family, and the
city, also means that the silver-fork genre was an obvious medium of critique. The
locations in Ada Reis may at first appear to be an exception to this: there are no obvious
connections between the Whigs and Genoa (Ada Reis’ place of origin), Tripoly, Lima
or, for that matter, the Catholic manifestation of Hell. However even though the
flamboyant adventures of Ada Reis, the intervention of the supernatural and the final
destination of the underworld can be considered as a critique of readers of the Byronic
Oriental or Eastern tale whilst simultaneously incorporating the recognisably
autobiographical, and by now familiar, message for reform is revealed not only in the
contemporary popularity of the exotic but also the geographical shift from the East to
South America, and culminating in the surprisingly aristocratic twist that Lamb imposes

upon the Classical descent into the underworld motif.

‘Glenarvon’: Ireland, Patrician Politics, Personal Vendettas
The physical and temporal setting of Glenarvon is revolutionary Ireland, 1798.
This was a rebellion that was inspired by successes of America and France, and that
sent the clear message that home rule was a distinct possibility for the indigenous

population to rid themselves of oppressive overlords, such as the English and the
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Bourbon monarchy. With the promised aid of the French, the Society of United
Irishmen set aside their religious differences to, as Robert Kee succinctly puts it,
‘eradicate the baneful English influence and destroy the aristocratic tyrants of the land.”
The landscape of Lamb’s Ireland is criticised by James Garver as being unknown and
unknowable, an appropriation of a literary myth of the country as ‘sublimely wild and
desolate; ominously castellated; infested by banditti variously known as rapparees |[...]
who reflected a historical muddle of Jacobite or Jacobin conspiracies of rebellion.”
Bemoaning the lack of topographical features that would elevate the setting beyond
mythical vagueness, Garver asserts that Lamb’s total acceptance of the myth is crude
and naive, orientated by her inherent ‘Englishness’ as part of the ruling elite that fears a
revolutionary conspiracy. This is echoed by Malcolm Kelsall’s view that the novel
reflects suspicion of the Irish from the landholding elite. Kelsall argues that there is no
account of the oppression that provoked the rebellion, and there exists a naivety ina
landscape of the ‘picturesque imagination.’* Lamb’s depiction of Ireland was
necessarily informed by the picturesque imagination because it is a place that she had
limited experience of, only having visited it during the few months in 1812 when her
family removed her from Byron’s immediate vicinity, as Garver acknowledges.” But the
conspiracy to rebellion in Glenarvon is no fiction of the imagination, although it is
fictionalised. The landscape is wild, dangerous and untameable, seething with
insurrection as the rebels have literally been driven under and into the ground. Lamb
does indeed write from the position of her inherent Englishness but she was also, as
Garver does note, well placed to write with authority upon the disintegration of Anglo-

Irish relations.

The Duke of Devonshire, Lamb’s uncle, was Lord High Treasurer of Ireland, the
Governor of County Cork and owned Lismore Castle in County Waterford. The Earls
of Bessborough, of which Lamb’s father was the third, trace their descent and
acquisition of Irish lands to Sir John Ponsonby, an English colonel in a horse regiment
in Cromwell’s army. He was granted lands at Kildaton in County Kilkenny, under the
Act of Settlement, which he later renamed Bessborough in honour of his second wife.
His great grandsons, William, the second Earl of Bessborough, and his brother John
Ponsonby, both married the daughters of the third Duke of Devonshire, thereby creating
an alliance between two families that were equally powerful in Irish and English

politics. William Lamb was also heir to the Irish Viscountcy of Melbourne, seated at
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Kilmore in County Cavan.® Lamb is not in fear of the indigenous population as Kelsall
suggests, but as a Whig is in support of Catholic emancipation, even though her
outlook, as discussed earlier, is one informed by Burkean conservatism. Due to the
interconnecting nature of family estates, Lamb is conscious that the families of the
English aristocracy and Irish Protestant Ascendancy, which owned the majority of Irish
lands, had stronger personal and material connections in England than in Ireland, and
sums up the state of Irish dissatisfaction in the face of the occupation by uninterested
Anglo-Irish:

Numerous absentees had drawn great part of the money out of
the country; oppressive taxes were continued; land was let and
sub-let to bankers and stewards of estates, to the utter ruin of the
tenants; and all this caused the greatest discontent.”

As well as Lamb’s familial connections with Ireland and what she views as an endemic
neglect of their responsibilities, it is also the site of a very personal sense of betrayal.
Garver re-affirms the Byron connection between Lamb and Ireland by also reminding us
that it was here that she received the vituperative letter informing her that Byron was no
longer her lover, thereby revealing his duplicity, as he had been up until that moment
writing to assure her of his affections;® Kelsall observes that any socio-political
commentary Lamb had to make was subsumed by the ‘heady mixture of Satan and
sexuality.”® This foregrounding of Byron’s connection with Lamb’s writing of Ireland
affirms Ghislaine McDayter’s observation that Lamb is perceived as being incapable of
writing about the legitimate subject of politics."® The combination of Byron’s duplicity
being revealed to her in Ireland, Lamb’s association with Anglo-Irish politics, and the
conscious choice of the 1798 rebellion as the temporal setting for the novel elevates this
portrayal of Byron above and beyond a simple re-telling of their disastrous relationship.
Lamb makes illustrative use of Byron as Glenarvon; he becomes a microcosm of her
Whig milieu whose stand against tyranny, as Barbara Judson notes, could be criticised
as strategic posturing rather than a republican commitment, a posture that reveals a self-

serving ethos.!!

The key to the self-serving ethos of Glenarvon lies in the very beginning of the
novel, as it is here that the much criticised but previously overlooked significance of the
revelation that Glenarvon and Count Viviani are one and the same person lies. This

duplication is normally attributed to Lamb’s gothic excesses or inability to keep abreast
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of her own plot developments, rather than clever plot construction. At the beginning of
the novel, Glenarvon is in Italy, the Countess of Glenarvon having been escorted to

Italy by Lord Dartford who has asked her to marry him (Glenarvon’s father, it is
implied, is already dead). Lord Dartford has caught the eye of Lady Margaret,
Calantha’s aunt, of whom a full character sketch must be given to appreciate why the
character’s original, Lady Melbourne, Lamb’s mother-in-law, took such offence, as well
as to understand the necessity of Glenarvon becoming Viviani.

Lady Margaret Delaval is the only surviving sister of the Duke of Altamonte, and after
dispatching her husband and son, William, to Ireland, she remains in Naples:

Freed from the last tie which had bound her to one feeling of
honour or of virtue she, without remorse, gave way [...] to a
life of extravagance and vice, ensnaring the inexperienced by
her art, and fascinating the most wary by her beauty and her
talents. The charms of her person and the endowments of her
mind were worthy of a better fate [...] But, under the
semblance of youthful gaiety, she concealed a dark intriguing
spirit [...] She had been hurried on by the evil activity of her
own mind, until the habit of crime had overcome every
scruple, and rendered her insensible to repentance, and almost
to remorse. In this career, she had improved to such a degree
her natural talent of dissimulation, that, under its impenetrable
veil, she was able to carry on securely her darkest
machinations; and her understanding had so adapted itself to
her passions, that it was in her power to give, in her own eyes,
a character of grandeur, to the vice and malignity, which
afforded an inexplicable delight to her depraved imagination."

Lord Dartford is powerless to resist and his defection results in the premature death of
the Countess of Glenarvon. Young Glenarvon has already been entrusted into the care
of Count Gondimar, and is thus removed from the circle that surrounds Lady Margaret.
Glenarvon is embroiled in his own affairs of the heart, which results in the mysterious
death of first his mistress, and then her husband. This is a small but crucial plot
development as it prevents Glenarvon from meeting Lady Margaret so that he remains
unknown to her and can approach her in the guise of Viviani, a character who appears to
fall in love with her, but whose sole purpose is to gain access to her family in order to
destroy them and avenge his mother’s death. Those that know Glenarvon do not know
Viviani, and vice versa, the implication by Lamb being that each person cannot really
know more than the aspect of Byron that he chose to present. When Viviani apparently
leaves Ireland after supposedly kidnapping Lady Margaret’s nephew, whose birth has
thwarted her plans of her own son inheriting the dukedom, Viviani only leaves the

acquaintance of Lady Margaret and remains in Ireland to reappear as Glenarvon. It is
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during the interim that Alice MacAllain mysteriously disappears and this is when she is
seduced, impregnated and abandoned by Glenarvon. Calantha is the only one to have
seen both Viviani and Glenarvon but it is important to realise that she is not aware that
the two are the same. When she meets Viviani, it is at a masquerade ball and he is in
disguise as a friar, hence he is unrecognisable. What has previously been discussed as a
random course of events is the intricately constructed key to the rest of the novel.
Glenarvon plots to bring down the house of Delaval by whatever means necessary;
firstly, by insinuating himself into the favours of Lady Margaret and pretending to
kidnap and murder the newborn heir of the Duke of Altamonte on her instructions,
secondly by adopting the cause of the United Irishmen, the timing of which could not be
more fortuitous for Glenarvon’s purpose. The personal vendetta of Glenarvon becomes
enmeshed with the political clash between the Protestant Ascendancy landholding elite,
represented by Castle Delaval, and the indigenous population, represented by Belfont
Abbey, the ruined estates of the Earls of Glenarvon.

The autobiographical basis of the work is beyond dispute and the originals of the
characters had no difficulties spotting themselves and each other. Lady Holland was
outraged by her portrayal as the Princess of Madagascar, a name she was referred to
behind her back for years to come.” Since the novel was marketed and read as a roman
d clef, the portrayals of Lamb as Calantha and Byron as Glenarvon have directed the
emphasis towards examining the retelling of their affair, and the emphasis upon the
personal has been to the detriment of the political content of the novel. As McDayter
has already commented, a novel that sympathetically presents the concerns of Irish
nationalism and political reform at a time of anti-republican feeling invoked ‘nary a
peep of remonstration’ from the critics about its political ramifications.'* Even modern
critics and Lamb’s biographers refer to Glenarvon as the hero of the novel when Lamb’s
intention was to portray him as precisely the opposite, which she does by writing
Glenarvon as the antithesis of a real life hero of the 1798 Irish rebellion, Lord Edward
Fitzgerald."” Byron had previously expressed an admiration for Fitzgerald, regretting
the fact that he had only been a boy at the time of the Irish Rebellion and declaring ‘had
[he] been a man I would have made an English Lord Edward Fitzgerald.”'® It is unclear
whether or not Lamb was aware of this recollection of youthful hero worship but, as
Richard Cronin comments, she ‘fulfils his ambition’ but makes him an ‘inauthentic

version of the Citizen Lord.”"’
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In light of the research undertaken by Stella Tillyard for her biography of
Fitzgerald, the extent to which he was connected with the extended Whig families that
incorporated Lamb’s own can be acknowledged.'® He was born in 1763 into the Irish
Anglican aristocracy, the youngest son of the Duke of Leinster. His mother was Lady
Emily Lennox, whose sister Caroline was married to the first Baron Holland, Henry
Fox, making Fitzgerald cousin to the charismatic Whig, Charles James Fox. He had an
affair with Elizabeth Linley by whom he had a daughter whose husband, the playwright
Richard Brinsley Sheridan, had a tempestuous, long-running relationship with Lamb’s
mother. There is even a possibility, as Paul Douglass discusses, that Sheridan was
Lamb’s biological father.”® The Fitzgeralds, as the Earls of Kildare (the title, Duke of
Leinster, is an English one procured for him by his father-in-law, the Duke of
Richmond), were among the first peers in Ireland.? During the eighteenth century,
however, they were powerful among the Protestant Ascendancy that had risen to
prominence during the last two hundred years. This latter position had placed them at
odds with the interests of the Irish Catholics and placed them in the position of
figureheads for the movement for Irish Protestant nationalism.?! The radicalism of Lord
Edward Fitzgerald, as a disciple of Paine, placed him in direct opposition to his own
family as well as the rest of Protestant Ascendancy society, which included Lamb’s
immediate family. If for no other reason, Lamb would have been aware of him due to
his relationship with Elizabeth Sheridan. He joined the British Army as a teenager and
fought in the American War of Independence for the British, during which he was badly
wounded. An escaped African slave, Tony Small, saved his life and they became
inseparable until Fitzgerald’s death. Fitzgerald was elected into the Irish Parliament in
1783 but his radical republican beliefs eventually alienated him from the government;
he spoke almost for the last time against the Insurrection Act in 1796. He returned to
North America and travelled to Canada where he spent time with the Iroquois, whose
society represented for him a perfected model of social and political republican
equality.”? On his return Fitzgerald became a disciple of Tom Paine, and visited
Revolutionary France, from where he wrote letters home dated ‘1% Year of the
Republic’, signing himself ‘le citoyen Edouard Fitzgerald,’> and where his enthusiastic
toasting of the Marseillaise resulted in his dismissal from the British Army in 1792. On
his return from Paris, he sought out and became actively involved with the United

Irishmen, becoming the chief organiser of their military efforts. In 1798, he was forced
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