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Introduction

William Makepeace Thackeray ]
Thackeray was born in 1811. As a child, ‘he lived in India,
where his father (like Jos Sedley in Vanity Fair) was a
“collector”, an officer who governed a large area for the
British East India Company and collected its taxes.

Thackéray was sent to school in England in 1817.
Then he went to Cambridge University. He did not
complete his studies there, but he became the friend of
some young writers and poets, including Edward Fitzgerald
and Tennyson. He travelled in Europe, meeting the poet
Goethe at Weimar. He began to study law in 1831, but he
did not become a lawyer. Instead, he started to write for
the newspapers. For a time, he also studied art in Paris.

He wrote for Punch, and his writing was directed
more and more at the state of English society, especially
the upper and middle classes. The Punch pieces that are
probably best known today are “The Snobs -of England”
(1847), which showed the false pride and pretences of the
people who wanted to seem important, the people who
(like George Osborne’s father in Vanity Fair) kept away
from those they believed to be poorer or of a lower class
than themselves. These pieces were gathered in a book,
The Book of Snobs.

Thackeray attacks snobs and other people who have

2
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false pretences. His attacks are meant seriously, but they
are not written like solemn judgements. He attacks with a
laugh. He does not say that men like George Osborne are
nasty. Instead we see George through Amelia’s eyes as “the
bravest and most beautiful man in the British army”. And .
we learn that “it is possible that Lieutenant Osborne
thought so too”.

We learn about the people in Vanity Fair (1848), not
so much by direct description as by Thackeray’s smiling
suggestions. For example, we build up our opinion of
Becky Sharp, not from statements that she is a bad little
creature, but from suggestions like this, when she is -
leaving Russell Square (pages 26—28) .

She took all the kind little Amelia’s presents with just
the right amount of uawillingness, and promised to
love her friend for ever and ever ... As soon as she
had said a very fond goodbye to Amelia, and had
counted the gold coins that the kind Mr Sedley had put
into a bag for her, and as soon as she had stopped
drying the tears from her eyes (when the carriage had
turned the corner), she began to wonder what a
baronet would be like.

It is in fact Becky Sharp- who makes us still enjoy
Vanity Fair—making her way through the world with her
clever plans, free from any control by conscience. When
the story first appeared in monthly parts from 1847, Becky
Sharp caught the public imagination. But Thackeray also
gave his readers something new in his way of using the
language: he seems to be talking to the reader; the story is
addressed to a listener.

Thackeray continued to write short stories and novels
like Pendennis (1848), Henry Esmond (1852), The

4
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Newcomes (1853—5) and The Virginians (1857—9). He
died suddenly in 1863 from heart trouble.

Vanity Fair ,

In John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), the main char-
acter, Christian, had to pass through the town of Vanity,
which had a market, “Vanity Fair”, all through the year.
This name Vanity reminded Bunyan’s readers, and
reminds us, of a text in the Bible, “Vanity of vanities ...”
which is translated in the New English Bible as:

Emptiness, emptiness, says the Speaker, emptiness,
all is empty. What does man gain from all his labour
... here under the sun? (Ecclesiastes 1:2)

Vanity Fair in Pilgrim’s Progress is a place where they
sell everything that is entirely without value—empty: fine
houses, important positions, honours, titles, pleasures and
delights of all kinds.

So the name of Thackeray’s book tells us that the setting
of his story is a world in which everybody is struggling to
get things that are of no real importance.

When Thackeray wrote Vanity Fair, he was writing
about a time which for him was not long ago. In 1812,
Napoleon Bonaparte had been forced, by the Russian winter,
to turn back from Moscow. He re-formed his armies, but
they had to fight the armies of Prussia, Russia, Britain and
Sweden. At the battle of Leipzig in October 1813, the
French were defeated by armies of twice their own
numbers. Napoleon’s victorious enemies marched on Paris,
and the emperor was sent to the island of Elba as its ruler.
In March 1815, Napoleon returned to France. The war
that ended in the battle of Waterloo in July 1815 forms the
background of the first part of the story of Vanity Fair.
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