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To Err is Human, To Edit Divine:

Trollope’s narrator in An Editor’s Tales as Victorian arbiter 

Bemoaning the lack of attention given to Anthony Trollope’s short fiction is a common way to begin criticism of his short stories. Indeed, enough critics have done it that one might wonder when it ceases to be true. For a writer as prolific as Trollope, though, it is not surprising that relatively little energy has been focused on his shorter works. It is not hard to see how a writer with such an immense oeuvre as him could attract only a modest amount of criticism to the form usually considered his weakest. And, again, criticism of his shorter work exists – most of it focused on the later stories in his career.

What is disappointing, though, is the quality and aim of the attention focused on Trollope’s short fiction. Much of it is survey-esque, just giving an overview designed to introduce a reader to Trollope’s short stories by way of a biographical chronology. Some scholars use Trollope’s stories to illustrate something about Victorian life. Some work, like Francine Navakas’ “The Case for Trollope’s Short Stories,” is devoted to defending the overall value of Trollope’s work in short fiction, but not that of any specific stories. And a great deal of it, such as that by Julian Thompson and Brander Matthews, is directed toward showing that Trollope the short story writer was far inferior to Trollope the novelist. It seems that Trollopian criticism significantly lacks illuminating discussion of authorial devices. Almost no criticism of Trollope’s short work is devoted to discussion of Trollope’s technique as a short story author.

One thing on which the critics seem to agree is that the later stories – especially An Editor’s Tales – are the best of his 42 works in the medium. These stories are unlike some of the more fanciful earlier work, like burlesque tales and Christmas stories published in some mid-level periodicals when Thackeray’s Cornhill wouldn’t accept anything but a novel (Stone, 29). The stories in Editor’s Tales are inspired by his short term as the editor of Saint Pauls Magazine, from 1867 to about 1870. Patricia Thomas Srebrnik has written an excellent comprehensive history of his time with the periodical and its sometime-publisher, James Virtue, so we need not delve too far into Trollope’s history as a Victorian journalist, other than to say that he obviously acquired an appreciation for the immense power and responsibility an editor can hold in the lives of some ordinary, and extraordinary, people.

Trollope’s narrator for Editor’s Tales is, predictably, an editor of a mid-level publication like Saint Pauls, portrayed consistently enough throughout the stories that we may consider him the same figure, and not without similarity to Trollope as an editor. All the stories are narrated, not without humor, in the editorial “we,” and describe the narrator and his role in the publication (or rejection) of work by some aspiring writer. The stories range from whimsical anecdotes to heartbreaking and subtle tales, all connected and enhanced by the use of the mediating, well-intentioned editor as narrator. Trollope’s use of the editor gives his story writing a unique perspective, for he has a character both personally involved in the situations and simultaneously bound to objectivity. This tension, which plagued Trollope in real life, lends a subtletly to his Editor’s Tales uncommon for other Victorian authors and the rest of Trollope’s short fiction.

In Trollope’s An Autobiography, he says of An Editor’s Tales, “I do not think that there is a single incident in the book which could bring back to any one concerned memory of a past event. And yet there is not an incident in it the outline of which was not presented to my mind by the remembrance of some fact” (213). His intent was “to give an Editor’s experience of his dealings with contributors.” If one were to describe that editorial experience from Trollope’s tales, the description would be “a moral dilemma.” The would-be contributors in Trollope’s stories are often good people, who desperately want their work to be published (either for money or recognition), and Trollope’s editor is caught between his desire to help a good soul and his own obligation to his omnipresent readers to only print the best material possible.

In the opening story of Editor’s Tales, “The Turkish Bath,” Trollope’s editor paints a picture of a difficult world, one which “had gone to the moors and the Rhine,” two extremes of culture. In the first paragraph, he also begs the reader to “allow us the use of the editorial we. We doubt whether the story could be told in any other form” (3). One finds the statement puzzling. What great horror would befall this story if it were told, say, in the first person singular that Trollope so loved? Trollope is informing readers, if the title of the collection has not already done the job, that the value of these stories is in the point of view from which they are told. 

The editorial “we” has two immediate functions, before the reader even uncovers the other concerns facing an editor. The first purpose is inclusiveness. By using “we,” he includes others with him, making the story not just about an Editor, but about the edited periodical, and by extension about all that periodical’s readers. “An editor is, of course, bound to think first of the periodical which he produces,” says Mr. Brown, the editor protagonist of “Josephine de Montmorenci.” The narrator, of course, adds, “The fact was one which no heaven-born editor ever forgets” (126). The duty of his office is with him everywhere. The occurrences of one man’s life, then, have consequences far beyond that one man, making every decision that much more important and the responsibility that much more weighing.


Secondly and simultaneously, the “we” paradoxically distances the narrator from the reader, and from the other characters. Partly because of his responsibilities, the editor is not able to empathize with the people surrounding him, even those with whom he comes into contact. “We think that as a rule editors should be impalpable,” Trollope’s narrator says when describing his inability to declare himself to Molloy, the stranger who has struck up a conversation in the Turkish bath on Jermyn Street (18). Use of “we” establishes a safe aesthetic distance, large enough to permit the editor to do his work of judgment impartially. He is like Arthur Conan Doyle’s Watson, observing from near enough that we believe him, but still removed enough that we trust him. David Eastwood has commented that this distance between narrator and character is a Romantic influence of Trollope’s and not uncommon.

In roughly two-thirds of his short stories and virtually all of his novels, such identification [with characters] is prevented by the use of a narrator who establishes a familiar relationship with his readers but who holds aloof from his characters. Though such a narrator frequently sympathizes with his characters, he never identifies with them, and his relationship with us encourages us to follow him. (400)


The specific nature of this sympathy, though, is not considered by Eastwood as anything other than a Romantic device employed because Trollope had Romantic influences. And, for the purpose of painting a picture of an early, Romantic Trollope that grew into an older, more realistic one, that explanation is fine. But to grasp the distance’s effect on Trollope’s short fiction in Editor’s Tales, we need to probe the narrator further.


To begin, it is important to understand the nature of the journalistic climate within which Trollope and his narrator functioned. The role of a periodical ranged from journal of enlightened thought to local rant, depending on the editor and audience. Editors were incredibly important, sometimes synonymous with the publications themselves (Saint Pauls, in its advertising, used Trollope’s name three times in one page, and publisher James Virtue originally wanted to name the periodical Anthony Trollope’s). As Aled Jones puts it, “Many Victorian editors were political activists in pressure groups and political parties, and for an influential minority journalism was a means of gaining local political office or a seat in Parliament” (Brake et al., 65). Trollope was one of those who ran for Parliament after his foray into journalism. Trollope’s Saint Pauls, he acknowledges, was in some ways designed and named with the purpose of “enabling it to fall easily into the ranks with many others” (Autobiography, 184). Still, this was somewhat against his initial inclination, which had been to give the journal a political name such as The Monthly Westminster or The Monthly Liberal. For Trollope, editorship was more than a job, it was a distinct identity, just as it was for his narrator of Editor’s Tales.

Trollope’s editor is kind-hearted and absent-minded, given to tangents concerning the nature of men and editing. He finds himself prone to appeals from good people, who cause him to pour out “the butter boat of benevolence” (31). He is mature, and tells his stories well after the events of the story. Eastwood separates the narrator of “Mary Gresley” from that of “The Panjandarum” and “Mrs. Brumby,” saying that the former is reliable due to his mature outlook and judgment, whereas the latter narrators are unreliable in Trollopian, realistic sort of way that makes them “not notably worse than most people we know” (402). Eastwood’s distinction seems arbitrary, though, because it is undetectable in the text. The editor opens both of the latter stories with caveats about his judgment at the time of the story’s occurrence, and about his role (or lack thereof, in the case of “The Panjandarum”) as an editor during that time. He is clearly of a more advanced frame of mind than he was during the events he recounts, and at times pokes fun at his earlier self and acknowledges his lapses in judgment: “the shame of the thing has worn off together with the hairs of our head,” he says of the incidents in “Mrs. Brumby” (342). 

A good deal of criticism has been devoted to Trollope’s treatment of women. At an extreme, Mark Turner melodramatically blames Saint Pauls’ failure on Trollope’s inability to engage women readers, and refers to the magazine as a masculine venture. While that is an overstatement, the issue of Trollope’s portrayal of women was very real. In a review of his last book of short stories, Why Frau Frohmann Raised Her Prices, a reviewer for The Spectator noted that “Mr. Trollope… hardly ever succeeds in painting a really lovable young lady” (443). Still, after reading Editor’s Tales, one wonders what the reviewer had been thinking. At least three of the stories in Editor’s Tales directly involve women as main characters. “Mrs. Brumby” contains a woman character who is comedic in her meanness and repulsiveness. While she is well-crafted, “one of Trollope’s gallery of magnificent female monsters” (Sutherland, xiv), she is hardly a deep or complex character who can give us insight into Trollope’s mind. As Robert Taylor wrote of Victorian literature, “the male novelists usually had trouble with their good girls,” not their bad ones (229). Taylor’s example of William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair is particularly valuable here, as we have seen “how insipid Amelia Sedley seems beside Becky Sharp!” (229). 

The other two women of the collection, Mary Gresley and Josephine de Montmorenci, are far more interesting. Taylor remarks that Trollope “was able to make the jeune fille interesting” (229), a feat of which only women authors, such as the Brontes, were typically capable. Mary Gresley is a charming young woman with whom the editor claims to be in love, platonically and not romantically (Although, he notes, “had such a state of being unfortunately befallen us, we certainly should be silent on the subject” (53).  We would expect no less from an editor). When, after taking months of the editor’s guidance and effort, she gives up writing for her dying lover, we can not help but laugh at the editor, who had viewed her only as a child for his instruction. This is hardly atypical of his writing. Taylor notes that Trollope’s female characters “are willing to stand up for themselves, for their friends, and for what they believe to be right” (232). Certainly, this is the case with Josephine de Montmorenci, aka Maryanne Puffle. The story opens with several pages devoted to the harsh task of the editor, and how cold he must be if he is to do his job well, especially to beautiful women. But, of course, Mr. Brown is intrigued by her letters, and “he loved dearly to please a pretty woman” (117). Again, tensions between the office and the man arise, with Mr. Brown helping “Josephine” more than he ought to because he imagines her to be beautiful. 

Turner and sympathizers might have material here to accuse Trollope of chauvinism. One could say that Trollope’s editor preys on young women and helps them to put himself in a position of power; certainly this would not be out of keeping with late-1860s Britain. Along with the second reform act and an end to public hangings, the first woman doctor, Elizabeth Garrett Anderson, was licensed in England in 1865. Society was changing, but gender equality was far in the future. But leveling such criticism at Trollope would require willful neglect of several things. First, the fact that the editor becomes more intrigued when he finds out that “Josephine” is not a beautiful woman but a sickly cripple indicates that his motives, whatever else they might be, are based in compassion and not subjugation. Second, “Josephine,” like Mary Gresley, gets what she wants in the end; her book is published and meets with success, and the narrator/editor’s final comment is not one of pride, but of amused humility: “What is a man against a woman in such a matter? What can he be against two women, both of them young, of whom one was pretty and the other an invalid?” (144). What, indeed?

Whether or not the narrator is a reflection of Trollope himself, he clearly is not without similarities. Trollope acknowledged that his own editing suffered from over-kindness and enthusiasm, “I was too anxious to be good – and did not think enough of what would be lucrative” (Autobiography, 184). His devotion to his own periodical’s readers extended beyond kindnesses to contributors; he continued editing Saint Pauls for about half a year after he officially left as its editor (Srebrnik, 480). While Trollope’s admiration for fellow Victorian writer/editor William Makepeace Thackeray is the subject for another investigation, it is worth noting that much of Trollope’s periodical career was, intentionally or otherwise, that of a second-rate Thackeray. He and the publisher chose the name Saint Pauls, after some deliberation, for the street on which the periodical was located. The name was chosen with the intent of being uncontroversial, but it also was following in the footsteps of periodicals such as the Cornhill, which took relatively neutral names based on location. Further, in a review of Saint Pauls, the Illustrated London News of October 5, 1867, remarked that, with the exception of Trollope’s serialized novel Phineas Finn, “The rest of the contents, however, resemble inferior Cornhill articles considerably worse for the wear” (Srebrnik, 456). In his Autobiography, Trollope references “the thorn in the pillow of which Thackeray complained” (185). The reference is to Thackeray’s “Thorns in the Cushion,” one of his “Roundabout Papers” published in his Cornhill, which expressed some of Thackeray’s angst over the responsibilities of the editor to turn down people whose work was not as good as they were. Clearly, Trollope felt a good deal of empathy for this position.


John Sutherland refers to the editor of Trollope’s tales as a “godlike figure who has it in his power to accept or reject his subjects’ literary offerings” (vii). This is not as far an exaggeration as it might seem, though. The aesthetic distance of the narrator and the judgments he is forced to make puts the editor into the role of semi-divine arbiter. As much as is possible, though, he is a caring deity. In “Mary Gresley” and “The Turkish Bath,” the editor finds himself unable to publish the pieces presented to him, and the story arises from his efforts to do something else to help the unfortunates who came to him for help. His attitudes might be considered those of a god somewhere between the Testaments, one who cannot break the cardinal rules he has put in place, but nonetheless cares for his subjects. And Trollope refers to editors as “heaven-born,” as if they are not made but destined. He acknowledges that there was at least a person before the office, since “we were not always editors,” he recalls with “humility” in “The Turkish Bath” (14). When excusing Mr. Brown’s spying on Josephine, the narrator notes that “Mr. Brown did something that he must be presumed to have done as a man and not as an editor” (109). Still, the person is superseded by the occupation, as Trollope consistently reminds us, and once one is an editor, he must execute his duty as best he is able, regardless of personal prejudices.


Navakas cites those two stories as examples of an “extreme of narrative weakness,” on the grounds that “Trollope creates a barely visible and much diluted persona” (178). Just as Eastwood did not delve far enough into the story as a story, Navakas has missed the point by looking too hard for hers. For one thing, she insists, as Eastwood did, on assuming that all the narrators in all the stories are distinct and separate people – an assumption for which there has been no adequate defense. But more importantly, she gives no consideration at all to the possibility that the de-individualization of the narrator might be intentional. The whole point of “Mary Gresley” and “The Turkish Bath,” as of “The Spotted Dog,” (which Navakas cites as an example of Trollope’s ineffectiveness due to the inflexibility of the narrator) is that the narrator is defining himself only through his relation to others. Just as god is nothing without worshippers, an editor is nothing without contributors, even bad ones. The raison d’etre of these tales is the anxiety of dealing with appeals that ask an editor to do his job, albeit badly. The persona is not diluted at all, but intentionally impalpable, to use Trollope’s term, so that he may more purely deal with his would-be contributors. Part of an editor’s very duty is to embody the periodical and suppress his personality when it might interfere with what is best for the readers. The fact that he might have personal judgments, even positive ones, is something to be feared. As the narrator says of Mr. Brown, the editorial protagonist in “Josephine de Montmorenci,” “he was good-natured, but he did not like being told of that virtue” (141).


The editor is even responsible for impartiality, as much as it is possible, in the telling of his own stories. At the beginning of “Mrs. Brumby,” he acknowledges that, while the title character was “the most hateful and the most hated” (331) person he met as editor, it is his role to narrate the story fairly. “Whether she be alive or whether she be dead,” he writes of this loathsome person, “her story shall be told, not in a spirit of revenge, but with strict justice” (332, my emphasis). Likewise, he begins “The Panjandarum” with a disclaimer that the editor was not actually an editor at the time of the story, implying that some authority has been gained with the office. 

Trollope called “The Spotted Dog” the best story in An Editor’s Tales. To Navakas, it is an example of how “the highly individualized ‘I’ imposes restrictions on the audience’s ability to identify with the narrator’s predicament” (Navakas, 178). Laying aside for a moment the fact that the story, like the others, is told with the editorial “we” and not with “I,” Navakas’ criticism is still confusing. The character of Mackenzie in “The Spotted Dog” is among the most developed in the collection; the story is one of the longest, allowing Trollope to use more freely the space for development that his novels allowed. The relationship between the editor and the drunk is compelling precisely because it makes so little sense on a rational level. Here we see the editor once again giving into his compassion when it is clearly a risk to his readers. The god’s kindness is interfering in the finely balanced order. And why, the reader asks, yet still feeling the same connection with this admitted drunk of a man. Certainly, as the editor navigates to the tavern and the “Penny Dreadful” for which Mackenzie works, some of our feelings are sympathy and pity. But there is more as well.


Perhaps it is his “impudence – or perhaps we should rather call it his straightforward, sincere audacity” (249), the fact that Mackenzie, “desired to tell the truth as he himself believed it” (239), a goal in line with Trollope’s journalistic and Gladstonian Liberal tendencies. Mackenzie even cautions the editor not to listen to Mrs. Grimes, whom he fears might lie for his sake. Given the fact that the editor/narrator considers lying a vicious and unforgivable sin, honesty is by corollary a great virtue (139). Mackenzie is connected to the editor as well through his “marvelous eloquence,” even while drunk. A consistent soft spot for the editor is that, as he tells Molloy, “the heart of one man of letters always warms to another” (31). But the empathy between the editor and Mackenzie is greater than these elements, for it compels him to help the drunkard, even when it is an obvious and unnecessary risk to the periodical.


The source of this empathy can be found in the editor’s thoughts on Mackenzie’s dead form:

The world had been hard upon him, with a severity which almost induced one to make complaint against Omnipotence. The poor wretch had been willing to work, had been industrious in his calling, had had capacity for work; and he had also struggled gallantly against his evil fate, had recognized and endeavoured to perform his duty to his children and to the miserable woman who had brought him to his ruin. (318, my emphasis)


The editor sees in Mackenzie someone, like himself, who was placed in a position of hardship, between choices of ease – leaving his wife – and choices of duty –staying, working, and giving her money to get drunk and arrested, time and again. Mackenzie has a duty to his ungrateful children, the editor has a duty to his ungrateful readers. Mackenzie worked hard and it was not enough, just as Trollope noted in his Autobiography that, when Saint Pauls failed, it was not for lack of good editing, but for too much. Mackenzie’s position, like that of an editor, was inherently unfair. Not only is the editor empathetic, he is impressed by “the bitter baffled courage of his anti-hero” (Thompson, xiii).


Add to this the traumatic childhood Trollope retells in his Autobiography. Growing up with poverty looming over his family made Trollope ponder money often in his later career. Much has been made of Trollope’s emphasis on the career and the material. Nicholas Dames has gone so far as to make him a central figure in the development of the Victorian idea of “career.” And Trollope has no short story more closely concerned with a man attempting to make his own way, and no story depicting the struggle of slipping through the cracks of society, than “The Spotted Dog.” When these influences are put together, it is no wonder that the story is one of Trollope’s most evocative. As Sutherland put it:

This was the nightmare that lay at the root of Trollope’s pathological need to work. It was Trollope that Trollope saw lying there in the filth—a lazier, unluckier Trollope who had never gone to Ireland in 1841 and mended his ways. (xiv)


Indeed, the editor’s revulsion and from the dead body, combined with his curiosity to see it, indicate a side of him we are familiar with: he must see, no matter how gruesome, the effects of his efforts to stretch the limits of his periodical’s duty. The editor is partially responsible for the mess in Mackenzie’s house, for “there is nothing more dangerous than the attempt to befriend a man in middle life by transplanting him from one soil to another” (261). But he is responsible only in the sense that he had given the derelict man hope for something that could not happen: a turnaround in life. The other object of the editor’s compassion, the Doctor, tells the editor that he will not try to rewrite the pages that Mackenzie destroyed. “That which has been destroyed cannot be replaced,” he writes to the editor, “and it may well be that it was not worth replacing” (326). He writes of the manuscript, but his words read as though they are about the ruin of a man who was charged with its care. Mackenzie can not be brought back or redeemed, and the effort to do so was misguided. 

This pessimism is typical of these stories. Emanuela Ettorre, in one of the few scholarly treatments of Editor’s Tales, focuses on the bleakness of the editor’s world, which is centered on the people in it:
Il mondo che gira attorno a lui é un mondo di mostri, di giovani che hanno le parvenze di vecchi decrepiti, di alcolizzati, di pseudo-scrittori, di venditori di parole, di scribacchini di periodici per donne incolte, di malfattori, manzogneri e persino esteticamente indecorosi (76). 

These people, and this world that manages see “svanire ogni sua speranza [dissolve every hope]” of the editors and writers alike, is a place where a semi-divine editor is needed (76). Ettorre also notes that “Non é un caso allora che tra I codici connotative dominanti nei racconti vi sia quello della malattia,” and details how sickness of a major character occurs in “Josephine de Montmorenci,” “Mary Gresley,” Mrs Brumby,” and of course “The Spotted Dog” (76-77). This is in sharp contrast to some of Trollope’s other works that include editors. For example, his novel The Way We Live Now – which incidentally opens with three editors, including Mr. Broune, so similar in name to our Mr. Brown – is hardly as pessimistic, and in fact has a story of rejection and a second chance, something we would never see in Editor’s Tales. There are also two stories of editing and writing, “Mrs. General Talboys” and “The Misfortunes of Edward Pickering,” which Betty Breyer edited into a volume with the stories from Editor’s Tales. The former of these is comical and concerned less with writers than with high society courtship. The latter might fit in well with the other Editor’s Tales, were it not for a lack of the editorial narrator upon whom so much of the world depends. The simple fact that the title character ends up unhappy connects it somewhat to the tone on which Ettorre comments, but the editors in the story are in no way judges or anything beyond plot devices for the struggles of the protagonist. Pickering, the victim of his own prideful actions, is not the irredeemable Mackenzie, and lacks the compelling nature of a character who is likeable but damned.

Failed efforts at redeeming characters like Mackenzie, however futile, are precisely what make Trollope’s Editor’s Tales strong works of short fiction. Not only does the crafting of the editorial narrator give us insight into Victorian journalism and Trollope’s role, it shows us some of the versatility that made Trollope so prolific and successful. The character of the editor is, on one hand, bound by his sacrosanct office and position to consider only the good of the whole, and not the well-being a sot or drunk. On the other hand, however, the editor is benevolent, and suffers from the forgivable peccadillo of wishing success upon everyone. While not all of the stories are detailed and complex in their plot structure, they, like Doyle’s detective stories, are united by a single fascinating character. The editor is cold but easily thawed, impalpable but easily affected, judge and jury but a hapless executioner. He is like his audience, striving toward an ideal but still made persistently, lovably human.
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