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Hamilton K. Fisker supplies “the impetus for rolling Augustus Melmotte onwards into almost unprecedented commercial greatness” (Trollope 1.324). While his character occupies very little narrative space, Fisker functions as the catalyst which sets the novel’s financial ventures in motion; Melmotte rolls because Fisker has pushed. Not only does Fisker bring the Great South Central Pacific and Mexican Railway (or at least the prospectus) to England, but he also delimits the board members’ role in the venture. He places Melmotte, the novel’s “great financier,” in charge and repels Paul Montague’s desire to involve himself as an active director in the railroad’s daily operations (1.217). Fisker rejects Paul’s attempt to oversee the Mexican Railroad’s actualization by arguing that building railway lines does not concern an investor such as Paul:

But Fisker got the better of him and put him down. “Fortune! what fortune had either of us? A few beggarly thousands of dollars not worth talking of, and barely sufficient to enable a man to look at an enterprise. And now where are you? look here, sir; — there’s more to be got out of the smashing up of such an affair as this, if it should smash up, than could be made by years of hard work out of such fortunes as yours and mine in the regular way of trade.”

Paul Montague certainly did not love Mr Fisker personally, nor did he relish his commercial doctrines; but he allowed himself to be carried away by them. (1.85)

If Fisker’s momentum rolls Melmotte, it carries away Paul, and the force of Fisker’s rhetoric subjugates Paul to his “commercial doctrines”: Fisker “put him down.” Fisker gets the “better” of Paul by making speech subservient to lucrative economic principles. He does not want Paul to enforce honest practices in the railroad’s financial transactions. Fisker’s first commercial doctrine, then, declares that we should consider small investors “not worth talking of.” Since small, individual investments financed the majority of English railway ventures in Victorian England (Robb 36), Fisker essentially declares that the Mexican Railway’s investors should not receive any narrative attention. Even though Paul does not love Fisker or respect him personally, Fisker’s dominant narrative carries him away. Similarly, even though The Way We Live Now cynically satirizes fraudulent business practices, Trollope takes Fisker’s declaration that a few thousand dollars are “not worth talking of” to heart. Trollope never directly depicts popular investment in the fictitious railroad. Fisker’s business doctrines contain standards that limit such discourse. I suggest that in The Way We Live Now Fisker’s commercial venture, the railroad, generates cultural-linguistic conventions that dominate the discourse of money and, therefore, Trollope’s story of the Mexican Railway.


Fisker’s second commercial doctrine governs the Mexican Railway’s destruction: “there’s more to be got out of the smashing up of an affair such as this…than could be made out of years of hard work” (1.85). Whether the company succeeds or fails in building the railroad, Fisker guarantees he can extract money: “there’s more money to be got out.” This commercial doctrine divorces the processes which produce goods from those which generate money. Fisker unhinges the shares’ worth from the railway’s material base. This unhinging makes the shares’ value depend entirely on the textual narrations, such as the prospectus Fisker uses to pitch the railroad, generated to operate on them. In Fisker’s system, language must become the material base. He makes money by creating narratives that make his stock appear pleasant to invest in. Stock derives its value solely from other narratives which alternatively “puff” or destroy its reputation (1.10). Fisker appeals to Paul, however, by stating that the venture will make money even when it is destroyed. Business that operates on Fisker’s linguistic base insures its transactions with what I term Fisker’s commercial doctrine of economic violence: violently destroying a text’s reputation provides a fool-proof, money-making scam in a business constructed entirely on rumor. After all, Fisker operates under the assumption that he can take advantage of the railroad’s fictional existence, smash up the company, and abscond with the ready money invested in the promised railroad. 


The narrative operation that violently smashes up a text does not occur solely in the sphere of the Stock Exchange. Trollope most explicitly uses violent metaphors to describe narratives which drive the aspiring novelist’s texts after critics have “pulled it to pieces” (1.95). As a textual production, Lady Carbury’s “historical” novel does not have any more basis in fact than Fisker’s railroad. Even the critic whom Lady Carbury manipulates into writing a pleasant review “would not probably say that the book was accurate” (1.6). However, this inaccuracy does not bother Lady Carbury any more than the railroad’s unlikely construction bothers Fisker. Both Fisker and Lady Carbury empty any factuality or inherent meaning from their products: Lady Carbury believes that she will become a financially successful novelist “not by producing good books, but by inducing certain people to say that her books were good” (1.17), and Fisker believes that he can supplement the Mexican Railway’s commercial appeal by including Melmotte’s name in his prospectus. By making the railroad and the novel depend entirely on other texts generating value, Trollope portrays them as empty signifiers. The narratives generated around these empty signifiers can puff them or pull them to pieces because their authors construct them as inherently fictitious. In the mid Victorian Era’s laissez-faire environment, in which only vague guidelines governed the creation of prospectuses and advertisements (Robb 148), a railway promoter would prove more than equal to the model of authorship Trollope provides us with when he opens his novel with Lady Carbury’s letters, embedded texts which blatantly attempt to manipulate editors into puffing her book.


The characters who make money in The Way We Live Now not only understand that the novel and the railroad are only fictions, but they also know how to manipulate these empty signifiers in order to make a profit. Paralleling Fisker’s statement that more money can be made from “smashing up” an affair, the narrator suggests that the critics who violently pull apart books generate a lucrative business:

Of all reviews, the crushing review is the most popular, as being the most readable.  When the rumour goes abroad that some notable man has been actually crushed,—been positively driven over by an entire Juggernaut's car of criticism till his literary body be a mere amorphous mass,—then a real success has been achieved, and the Alf of the day has done a great thing; but even the crushing of a poor Lady Carbury, if it be absolute, is effective.  Such a review will not make all the world call for the "Evening Pulpit", but it will cause those who do take the paper to be satisfied with their bargain.  Whenever the circulation of such a paper begins to slacken, the proprietors should, as a matter of course, admonish their Alf to add a little power to the crushing department. (1.97)

Trollope scathingly portrays literary criticism as an industrial business: he imagines an entire crushing department under the proprietors’ control and casts the editor as an interchangeable type. Trollope also conflates the criticism of a “literary body” with the author’s “actually crushed” physical body. This extended conceit of a “Juggernaut’s car of criticism” which crushes an author’s body and text suggests that Trollope’s characters are embodied texts. Thus, the type of “a Lady Carbury” becomes “literary pulp” after Alf’s critic reviews her book (1.97). With this model of literary criticism, Trollope ironically suggests that merely crushing texts into critics’ articles produces the “most readable” and most profitable narratives. Therefore, Trollope’s ironic narrative voice suggests that editors ravage all texts, regardless of their implicit value. Moreover, Trollope codes this passage with a cognate of “smash”: “crush.” Through the narration’s economy of violent imagery, we can see that the narrator echoes Fisker’s commercial doctrine of violence: by tearing apart texts, critics can make a greater profit than they could by years of hard work. When this economic doctrine appears within the literary sphere, it sheds new light on Trollope’s critique of Fisker’s smashing. The proprietors unethically crush all texts and print the undifferentiated, “amorphous mass” for public consumption. By applying Fisker’s commercial doctrine to literature, Trollope provides us with a parallel that illuminates the novel’s veiled business practices. While Trollope obscures the novel’s economic system with statements such as “‘If anybody don’t understand, it’s his own fault,’” the crushing department’s operations supply us with a concrete example of a smashed narrative (1.341). Throughout The Way We Live Now, Trollope places Fisker’s commercial doctrine of violence within this larger economy of violent tropes and figures. If Fisker demands that texts’ destruction constitutes the only sure source of money, then Trollope codes this demand with violent imagery. If Fisker asks us to ignore any harm done by his commercial doctrines, then Trollope depicts Lady Carbury’s body reduced to a literary pulp in order to associate violent metaphors with real, bodily harm. 


By understanding the structural similarities that Trollope creates between Fisker’s smashed railroad and Lady Carbury’s crushed novel, we can see how other the narratives of rumor and criticism operate on these empty texts. Rumor and criticism have the power to make people buy.  Once Trollope tells us that critics pull apart texts because their proprietors wish to bring in more money, we may begin to formulate the consumer’s role in this violent economy. If Fisker’s doctrine of economic violence attempts to delete the investor from the texts on the grounds that he is “not worth talking of” (1.86), Trollope introduces the newspaper’s subscribers to bring him back into view “those who do take the paper.” Trollope may mention these purchasers; however, when he writes about the stock market, he does not mention shareholders. Fisker’s first economic principle leads Trollope to delete the multitudes whose ready money allows Melmotte and the Mexican Railway Company to operate. Without this closeted supply of ready money, Fisker could not profit from smashing up the company, and Cohenlupe would not have any money to run away with. Fisker hides the manipulation of consumers in his commercial doctrine’s very core. The novel’s business asks Trollope to efface the subsidizers completely. Trollop exemplifies this narrative silencing by completely distorting the subjects’ relationship to their verbs in the sentences which reveal the board members’ hidden knowledge about the scam: “There was not one of them who had not been given to understand that his fortune was to be made, not by the construction of the railway, but by the floating of the shares” (1.89). The story’s narration secretes the message – “Fisker told the board members that they would receive money from shareholders’ investments in a fictitious railroad” – in an almost unreachable depth of the fabula. Trollope jumps through verbal hoops to comply with Fisker’s linguistic principles. He uses a double negative, the past perfect continuous tense verb, and the subjective mood noun with a passive voice infinitive to avoid mentioning these undisclosed purchasers. Furthermore, for the piece de resistance, he changes the main action of the novel, “the floating of the shares,” into a noun. 

Trollope may hide this scam from the reader’s attention, but he allows this economic violence it implies to erupt from the fabula’s depths with his violent metaphors. If Trollope does not focalize the narration through the “widows and children past counting” that a fraudulent railway floatation sends “out to starve about the streets” (1.379), he does narrate violence that occurs in the novel’s domestic sphere: Lady Carbury’s husband abused her, the Beargarden club smashes up, Melmotte beats his wife and Marie, Ruggles drags Ruby around by her hair, John Crumb pummels Felix, Mrs. Hurtle has killed and been beaten, etc. Through associative logic, the violence inflicted on these bodies reflects on the railroad’s business. For example, Felix, Lady Carbury’s morally and financially bankrupt son, makes a seemingly contained comment about the gamblers at the Beargarden which critiques Fisker’s violent commercial doctrines

“Fellows used to pay their gambling debts,” said Sir Felix […].

“They don’t now, –unless they like it. How did a fellow manage before if he hadn’t got it?”

“He went smash,” said Sir Felix, “and disappeared and was never heard of any more. It was just the same as if he’d been found cheating. I believe a fellow might cheat now and nobody’d say anything” (1.209)

By using “smash” after he has associated it with Fisker’s doctrine, Trollope mobilizes Felix’s equivocation between smashing, cheating, and insolvency to comment on Fisker’s economic principles. Trollope makes “smashing” an ambiguous signifier by weighting it with the negative connotations associated with gambling; only Trollope’s management of violence and violent metaphors demonstrates how truly dirty the Mexican Railway’s economic practices are.  Just as Trollope’s extended conceit reduces Lady Carbury’s body to pulp when Alf’s critic pulls her novel to pieces, Trollope reduces a bankrupt gambler to the dissipated pieces left after he goes “smash.” Textual violence easily destroys physical bodies. 

Trollope prepares us for the textual significance that crushed and beaten bodies bear by conflating a writer’s actually crushed body with the amorphous mass to which critics reduce texts. He embodies the violence inflicted upon characters’ bodies to signify the violence the Mexican Railway company inflicts on the mass investors whom Fisker declares lack narrative significance. In Victorian financial articles, the personification of abstract financial concepts and household goods constituted a literary trope which financial writers borrowed from fiction to articulate the ever-growing credit economy (Poovey X). For example, Laurence Oliphant’s “The Autobiography of a Joint-Stock Company (Limited),” which Blackwood’s published in 1876, narrates the fictional autobiography of a joint-stock company prospectus, composed just before his creditors break him up. The joint-stock prospectus ends his account with an apology for his personified form:

If I have wearied you, my patient readers, and still more patient investors, my apology must be that it would have been quite impossible for you ever to have obtained the valuable information which has been disclosed in this veracious history, excepting through the medium of an abstract being like myself. (Oliphant 355)

Trollope and Oliphant appropriate the way in which financial rhetoric uses personification. They give an increasingly abstract credit economy created by representations of value a body’s unified form. What I am suggesting, then, is that Trollope’s characters exist as textual abstractions that operate within Fisker’s linguistic ethos of smashed texts. Lady Carbury always exists as her character, the communal type of “a Lady Carbury,” and as the literary pulp produced when newspaper proprietors seek to increase their financial gain. If Fisker’s doctrines restrict Trollope’s ability to focalize through the masses and suggest that the Mexican Railway’s busted stock bubble only injures a few people, like Felix, Mr. Brehgert, and Lady Pomona’s newly un-powdered footmen, Trollope’s manifestation of non-commercial, textual violence repeatedly threatens to reveal that this is a lie.


Trollope presents only one community reacting to a “smashed” credit system. Trollope draws a parallel between Herr Vossner, the Beargarden’s shadowy manager, and Fisker. Trollope ellides Herr Vossner’s fleecing and Fisker’s railway scam by describing them both as smashed systems: “‘Everything is smashed,’ said Nidderdale. ‘We shall all have to pay, I don’t know how much” (2.432). While the financial plot’s restrictions do not allow us to view the investors Cohenlupe ruins when he takes the remaining capital and flees to Europe, these rules do not govern Trollope’s depiction of the dissolute Londoners after Vossner sells the members’ acceptances and flees.  The access Trollope gives us to the Beargarden members’ interiority provides us with the only explicit representation of defrauded consumers in The Way We Live Now. After the members tragically run out of brandy, the narrative switches into a heavily sarcastic burst of zero focalization:

It was not only that [Herr Vossner] had robbed the club, and robbed every member of the club who had ventured to have personal dealings with him.  Although a bad feeling in regard to him was no doubt engendered in the minds of those who had suffered deeply, it was not that alone which cast an almost funereal gloom over the club.  The sorrow was in this,—that with Herr Vossner all their comforts had gone.  Of course Herr Vossner had been a thief. That had been no doubt known to them from the beginning … No one concerned with Herr Vossner had supposed him to be an honest man.  But then as a thief he had been so comfortable that his absence was regretted with a tenderness almost amounting to love even by those who had suffered most severely from his rapacity.  (2.429)

Trollope constructs the members’ reaction as ridiculous by including too many hyperbolic qualifiers: “of course” we have “no doubt” that Trollope voices an absolutely one-dimensional statement. Not only does Trollope mock the members for missing Vossner, but he also figures the Beargarden as the empty signifier. Composed of penniless and morally corrupt members such as Felix Carbury, the club completely lacks ready money and inherent value. Moreover, as the past perfect continuous tense indicates, Trollope’s narrative suggests that the club’s destruction “had been known” from its very genesis. The members knew before they invested their dues that Vossner constructed the Beargarden’s credit system in order to defraud them. Yet, they do not regret their money’s disappearance as much as they miss the “comfortable” fiction that they invested in the club. In this “funeral gloom” the members mourn the Beargarden’s respectable appearance, which masked the gambler’s empty business of I.O.U. swapping. The Beargarden members willingly participate in their own swindling. They prefer pleasant fraud to facing the bare fiscal operations that Vossner’s disappearance exposes. As characters who choose to occupy themselves with the Beargarden’s reputation rather than financial realities, the members stand in for investors who choose to believe in narratives generated around empty signifiers. By figuring the members as subjects who prefer the representation that the Beargarden is a sound establishment over reality, Trollope forces the reader into sympathy with the Beargarden members. After all, the commercial linguistic rules declare that such financial realities created by a smashed text are not worth talking of and that, as investors in the narrative like Paul, readers do not need to look too closely at the railroad company’s fraudulent practices. 

Trollope resolves the Beargarden subplot with another statement of narrative silencing:

How Mr. Flatfleece went to law, and tried to sell the furniture, and threatened everybody, and at last singled out poor Dolly Longestaffe as his special victim; and how Dolly Longestaffe, by the aid of Mr. Squercum utterly confounded Mr. Flatfleece, and brought that ingenious but unfortunate man, with his wife and small family, to absolute ruin, the reader will hardly expect to have told him in detail in this chronicle. (2.438).

Just as Trollope indicates that financial violence harms people somewhere in the fablua’s recesses by manifesting violence in the domestic sphere, he also indicates the “absolute ruin” this system creates without seeming to do so. Yet, Trollope’s exercise in occultatio implicitly allies us with the Beargarden members. Trollope figures us as readers who would rather participate in a story of rumor and criticism that does not concern itself with the dirty financial underbelly. This “chronicle” claims to be free of such pesky, abstract details. Unless we understand the linguistic conventions imposed on the narrative by Fisker’s doctrines, we become self-blinding readers who eagerly anticipate Melmotte’s destruction in exactly the manner we predicted when Fisker first suggested that the railroad company might smash up. 

At the end of the novel, Croll recounts Melmotte’s suicide as a violent explosion: “Whereupon Croll made an action as though he were a frog swelling himself to the dimensions of an ox ‘ ‘E bursted himself, Mr. Fisker’” (2.499). Since we learned in the eighth chapter that “people said of [Melmotte]… that he had swallowed up the property of all who had come in contact with him, that he was fed with the blood of windows and children” (1.68), Trollope does not surprise the reader with Melmotte’s violent demise. We expect Melmotte’s gorged body to exceed its limits and burst. We can predict Melmotte’s destruction from the beginning of Volume One, and yet Trollope disperses the narration of his suicide over the last 150 pages as he depicts each character’s actions as he or she learns of Melmotte’s death. Would we read a thousand pages that outlined the consumer fraud that Volume One also makes apparent? If we completely ignore Trollope’s critical deployment of violence, then we become the readers of the crushing department’s literary criticism who would rather entertain ourselves with the crushed body of an author than with the financial realities exposed by a smashed literary text.


I am arguing, then, that Trollope and Oliphant both used embodied financial abstractions and metaphors of corporeal violence to express anxieties about consumer fraud which their cultural-linguistic conventions prohibited. Similar to the way that Oliphant’s personified prospectus represents an entire railway venture, Trollope’s rhetorical devices figure the economic system of empty signifiers: “And Melmotte was not only the head, but the body also, and the feet of it all” (1.324). Melmotte’s very extremities become metonymic tropes for the economic structures a floated railway stock engenders. Such concrete representations allow these writers to represent an economic system which cannot otherwise account for the railway promoter’s true victims. As George Robb states in White Collar Crime in Modern England:

Unlike murder or robbery, which left tangible evidence, many white-collar crimes merely involved the manipulation of paper assets, while the impersonality of the financial structure increased the distance between criminal capitalists and their victims. (8)

Trollope and Oliphant compensate for this inability to show victims by personifying the financial structure. After all, when Melmotte agrees to chair the English Board, he comes to inhabit the same tiered existence in which Trollope’s Juggernaut conceit suspends Lady Carbury:

“And what do you what do you want from me, Mr Fisker?”

“I want to have your name there,” he said. And he placed his finger down on a spot on which it indicated that there was, or was to be, a chairman of an English Board of Directors, but with a space for the name hitherto blank. (1.83)

Fisker seeks to recapitulate Melmotte as a narrative in order to puff his prospectus. Melmotte emerges from his meeting with Fisker as a character, an embodiment of stock, and a signifier designed to inflate the value of the Mexican Railway’s shares. Once Melmotte accepts the position, he inhabits a blank “space” and begins his new linguistic existence which supplies the Mexican Railway Company with its material base. Trollope creates Melmotte’s dual physical and textual existence in this blank. He also creates a space in which he can embody the “tangible violence” a railway scam produces when it fraudulently entices investors with its pleasant appearance, only to default on its promises. 


Ensconced in Fisker’s commercial doctrines, and in a laissez-faire environment which hides white collar crime’s victims, we figure the stock bubble’s rise and fall completely within Melmotte’s body: “‘With unanimity we can do—everything.’ Mr. Melmotte in the ecstasy of his enthusiasm lifted up both his hands over his head. ‘Without unanimity we can do—nothing.’ And the two hands fell” (1.379). Trollope figures the dangerous effects of the stock market in the rise and fall of Melmotte’s arms. The zero focalization of this passage, which pulls the reader away from the characters’ interiority into an omniscient view of the world, cannot detail the violence a stock market crash inflicts on beggared investors; we only see the abstract concept indicated suggested by a body’s inflation and fall. Yet, the entire time we do so, Trollope attacks this reading as an emblem of the despicable way we live now. He explicitly confines his narration to the commercial doctrines defined by Fisker’s tagged internal focalization; however, he employs rhetorical violence to constantly upbraid the reader who watches Melmotte’s flailing arms rather than remembering the railway’s subsidizers. He besmearches the reader who cannot see the Beargarden’s collapse as a metaphor for the bursting of a stock bubble’s façade, and he insults the reading practices of those who buy into the crushed bodies of amorphous texts without realizing that literary tropes such as personification articulate investors’ relationship to their financial system (Poovey 5). Readers blind to Trollope’s dual creation of characters and personified texts will never find their way out of the false representations Fisker’s doctrines create: “But the work of robbing mankind in gross by magnificently false representations was not only the duty, but also the delight and the ambition of [Fisker’s] life” (2.395). Readers who overlook the fact that Fisker is a thief will associate themselves with the morally reprehensible Beargarden members, who overlook the economic consequences of their actions, and, by doing so, send Flatfleece and his family into “absolute ruin.”
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