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Preface

The present thesis focuses on the study of the English gentleman in Jane Austen’s novels
Sense and Sensibility, Mansfield Park and Persuasion. The novels chosen for the analysis
represent different stages of the author’s literary activity, and may therefore offer more
varied representations. The aim of the present thesis is to find out whether and how the
male characters in Austen’s novels correspond to the gentlemanly ideal in England at the
beginning of the nineteenth century.

The first chapter of the thesis concentrates on the development of the concept of the
English gentleman since the Middle Ages, and it attempts to explain the different
interpretations of the term proceeding from social and moral aspects. The second and third
chapters deal with the analysis of the types of gentlemen that formed an eminent group at
the beginning of the nineteenth century, and that illustrate the controversial meaning of the
word “gentleman”: Regency dandies and the men of genteel professions. The dandy is very
much responsible for the dissolute and extravagant image of the Regency period. Austen,
being an acute observer of society, could not have overlooked the elements of dandyism in
her contemporaries since some of her male characters seem perfectly to represent the
attributes typical of dandyism and the attitudes of society. The professional gentlemen in
her novels, the clergymen and naval officers, seem to be the carriers of the values
attributed to the ideal gentleman and they are often opposed to the dissolute world of
dandies. These contradictory types both provide a revealing insight into the definition of

the gentleman at the beginning of the nineteenth century.
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Introduction

Among the early nineteenth century English writers, Jane Austen is without doubt one of
the most studied authors. The field of Austeniana has been thoroughly researched and the
aspects which have been analysed are manifold. However, Austen’s male characters have
not been as extensively studied as her heroines, and they do not seem to have aroused
much interest as manifestations of the gentlemanly ideal of the time. The aim of the present
thesis is to find out whether and how the male characters in Austen’s novels correspond to
the gentlemanly ideal in England at the beginning of the nineteenth century. With the
analysis, the thesis attempts to contribute to the understanding of Austen’s male characters
as representations of the English gentleman of the time. The novels Sense and Sensibility,
Mansfield Park and Persuasion 1 have chosen for the analysis represent different stages of
the author’s literary activity, and may therefore offer more varied representations.

Austen’s works are an interesting source for analysing different manifestations of
the idea of the English gentleman. Since the concept offers a wide range of interpretations
when it is discussed from the point of view of the gentry and prosperous middle class
families, Austen’s novels provide a valuable insight into the way the term “gentleman” was
understood at the time. Austen writes from the point of view of the lesser gentry, a social
stratum posited between the upper nobility and the middle classes, which gives her novels
a unique tonality and provides interesting perspectives. McMaster (1998: 115) observes
that class difference was a fact of life for her, and acute observations of “the finest
distinctions between one social level and another was a necessary part of her business as a
writer of realistic fiction”. McMaster (ibid.) adds that Austen was “ideally placed to
observe the finely nuanced social distinctions around her” since she herself was an
unmarried woman being to some extent outside the game. She belonged to the family

where different “genteel” professions (her father and her brothers James and Henry were



clergymen, and Frances and Charles pursued their career in the navy) and social layers
(e.g. Jane’s brother Edward became the heir of a distant cousin and inherited large estates,
which established him among the landed gentry; his daughter Fanny married a baronet)
were represented, offering her thus a good starting point to cast light on the different
aspects of the gentlemanly ideal proceeding from the social position and background.
Austen was a keen observer and her novels provide a helpful guide to the ways of
the time. Nevertheless, her novels have not often been regarded as a source for readers to
learn about the social and historical context her works were written in. She is
conventionally regarded as a writer of romances with happy endings, who limited the
scope of her work to the life of the minor gentry and never went beyond the world that was
familiar to her (e.g. Harrison in Tucker 1994: 69). This approach is to a large extent
generated by Austen’s nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh, whose 4 Memoir of Jane
Austen (1870) has contributed to the image of Austen as a writer of rather a limited scope.
It cannot be denied that Austen’s novels spin a familiar web of romantic relationships
wherein the heroine goes through a test of judgement in order to get the husband she
deserves, and all her characters enjoy the small world of the gentry which is seldom
penetrated by the troubles from outside. She has been sometimes accused of neglecting the
great historical events that took place in her lifetime and focussing on the domestic setting
instead (ibid.). However, Tucker (ibid.: 70) draws attention to the fact that most of the
popular literature of Austen’s time can be classified as escapist, and it was not until the
middle of the nineteenth century that the Revolution and Napoleonic wars found
expression in fiction. Considering that, Austen is no exception. Yet her novels cannot be
classified only as escapist romances but realistic representations of the world she lived in.
Avoiding the subject of politics does not mean that Austen was not interested in the

events of her time. What is more, some of her family members and relatives were directly



or indirectly involved in the tumultuous events, bringing therefore the reality closer to her
than the newspapers could have ever done. For example, Jane’s cousin Eliza, the daughter
of Jane’s paternal aunt Philadelphia Hancock, was married to the French Comte de
Feuillide, who was guillotined together with many other aristocrats in France. His violent
death is probably partly responsible for Jane’s developing an aversion to republican
beliefs. The correspondence with her cousin Eliza shows her abiding interest in these
matters, and the letters she sent to the other members of her family assure that she shared
her reflections on the political affairs of the country. But as a novelist, she preferred to
dwell on subjects that she was intimately familiar with. She planned her novels carefully in
order to maintain accuracy to real life and she is known to have consulted maps and
calendars to fit the story properly into time and space (Le Faye 2003: 149). Her ultimate
aim to present real life as truly as possible also explains why she restricted her settings and
topics to the life of the gentry, to certain countryside, and overlooked, for example, the
trouble-ridden France. Austen had never been to France and had therefore no personal
experience on which to base a continental setting. She was determined not to include
places and events she had no immediate experience of. For example, when her niece Anna
tried to compose a novel following the example of her admired aunt, Austen advised her in
one of her letters not to introduce things which cannot be credibly depicted: “I think you
had better not leave England. Let the Portmans go to Ireland, but as you know nothing of
the manners there, you had better not go with them. You will be in danger of giving false
representations. Stick to Bath & the Foresters. There you will be quite at home” (in Le
Faye 1997: 269).

Despite the lack of politics in her novels, we cannot ignore the references which
reveal that Austen was a keen observer of her time, recording the particulars of social

intercourse of the circles she moved in. She had an extraordinary talent for portraying



different types of people, revealing both psychological and social aspects as important
factors influencing their behaviour. Many reviews described her novels as true to life and
admired them for their veracity. For example, Sense and Sensibility was thought to be
“well written; the characters are in genteel life, naturally drawn, and judiciously supported.
The incidents are probable and highly pleasing...” (British Critic, May 1812 in Tomalin
1999: 220). Sir Walter Scott praised Austen for “copying from nature as she really exists in
the common walks of life” (ibid.: 253). In France, the translations of her novels were
regarded as fully representative of the people and their way of life in England. The
additional title given to Emma in French suggests that the novel was to be taken as a guide
to their neighbours overseas: La Nouvelle Emma ou Les Caracteres Anglais du Siecle
(ibid.: 276). Some readers, however, could not tolerate the idea of such trueness to life
since fiction had to be based on imagined worlds offering an escape from reality and her
works were criticised as “too natural to be entertaining” (an anonymous contemporary
quoted by Le Faye 2003: 153).

Although it is a widely accepted view that the husbands for the heroines in her
novels embody everything that is good and the antiheroes all that is condemnable, one
must not indulge in such a black-and-white treatment of her characters. Regardless of their
merits and vices, her male characters are all gentlemen. Austen was well aware of the
moral and social meaning of the term “gentleman” at the time, and she made no attempts to
change the conception in her fiction. The heroes of her books are not faultless fictional
ideals or the antiheroes hopeless rascals. Her characters are accomplished men with
impeccable manners although they may sometimes lack principles and display loose
morals. Since the term “gentleman” is a subject of various and often contradictory
interpretations at the time, a historical overview of the development of the concept is given

in Chapter 1. Although some researchers (e.g. Mason, Strong) have maintained that Austen



herself belonged in spirit to the eighteenth century and defines gentleman accordingly, the
notions of the term in the preceding centuries must not be overlooked. The traces of the
legacy of the medieval chivalric ideal as well as the idea of the perfect Renaissance
courtier can be easily recognized when we try to define “gentleman” in the eighteenth and
early nineteenth century terms.

Most of the male members of the ruling classes in Austen’s time were described as
“gentlemen” but the term had different meanings in different mouths and the same person
would use it in different senses. As the term suggests, the gentleman was, first of all, a man
of gentle or noble birth and the term usually excluded everyone who lacked this
precondition. The Latin word “gentilis” means belonging to a good family, and is derived
from the word “gens” — a member of the tribe. The Old French “gentil hom” stood for a
highborn, noble man and appeared in English as “gentil man” denoting the same thing
(Castronovo 1987: 5). Before the revolution in France and the radical economic changes at
home, people tended to associate the term “gentleman” with noble birth and ownership of
land, though the exceptions to the case had become more and more frequent. There was
never any such clear-cut distinction in England as in France and by the end of the
eighteenth century the term “gentleman” had become extraordinarily elastic. It meant very
different things to different people and the class barriers which had been there to mark the
difference between gentlemen and non-gentlemen were becoming less clear-cut. To the
believers in the hierarchical model, he was still a landowner, with a coat of arms: the direct
descendant of the classical and Renaissance ideal type, renowned for his courage, chivalry,
generosity, hospitality and sense of duty (Cannadine 2000: 33), but to everyone it meant a
standard of conduct, a standard to which the best born did not always rise and which even
the humblest might sometimes display (Mason 1982: 12). This idea of the gentleman was

widely accepted and the title widely applied. Such large-scale usage of the term may be
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explained by its ambiguity: no one was quite sure who was a gentleman and who was not.
Everybody wanted to be one, and especially the men from the middle classes strove hard to
be regarded as gentlemen. Professional men increasingly liked to think of themselves as
gentlemen, although the old nobility usually did not recognise them as such. Mason (1982:
9) says that the typical middle-class Englishman was a snob and admired those who ruled
him; he did not think he could become a lord but he did think his son might become a
gentleman. He would very likely have put himself in a slightly higher social bracket than a
detached observer might have thought fitting, and for that reason he felt he was on the
same side as the ruling classes (ibid.).

Despite the variety of notions that have coloured the meaning of the word
“gentleman”, the concept at the beginning of the nineteenth century and thus in Austen’s
novels does not differ much from the idea of gentility in Chaucer’s time. Chaucer as well
as Austen has no doubt that good birth by itself did not always mean true courtesy and all
that was means by “gentilesse” (Mason 1982: 37). In his time, it was already accepted that
a gentleman did not always behave as a gentleman should and the moral and social
meanings became separated (ibid.: 50). The moral meaning embodies a doctrine where
chivalric values and Christian ethics are combined and this doctrine also seems to form the
basis for the qualities Austen presents as gentlemanlike: generosity, courtesy to women,
magnanimity, responsibility, duty, and above all, consideration for others. Her idea of a
perfect gentleman also includes the qualities of the Renaissance courtier, which means that
a true gentleman must pass the test not only in good manners but also in a taste for
drawing, music and poetry; they must express themselves well and be what she called
“conversable”, i.e. sociable and ready to talk (Mason 1982: 77). After all, a gentleman
should live with a due sense of his position among his fellows, with some attention to his

reputation, to all that is meant by honour, expecting neither more nor less than he deserved;
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he must have, in other words, a clear idea of who he is; he must behave with consistency
and with a central integrity, and he must fulfil his obligations to those who have
obligations to him (Mason 1982: 16).

The works discussed in the present thesis illustrate the ambiguity of the term
“gentleman” as well as the ideal that is cherished and kept alive despite the changes the
society had undergone. Sense and Sensibility is Austen’s first canonical work which grew
out of an epistolary novel Elinor and Marianne written already in 1795. Two years later
Austen gave up the idea of telling the story in the form of letters and started to rewrite it.
However, the novel was not published until 1811. It received favourable reviews and was
sold out by the summer of 1813 (Le Faye 2003: 35). As all her novels, Sense and
Sensibility also focuses on the development of the heroines and offers less insight into the
male characters. Yet John Willoughby and Edward Ferrars come to the fore as good
examples of Regency gentlemen. In Willoughby, the Castiglionesque refinement and
gallantry is combined with dandylike laxity, which makes him almost a paragon of the
somewhat libertine Regency gentleman. Edward Ferrars, on the other hand, has to face the
problem which arose from the ambitions of his family to be “genteel” and his own calling
to become a clergyman, a not so genteel profession for a gentleman without noble
background. The conflict is a good illustration of how the term “gentleman” was perceived
by different people.

Mansfield Park was started in 1811 or 1812 after a six-year period of silence and it
is considered Austen’s most mature novel. Critics agree that Mansfield Park is “the first
product of her truly adult abilities” (Le Faye 2003: 228) created at the height of her genius.
The title page of the first edition says it is “by the Author of Sense and Sensibility and
Pride and Prejudice”, which served as a guarantee that the novel would sell well (ibid.:

35). The reviews were again encouraging but varied to a large extent as far as the question
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of morality was concerned. Some greeted the moral triumph over libertinism; others called
the author’s approach “priggish” (Tomalin 1999: 228). The representation of the characters
Henry Crawford and Edmund Bertram are much responsible for the conflicting opinions,
and these two gentlemen in the novel again testify that the interpretation of the word
“gentleman” could vary a lot. Henry Crawford is a worldly-wise dandy and a desired
company, but his immorality alienates him form the ideal. Edmund Bertram seems almost
a paragon of virtue and an ideal gentleman. He is a son of a baronet and, unlike Edward
Ferrars, can follow his calling to be ordained without worrying about its not being
“genteel” enough.

Persuasion is Austen’s last completed work began in 1815 and finished in 1816.
The novel was published posthumously in 1818 and the title was allegedly chosen by her
brother Henry. Austen’s fatal illness, which showed its first signs in the spring of 1816,
was probably responsible for the comparative shortness and a more sombre mood of the
novel (Le Faye 2003: 278). Although many critics think that the version we read today is
not final, and the story would have taken a different turn had Austen lived longer, Le Faye
(ibid.) concludes on the basis of the memories of her nephew James Edward Austen-Leigh
that the author still managed to complete it to her satisfaction. As compared to her previous
novels, it offers a somewhat different perspective for reading the novel as an account of the
sentiments the gentry shared in the aftermath of the Napoleonic Wars, and in the light of
the social changes that started to influence the well-established social hierarchy. But the
change in tonality may also proceed from Austen’s own broadened experience and
knowledge of places and people. Two of her brothers had joined the British Navy and they
offered a useful insight into the naval matters. This kind of immediate contact provided
Austen with adequate information about the life at sea, which she skilfully applied in

Persuasion. Terry (1992: xxiv) says that without actually moving beyond the limited scope
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of her earlier works, Persuasion looks outward in a way her other novels do not. As for the
manifestations of the English gentleman, Austen’s last completed work introduces a new
type of professional men, sailors, who, although mentioned in her other novels, do not
dominate them as they do Persuasion. All the gentlemanly qualities find embodiment in
Captain Wentworth and Admiral Croft, and they can be seen as a replacement for the
conceited and arrogant aristocrats like Sir Walter Elliot. However, Sir Walter is probably
the most vivid of Austen’s dandy-gentlemen, who reveals the peculiarities of the dandy
lifestyle better than any other of her characters.

The types of gentlemen presented in Austen’s novels clearly reflect her own social
background. She depicts the kind of gentlemen that formed a particularly interesting class
at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The men in her novels mostly belong to the
gentry or upper middle class and Austen never places her main characters further up on the
social scale than to the baronet. However, the categorisation used in the thesis does not
proceed from the social background of the male characters but from the different and most
eminent types of gentlemen representative of that segment of society and of the period in
general: the Regency dandies and the men of profession. The dandy, analysed in Chapter 2,
is very much responsible for the dissolute and extravagant image of the Regency period
since two of the most influential high society men, the Prince of Wales and George Beau
Brummell, were known as dandies, too. Austen, being an acute observer of society, could
not have overlooked the elements of dandyism in her contemporaries since some of her
male characters seem perfectly to represent the attributes typical of dandyism. Austen’s
dandy-gentlemen have unfortunately received relatively little critical attention, although
they display the author’s mastery of creating complex characters who reflect the attitudes
of society. Chapter 3 studies the professional men, who also form a distinctive type of

gentlemen in Austen’s works. These men in her novels seem to be the carriers of the values
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attributed to the ideal gentleman and they are often opposed to the dissolute world of
dandies. In these three works, they are men of principles, considerate and gallant, and yet
not exaggerated fictional embodiments of virtue and merit. These contradictory types both
seem to offer a revealing insight into the definition of the gentleman at the beginning of the

nineteenth century.
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Chapter 1

Who is the English gentleman? The Development of the Concept

1.1 The Middle Ages

The medieval period plays a crucial part in understanding the concept of the English
gentleman both in social and moral terms. The hierarchical model of the feudal system is
largely responsible for the social associations of the concept while the cult of chivalry
contributes to its ethical aspect. At the beginning of the Middle Ages, the word
“gentleman” was not used in the same sense as at the time Austen wrote her novels. To be
“gentle” in the early Middle Ages meant to be a man whose father was known to the entire
neighbourhood and who held land with a liability to bear arms, i.e. to be a “gentile man”
was to be a nobleman. The following centuries broadened the meaning of “gentleman”,
and in the late Middle Ages as well as in the Renaissance period the term came to be used
and applied to a larger group of people than the nobility. In order to understand the word
“gentleman” as Austen did, one has to look back to the development of the term in the
historical context.

The medieval society was hierarchically organised and broadly divided into the
lords and the common people. Below the aristocracy there was a distinct class of men who
were in the service of the lords — the knights. They were men of wealth and social
influence whose duties were primarily military as the Latin equivalent miles clearly shows.
The miles or a professional soldier came to denote the social standing of an individual,
giving him a certain degree of supremacy over those who were of a similar background but
who were not soldiers. At first, the milites were men of rather moderate means, which
excluded them from the ranks of greater men, such as counts and dukes, who were

regarded as noblemen. Later, especially in the twelfth-century France, the noblemen also
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started to identify themselves as milites. The extension of the usage of the word as a title
probably came about because the lesser knighthood and the greater nobility were drawing
closer together in terms of social cohesion and the word miles started to acquire honorific
associations. As a designation, milites had risen in the social scale and gained a special
reputation (Keen 2002: 15; Keen 1984: 27).

The decrease in the number of knights in England due to their elevation to more
distinguished ranks left a gap which had to be filled. In the thirteenth century knighthood
had become more elitist and implied a higher level of social dignity than before. Below the
knights, there was a universally accepted social gradation but there were no terms of
distinct categorisation. The esquires, valets or sergeants, armigers (armour-bearers) and
scutifers (shield-bearers) who could have filled the vacant position were all socially
heterogeneous: they included the descendants of landed families who had knights in their
ancestry; there were people of non-genteel, urban or even peasant origins. But the
documents from the beginning of the fourteenth century show that it was the sufficient
landed income that mattered, and which became probably the most important criterion of
social elevation (Keen 2002: 73-4).

In the middle of the fourteenth century the terms to denote the class of men suitable
to serve the knights, the mounted men at arms, became crystallised. The word “esquire”
came increasingly to be used to refer to such men in service while the word “valet” began
to lose its association as a man acceptable for honourable service, and it came to be applied
to the men who were hired for more menial jobs. From then onwards, the esquire was
identified as a man whose gentility was recognised and who owned land, but who was not
a knight. The esquire was originally a shield bearer, a personal attendant on a knight, who
carried his lance and helm. The esquires became to be regarded as the lesser nobility whose

office was one of function and not of birth, and there was nothing hereditary about his
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position (Encyclopaedia Britannica). The breadth of the social spectrum that the title
“esquire” encompassed varied considerably. At one extreme were those with sufficient
landed income and at the other those esquires who had very few means to support their
estate beyond the rewards of service. Within this broad spectrum, there was an apparent
need to distinguish between the higher and lesser, to find labels that would separate the
landed and established esquires from those of a less stable position. This distinction had to
be made without compromising the pride of those others in their claims to gentility. The
term “esquire” therefore acquired a connotation of upward social mobility while the others
were simply called “gentlemen” (Keen 2002: 103).

Being in the service of the knights, the esquires shared the values of the chivalric
culture and attitudes, which eventually became the basis of the gentlemanly code of
conduct. By the mid-twelfth century, shifting social and cultural forces, for example new
military techniques, a new vocabulary of status, new literary themes, paved the way to a
new code of manners and ethics called “chivalry”. Bloch (1995: 305) points out that it was
very natural that a class of noble warriors so clearly defined by its mode of life and its
social supremacy should eventually devise a code of conduct peculiar to itself. Later, when
the class system underwent a relatively great change in the late Middle Ages, the term
“chivalry” became more ambiguous, too. Keen (1984: 145) explains that the word
“chivalric” continued to be used in a narrow sense to describe those who had formally and
ceremonially taken up knighthood, but it also came to be used to describe the obligations,
estate and style of life of those entitled to knighthood. Thus the term “chivalry” had both a
military and a civil connotation. Broadly used, the term “chivalry” usually denotes the
ideal of gentlemanly behaviour which originated in the medieval code of honour of the
warrior class. Although the chivalric culture was born in France, it took its shape in a

European context, and influenced the standards of the behaviour of the upper classes all
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over Europe. Thus the term “chivalry” is first of all to be understood as a code of values.
At first, the term could not be separated from its military context but from the middle of
the twelfth century onward it acquired ethical and religious overtones which combined the
ethos of the warrior class with the new pride in ancestry, the status and traditions of service
(ibid.: 42).

The transformation of the values of the warrior band into the code of chivalry is
remarkable in that it brings together unexpected elements, and transforms the rude warrior
into an idealistic figure (Barber 2000: 67). The values and ideals chivalry stands for cannot
be understood without taking into account the influence of different spheres of life. Since
the word “chivalry” has a direct connection with the military world, one must not overlook
the role of the warrior in shaping the idea of the perfect gentleman. First and foremost, the
word “chivalry” denotes the qualities expected from the warrior. According to Girouard
(1981: 16), the chivalric code of conduct accepted fighting as a necessary and glorious
activity, but softened its potential barbarity by putting it into the hands of men committed
to high standards of behaviour. The ideal knight in the Middle Ages was brave, loyal, true
to his word, courteous, generous and merciful; he defended the Church and the wrongfully
oppressed, but respected and honoured his enemies in war, as long as they obeyed the same
code as he did. Medieval literature abounds in examples of perfect knights and chivalrous
conduct. Their idealised behaviour as ascribed to a model knight Folcon in the Provengal
epic Girart below has to be treated with precaution as real life was bound to provide the
necessary corrective to the high ideal:

Folcon was in the battle lines/.../seated on an excellently trained horse, swift and fiery and
tested. And he was most graciously armed/.../And when the king saw him he/.../said to the
French: “Lords, look at the best knight that you have ever seen/.../He is brave and courtly
and skilful, and noble and of a good lineage and eloquent, handsomely experienced in
hunting and falconry; he knows how to play chess and backgammon, gaming and dicing.
And his wealth was never denied to any/.../And he has never been slow to perform
honourable deeds. He dearly loves God and the Trinity/.../he has honoured the poor and
lowly; and he judges each according to his worth (in Keen 1984: 42).
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Barber (2000: 68, 71-2) sums up the chivalric virtues in the phrase elegantia
morum, a sophistication of both morals and manners. The virtues which a knight should
possess were affability, friendliness, a benign countenance, moderation and measured
conduct, gentleness, temperate moods and reticence about his accomplishments. These
virtues were the essential prelude to courtly love which became an inseparable part of
chivalry. The knight who aspired to chivalric glory did not dream of power and riches but
of his lady’s love. It was thought that the knight’s beloved could give him strength and
skill to defeat his enemies. The lady became the inspiration behind knightly deeds and love
was seen as a kind of moral and spiritual education through emotions and feelings. Bloch
(1995: 309) points out that courtly love did not have to result in the legal state of marriage,
since the beloved was very often a married woman. The lady adored could be the wife of
the lord whose vassal the knight was, and loyalty to one’s lord excluded the consummation
of the courtly relationship. The ideal love had to be pure and selfless, sexual passions and
desire were sublimated; courtly love became a kind of stereotyped behaviour which
acquired a ritual character. In reality, however, the sexual intercourse was not entirely
denied and rejected. Minor physical contacts were not condemned, but the so-called
ultimate solace was, at least publicly, unacceptable. (Bloch ibid., Girouard 1981: 16).

The amorous ethic of service to a lady was essentially comparable to the ethic of
faithful service to a lord (Keen: 1984: 30). In courtly love female approbation offered a
new, secular and psychologically very powerful sanction to the secular convention of the
code of courtly virtue and martial honour. The amatory ethic emphasised the noble aims of
a lover and the efforts one had to make to achieve his goals: the aim of courtly love was
not to seek the satisfaction of lust, but to show the refinement of one’s feelings by enduring

travails to win the lady’s heart. The knights often competed with each other in performing
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deeds of valour in the lady’s honour and under her inspiration giving therefore the cult a
new dimension (Girouard 1981: 16).

Keen (1984: 249) maintains that the most important legacy of chivalry was its
conception of honour, especially in relation to the nobility. Chivalry’s most profound
influence lay in setting the seal of approbation on norms of conduct, recognised as noble
when reproduced in individual conduct and style, and as such it had a key impact in the
fashioning of the idea of gentleman (ibid.). In the following centuries the legacy of
chivalry taught the gentleman to place honour at the centre of his mental and social world;
it taught him courtliness in regard to women, and it emphasised how essential it was to be
courageous and loyal to his word. In addition to honour, pride was considered one of the
most essential ingredients of all class consciousness, which helped to establish the
aristocratic class as a social unit (Bloch 1995: 292, Keen ibid.). In the middle of the
fifteenth century the established nobility and gentlemen could be collectively referred to as
“the chivalry” to separate them form the common people. But the usage of the term
“chivalry” had lost its martial association (Keen 2002: 141).

In the second half of the fifteenth century the word “gentleman” began to be
applied as a formal term to describe the humblest level of the landowning aristocracy just
below the esquire. At first, the usage of “gentleman” was hesitant and often somewhat
confused: men described in private aristocratic records as a gentleman may turn up in the
records of the king’s courts as “yeoman” or “franklin”. However, the word was coming to
be applied widely and formally as a title of degree less elevated than esquire but a clear cut
above the yeoman who had no claims to gentility. By the time of Henry VII, men were
categorised into four groups: lords, knights, esquires and gentlemen. The gentlemen were
not separated from the classes above, rather they were drawn closer to them sharing the

common precondition of gentility. However, there is an important difference between the
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words “esquire” and “gentleman”. The former had through its Latin equivalents miles and
scutifer clear military connotations while “gentleman” lacks any occupational associations.
It was an addition of degree and implied that its holder was not dependent on manual
labour (Keen 2002: 17, 103).

What were the criteria a man had to meet to be regarded as genteel, or gentleman?
Keen (2002: 105) has enumerated five most important qualifications. The first and
foremost was the gentle blood of ancestry; the second was livelihood form lands freely
held; the third was the holding of office; the fourth, the kinship or association with
“worshipfull gentlemen” and persons of noble blood; the fifth was honourable service,
typically in war, administration or in a noble household. However, the theoretical works
from the twelfth century onwards had stated that true nobility derives not from ancestry but
from virtuous living. Manners, style and bearing were the most important indicators of
gentility, but one also had to keep company with the aristocracy and maintain a particular,
often expensive, lifestyle characteristic of the upper classes. Without access to some sort of
income it was not possible to display the manners of the gentleman and it was assumed that
there was a significant correlation between the degrees of the aristocratic hierarchy and
levels of income form land. Office holding was an important qualification of gentility, but
it was, at least at county level, quite often the consequence rather than the cause of
gentility. Office holding normally indicated that the holder had proved himself acceptable
among the gentle people, and it was recognition of a quality in the servant which made him
worthy of a lord’s service. Holding an honourable office was seen as a kind of power per
se, which meant that the particular skills and knowledge that had helped their possessor to
gain the office came to be associated with gentility, just as military skills had been before

(ibid.: 108-109, 120).
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The tenure of office was increasingly becoming an important factor in social
elevation. The reason for this phenomenon is the growth of lay literacy in the fourteenth
and fifteenth centuries, which extended the range of opportunities for offering service. This
in its turn resulted in the demand for special training and education. The growing interest
in education was characteristic of medieval England; more and more gentlemen were
sending their sons to schools and teachers were hired by the lords to provide a good
education to their offspring (Keen 2002: 122-123). Education continued to be the marker
of gentlemanly status also in the Renaissance period. The 16™ century witnessed the
prospering of Humanist ideas, which considerably contributed to the ideal of an educated
gentleman. Humanist philosophy, in defining gentility, relied more on the idea of a man’s
contribution to the new reforms rather than on his wealth. As Heal and Holmes (1994: 9)
say, Humanists and reformers tried to revivify the old idea that “the true nobility is made
by virtue rather than a long pedigree”. The aim of the gentleman’s education was not to
breed them for a private and retired life, but for society and action in the commonwealth
(ibid.: 282). The aristocracy accepted the idea of a learned gentleman and started eagerly to

follow educational pursuits, making it a part of the courtly ideal.

1.2 The Sixteenth Century

The idea of the gentleman in the Tudor period was similar to that in the late Middle Ages:
noblemen and the professionals practising in certain fields were unanimously regarded as
gentlemen. In 1577, William Harrison, a clergyman and one of the leading thinkers of his

time, begins his account of society in his Description of England by saying:
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'We in England divide our people commonly into four sorts, as gentlemen, citizens or
burgesses, yeomen, and artificers, or labourers. Of gentlemen the first and chief (next the
king) be the prince, dukes, marquesses, earls, viscounts, and barons: and these are called
gentlemen of the greater sort, or (as our common usage of speech is) lords and noblemen:
and next unto them be knights, esquires, and last of all they that are simply called
gentlemen; so that in effect our gentlemen are divided into their conditions
(http://leehrsn.50megs.com/t1/105.html and http://leehrsn.50megs.com/tl/106.html).

The category of gentlemen was not as homogeneous as can be concluded from Harrison’s
statement. Harrison explains that “gentlemen be those whom their race and blood (or at the

least their virtues) do make noble and known” (http://leehrsn.50megs.com/tl/128.html), but

the category includes also those who “study the laws of the realm, who so abide in the
university (giving his mind to his book), or profess /.../ the liberal sciences...”, i.e. those
who “can live without manual labour, and thereto [are] able and will bear the port, charge,
and countenance of a gentleman” (ibid.).

Throughout the Tudor period, there are subtle differences between the growing
group of professionals who are regarded as gentlemen according to Harrison. The
distinction within the class in the first place proceeded from the ownership of land. The
teachers and parish clergy, for example, could not be characterised as having a strong
position because few of them were able to confirm their standing through access to land
(Heal & Holmes 1994: 8). The barristers, on the other hand, often came from wealthy
families, made a significant fortune and strengthened their status claims by land purchase
(ibid.). Harrison remarked that without the solid basis of property a gentleman “will beare

a bigger saile than his boat is able to sustaine” (http://leehrsn.50megs.com/tl/129.html).

Financial means were the main precondition of a high social status; wealth and expenditure
had to be compatible with the acquired status and lifestyle. Lavish extravagance was
almost as important as one’s pedigree and titles since it confirmed the position one was
known for. Heal and Holmes (ibid.: 100) state that the maintenance of the family tradition

of hospitality, generosity and the ancestral paternalist concern for tenants formed a very
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important part of the gentleman’s identity. It was universally recognized that the lineage-
based claims to status were hollow without a landed income and the capability to maintain
an appropriate way of living (ibid.: 98). This aspect made the otherwise quite easy rise in
the social scale rather difficult. It was not hard for a moneyed man to gain a better
standing, but it was hard to maintain it.

Before 1500 the term “nobility” had very loosely been used for all the gentlemen of
some pedigree, including the knights who could not boast of their pedigree of four
generations of noble ancestors. It was around 1500 when the king started to summon
barons and the men above this rank to his parliament, thus drawing a clear line between the
title bearers and the upper gentlemen, who came to be defined as the gentry and not as the
nobility. As the wealth and complexity of English society increased, so did the ranks of its
gentry. The Elizabethan age was a great age for recruitment to the gentry from the ranks of
craftsmen and merchants, but while birth was not essential, the emphasis, in considering
what made a gentleman, was very much on accomplishments, manners and the standard of
living (Mason 1982: 61). Those who were en-gentled that way must have had some
difficulty in adjusting their behaviour to their new degree; “no doubt they were well aware
that they were not regarded in the same light as the son of the manor” (ibid.: 27). This
situation, however, reveals another significant aspect of the gentlemanly status: the social
standing was “conferred only through recognition by friends and neighbours”, i.e. the
gentleman had to be regarded by his fellow men as such (Youings 1986: 116).

The courtesy and manners, which the new gentlemen painstakingly tried to acquire
and those already accomplished tried to develop further, became the basis of social
distinction. Elizabethan court took the Italian court as an example; everything Italian
including the language, literature, music and painting was held in high esteem, and the

English nobility were eager to adopt the fashions coming from Italy. Or as Mason (1982:



25

56) has put it, the Italian to the English was as the Greek had been to the Roman. During
the Renaissance, courtesy became the key to distinguish men of higher status. There
emerged a new code of behaviour which, in addition to the knightly ideals of the Middle
Ages, introduced new standards corresponding to the needs of court society, and for this
new code of behaviour, the English turned their eyes to Italy.

The Book of the Courtier by Baldassare Castiglione became almost the bible of the
would-be courtier. Count Castiglione had been himself a frequent guest at the ducal palace
of Urbino, and his famous book is based on a series of conversations about the attributes of
a true courtier which took place there in 1507. The term “courtier”, however, does not
mean the same as “gentleman” but in Italy at that time the two ideals were not so far apart
as the words suggests today (Mason 1982: 50). The English word “gentleman” in the
Renaissance context corresponds to the Italian “courtier” since they both enjoyed a high
social status and were accepted at the court because of their pedigree or some other
distinction. Thus the ideal Renaissance English gentleman was to a large extent modelled
on Castiglione’s courtier.

But what is it like to be a perfect courtier, or gentleman for that matter? Although in
the 16" century English society the pedigree did not seem to play the biggest role in
defining a man as a gentleman (the emergence of the gentry), in terms of Castiglione’s
peers noble blood gives a man a long start and advantages over those who lack it. The
impetus lies in the familial prestige and social reputation which help a nobleman to
advance:

I wish, then, that this Courtier of ours should be nobly born and of gentle race; because it is
far less unseemly for one of ignoble birth to fail in worthy deeds, than for one of nobl