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ruling orders in the republic’s last century. All well-educated nobles in
later centuries knew them. A vivid picture of chivalric values in action
is the epic of Tiran lo Blanc, devoured as late as the 18th century by
Catherine the Great. Castiglione’s The Courtier is the most important, and
still very readable, handbook of aristocratic conduct. An English equiv-
alent is Sir Thomas Elyot’s The Boke called the Governor. Noble life un-
der Louis XIV is elegantly chronicled in Mme de Sévigné’s Letters, while
the world of his court is reported and commented upon in incompara-
ble detail through the voluminous Memoirs of the Duke de Saint-Simon.
Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son prescribe how to be a gentleman in the
18th century, while Montesquieu’s contemporaneous Spirit of the Laws re-
flects on the whole of aristocratic history in elaborating new rationales for
noble behaviour. The memoirs of Princess Dashkov record the life of the
Russian elite, at home and abroad, under Catherine, and the first volume
of Alexander Herzen’s describes a noble upbringing in early 19th-century
Russia. The literary skill of Chateaubriand makes the memoirs he sold
for posthumous publication a memorable romantic description of chang-
ing noble fortunes over the revolutionary and Napoleonic upheavals. The
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Cervantes’s Don Quixote is perhaps the best-known petty nobleman in
literature, ridiculed and admired in equal measure. On the eve of the

French Revolution, the heartlessness of nobles was unblinkingly depicted
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by Goethe in The Sorrows of Young Werther, Choderlos de Laclos in
Dangerous Liaisons, or Beaumarchais’s play The Marriage of Figaro. Clas-
sic and timeless portrayals of the everyday values of gentlefolk are the
novels of Jane Austen, particularly Persuasion and Mansfield Park. The ob-
sessional hunting of Anthony Trollope gave him much first-hand material
for the pictures of the Victorian landed classes found throughout his vast
output, but particularly in the Palliser novels. See also R. Gilmour, The Idea
of the Gentleman in the Victorian Novel (1981). The boredom of Russian
noble life in the same century is amply chronicled, whether in Turgenev’s
A Nest of Gentlefolk, Gogol’s Dead Souls, or Goncharov’s Oblomov. The
equivalent for France are the elegiac novels of Marcel Proust. A somewhat
fawning celebration of the exclusivism of English Catholic aristocrats in
the 20th century was Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisited, subsequently
made into a sumptuous television series based on one of the greatest of
country houses, Castle Howard. And one of the best-selling novels of that
century was turned into a superb film by the aristocratic Marxist Luchino
Visconti: Prince Giuseppe di Lampedusa’s The Leopard is a marvellous
portrait of a traditional Sicilian grandee confronted by the social and po-

litical challenges of the 19th century.
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