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ABSTRACT

Probably the single work of English fiction most successfully
portraying the functioning of law in society is the novel with the
unlikely title Orley Farm (1862)by Anthony Trollope. This work
does for the legal profession what his Barchester novels do for
the clergy. The entire novel concerns a lawsuit over the
signatures on two documents representing the will of a
prosperous landowner, one of which his widow is accused of
forging. Neither the lawyers who defend her nor those who
accuse know whether she is guilty or innocent, and the reader
also remains in doubt until the end of the novel. The advocates
for the accused are drawn from two separate law firms
representing moral arguments and the other on technicalities,
half-truths, and histrionics. The law profession in Victorian
England, Trollope’'s portrayal of the two opposing legal types,
and the efficacy of his attempt to combine literature and law will
be discussed in this paper.
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P robably the single work of English fiction most success-
fully portraying the functioning of law in society is the novel
with the unlikely title Orley Farm (1862) by Anthony Trollope.
This work does for the legal profession what his Barchester
novels do for the clergy. It has unusual interest and
importance for readers at the present moment because of
parallels with the infamous O. J. Simpson trial. In both cases,
the accused is a prominent member of society, widely known
and highly respected. Both cases, furthermore, bring to light
one of the fundamental problems of the judicial system in
England and the United States-whether lawyers are justifiable
in defending clients whom they know or suspect to be guilty.
In both cases, moreover, the technicalities, irrelevancies, and
histrionics of the lawyers obscure or pass over the fundamen-
tal issues involved.

Trollope had a number of reasons for dealing with the
topic of law. His father was a chancery lawyer whose
personality and temperament were unsuited for the profession.
At nineteen young Anthony began working as “surveyor” or
inspector for the Post Office in Ireland, where, according to
one critic, he acquired the background for the structure,
language, and plot development for his legal fiction (Lansbury
3-25). The plot for Orley Farm and perhaps reasons for
Trollope’s antipathy towards lawyers can be traceable to one
of his experiences as a postal inspector {McMaster 55-9 and
Drinker 28-9). While investigating the disappearance of mail at
a small community in Ireland, Trollope inserted 2 marked coin
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in a fictitious letter presumably sent from a father in England
to a daughter in Ireland. When the letter was reported lost,
Trollope, accompanied by a constable with a search warrant,
requested that the Post Master and his female assistant empty
their pockets and purse to find out if the coin was in their
possession. It was found on the person of the female assistant.
When charged with theft, she hired a famous lawyer, Sir Isaac
Butt, to defend her. The case was brought to trial and Trollope
was called by the govemment to testify as a witness for the
prosecution. During a cross-examination, he was savagely
grilled by the defense advocate, who went so far as to accuse
him of putting the marked coin into the pocket of the accused.
Eventually she was acquitted.

This was only the beginning. After moving to London,
Trollope eventually made acquaintance with famous lawyers
and judges, from some of whom he sought advice on the legal
topics that he treated in his novels. But most of his earliest
knowledge of the law came from second-hand sources, such as
newspapers and hearsay (Drinker 25).

In Orley Farm, Trollope exposes some of the deficiencies
in the legal system that he had noticed through personal
experience, but in his fiction he adopts less direct methods
than he had used in exposing the stolen coin in his postal
career. His purpose was to reveal, not to reform or punish, and
his method was to delineate character through plot and
incident rather than by description. Orley Farm is a “trial”
novel (Adams 30). Its plot hinges on the good name and
character of a lady of high repute in the upper reaches of
society in a small community of rural England. The legal
question at issue is whether this woman, Lady Mason, the
widow of a prosperous London merchant, has forged a codicil
to her husband’s will.

In his Autobiography, Trollope offers a personal assess-
ment of the novel . “The plot of Orley Farm,” he writes, “is
probably the best I have ever made; but it has the fault of
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declaring itself , and thus coming to an end too early in the
book. When Lady Mason tells her ancient lover that she did
forge the will, the plot of Orley Farm has unravelled itself; and
this she does in the matter of the tale. Independently, however,
this novel is good.... I do not know that there is a dull page in
the book” (Autobiography 159). Lady Mason is her husband’s
second wife, and the codicil in question leaves a farm to her
son Lucius from this second marriage rather than to her
husband’s son, Joseph, from the prior marriage. Joseph Mason,
who had owned a large land property and expected to inherit
the farm, contests the validity of this codicil, but loses the
case. This litigation has been put to rest for twenty years.
Lucius, after a semester study of scientific agriculture at a
German university, returns home with a zeal to experiment
with a scientific fertilizer on the field of his farm, which his
mother had leased at a token price to Samuel Dockwrath, a
country solicitor of dubious reputation, the first of the several
unsavory representatives of the law to be introduced in the
novel. When Lucius decides to terminate the solicitor’s
tenancy, the latter is infuriated and goes through his father-in-
law’s documents and discovers new evidence suggesting Lady
Mason’s forgery. He then instigates Joseph Mason to sue his
stepmother for committing perjury and hopes that he will be
hired as a lawyer in the projected trial. His hopes vanish as
Joseph Mason decides to turn over the case to a firm of
London solicitors. Dockwrath, whose name evokes visions of
wrangling in the dock, is coldly received by a member of the
firm, who feels himself superior to the country solicitor. He is
asked merely to supply the evidence he has uncovered and to
assist in looking for other information. After hearing rumors
that her stepson plans to press charges against her, Lady
Mason seeks help from a close friend, Sir Peregrine, a
respectable gentleman in the community, and further advice
from her lawyer at the original trial, Furnival. The latter
advises her to do nothing until her accuser makes his move
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while in the meantime cementing her friendship with Sir
Peregrine. The chivalrous old gentleman who is deeply
sympathetic, promises to stand by her and eventually even
proposes marriage. Lady Mason, however, realizes that such a
marriage would bring disgrace to her benefactor if she should
be found guilty and she, therefore, confesses to him that she
had forged the codicil. Her frankness in making this admission
earns her further understanding and support from Sir
Peregrine and his daughter-in-law. Eventually she is sued by
Messrs Round and Crook for perjury, and the case is brought
to trial. After two days of presenting evidence, cross-examin-
ation of witnesses, and arguments, Lady Mason is acquitted.
Despite the circumstance that Trollope’s intentions are to
reveal flaws in the British system of justice, that the plot
hinges on a complicated law case, and that the dramatic
action unfolds in the courtroom, this dramatic axis covers only
a small portion of the total length of the novel, which amounts
to over 800 pages. The courtroom scene, moreover, is
deliberately placed in the concluding chapters so as to create
suspense. Trollope was well aware of the taste and psychology
of the Victorian general reading public, which would be bored
to tears -by a novel filled with page after page of tedious
testimony and legal procedure. In order to make his novel
appealing to readers, Trollope inserted episodes more or less
related to the main axis, including courships, hunting scenes,
and Christmas celebrations in both London and the country.
As a result, the novel gains great interest and its scope widens
as the author includes characters drawn from various social
strata, not all connected with the law, and presents a
panoramic view of English life. It is this protrayal of the
English social scene and its colorful characters that has
occupied modern literary criticism as well as the ideological
background of the mnovel. Trollop’s multiple sub-plots and
minor characters are not, moreover, entirely the result of
catering to public taste, but reflect economic realities.
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Following Dickens’s serialization of his novels, Trollope signed
a contract with his publishers Chapman and Hall for a novel
to be published in serial form of 20 monthly installments. The
length and variety of subject matter in Orley Farm, therefore,
are in large degree a result of this contract for 20 lengthy
segments.

Trollope affirmed in a passage from his Autobiography
that I have already quoted that suspense is lost by having
Lady Mason reveal her guilt at the halfway point in the novel,
but this criticism is not entirely valid. Several issues which
remain to be clarified adequately retain the interest of the
reader. Would her wupright and honorable lawyer, Mr.
Furnival, still be willing to defend her? Would she be found
guilty at the trial? What would be the reaction of her son
Lucius if he happened to learn the secret that she had kept
from him for over twenty years? Would Sir Peregrine with his
innate sense of justice abandon her and breach his promise of
support?

Unlike the unwieldy proceedings of the O.J. Simpson
circus, which dragged on for months, the actual trial of Lady
Mason lasted for three days, only two of which were spent on
the presentation of evidence, cross-examination of witnesses,
and closing arguments presented by the defense lawyer. On the
third day the not guilty verdict was announced.

The gravity and significance of the Orley Farm case
obviously do not equal that of the Simpson trial, which
involved the charge of first-degree double murder, but for its
milieu the Orley Farm trial produced almost equivalent
publicity. Spectators were crowded inside and outside of the
court house, and the piquant details of the shameful
accusation against a pillar of society were served up in the
pre-tabloid London press. The plaintiff or accuser, dJoseph
Mason, has only two Lawyers on his side, who state the case,
present the evidence, and cross-examine the witnesses. Their
performance is adequate, but not spectacular, for Trollope’s
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focus is on their opponents. He deliberately makes the defense
team stand out, not in order to praise, but to condemn. The
team of four lawyers comprises Furnival, Aram, Chaffanbrass,
and Felix Graham. Although they may seem insignificant in
comparison with the high-priced talent of the Simpson team,
their function is identical. They are paid to secure the
acquittal of their client. These four lawyers, however,
represent three separate kinds of legal philosophy.

Furnival, with an impeccable personal reputation, is the
head of a highly-respected legal firm in London, Aram and
Chaffanbrass are acclaimed experts in defending criminal
cases, and Graham is a young novice in law who has not
previously appeared in any trial. Furnival will work to serve
the interests of his client, but will strictly observe legal
etiquette and scrupulously remain within the letter of the law.
Aram and Chaffanbrass will do almost anything at all to win a
case, within or without the law, as long as there is no risk to
themselves. Moral integrity is beyond their concern. And
Graham, who is young, honest, and idealistic, condemns
lawyers who prosecute the innocent or violate legal ethics in
defending the guilty. Some of his views are identical with
those of Trollope himself, perhaps the reason that Trollope
gave him the name Felix, which means fortunate or happy.
Initially, Graham thinks Lady Mason is innocent. After
promising to serve as a junior counsel for the defense, he
becomes more acquainted with the case and begins to doubt
Lady Mason’s innocence. In order to clarify the matter, he
directly asks Furnival about the latter’s belief on the matter.
His question puts Furnival on the spot and forces him to lie
explicitly about his client’s innocence. After thus confronting
Furnival about Lady Mason’s guilt and receiving an equivocal
answer, Graham faces a moral dilemma.

He felt as though he were to fight a battle in which

truth and justice, nay heaven itself must be against him.
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How can a man put his heart to the proof of an assertion
in the truth of which he himself has no belief? That
though quilty this lady should be treated with utmost
mercy compatible with the law: -for so much, had her
guilt stood forward as acknowledged, he could have
pleaded with all the eloquence that was in him. He could
still pity her, sympathize with her, fight for her on such
ground as that; but was it possible that he, believing her
to be false, should stand up before the crowd assembled
in that court, and use such intellect as God had given
him in making others think that the false and the guilty
one was true and innocent, and that those accusers were
false and guilty whom he knew to be true and innocent.
(Orley Farm 11:290-91)

Aram and Chaffanbrass are troubled by no such moral
scruples. Anticipating one of the unusual techniques manife-
sted at the Simpson trial, Aram suggests that jurors likely to
have an unfavorable opinion of his client be rejected or
dismissed. Chaffanbrass’s reputation is even less favorable
than his partner’s. It is clear to him almost from the outset
that Furnival would not have sought his services if he had not
believed Lady Mason to be guilty. Like a commerical-traveller
who sells his goods to customers, Chaffanbrass fulfills his duty
by making witnesses tell the story his client requires
regardless of the truth. Trollope even compares him to a hired
bravado or assassin who carries out his dirty work without
hesitation. “He was always true to the man whose money he
had taken, and gave to his customer, with all the power at his
command, the assistance which he had professed to sell” (II:
359).

Throughout Orley Farm Trollope enunciates his view that
the legal system, although designed for finding out the truth,
fails dismally and inexcusably to fulfill this objective. In his
words: “No amount of eloquence will make an English Lawyer
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think that loyalty to truth should come before loyalty to his
client” (I: 165). “There were five lawyers concerned, not one of
whom gave to the course of justice credit that it would
ascertain the truth, and not one of whom wished that the truth
should be ascertained. Surely had they been honest-minded in
their profession they would all have so wished....I cannot
understand how any gentleman can be willing to use his
intellect for the propagation of untruth” (II: 165).

At the trial’s end, a split decision is reached with eight
jurors in favor of acquittal and four for guilty. The verdict of
acquittal raises the following questions: does the legal system
fulfill its function of preserving justice? does the system of
advocacy help to search for truth or to conceal it? does it
work for the guilty or for the innocent? Are there any ethics
governing the legal profession? and, finally, is there really
equal justice under law? Judging from the result of the trial,
the answers to these questions should be negative. As the trial
indicates, truth is confounded by the rhetorical skills and
courtroom tricks of the lawyers. The accuser is robbed of his
rightful inheritance, first by fraud and then by law. And law
does not work to right its wrong. Justice is not served.

These are the obvious faults of the system. But Trollope’s
critique does not stop with the demonstration of these
generally-acknowledged evils. His most devastating condemna-
tion consists in his portrayal of the reaction of Lady Mason
after the trial. After her acquittal, which she knows is unjust,
she and her son voluntarily return Orley Farm to its rightful
owner and retire to live in exile on the continent. Her
conscience has overridden the decision of the law court.
Natural justice has triumphed over the legal system.

One should not assume from Orley Farm as a work of
fiction that Trollope considered himself as a muck-raker or
public benefactor working to reform the abuses of the British
legal system. He was first and foremost a literary artist, using
his surroundings as the raw material for his fictional
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portrayals of contemporary life. But in so doing, he revealed
his personal attitude toward lawyers and the law based both
on the experiences of his early years and his observations in
maturity. Although there are certain inaccuracies in Trollope’s
representation of the intricacies of the etiquette and procedure
of the legal profession (Newbolt 1-82), Orley Farm, neverthe-
less, is as much a moral enquiry as it is an investigation of the
law at work. In addition to his questions about the
relationship of law and justice, he raises the more fundamental
one concerning the nature of honesty itself. And he leaves the
reader to supply his/her own answers.
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