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ABSTRACT 

In critical discussions of Clarissa the major problems have 

been the assessment of Richardson's biography and milieu, the degree 

and type of his literary and stylistic Influences, the degree of 

sentimentality in his work, and the kind of tragic effect achieved. 

The first portion of this dissertation assesses the historical and 

social "climate of opinion," and surveys Richardson's cultural and 

literary milieu; it also defines the rhetoric of the "moment" Richard 

son intended to achieve In his fiction. The second part discusses 

the cultural and esthetic compromises which allowed Clarissa to 

transcend the stereotypes and sentimentality of the drama, the 

romance, even the fictional cliche of the violated and enraged 

heroine. 

The first chapter, "The Sociological Maze," questions the 

Marxian bias evident in Ian Watt's Influential Rise of the English 

Novel. This chapter suggests, 1n opposition to Watt, that Richard

son's contribution to the art of fiction was not "sociological," 

and that his works do not reveal the "urban personality." While one 

contest 1n Clarissa is that between the Individual and society, the 

struggle is defined according to eighteenth rather than twentieth 

century commonplaces: the detestation of luxury and the rejection 

of the nouveau riche suitor. 

v 



The second chapter, "Writing to the Moment," discusses the 

position taken by E. A. Baker and especially R. A. Day 1n placing 

Clarissa In the tradition of the romance and the "Portuguese letter." 

Beginning with his first work, the Familiar Letters. Richardson ex

plicitly criticises both traditions, developing a rhetorical tech

nique conceived In and related to human act and motive. Richardson's 

conception of the "moment" is particularly related to the tradition 

and writing of Protestantism which stresses the inner light and the 

supremecy of the individual soul. Clarissa, following the tradition 

of confession In the Puritan autobiography, redefines her struggle 

with the antagonist and recounts each test of will before divine 

judgment. Such a concept of the "moment" constitutes the first of 

Richardson's esthetic and moral compromises. 

The third chapter, "Sensibility Confined: The Compromise of 

Sentiment and Tragedy in Clarissa," examines the extent to which the 

novel may be defined as a tragedy. The sentimental characterization 

of Belford, the use of poetic justice, and the class limitations of 

the writer have been raised as objections to Richardson's "vulgar 

demi-tragedy." Yet the compromise of sentiment and tragedy was part 

of the eighteenth-century esthetic, just as poetic justice comple

mented the accepted theories of divine and natural morality. How

ever, Richardson shows himself to be Independent of the worst aspects 

of sentimentality and poetic justice: refusing to unite Lovelace and 

Clarissa in matrimony, he claims to have written a tragic work and 

chooses to make both Lovelace and Clarissa mutual Instruments of 

their own destruction. 



The last chapter, "Clarissa and Tragic Illusion," treats the 

problems of tragic discovery and the levels of duplicity 1n the 

novel. On a social level, Lovelace cannot comprehend the Puritan 

and Protestant beliefs about marriage Clarissa shows. However, the 

novel rises above the Protestant dialectic of marriage and economic 

status in its treatment of the self-delusions of the heroine. The 

tragic contest in the novel comes from the test Clarissa must make 

between experience, the conflicting perspectives of her correspond

ents, and the conviction that assumes the forms of illusion and 

self-righteousness. Clarissa, finally blinded by inner convictions 

of righteousness, fails to awaken to the discovery of her own state 

or the character of Lovelace, who devolves Into greater amorality 

with each of the heroine's confusions and refusals. This contest 

of will and perception constitutes what Luclen Goodmann has termed 

the "tragedy of negation." Clarissa turns from the multiplicity of 

the real world and retreats to an interior vision of absolute con

viction, wilfully choosing death. 



CHAPTER I: RICHARDSON AND THE SOCIAL MAZE 

Richardson's life, his milieu, his literary achievement, and 

his success in writing a tragic novel are all linked 1n past and 

current criticism of the novelist and his works. Did he write Inde

pendently, seeking his own counsel and models outside the literary 

and social world of his contemporaries? Did he, or could he, con

sciously have written an Aristotelean tragedy in fictional letters? 

Did he accept past literary forms, particularly the French roman 

and its English Imitators, as models and guides, or did he turn to 

more indigenous English examples? To what extent was Richardson a 

"social" novelist? To what degree did society direct Richardson's 

values, how did 1t form him 1n Its concern, and to what extent was, 

he aware of the separation of English classes and their antagonism 

in the eighteenth century? Of the critical problems discussed in 

this dissertation, this last question may be the most Important 

because of a current redefinition of Richardson's biography and 

milieu, even, 1t might be said, a redefinition of the history and 

society of the eighteenth century. 

Yet, the historical and social question 1s particularly 

difficult. As M. Dorothy George has written, eighteenth century life 

and history was Itself a paradox, a dilemma frustrating to anyone 

wishing to recreate the "climate ofop'infon" of dandy, debauchee, of 

the members of the newly emerging and self-important merchant class, 

1 
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or to realize the standards of a society where the legacy of povarty 

and toil from generations past was still fully evident in the lives 

of the sturdy beggars and the working poor. The student of the 

period, she asserts, "can regard the eighteenth century as an age of 

corruption, oligarchy* privilege, materialism, or ... as an age of 

common sense, .good humour, reasonableness and toleration—one view 

does not exclude the other. 

Such contradictions in the social and historical scene in the 

London and England of the eighteenth century may provide at least a 

partial recognition, though not an explanation, of the difficulties 

and ambiguities involved in statements about Samuel Richardson's life 

and literary achievement. One critic declares, justly, if too cate

gorically, that "There is no room in Richardson's novels for the dis

cussion of abuses of administration, faults 1n the political system 

or special social problems."^ A. D. McKillop maintains that Richard

son is more interested in the creation of characters "on their own at 

last" who are "not primarily representative of a class, . . ." but 

Ian Watt finds Richardson himself an alienated man deeply Concerned 

with problems of anxiety and the antagonisms of industrial and social 

separation.^ 

1. England in Transition (Middlesex, England, 1953), p. 65. 

2. Coenraad Bart Anne Proper, Social Elements 1n English 
Prose Fiction between 1700 and 1832 (Amsterdam, 1929), p. 487 

3. The Early Masters of English F1ction (Lawrence, Kansas, 
1956), p. 67. 

4. Rise of the Novel (Berkeley and Los Anaeles. 1962), DD. 
178 ff. 



In Watt's sociological interpretation of Richardson's works, 

even Pamela's simple connivances become charged with economic and 

social meaning. In this reading, Pamela's archness and independence 

may not be taken as a reaction typical of the servant class, who 

enjoy their finery and pass for their superiors when well dressed.5 

Nor must the evidence indicate that her superiority is indicative 

of the independence of a class aware of its moral prerogatives, as 

evident in her criticism of the socially superior which is mixed 

with a defense of the humble: "'Here,' said I, 'were my poor honest 

parents; they took care to instil gopd principles into my mind, till 

I was almost twelve years of age; and taught me to prefer goodness 

and poverty to the highest condition of life. . . .'"® Nor, in the 

sociological reading, 1s Pamela's archness indicative of a change in 

social relations, the changes and improvements of a dynamic society. 

When Mr. B. calls Pamela a "traitoress" for revealing family 

5. Jonathan Swift, Pi rections to Servants (New York, 1964), 
pp. 78-9. "Chuse a service if you can, where your 11 very colours are 
least tawdry and, distinguishing: green and yellow Immediately betray 
your office, and so do all kinds of lace, except silver, which will 
hardly fall to your share, unless with a duke, or some prodigal just 
come to his estate. The colours you ought to wish for» are blue, or 
filemot, turned up with red; which with a borrowed sword, a borrowed 
air, your master's linen, and a natural and Improved confidence, will 
give you what title you please, where you are not known." Also, see 
Defoe's Everybody's Business Nobody's Business:: "1t is a hard matter 
to know the mistress from the*maid by their dress; nay very often the 
maid shall be much the finer of the two." In Margaret Phillips and 
William Shirley Tomktnson, English Women 1n Life & Letters (London, 
1927), p. 145. The same authors believe that the servant class dis
played more independence during the period. See pp. 144 ff;. 

6. Samuel Richardson, Pamela, Intro, by M. Kinkead-Weekes 
(New York, 1962), I, 175. 
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activities in her letters, including his attempts at seduction,^ the 

reader is being shown but one indication of social alienation because 

of economic hardship and its resultant class separation, not the 

plausible and average interpretation that such encounters represent 

improvement and change in class and social relationship. Rather, 

Pamela is an intensely social novel, and in the criticism of Ian Watt, 

society as a concept has connotations borrowed from the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries. 

In Watt's reading, Pamela is a novel essentially concerned 

with the marriage market and the problems of dowry, but even more, is 

overtly concerned with the problems of unemployment and economics; 

this novel is a precocious anticipation of the roman^k thfese, and 

Richardson's v/ork reveals the wish of the unmarried and the poor who 

could not afford a dowry, like Defoe's Roxana, who is either thrown 

on her charms and wit or has to remain a servant. Both Defoe's and 

Richardson's fiction reveals "The decay of domestic industry . . 

which affected feminine mobility and the marriage market. Mobility 

was decreased and marriage more difficult to arrange because "the 

decay of domestic industry affected women very adversely. A large 

surplus of women was created in the labour market * and this had the 

result of bringing down their wages to an average of something like 

2s 6d a week, about a quarter of the average wage for men."8 

7. Ibid., I, 201-02, 

8. Watt, p. 142. See T. S. Ashton, The Industrial Revolution, 
1760-1830 (New York, 1964), pp. 35 ff. for a flat contradiction of 
Watt's assertions about piece-work. 
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In spite of Watt's assertion, the evidence in both Pamela and 

Clarissa shows that the topic of domestic industry and piece work is 

neither of interest or pertinence. In spite of her rise in society, 

Pamela consistently reminds the reader and B. that she is content with 

her poor lot and considers it superior to the life of evil. She is 

not a member of the piece workers' class any more than Roxana or Moll 

Flanders. Clearly, the result of the economic pressures on the mar

riage market is of little value in considering the problems of 

Clarissa, who is above such considerations because of the bequest 

granted her, the very point of antagonism for the brother and sister 

in the Harlowe family. Moreover, in spite of the clear indications 

of mobility of all these novels, both of Defoe and Richardson, Moll 

Flanders' legal and illegal economic successes, the aspirations of 

the Harlowe family, the aspirations of the newly wealthy and offen

sive (to Clarissa) Solmes, Watt chooses to ignore the dynamic of 

social change which is so evident in both the novels and the social 

history of the period. The "decay of domestic industry" in Watt's 

view, is not indicative of social change and the growing power of the 

laboring and industrial classes, but is the mark of the increased 

class stability and the growing tension between the classes. Social 

mobility, Watt believes, does not result in more mobility and the 

increasing importance and self-sufficiency of the middle class, which 

both Richardson and Defoe represent.. The more mobile the society is, 

in Watt's view, the more static and alienated it becomes, because the 
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elements and causes of social and economic change are interpreted as 

humanly and socially retrogressive. 

In part, Watt may be expressing his distrust of the bucolic 

view of the eighteenth century, which was drawn either from the desire 

to make nineteenth century England, after its surge of industrialism, 
Q 

appear the more benighted of the two centuries, or from the desire 

to retreat into a past century as an-escape, as a quaint, bucolic 

experience far removed from the demands of nineteenth century indus

trialism, the enclosure system and later agricultural decline.^ 

More, strikingly, however, Watt adopts a modified Marxian interpreta

tion of historical and social action. Marx would ignore the social 

mobility and the increasing humaneness evident in English life from 

the eighteenth century to the industrialized nineteenth and the grad

ual improvement of life and living conditions in city and country.^ 

At the beginning of our own century, Max Weber and other followers 

of the Kathedersozialisten would interpret the ethos of capitalism 

with the bias of German idealism and the Marxian categories of class 

antagonism. It is on such historical distortions that Watt bases 

his view of society in the eighteenth century. 

9. Raymond Wi11iams, Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (New 
York, 1958), pp. 14 ff. William Cobbett, in particular, may be 
indicted for, this distortion. 

10. George, pp. 63-4. 

11. T. S. Ashton, "The Treatment of Capitalism by Historians," 
in Capitalism and the Historians, ed. R. A. Hayek (Chicago, 1954), 
pp. 34 ff. 
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"Criticism and sociology," however, find an able defender in 

David Daiches, who finds that sociology can aid the critic, especially 

of the novel. Did not Robinson Crusoe attempt to form his own social 

order on the island? The English novel, Daiches says, "depended on 

society* and on public agreement about what* among the n)ultifarious 

details of daily life, was worth picking out as significant. What 

was significant was what altered a social re1ationship--love and mar

riage, quarreling and reconciliation, gain or loss of money or of 

social status."^2 In specific cases, such as John F. Danby's Poets 

on Fortune's Hill, such criticism "can help to increase literary per-
1 q 

ception as well as to explain origins."IJ The demurrer about the 

possible abuses of the method, however, is clear, especially when the 

Marxist categories become implicated in the critical statement: 

Marxist criticism has been on the whole far less sensitive 
than this. It has been content either to explain literature 
in terms of social origins, or to account for a writer's 
attitude in terms of :his position in the class structure, 
or to pass judgment on a given work or writer in accordance 
with the tendency it or he displays to favor the political 
and economic cause favored by the critic.^ 

Within such a system, the danger of historical oversimplification and 

the inversion of cause and effect is clear. "The social environment 

may select a great man. But it cannot produce him," Sidney Hook 

asserts in his criticism of George Plekhanov: 

12. Critical Approaches to Literature (New York, 1956), p. 
370.  

13. Ibid., p. 374. 

14. Ibid. 
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[his] orthodoxy and monism compel him to believe that the 
social forces of a" period not merely select but produce great 
men, and that the history of any period would pretty much have 
been the same no matter what individuals had existed. 

Although he asserts that he does not seek to establish a 
direct connection between art and economics, his criticism 
invariably shows evidence of oversimplification, gratuitous 
stress on economic factors, and unwarrented generalizations.15 

More serious than those concerning the relations of man to 

society, however, are the theories of Marx and Weber which Watt incor

porates in his criticism. From them, Watt derives his picture of an 

unchanging and alienated society, the distortions of the Protestant 

"business ethic," and anachronisms from the use of a priori social 

theories. Changes in society, as have been mentioned, merely indi

cate devolution; social criticism, which increased during the nine

teenth century, indicates destitutions and alienation J® Although 

the "middling sort" continued to improve their lot^ as we shall later 

see in more.detail, and the laboring poor were considered better off 

than their European counterparts J8 with the social divisions not as 

15. Marx and the Marxists: the Ambiguous Leqacy (Princeton, 
1955), pp. 59-60. 

16. See the amusing discussion of Engel's criticism of the 
use of cheaper textiles and clothing. Ashton* "Treatment of Capital
ism by Historians," p. 39. 

17. T. S. Ashton, The Industrial Revolution, 1760-1830, rev. 
ed. (New York, 1964), pp. 108 ff. 

18. Dorothy Marshall, English People inthe Eighteenth 
Century (London, 1956), p. 160, "an opinion confirmed by foreign 
observers." 
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marked as 1n France J9 capital in itself brings social evil. Marx 1s 

hard put to define clearly the problem of the appeal of the success

ful capitalists since capitalism "brings with It poverty and the degra 

dation of the masses." Yet one "cold blooded bourgeois doctrinaire," 

Destutt de Tracy, "bluntly tells us the truth: 'In poor nations, the 

common people are comfortable; 1n rich nations, they are generally 

poor.'"2^ Only the capitalist would be content with the new expedi

ency and excuse for his numerous evils: "He can find only one answer 

—security!"2^ 

The resemblance between the doctrine of Cobbett's commentaries 

on the eighteenth century22 and the Marxian analysis of the nineteenth 

is unfortunate; both maintain that the common people are impoverished 

as the nation becomes more wealthy. But Marx adds the note of social 

alienation, not the separation of classes because of aristocratic 

illusion but from the nature of labor Itself. Such a class distinc

tion is absolute and unchanging; man is alienated from other levels 

of society and from himself, substituting mere economic labor for his 

Gattungwesen. The more he works, the poorer and more alienated he 

becomes: 

19. Peter Gay, Voltaire's Politics (Princeton, 1959), p. 55. 

20. Capital, trans. Eden and Cedar Paul (New York, 1951). 
II, 716. 

21. Ibid. 

22. Asa Brfggs, The Making of Modern England, 1783-1837 
(New York, 1965), pp. 14 ff. 
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the realization of labor appears as negation to such an ex
tent that the worker is negated to the point of starvation. 
The objectiflcation appears as a loss of the objects to such 
an extent that the worker 1s deprived of the most necessary 
objects of life and labor. Moreover* labor Itself becomes an 
object of which he can make himself master only by the greatest 
effort and with Incalculable Interruptions. Appropriation of 
the object appears as alienation to such an extent that the 
more objects the worker produces the lejss he possesses and the 
more he comes under the sway of his product, of capital.23 

The division of labor and the collection of labor "as instruments of 

production" themselves "add further to the alienation."24 

The class movement which does occur 1n such a system is ex

tremely limited. It Is not moral, but antagonistic, not conscien

tious, but callow. And the middle classes (at least of Germany) 

remain a step or so behind the social changes of the time, accepting 

them passively when 1t is safe to do so: 

each sphere of civil society suffers a defeat before gaining 
the victory; 1t erects Its own barrier before having destroy
ed the barrier which opposes 1t; it displays the narrowness 
of Its view before having displayed their generosity, and 
thus every opportunity of playing an Important role has 
passed before 1t properly existed. . . 

Given such a system, organic change 1s Impossible, as is any form of 

social Improvement* understanding, or compassion. 

23. "tikonomlsch-phllosophlsche Manuskrlpte," quoted by 
Herbert Marcuse, Reason and Revolution: Hegel and the Rise of 
Social Theory (Boston, i960}, p. 277. 

24. Karl Marx and Fr1edr1ch Engels, The German Ideology, 
ed. and Intro, by R. Pascal (New York, I960), p. 63. 

25. Karl Marx, Selected Writings in Sociology and Social 
Philosophy, trans. P. B. Bottomore (New York, 1964), p. 180. 
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When there Is an exception to the class demarcations and the 

calloused antagonism of such a system, Marx uses the exception Itself 

to further his argument. Discussing the normal working day, "the out

come of centuries of struggle between capitalist and worker," Marx 

does take note of the exception to his theory, but the search for 

change within a corrupt system can only damn 1t: "the immanent laws 

of capitalist production hold sway irresistably over every Individual 

capitalist," a statement supported by the following note drawn from 

a "blue book" of 1863: 

That 1s why, to take one Instance* we find that, 1n the 
beginning of 1813, twenty-six firms owning extensive potter
ies 1n Staffordshire, and among them the firm of Josrlah 
Wedgwood & Sons, sent 1n a memorial demand "some legislative 
enactment." They said that competition with other capital
ists made 1t Impossible for them "voluntarily" to impose 
limits upon the working hours of children, etc.26 

Several paradoxes of this argumentative technique emerge here: that 

change is not admitted, nor 1s social Improvement or awareness, nor 

is the action of the twenty-six firms admitted as anything other than 

the symbol of frustration. 

Most peculiar to Marx's technique is the use of the "blue 

books" themselves, the parliamentary reports apprising the government 

of the need for legislation, signalling social awareness and the pro

cess of change. Even so, Marx Ignores the influence of these reports 

as well as the legislation which followed their publication, even 

though to base one's judgment on them gives rise to "an unduly gloomy 

26. Capital, I, 275. 



view of former industrial society; for it is the Pathology rather than 

the Physiology of social life that forms the subject of commissions of 

h27 enquiry. . . . ' 

Objectively,, the theories of Marx would have been inapplicable 

to the century of Defoe and Richardson had not a critic of the age of 

anxiety traversed a full two centuries to find unwilling victims in 

eighteenth century London. Richardson emerges as a man contorted with 

anxiety, as we shall see in greater detail, and he, with Defoe, writes 

of the Puritan consciousness as defined by Max Weber. Defoe, Watt 

asserts, "had written much that sounds like the formulations of Weber, 

Troeltsch and Tawney."28 in Watt's interpretation, both Defoe and 

Weber assert the business of religious belief: one keeps track of 

spiritual matters like a business accountant. Thus Lovelace, one can 

i r r e v e r e n t l y  n o t e ,  w a s  i n f l u e n c e d  i n  h i s  s t a t e m e n t ,  " V e r y  h a r d  . . .  

that credits cannot be set against debits and a balance struck in a 

rake's favour, as well as in that of every common man!"^9 Watt 

accepts Weber's formulation that the process of "overcoming the 

world" has spiritual and monetary results. Just as profit and loss 

bookkeeping is seen in Watt's interpretation of Robinson Crusoe's 

"I could hardly refrain from tears while he spoke; in short, I took 

27. T. S. Ashton., Iron and Steel in the Industrial Revolu
tion (London, 1924), p. v. 

28. Rise of the Novel, p. 73. 

29. Samuel Richardson, Clarissa, intro. by John Butt (New 
York, 1962), III, 168. 
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100 of the moidores, and called for a pen and ink to give him a 
Ofi 

receipt for them," one may see that business instinct is at one with 

the religious practices and business tendencies of Puritanism. 

Such a critical gyration arises in part from the terms receipt 

and book-keeping being used interchangeably, but it also reveals the 

weakness of Weber's argument, which Watt imitates, of the social and 

critical generalist, While Weber may be the "most sophisticated 

revolutionist of classic Marxism,his thesis about the Protestant 

business ethic has been under attack and historical review for some 

time, and C. Wright Mills, a sympathetic critic, cites Weber's strength 

and weakness as a social generalist. The dilemma of social analysis, 

and by implication because of Watt's use of it in The Rise of the Novel, 

lies in the conflict between the specific and empirical and the gen

eralized conclusion, or, in his own vocabulary, the "molecular" and 

the "macrocosmic." Weber, Marx, Mannheim and others are valuable for 

abstract theorizing: "These men like to deal with total social struc

tures in a comparative way; their scope is that of the world historian; 

they attempt to generalize types of historical phenomena, and in a 

systematic way, to connect the various institutional spheres of a 

society, and then relate them to prevailing types of men and women. 

The empirical method of research is far different and more limited in 

30. Watt, p. 63. 

31. C. Wright Mills, Power, Politics and People, ed. Irving 
Louis Horowitz (New York, 1963), p. 572. 

32. Ibid., p. 554. 
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vision: "The other way of sociological research might be called the 

molecular. It is, at first glance, characterized by its usually small-

scale. problems and by its generally statistical models of verifica-
oq o n 

tion. Mills wishes to "get the two together" and to overcome the 

"spongelike and unclarified . . . semantic dimensions" of "macrocosmic 
OC 

concepts," because, as he points-5out, such concepts "do not have any 

index structure that enables us to touch empirically observable facts 

or relations."36 Such is the fault in Weber's thesis,3? and Watt 
OO 

shares in these lapses. 

33. Ibid. 

34. Ibid. 

35. Ibid., p. 559. 

36. Ibid. 

37. In Max Weber's view, one which Watt accepts, the Puritan 
capitalist and laborer is the most influential and common in the Eng
lish middle classes. See The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capi
talism, 51 ff. However, Richard Baxter, a Puritan Weber accepts as 
being influential in Richardson's century, had very little effect on 
the period: "Locke became the official theorist of the apparently 
triumphant liberalism of the future [in the eighteenth century]. 
Meantime, Baxter was forgotten." Richard Schlatter, Richard Baxter 
and Puritan Politics (New Brunswick, N. 0., 1957), p. 37. For other 
criticism and discussion, see Charles H. and Katherine George, The 
Protestant Mind of the English Reformation (Princeton, 1961), pp. 147 
ff.-, Christopher Hill, "Protestantism and the Rise of Capitalism," 
Essays in the Economic and Social History of Tudor and Stuart England 
in Honour of R. H. Tawney, ed. F. 0. Fisher (Cambridge, England, 1961), 
pp. 15-39. 

38. Watt, pp. 63, 64, 67, 73, 83, 89, 90. For Watt's inter
changeable use of the terms individualism, capitalism and economic 
specialization see Rise of the Novel, pp. 60-61. Sli" R. H. Tawney's 
criticism, of the same kind of ambiguity in Weber's use of the word 
capitalism. Weber "simplifies and limits its meaning to suit the 
exigencies of his argument." Foreword to The Protestant Ethic, pp. 
ld-le. 
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Nor, very, importantly for recognizing the social reasons for 

Clarissa's rejection of the parvenu Solmes, is the "new" capitalist 

essentially ascetic or puritanical. There is not even any empirically 

verifiable distinction between the Venetian capitalist and the English 

man of business. In the prosperous towns of the middle ages, "ascetic" 

businessmen could be found, hard-working, forming an "elect" of profit 

takers, just as in the eighteenth century too many exceptions can be 

found to justify Weber's oversimplification of ascetic money-making: 

Weber and Parsons are unwise to insist on the distinction be
tween their "ascetic" capitalist and the adventurous "Venetian" 
type who is supposed to have been outmoded by the Calvinist 
grub: for the financing and organizing of great segments of 
the Industrial Revolution was the work of men like Thomas 
Gresham, Horatio Palavicino, Lionel Cranfield, Josiah Child, 
Josiah Wedgewood, or the Liverpool slavemerchants, or London's 

. eighteenth-century war profiteers—a galaxy of adventurous, 
risk-taking, and enjoyment-centered individuals. Calvinist 
shopkeepers brought out their savings to invest after the 
economic revolution was over; and it required no Calvinist 
ethic to convince men of the desirability of further profits 
if the system provided the opportunities.39 

Richardson's own tendency, as A. D. McKillop illustrates, was 

to bring Christian value to his work and not to confuse the values of 

business and religion.^0 But certainly the casual relation between 

business and religion does not work in only one direction, as Tawney 

declares about Weber's thesis: "Is it not a little artificial to 

suggest that capitalist enterprise had to wait, as Weber appears to 

39. Charles H. and.Katherine George, The Protestant Mind of 
the English Reformation (Princeton, 1961). p. 147. 

40. Samuel Richardson, Printer'and Novelist (Chapel Hill, 
1936), pp. 284 ff.. " ~~ 



imply, till religious changes had produced a capitalist spirit? Would 

it not be equally plausible, and equally one-sided, to argue that the 

religious changes were themselves merely the result of economic move

ments?41 Can not one take the statements of Thomas Watson, a sevens 

teenth century Puritan diarist, at their own value when he asks "How 

far are they from offering violence * that give God distracted prayer? 

While they are thinking of their shop and trade." In Watson's view, 

business itself is not a "religion," but a potential distraction: 

"their trade doth so involve them in worldly business, that they can

not mind eternity, or make out one sally to the throne of grace. They 

are so much in the shop, that they cannot be in the closet."42 

The "new spirit" of business 1s not then based on religion but 

is instead seen in the'antagonism between the two forces. The influ

ences of religion and the new business ethic are then in a different 

conflict, one very unlike Weber's hypothesis. As suggested 1n 

Clarissa, the struggle in the eighteenth century is between the new 

money, the newly successful, those hoping to attain social place with

out saving grace or manner (Solmes),^ the acquisitive family which 

places financial concerns over family right and relation (the 

41. Tawney, p. 7. 

42. The Christian Soldier: or Heaven Taken by Storm (New 
York, 1810), p. 31, p. 125. 

43. Clarissa, I, 33. Clarissa makes this point explicitly 
when describing Solmes to M1ss Howe: "1t is impossible I should ever 
endure him. He has but a very ordinary share of understanding, 1s 
very illiterate, knows nothing but the value of estates and how to 
improve them. . . ." 
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Harlowes), and the opposing combination of social excellence of manner 

and Christian virtue (Clarissa). However, Watt does not perceive this 

struggle with any clarity or consistency. Both the Influences of 

Marxian social awareness and the distortions of the "new" capitalism 

are to be found in Watt's analysis of the century and of Richardson's 

works. Watt sees the novel as more than an amplification of history; 

it is social in the political and Marxian sense. In his view, both 

Defoe and Richardson were aware of the social alienation and anxieties 

of the eighteenth century still present today. Even though the vocab

ulary of social stratification and exclusiveness with its overtones of 

current social problems was yet to be invented,^ Watt presents what 

appears to be an acceptable thesis. One is inclined to accept his 

44. Williams, pp. xi ff. uses five words to indicate the 
change of sensibility at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of 
the nineteenth centuries: industry, democracy, class, art, and lei
sure. Industry did not come into their current meaning until the 
1770's, but were before "name[s] for a particular human attribute," 
and not "collective word[s] for our manufacturing and productive 
institutions. . . . Class was introduced as a "more indefinite word 
than rank." Art in the same period came to signify a "special kind 
of truth, 'imaginative truth,'" and not merely skill, while culture 
changed from its meaning of "natural growth" to intellectual develop
ment, the artSi a concept "having close relations with the idea of 
human perfection." Other new words or old words with new meanings 
in the period are: "Ideology, intellectual, rationalism, scientist, 
humanitarian, utilitarian, romanticism, atomistic; biireTucrac.y, cap
italism, collectivism, commercialism, communism, doctrinaire, equaTi-
tarian, liberalism, masses, mediaeval and mediaevalism, operative 
(noun), primitivism, proletariat (a new word for mob), socialism, 
unemployment; cranFs, highbrow, isms and pretentious." Other new 
meanings for old words are business(=trade) . . . and suburban (as a . 
description of attitudes)." See also David Daiches, English Liter
ature (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey, 1964), p. 100. Language changes, 
meaning changes. It is perverse to have a modern vocabulary predi
cated and used in an anachronistic context: "language itself is a 
phenomenon that exists in time; the references and overtones of 
meaning that a word carries depend on when the word was used." 
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arguments because of the convincing use of sociological vocabulary, 

which sustains the assertion of the contemporary, his delineation of 

angst in the eighteenth century, and the appeal to the modern sensi

bilities and preoccupations of liberalism. 

The distortions of Marxist theory are seen, however, in the 

discussion of the eighteenth century temper. The methods used to 

establish the milieu of alienation are seen first in Watt's interpre

tation of Defoe, and interpretation that is carried over, with vari

ations, to the analysis of Pamela and Clarissa and the wry rereading 

of Richardson's biography. Defoe, Watt asserts, is a quintessential 

representative of a commercially mobile but socially static London. 

The English classes, stratified and uncommunicative, had already been 

separated into specialized capitalistic functions by the 1720's, and 

Defoe was especially aware of such social and economic changes. He 

knew that "the increasing economic specialization which was a feature 

of the life of his time had made most of the mechanic arts alien to 

the experience of his readers."4® 

Watt arrives at this judgment, which Includes Richardson and 

his contemporaries as well as Defoe, by representing Robinson Crusoe 

as an egotistic Protestant believer in the economic theory of "the 

Protestant ethic" and a representative of the twentieth century pre

dicament. Like his twentieth century counterpart, Crusoe as "homo-

economicms" divided his labor into exclusive specializations and 

45. Rise of the Novel, p. 72. 
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observes while making bread: "'Tis a little wonderful and what I 

believe few people have thought upon, viz., the strange multitude of 

little things necessary in the providing, procuring, curing, dressing, 

making and finishing this one article,of bread.Watt cites this 

passage as evidence of the "alien" mechanic arts. For this section 

of Crusoe would not have been of interest to the Tudors, "who saw this 

Cbreadmaking] and other basic economic processes going on daily in 

their own households." That Defoe's time is different may be judged 

from the writing of an early eighteenth century visitor to England who 

notes: "most women did not 'bake, because there is a baker in every 

parish or village.' 

In addition to a Marxist predetermination, Watt is here guilty 
AQ 

of selective quotation. For when Defoe's passage about bread mak

ing is placed in its context in Robinson Crusoe, a different meaning 

and emphasis is evident. In this section of the novel as in many 

others (the construction of the canoe, the harvesting of the island's 

plenty, the clearing of the land), Defoe clearly emphasizes ingenuity 

in the face of natural obstacles: the heat, the mere accident of 

lucky survival, the lack of tools for the job, and not the sociologi

cal overtones of social exclusion, Specifically, the problem of 

Crusoe in this passage is not only how to,make the bread, but how to 

46. Ibid. 

47. Ibid. 

48. For a general.discussion of this failing see Richard D. 
Altick, The Art of Literary Research (New York, 1963), pp. 186-188. 
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come by the ingredients and how to improvise the techniques of the 

craft while, in the wilderness:. "When the corn was sowed, I had no 

harrow, but was forced to go over it myself, a drag a great heavy bow 

of a tree over it. . . . Then I wanted a mill to grind it, sieves to 

dress it, yeast and salt to make it into bread, and an oven to bake it, 

and yet all these things I did without, as shall be observed. . . . 

The problem here is clearly not "homo-economicus," but, as Crusoe him

self reflects in making the bread, of a man "reduced to a mere state 

of nature . . who attempts a simple yet, because of the circum

stances, a complex task.^ The reader waits to discover Crusoe's 

solutions, not to find a roman li th^se dealing with the problems of 

specialized man, alienated by rank, labor and social exclusion. 

Such an interpretation of Defoe enables Watt to confuse time 

and historical moment in the anachronistic assertion that nineteenth 

century realism and the novel of social purpose appear in the eight

eenth century: 

An environment so large and various that only a little of it 
can be experienced by jany one individual, and a system of 
values that is mainly economic--these have combined to provide 
the novel in general with two of its most characteristic themes: 
the individual seeking his fortune in the big city and perhaps 
only achieving tragic failure, so often described by the French 
and American Realists; and frequently in association with this, 
the milieu studies of such writers as Balzac, Zola and Dreiser, 
where we are taken behind the scenes, and shown what actually 
happens in the places we know only by passing them in the 
street or reading about them in the newspapers. Both these 

49. Robinson Crusoe, in Romances and Narratives b.y Daniel 
Defoe, ed. George A. Aitken (London, 1895), I, 131. 

50. Ibid., p. 129. 
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subjects also feature prominently in eighteenth-century lit
erature, where the novel supplemented the work of journalists 
and pamphleteers and revealed all the secrets of the town: 
both Defoe and Richardson appeal to this interest, and it is 
even more marked in such works as Fielding's Amelia and 
Smollett's Humphrey ci inker.51 

The essential method of his argument is generic citation; a term such 

as realist is used and coupled with "milieu studies," both from the 

specific historical context of the nineteenth century, then the reader 

is told that such ideas "figure prominently" in works of the previous 

century. In case after case, Watt violates the boundaries of caus

ation and historical context by this method, pursuing his thesis from 

the deductive confusions of abstract to particular, thereby placing 

the eighteenth century in the social and historical setting of nine

teenth century capitalism.52 

The relations between Defoe and Richardson, the differences 

of their environment, are similarly confused. Each is a different 

writer and displays a different sensibility largely because of the 

difference in the city of London itself. Watt maintains that the 

growth of London from 450,000 in 1660 to 675,000 by 1700 introduced 

the peculiar urban problems of nineteenth and twentieth century mass 

society. One may again note the confusions of casuality and the use 

of generic conclusion, "large enough scale," "much deeper and more 

complete*" "many ways," all of which weaken his assertion: 

51. Watt, p. 180. 

52. See the confusions of "bookkeeping" and "receipt" already 
mentioned, note 30. Watt, p. 63. 
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The growth of the population of London in the last decades 
of the seventeenth century from about 450,000 in 1660 to 
675,000 in 1700, combined with the increasing residential 
segregation of its inhabitantsj and the extension of the 
metropolitan area, was certainly on a large enough scale to 
make the contrast between the rural and urban ways of life 
much deeper and more complete than it had been previously. 
Instead of the countryman's unchanging landscape, dominated 
by the regular alternation of the seasons, and the establish
ed manor-house, the parish church and the village green, the 
citizen of eighteenth century London had a horizon that was 
in many ways like that of modern urban man. The street and 
places, of resort in the various quarters of the town pre
sented an infinite variety of ways of life, ways of life 
that anyone could observe, and yet for the most part utter
ly alien to any one individual's personal experience.53 

Such changes, however* even though they occurred before 1700 

according to this paragraph, affected Defoe differently than Richard

son. This change to Defoe represented the "hurly-burly" of the new 

society: "he was at one with it."^ But Richardson, who printed 

several works of Defoe^ and began his own writing of fiction a bare 

two decades after Robinson Crusoe (1719-20) and Moll Flanders (1722), 

reveals the essential changes in environment which occurred. Defoe 

still writes of a community, though it is "stratified" as we have 

seen from Watt's consideration of Robinson Crusoe, while Richardson's 

"works express, not the life of the whole community, but a deep 

53. Ibid., p. 179. For a categorical refutation of such 
rapid change, see John U. Nef, "The Progress of Technology and the 
Growth of Large-Scale Industry in Great Britain 1540-1640," EHR, V 
(1934), 3 ff. 

54. Watt, p. 181. 

55. William M. Sale, Jr., Samuel Richardson: Master Printer 
(Ithaca, New York, 1950), pp. 162 ff. : Richardson printed The Family 
Instructor* Religious Courtship and the Tour. 
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personal distrust and even fear of the urban environment." Richard

son therefore retreated to the suburbs, the anodyne for the city's 

anxieties, and brought the novel of letters to organic perfection: 

We are now in a position to see more clearly the main links 
between urbanisation and Richardson's emphasis on private 
experience. The same causes which brought Richardson's rejec
tion of city life and his preference for the suburb, made him 
find his supreme satisfaction in familiar letter-writing, the 
form of personal intercourse most suited to the way of life 
which the suburb represents^? 

Such a conclusion may be entertained, Watt believes, because of the 

differences between the concepts of urban and suburban: 

The contrast between the old urban way of life and the new 
social pattern which replaced it is perhaps best suggested 
by the different implications of the words "urbane" and "sub
urban": the one is a Renaissance idea, the other typically 
Victorian. "Urbanity" denotes the qualities of politeness 
and understanding which are the product of the wider social 
experience which city life makes possible; with it goes the 
spirit of comedy which, in Italian, French or English comedy 
of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, centres on the 
gay life of the streets and the squares, where, the walls of 
houses afford a purely nominal privacy. "Suburban", on the 
other hand, denotes the sheltered complacence and provincial
ity of the sheltered middle-class home: as Mumford has said, 
the suburb is a "collective attempt to live a private life"; 
it offers a peculiar combination of the solace of society 
with the safety of personal privacy; it is dedicated to an 
essentially feminine ideal of quiet domesticity and selective 
personal relationship which could only be portrayed in the 
novel, and which found its first full literary expression in 
the works of Ri chardson.58 

The suburb, then, as a direct influence on Richardson's fiction: 

"Only in such a relationship [the suburban life of isolation] could 

56. Watt, p. 181. 

57. Ibid., p. 190. 

58. Ibid., p. 187. 
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Richardson circumvent the deep inhibitions which made him silent and 

ill at ease in company, and caused him to prefer to communicate with 

his workmen in the printing-house, and even with his own family, by 

means of 'little notes. ",5^ 

Once, again, environment, biography and literary influence are 

distorted in this reading. Late in his life, Richardson had the idio

syncrasy of writing notes to his family and employees. In Watt's 

juggling of biography, Richardson so suffered from an "anxiety complex" 

that he used notes to communicate with his family and with his em-
fin 

ployees. However, one gets quite a different picture of this de

pendence on writing when the full text is considered. Within the full 

context of Richardson's own comment, the phrase "little notes" has an 

entirely different meaning, and it is fatuous to assume that they in

fluenced the epistolary style in his fiction, most of which was com

pleted before this idiosyncrasy developed. The source of the phrase 

is Mrs. Barbauld's biographical sketch which prefaces the Corre-* 

spondence. She states: "In the latter part of his life, he was 

rarely seen among his workmen, sometimes not twice a year, and, even 

when he was in town, gave his directions by little notes. His prin

cipal workman was hard of hearing; and Richardson felt a nervous 

59. Ibid., p. 190. 

60. Ibid. 
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irritation, which made it not easy for him to bear any thing of hurry 

or personal altercation."^ 

Selective quotation is also apparent in the use Watt makes of 

one of Richardson's letters which bears on the relation of femininity 

and epistolary form. In Watt's interpretation, Richardson "was some

thing of a propagandist for this new forcing-house of the feminine 

sensibility; in a letter to Miss Westcomb, for example, he contrasts 

the 'goose-like gabble' of social conversation with the delights of 

epistolary intercourse for the lady who makes 'her closet her para-
C O  

dise." In the full context of his letter, Richardson makes quite 

a different point: that the shy and modest woman may compensate for 

social awkwardness by writing a graceful letter which stands in con

trast to female prattle. Richardson addresses this "too diffident 

correspondent" to encourage "such an ingenuous mind as yours" to over

come shyness and write in order to show the "gay flatterers" their 

place: 

Those who have no doubt must be ignorant; they have nothing to 
be informed of; at least they think so themselves; while every 
one else sees they know nothing, and are not in the way to 
know any thing that shall give them distinction or excellence; 

while the most or diffident person wants but to have her 
bosom unlocked, as I may say, or her lips opened, by conscious 
yet not gross praises, and she will surprise herself into sen
timents that she knew not she had in such perfection, and de
light every body to whom she communicates them. Tell the dear 
Anna, and be pleased yourself, my dear, to know, that the pen 
is almost the only means a very modest and diffident lady (who 

61. The Correspondence of Samuel Richardson,' ed. Anna Loetitia 
Barbauld (London, 1804), I, clxxxi. Italics added. 

62. Watt, p. 188. 
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in company will not attempt to glare) has to shew herself, and 
prove that she has a mind. Set any of the gay flutterers and 
prattlers of thetea table to write--I beseech you, set them 
write--and what will they demonstrate, but that they can do 
nothing but prate away?63 

Finally, Watt's thesis that the "Georgian house" with the 

"closet or small private apartment usually adjoining the bedroom" 

emphasized the letter and privacy, and thereby influenced Richardson's 

technique, is absurd. The French novels in the age of Louis XIV used 

the convention of the letter simply because it was expedient: "Hero

ines who.are kept in virtual or actual imprisonment by harsh parents 

and rascally abductors, or who. dare not speak their love, must have 

some means of communicating with lovers or possible deliverers if the 

plot is to go on, and letters were the only answer."^ Pamela and 

Clarissa use the letter in a similar way; it is the only means of 

communicating while in adverse circumstances. Besides, even Lovelace 

shows the writing mania Richardson uses to excuse the epistolary tech

nique: "And now I have so much leisure upon my hands, that, after 

having informed myself of all necessary particulars, I am set to my 

shorthand writing in order to keep up with time as well as I can."65 

Perhaps even the length of the letters may be accounted for with 

pedestrian fact. After the improvement of the post office after 

1688 Howard Anderson and Irvin Ehrenpreis note that letter writers 

63. Correspondence, III, 251-52. 

64. Robert Adams Day, Told in Letters (Ann Arbor, 1966), 
p. 117. 

65. Clarissa, III, 27. 



after that date "were perhaps the more likely to take care that their 

letters should be long and worth reading because throughout the cen

tury the recipient had to pay the post, and might be inclined to 

judge rather critically what he paid for„"®® 

Even more critical, however, is the caricature Watt draws of 

Richardson and his "anxiety neurosis," a phenomenon loosely observ

able in Clarissa's isolation in the city after her abduction, Watt 

would have the reader believe. Distorting Richardson's biography is 

an old and amusing game, as Joseph Wood Krutch has demonstrated. Con

trasting him with Samuel Johnson, Krutch describes Richardson as a 

prig, the antithesis of the robust Dr. Johnson: "The one was Phari

saical and tender-minded, the other robust and sympathetic.In 

contrast to Johnson's wide-ranging experience and numerous contacts 

with members of all walks of life, "Parvenu prigs like Richardson 

might have spent their lives picking their way careful enough to avoid 

contact with all but a few of their fellows."®® "Johnson," Krutch ex

plains, "had early met this simpleton-genius-<-who was, by the way, a 

66. "The Familiar Letter in the Eighteenth Century: Some. 
Generalizations," in The Familiar Letter in the Eighteenth Century, 
ed. Howard Anderson,, et. al. (Lawrencey Kansas, 1966), p. 270., 
Richardson himself observes "that persons who have talents for famil
iar writing, as these correspondents are presumed to have, will not 
forbear amusing themselves with their pens, on less arduous occasions 
that what offer to these." Postscript to Clarissa, IV, 563. 

67. Samuel Johnson (New York, 1944), p. 56. 

68. Ibid., p. 40, 
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perfect example of the danger of too much moral earnestness uncorrected 

by any 'running about the world. . . . 

Such an interpretation smacks of the normality of muscular 

Christianity, and its distortions of fact are simpler than those of 

the Rise of the Novel. Richardson, as we will see, did plenty of "run

ning about," but it saved him neither from social awkwardness nor the 

neurosis that is carried over into his fiction. Richardson, we remem

ber, chose letter writing as a form because it was "the form of per-r 

sonal intercourse most suited to the way of life which the suburb rep

resents."^ Moreover, Richardson may appeal to the modern victim of 

urbanity because that eighteenth century author was an oddly contem

porary suburbanite, ridden with anxiety and social fears of incapac

ity brought upon him by the city. In the following Watt confuses 

"distinctively urban" with "sedentary occupation" and translates a 

vague eighteenth century medical diagnosis into a specific twentieth 

century psychoanalysis: 

There is something about Richardson's gait and posture which 
is distinctively urban; indeed even his ailments have this 
quality, being, as his friend Dr. George Cheyne told him, the 
ills typical of "those obliged to follow a sedentary occupa
tion". Cheyne suggested that Richardson, whose nerves did 
not allow him to ride horseback, should at least get a "chamber-
horse", a "liver-shaking device", as B. W. Downs has described 
it, much used at the time. But exercise could not allay the 
fever of his nerves, and here Cheyne diagnosed the "English 
Malady" or "nervous hyp", which was no more, he confessed, 
than "a short expression for any kind of nervous disorder", 
and which may be regarded as the eighteenth-century version 

69. Ibid., pp. 134-135. 

70. Watt, p. 190. 
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of anxiety neurosis, the typical derangement of the urban 
Psyche. 

Cheyne, who recommended the smoking of tobacco for asthma,^ 

diagnosed Richardson's ailment as following: "Your noise in your 

Ears is a common Symptom of nervous Hyp and of no possible Consequence. 

I have had it often, and much Exercise and abstemious Living always 
73 cured it; 'tis Hypocondriac Wind on the Drum." To cure the ailment, 

Cheyne prescribes a "Thumb vomit" every morning,^ and warns Richard

son that "I have always been afraid your Gentleness and Aversion to 

Suffering would make you throw off. or postpone your Vomits. . . ."^5 

Even after these prescriptions of 1742, Young would write as late as 

1757 and tell Richardson that "your nerves are good, your constitu

tion is sound, and your muscular flesh is firm."^6 And Richardson 

himself writes "Mrs. Balfour" about his health and his losses, a 

record that is both convincing, plausible, and moving: 

Thus have I lost six sons (all my sons!) and two daughters, 
with every one of which to answer your question, I parted 
with great regret. Other heavy deprivations of friends, very 
dear, have I also suffered. I am very susceptible, I.will 

71. Ibid., 184. 

72. The Letters of Dr. George Cheyne to the Countess of 
Huntingdon, ed. C. F. Mullett (San Marino, California, 1940), xvi. 

73. The Letters of Dr. George Cheyne to Samuel Richardson, 
1733-1743, ed. C. F. Mullett, University of Missouri Studies, XVIII, 
50. 

74. Ibid,, p. 119. 

75. Ibid., p. 103. 

76. Correspondence, II, 41. 
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venture to say, of impressions of this nature. A father . . . 
I lost by the accident of broken thigh. . . . Two brothers;, 
very dear to, me, I lost abroad. A friend more valuable than 
most brothers was taken from me. No less than eleven affect
ing deaths attacked me in two years. My nerves were so af
fected with these repeated blows, that I have been for seven 
years past forced, after repeatedly labouring thro' the whole 
medical process by direction of eminent physicians, to go in
to a regimen, not a cure to be expected but merely as a palli
ative. . . .77 

But what of the other claims about Richardson's biography: 

is he in fact the victim of an unchanging society, does his work lead 

to neuroticism or success and fulfillment, does his success come at 

the cost of charity and social alienation? The answer to all of 

these questions is negative, as must be the answer to the supposition 

that such occurrences and habits of life influenced the fiction he 

wrote. Richardson, obviously, was not the victim of class antagot-

nism, in spite of his father's failures in business and his own re

verses. The young Richardson was apprenticed, read in his spare 

time, and succeeded in business in spite of early reverses: 

working as a Compositor, & correcting ye Press: As I hinted, 
in a better Expectation (his father intended him for the 
clergy before his own reverses), I began for myself, married, 
& pursued Business with an Assiduity that, perhaps, has few 
Examples-, & with ye more Alacrity, as I improved a Branch of 
it, that interferred not with any other Person: & made me 
more independent of Booksellers (tho' I did much Business for 
them) than any other Printer.78 

Attaining such success, Richardson moved in several social and 

77. Correspondence, IV, 227-28. 

78. "The Stinstra Letter," in McKillop, Richardson, p. 5. 
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business circles,^9 though he was at times awkward in turning atten

tion to himself, as at Northend, when he could not take a.compliment 

gracefully "from a gentleman just returned from Paris," but wished it 
Of) 

broadcast before the company. The anecdote makes it clear that 

Richardson's vanity was at fault*..'not-his being with a "gentleman," 

though Krutch infers that Richardson was ,a "simpleton genius" largely 

on the evidence of this •incident.®"' As seen from his success, his 

movement in influential circles, Richardson was no "simpleton." And 

Richardson's friendship with the Duke of Wharton has the elements of 

kind though not degree with Johnson's friendship with Savage, Langston, 
bp 

and Beauclerk. Finally, neither Richardson's success nor his wide 

circle of acquaintances prevented the acts of compassion. The most 

fully documented charity of Richardson is his treatment of the "fall

en woman" Laetitia Pilkington, whose memoirs scored a notorious suc

cess. Richardson is not only charitable, but remains so after the 

shop he helps set up for Mrs. Pilkington fails.83 Also, Richardson 

79. McKillop, Richardson, p. 12. "Even before Pamela 
appeared he had won an important place among his fellow tradesmen, 
and had made influential friends among scholars, authors, and poli
ticians. . . ." Note also the variety of writers in the Correspond-
ence. 

80. BoswelVs Life of Johnson, ed. R. W. Chapman (London, 
1953), p. 1086, note. 

81. Samuel Johnson, p. 134. 

82. McKillop, Rjchardson, pp. 11, 296. 

83. Correspondence, II, 116 ff. 



was the chief promoter of Magdelen Hospital, as his first biographer 

mentions8^ and as one of the correspondents notes.85 

Richardson is not unique in his success and compassion but is 

typical of the thousands who found success and improved their social 

status. Generally, it is clear that in both the eighteenth and nine

teenth centuries social and economic improvement was consistent if 

not constant: those who did not improve, such as the unskilled, the 

seasonal laborers, were balanced by those who did. The coexistence 

of both may explain the contradictions of social criticism and 
oc 

praise. But more than illustrating the use of contradiction for 

its own sake, the widening hope and expectation of improvement justi

fies the social awareness of the writers of both periods, who show 

far less rancor.and class alienation than later commentators allow. 

Neither Marx, Engels, nor their followers accept the gradual economic 

growth of either period. Yet the stability revealed in eighteenth 

century literature, or the economic changes occurring within a gen

eral social stability, is in large part based on the overall economic 

stability and growth underpinning the changes in the social order; 

84. Ibid., I, civ. 

85- Ibid., V, 97. 

86. Ashton, "Standard of Life of the Workers in England," 
in Hayek, p. 159. 



87 this is apparent in most of the eighteenth century. Growth did not 

indicate economic decline for the masses. 

Nor could the aristocracy or land holders in England stop 

social movement. While even the employers in London itself "still 

clung to the old safeguards and prejudices, to the restriction of 

workers to their place of settlement, to rigid demarcations between 

class and class, to the exclusiveness of trades and corporations, to 
oo 

a fierce hatred of foreigners,"0 social change occurred anyway. 

Just as the periods of depression did not halt economic improvement, 

the social orders did not and could not stop, but encouraged, social 

movement: "in spite of—sometimes even because of--these restrictions 

there was a ceaseless movement to and fro between the metropolis, 

Great Britain, Ireland, and the Continent, as well as upwards and 

downwards in the social scale."89 This change is clearly evident but 

is obscured by the false equation which Ashton noted, the critical 

tendency to equate social change and movement with the devolution of 

capitalism. Change in its proper context, however, means much more: 

87. T. S. Ashton, Economic Fluctuations in England, 1700-
1800 (Oxford, 1959), p. 138. According to this work, there was a 
growth of exports, good harvests and relative plenty through the 
1730's and a growth of exports and new and old business from 1746 
to 1754, 

88. M. Dorothy George, London Life in the Eighteenth 
Century, rev, ed. (New York, 1965), p. 318. 

89. Ibid. 



[Change] can be traced in many threads of the social history 
of the eighteenth century, obscured by the cry of the degener
ation that these changes provoked, and by the fact that legis
lation lagged behind opinion and practice; while from the 
very fact of the change, distress was more keenly felt. The 
change can be seen for instance in the history of charities 
and of parish apprenticeship; at the end of the eighteenth 
century it was no longer thought outrageous that a boy from 
the Foundling Hospital should be given an education which 
fitted him to be employed by a London shopkeeper. The ri
gidity of class distinctions was breaking down, as the idea 
of humanity began to gain upon the conception of a community 
made up of classes and sections.90 

In the middle of the century, "there is much evidence of a 

rise in the standard of living and intelligence among all but the 

91 poorest of the workers." As 6. M. Young noted in discussing the 

prelude to the nineteenth century, "For a generation and more the 

static conception of society had been dissolving because society it 

self was dissolving," separating and redefining itself "into a hun-

92 dred aristocracies and a hundred democracies. ..." In 1798 an 

antediluvian Irish judge would declare that "Society consists of 

noblemen, baronets, knights, esquires, gentlemen, yeomen, tradesmen 

and artificers." Yet the jury hearing the case would decide that 

movement could occur even in such confines--even in Ireland. The 

subject of the trial had ceased being a breeches' maker; was he now 

90. Ibid., pp. 318-19. 

91. M. Dorothy George, England in Transition, p. 74. 

92. Portrait of an Age (New York, 1964), pp. 5-6. 
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a gentleman? The jury compromised, making him a yeoman, raising him 
qo 

above artificer and tradesman. 

But 1t 1s general mobility and social Improvement seen 1n the 

particular lives and successes of Individual businessmen which give 

an accurate picture of the period. Richardson's success 1s common; 

even more importantly, the processes of mass production were so prim

itive that the range of Marxist anxieties cannot be predicated on 

"specialized labor." T. S. Ashton, in his biography of Peter Stubs, 

notes the diversity, not the specialization and alienation of this 

Warrington industrialist. In 1788, long after the specialization and 

alienation defined in Watt's thesis, Stubs "combines the activity of 

innkeeper, maltster, and brewer with that of file-maker on a much 

larger scale than six years earlier."^ His employees are Indebted 

to the company for their tools,but there 1s no very clear defi

nition of "terms of employment" until 1800.^® His workers, like 

many others of the same period, continued to resist moving nearer 

to their work as many combined agriculture and farming with their 

regular employment. Such a diversity made their lives more toler

able and comfortable. Stubs was even exceptional 1n making files in 

a central plant,, for "Tools of other kinds—pliers, nippers, vices, 

93. Ibid., p. 6. 

94. An Eighteenth-Century Industrialist: Peter Stubs of 
Warrington, 1756-1806 (Manchester, 1939), p. 1x. 

95. Ibid., p. 9. Italics added. 

96. Ibid., p. 35. 
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compasses, dividers, callipers, hammers and saw blades—were . . . 

still made entirely by outworkers; and the same was true of the wire 

pinions and parts of watches and clocks that were coming to bulk large 

97 in the business of the concern."• Such economic diversity was. at 

this time still very common. In the second half of the eighteenth 

century, many weavers received most of their income from trade but 

augmented it from the land: "Radcliffe [W. Radcliffe's Origin of the 

New System of Manufacture] tells us that in 1770 there were only six 

or seven of the fifty or sixty farmers who did not get their rent 

partly by spinning and weaving, and the cottagers who were employed 

have numbered several hundreds. And before 1790 the 'golden age! of 

the weaver had begun."98 Economic division of labor was still so 

chaotic that Adam Smith could hold even the weaver as an example to 

be followed for greater efficiency, though he did not rival the pin 

maker: "The spinner is almost always a distinct person from the 

weaver; but the ploughman, the harrower, the sower of the seed, and 
go 

the reaper of the corn, .are often the same." 

97. Ibid., p. 27. Also, see the same author's Iron and Steel 
in the Industrial Revolution (London, 1924), pp. 189 ff., for evidence 
of the same patterns in the ironworks in the late eighteenth century. 
Most of the employees were small land holders, and the ironworks often 
ceas'ed working during the summer to enable the workers to gather the 
harvest. 

98. George Unwin, Arthur Hulme, and George Taylor, Samuel 
Oldknow and the Arkwrjghts: The Industrial Revolution at Stockport 
and Marple (London, 1924), p, 161. 

99. An Enquiry into the Nature and Causes, of the Wealth of 
Nations, ed. J. C. Bullock (New York, 1909), p. 11. The pin makers 
were Smith's example of efficient labor. 



If social tension and alienation were to come with economic 

development, they do not find their way into the eighteenth century 

in the Marxian sense. Industry and capital were still relatively un-

developed--as were the social antagonism accompanying them—and the 

industrial revolution was still to come, much later, even, than has 

been supposed: 

Because no single British industry had passed through a com
plete technical revolution before 1830,: the country abounded 
in ancient types of industrial organization and in transition
al types of every variety. Even in cotton spinning the early 
wooden machinery with metal fittings was in common use; the 
"self-acting" mule, built of metal, was but newly invented 
and only used in the more progressive mi lis.100 

The new economic order took so long to develop because the industrial 

primitivism of the eighteenth century had "no consistent and well-

integrated theory of mercantilism,"^ much less a revolutionary cap

italism: 

When the new power and the new machines, with their almost 
unlimited transforming capacity, were let loose on Britain, 
towards the end of the eighteenth century, they struck a 
society in which—although the old powers of water and wind 
were very extensively used, implements of many kinds were 
long familiar, and capitalism with or without machinery and 
power was well established—the most primitive forms of 
industrial organization still survived, not merely as fossils 
or as curiosities.102 

What one deals with in the eighteenth century, then, is an en

vironment different in degree and kind from the industrial and urban 

100. John H, Clapham, An Economic History of Modern Britain 
(London, 1964), I, 143. 

101. Marshall, p. 20. 

102. Clapham. 



developments of the nineteenth century. One sees little sense in the 

caricature of urban neuroticism drawn from eighteenth century life 

and letters. Richardson's England was still largely untouched by the 

industrial rancor or tension attributed to it. Typical, rather, is 

the spirit of James Lackington, whose inscription to his autobiography 

shows the spirit of the industrious middle class of the time: "J. 

Lackington Who a few Years since began business with five founds now 

103 sells one hundred Thousand Volumes Yearly." Typical too is the in

creasing movement "from the petite bourgeoisie to the haute bour

geoisie,"^ a pattern Richardson followed with such men as Ralph 

Thoresby, who had full and socially graceful encounters with Chris

topher Wren, Lord Chancellor Cowper, the Countess of Burlington, the 

Bishop of Salisbury, and others.^ 

Directly counter to the theme of alienation is the growth of 

compassion and charity. The Darbys established small schools for the 
1 dfi 

workers' children as well as a permanent sick fund. And hospitals 

and infirmaries were built in most of the large towns; the Foundling 

103. Memoirs of the Forty-five First Years of James Lacking-
ton (London, 1794). 

104. Said of Locke when he became a confidant of Shaftesbury. 
Two Treatises of Government, intro. by Peter Laslett (Cambridge, 
1960), p. 43. 

105. The Diary of Ralph Thoresby, ed. Joseph Hunter (London, 
1830), II, 21 ff. When he dines with Locke at the Earl of Pembroke's, 
he does not approve that the philosopher "says that revelation is not 
so sure as our reason or senses. ..." II, 337. 

106. Arthur Raistrick, Dynasty of Iron Founders: The Darbys 
and Coalbrookdale (London, 1953), p. 262. 



Hospital, the Magdalene Hospital, to which Richardson was a contrib

utor, the Marine Society, and the Thatched House Society, among oth

ers, were established by the mid-eighteenth century as John Brown 

noted in 1757 in his Estimate J07 And the charity of James Oglethorpe 

and John Howard attest to the new measure of social .realism. In 1729, 

Oglethorpe's own investigation of prison abuses led to a parliamen

tary inquiry. Though the major legislative reforms took place under 

John Howard's impelling individual effort and the nineteenth century 

reforms of Romilly, Mackintosh and Peel, the fact remains that the 

humanitarian impulse originated in the eighteenth century for the re

form of the prisons: "Oglethorpe and Howard will always stand fore

most among those who first brought the strong light of reason and 

humanity to bear upon the abuses of our penal; system. Even John

son's attack on the death penalty and the inherent social righteous

ness of the "chain of being" serves notice that there is social 

107. J. L. and Barbara.Hammond, "Poverty, Crime, Philan
thropy," in Johnson^s_^^ S. Turberville (London, 1952), 
I, 329. It was also common practise at the time to aid the poor 
with legacies, I, 315. 

108. A. S. Turberville, English Men and Manners in the 
Eighteenth Century (London, 1957), p. 335. 
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109 awareness arid human compassion in London itself. The tendency as 

the century progresses is the attack on social stagnation and the 

creed which justifies it: 

Voltaire, Rousseau, Diderot, or Holbach in France, and I think 
we just add John Wesleyiin England—should have been men who 
disliked the status quo much too intensely to want to explain 
it favourably. And the main tenor of later eighteenth century 
t h o u g h t  w a s  t o w a r d s  t h e  a b o l i t i o n  o f  a v o i d a b l e  e v i l s .  . . .  
An optimism of progress supersedes the optimism of accept-
aneeJlO 

On this point at leasti Johnson would be at one with Voltaire 

in the exclamation: 

Non, ne presentez plus Vmon coeur agite' 
Ces immuables lois de la necessity. 

As Lovejoy so aptly observes after citing this couplet and others 

revealing Voltaire's irony in discussing immutable order, "An evil 

unexplained seemed . . . more endurable than the same evil explained, 

when the explanation consisted in showing that from all eternity the 

avoidance of just that evil had been . . .logically inconceiv

able."^ As Johnson wrote in his Christianus Perfectus, a holy man 

109. "To equal robbery with murder is to reduce murder to.rob
bery; to confound in common minds the gradations of iniquity. . . ." 
The Rambler (No. 114), in The Works of Samuel Johnson (Oxford, 1825), 
III, 41. See Leslie Stephen's comment in Hobbes (Ann Arbor, 1961), p. 
168, to appreciate the progress:. "[Hobbes] accepts the purely deter
rent theory of criminal law. You are not hanged for stealing, sheep, 
as the judge said, but hanged in order that sheep may not be stolen." 
For the attack on the "chain of; being" see Johnson's "Review of Soame 
Jenyns," in Rasselas, Poems and Selected Prose, ed. B. H. Bronson 
(New York, 1958), pp. 204-205, 

110. Basil Willey, The Eighteenth Century Background (London, 
1940), pp. 55-56. 

Ill. The Great Chain of Being: A Study of the History of an 
Idea (New York, 1960), p. 210. 
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"should also have a reverent love of creation, despising no race or 

creed, that he may ever delight in helping the wretched and, limited 

by no narrow bounds of righteousness, forgive the trespasses of all 

men and find joy in his Godliness. 

The historical and social pictures simply do not support the 

thesis of an increasing alienation and social separation. There was 

a new industrialism, but it was usually fed by piece work and the 

domestic system, • and Adam Smith cites the efficiency of the pin-

makers as late as the 1770's to discourage piece workJ1^ The cities 

grew, but there was no real separation from the country and little 

shortage of land as the suburbs gradually freed themselves from the 

brick-kilns and pig sties.In the sixteenth century, Lord Cecil 

realized that the "craftsman, dependent on industry, presented new 

and difficult problems in government*"^® but neither his problems 

nor those of his counterpart one and a half centuries later would 

sustain the Marxism formulations two and a half centuries later, or 

the proposal that the roman a these dates from the eighteenth century. 

For the changes brought by the merchant and the financier fitted into 

the social fabric and were accepted without widespread antagonism: 

112. Maurice Quinlan, Samuel Johnson's Religion (Madison, 
1964), p. 11. 

113. Marshall, pp. 213 ff. 

114. Wealth, of Nations, p. 10. 

115.; George, London, pp. 95 ff. 

116. Marshall, p. 276. Also see Lawrence Stone* The Crisis 
of the Aristocracy, 1558-1741 (Oxford, 1965), pp. 129 ff. 



"The merchant and the financier, important as their part in the 

national economy was, had still in many ways to operate within the 

framework of a society that had been shaped by landowners for land

owners."^ 

Even the movement into,the suburb, the site of the new sen

sibility Watt invents, did not represent the "suburb" as we know of 

it today, with, its relative isolation and malaise of indifference. 

While "The spread of Londoners over the surrounding counties was in 
118 the eighteenth century very spectacular," the older patterns of 

life remained; In addition to "expunging the taint of trade," the 

move into the villages near London in part represented a return to; 

the home ground, to retire and die.^9 Nor even in the nineteenth, 

century was the movement -to the suburbs exclusively to insure the 

isolation of the closet and an absolute privacy. Rather it carried 

on the code of social imitation prominent in Richardson's period. 

The old patterns from the eighteenth were repeated in the first few 

decades of the nineteenth century: "the homes of the lesser aris

tocracy, the gentry, and country clergy, still reproduce in their 
120 

arrangements, service and decoration, the model of the great house." 

117. Marshallj p. 40. 

118. Lucy S. Sutherland, A London Merchant, 1695-1774 
(London, 1962), p. 5. 

119. Ibid, 

120. C. S. Peel, "Homes and Habits," in Early Victorian Eng
land, ed. G. M. Young (London, 1934), I, 79. 
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The tendency extended, of course, from the eighteenth century: 

But all through our period and beyond it we can trace a 
definite tendency to standardize the home on the lines of 
the great house in miniature. "Ideas", Bulwer said, "travel 
upwards, manners downwards." The merchant left his shop and 
moved into a square; it was not Berkeley Square, but it was 
rather like it. Or he went out to the suburbs; if he had not 
a parK he had grounds, or at the very least a garden. . . .121 

The economic and social struggle reflected in Richardson's 

work is, then, essentially different from that of the dialectical 

class struggles predicated on nineteenth century problems. What 

Pamela and Clarissa represent is social change through marriage and 

the struggle of the newly wealthy from the middle classes to estab

lish rank and social respectability. Richardson could well be asked 

if Pamela were true, for its plot had many precedents.^ In the 

1740's the Earl of Egmont would place in his diary the entries of 

"low people's marrying": 

I am told that since the Duke of Shandois's marriage with 
the innkeeper's maid near Slough, the Duke of Ancaster has 
married his kept mistress, The Earl of Salisbury has married 
his steward's niece—Miss Keate, Daughter to a barber and 
shewer of the tombs in Canterbury, and the Earl of Bristol 
his late wife's maid. And the Duke of Bridgwater his tutor's 
niece.123 

Pamela's chances of success were quite good then, as were her hopes of 

being accepted into society. The Scot banker John Coutts "went every

where" in spite of his nationality and the double indiscretion of 

121. Ibid. 

122. Correspondence, I, Ixvii. 

123. McKillop, Richardson, p. 29. 
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"marrying the servant maid who had helped to bring up his brothers' 

children," Mrs. Coutts was received with her husband, and all their 

daughters married "well."124 

However, Richardson's own contemporaries support the critics 

which preceed Ian Watt,. Ignorant of "sociology>" paying more atten

tion to other elements in his fiction, even revealing a narrow social 

interest, the readers of Richardson's novels showed little concern with 

any social message. In their.reactions to his novels, Richardson's 

correspondents were personal, anecdotal, or social in only a limited 

sense. They wrote to inquire if Pamela were based on a true story,125 

accused Clarissa of being both coquette and prude,126 wrote to com

plain of that heroine's rape and death j 27 or advocated the marriage 

of Clarissa and Lovelace: "No other man could she have been happy 

with: she did love him,"128 Lady Bradshaigh ("Mrs. Balfour") wrote. 

Most typically, Richardson received letters reflecting a balance of 

admiration and moral resplve.; After reading his first two novels, 

Lady Echlin observed: "My private amusement and employment is inno

cent, I hope but am extreme [sic] faulty in not being always usefully 

124. Marshall, pp. 55-56. 

125. Correspondence, I, lxvii. 

126. Ibid., VI, 232. 

127. Ibid., II, 127 ff. 

128. Ibid., IV, 245. , ^ 
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employed; arid now, I almost despise myself and all mankind. Can any 

mortal peruse your fine, delicate lesson untouched with sielf-

reproach?"^ 

Yet there is the use of social scene in the novels as well as 

declarations of moral and social intention in the prefaces to both 

Pamela and Clarissa. While the "economics of marriage was a conscious 

target"^® of Richardson, he did not use the subject as a vehicle of 

a modern economic or social analysis, but was constantly aware of the 

moral, and social problems which concerned him. Defining his purpose 

strictly within the context of his period and sensibility, he typi

cally declared his purpose in the first preface to any of his novels, 

the sequel to Pamela, the weakest and most educational of his works: 

The First part of Pamela met with a success greatly exceed
ing the most sanguine expectationsand the Editor hopes, 
that the Letters which compose this Part will be found 
equally written to Nature, avoiding allromantic flights, 
improbable surprises, and irrational machinery: and the 
passions are touched, where requisite: and rules, equally 
new and practicable, inculcated throughout the whole, for 
the general conduct of life; . . . Pamela was destined to 
shine as an affectionate wife, a faithful friend, a polite 
and kind neighbour, an indulgent mother, and a beneficent 
mistress; after having in the former Part supported the 
character of a dutiful child, a spotless virgin, and modest . 
and amiable bride.131 

But he quickly recovered from such a narrow didacticism about the 

129. Ibid., V, 2-3. 

130. Christopher Hill, Puritanism and Revolution (New York, 
1964), p. 374. 

131. Pamela, II, v. 
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perfect and boring matron and declares that Clarissa has several 

intents, both didactic and social: 

What will be found to be more particularly aimed at in the 
following work is—to warn, the inconsiderate and thoughtless 
of the one sex against the basearts and designs of specious 
contrivers of the other—to.caution parents against the un
due exercise of their natural aiuthority over their children 
in the great article of marriage—to warn children against 
preferring a man of pleasure to a man of probity, upon that 
dangerous but too commonly, received notion that a reformed 
rake makes the best husband—but above all,, to investigate 
the highest and most important doctrines not only of moral
ity, but of Christianity, by showing them thrown into action 
in the conduct of the worthy characters.. . . .132 

From such comments, it may be assumed that the social inten

tion in Richardson's fiction is a reasonable concern, a conservative 

and orthodox investigation of one of the major topics of eighteenth 

century writing: marriage, or, as it was often considered* marriage 

and how to rise in the world. Interestingly, Richardson simply 

assumes that the class divisions and social climbing will be inherent 

in the topic; he does not discuss it and neither do his correspon-
i 

dents, even though the levels and presumptions of society are essen

tial to the structure of Pamela, Clarissa, and Sir Charles Grandison. 

Pamela, certainly, is not merely about the sexual quest, and its frus

tration, but includes in its .characterization of the heroine and her 

would-be seducer, "B.," the social antagonisms between country girl 

and her social superior. The novel consistently alludes, to Pamela's 

impertinences and the difficulties, after her marriage, of being 

accepted into a superior family. Clarissa is secondarily concerned 

132, Clarissa, I, xv. 
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with similar social interests, the parvenu suitor Solmes, his gro

tesque and unrefined mannerisms, the pushing Harlowe brother, James, 

who* aspires to a title and the mobility of wealth, and the aristo-

1 33 cratic pretensions of Lovelace, who goes to Royal Chapel, exer

cises the rights of seduction as his class views them, and is aware 

of the bellicosity and inferiority of the "recently arrived" Harlowes: 

"Then what a triumph would it be to the Harlowe.Pride were I now to 

marry this Lady! a family beneath my pwnjV Should he seek social 

reconciliation again after being rebuffed by his hot-tempered infer

iors? "Must I be brought to implore forgiveness and reconciliation 

from the Harlowes? Better to be acknowledged as the son of a gloomy 

tyrant whose only boast is his riches?"^ 

Given such modes of social and economic considerations, none 

of Richardson's work, it would seem, would be granted the same inter

ests and intentions of the later roman^a these, with its concentration 

in industrialism and the development of class alienation between work-
1 oc 

ers and successful entrepeneurs. One may admit with Lois Whitney, 

particularly when considering the second half of Pamela, with its long 

133. Ibid., II , 203. 

134. Ibid., II, 34-35. "Better" is used ironically. 

135. In England, however, even the thesis novel did not advo
cate change though it described abuses of industrialism: "Nous y 
cherchons en vain la notion du progrfes 1 la fois economique et d£mo-
cratique. Kingsley seul fait exception, p^roin aspect au moins de 
son epseignement. Comme 1 'idealisme a,t 1'element intervention!'ste, 
1'element conservateur est partout present." Louis Cazamian, Le 
Roman Social en Angleterre, II (Paris, 1934), 250-51. 



48 

quotations from Locke and the criticism of the immorality of the play

house and the novel, that "it is sometimes difficult to distinguish 

the dividing line between polemic and fiction at the end of the eight

eenth century,^ but Richardson's didacticism does not become an 

overt polemic of economic and philosophical change, except in the 

sequel to Pamela, with its lengthy quotations of commonplaces from 

Locke. 

Pamela, however, represents only a minor aspect of the social 

concern of marriage and class movement. While both Pamela and Clarissa 

comment with different intent on social movement as represented by 

Chandos, Hardwicke, Bubb Doddington, the Chi Ids, Banks, Beckfords, 

Arkwrights, and Peels, or the Grosvenors, Finches, and Ashburnhams J37 

only the heroine of Clarissa struggles with the subtler problems of 

conscience and manners, rejecting Solmes because of his moneyed pre-

138 tensions and Lovelace for his decadent amorality. Solmes thinks of 

nothing but "stock-jobbing,39 and, Clarissa reports, "is said to be 

an insinuating, creeping mortal to anybody he hopes to be a gainer by: 

an insolent, overbearing one, where he has no such views: and is not 

136. Primitivism and the'Idea of Progress in English Popular 
Literature of the Eighteenth Century (Baltimore, Md., 1934), p. 238. 

137. G. E. Mingay, English Landed Society in the Eighteenth 
Century (London, 1963), pp. 26, 73 ff. 

138. Clarissa, III, 350 ff. 

139. Ibid., I, 33. 



this the genuine spirit of meanness?"^0 Lovelace admits his almless-

ness, poised as an antithesis to Solmes, who 1s to marry Clarissa 

that her brother may assume title and higher position. In a".fit of 

common self-admiration, Lovelace observes: "I cannot but admire my

self strangely; for certainly, with this active soul, I should have 

made a very great figure in whatever station I had filled. 

Richardson has, of course, clearly defined his purpose in the 

novel. He wrote to warn against excessive parental authority and the 

dangers of a rake's courtship.142 As such, Clarissa must remain only 

an oblique comment on the social concerns of the economics and class 

movements of the eighteenth century. But its comments are numerous, 

even though they do not provide the essential movement and thrust of 

the novel. The mob that assembles to demand the freedom of Clarissa 

has several parallels;1^ Clarissa's acts of charity are in the tem-

144 per of the age. She echoes; to some extent, the pride of middle 

140. Ibid., I,- 126. 

141. Ibid., III, 26. Lovelace makes this statement even 
though 1t is clear that he has "two or three boroughs ... to 
choose out of. ..." II, 411. 

142. Clarissa, Preface, I, xv. 

143. Ibid., III, 228. See the account 1n Boswell's London 
Journal, ed. Frederick A. Pottle (New York, 1950), p. 94, and Field
ing's observation 1n the Preface to David Simple (London, 1744), IV, 
211, "The Mob take Cognizance of all o1;her Misdemeanors which happen 
in the Street, and they are a Court, which, generally endeavors to do 
Justice, tho' they sometimes err, by the Hastiness of,their Decisions. 
[T]here 1s no Partiality arising from Respect of Persons." 

144. Clarissa, II, 395. 



class success found in Addison's dialogue between Sir Andrew Freeport 

and Sir Roger De Coverly^5 and observable in the Lucinda and Sealand 

of Steele's The Conscious Lovers^ by the following rejoinder to 

Betty, the replacement maid: "I have sometimes thought, that (even 

take number for number) there are more honest low people, than honest 

high. In the one, honesty is their chief pride. In the other, the 

love of power, of grandeur, of pleasure, mislead; and that and their 

ambition induce a paramount pride, which too often swallows up the 

more laudable one."1^ As she reminds Lovelace, "the greatly pros

perous less bear control and disappointment than others: for I will 

own to you, that I have often in secret lamented that their great 

acquirements have been a snare to them; perhaps as great a snare as 

some other accidentals have been to you. . . ."^8 

At their most social moments, both Clarissa and Pamela simply 

comment on the problems arising from what was commonly called "lux

ury" and the marriage dealings of mobile classes who sought the final 

145. The Spectator (No. 174), ed. D. F. Bond (Oxford, 1965), 
II, 186 ff. 

146. In Eighteenth-Century Plays, intro. by Ricardo Quintana 
(New York, 1952), p. 145, Sealand observes: "Sir, . . . give me leave 
to say that we merchants are a species of gentry that have grown into 
the world this last century, and are as honourable, and almost as 
useful, as you landed folks that have always thought yourselves to 
much above us; for your trading, forsooth! is extended no farther 
than a load of hay or a fat ox. You are pleasant people, indeed, 
because you are generally bred up to be lazy. ..." p. 159. 

147. Clarissa, I, 348. 

148.; Ibid., II, 394. 
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consolation of marrying for increased social status. Land changed 
149 

hands rapidly during the 1730's and 1740's, and the old gentry, 

either felt themselves threatened or attempted to improve their stand

ing. The Harlowe family, with its newly arrived bellicosity and plans 

for monetary advantage imitate the tactics of both old gentry and 

acquisitive aspirants: 

By entering into trade, industry, and the professions, by 
marrying with newcomers, or simply by prudent management of 
estates and home farms, many of the old gentry were able to 
maintain their.position or even rise in the world. But the 
declining owners found themselves supplanted by a medley ,of 
merchants, lawyers, bankers and tradesmen whose intrusion in 
the countryside aroused deep hostility and not a little 
envy.150 

Moreover, Clarissa indicates the decay of civility because of the 

acquisitive instincts of "luxury." As "Estimate" Brown viewed England 

the state was corrupted by commerce and the abuses of wealth. In his 

view of the three stages of the econorny, the first "supplies mutual 

Necessities,. . ." the second contributes general happiness, plenty, 

arts and sciences, conveniences and coinage, but the third begets evil 

proportionate to the degree of luxury: "It brings in Superfluity and 

vast Wealth, begets Avarice, gross Luxury, or effeminate Refinement 

among the higher Ranks, together with general Loss of Principle."^51 

149. H. J. Habakkuk, "English Landownership," EHR, X (1940), 
13 ff. 

150. Mingay, pp. 101-02. 

151. An Estimate of the Manners' and- Principles of-the Times 
(London, 1757), I, 152-53. The same complaint is made by Adam Smith; 
see Charles Wilson, "'Mercantilism': Some Vicissitudes of an Idea," 
EHR, X (1957), 182. 



The social dilemma in Clarissa, then, is that the heroine cannot safe

ly choose either suitor; both are maimed by "luxury": the family in 

its quest for wealth and. status, shared by the suitor Solmes, and 

Lovelace with his aristocratic debility of moral intention, the "gen

eral loss of Principle" of several generations standing. The alter

native to such a dilemma would be to provide an ideal mate as de

scribed in Richardson's first work, "a good-natur'd man, humane, com-

1 R? passionate, and tho' frugal, not a niggard."• For as Steele's 

Lucinda laments: 

Every corner of the land has presented me with a wealthy cox-, 
comb. As fast as one treaty has gone off another has come 
on, till my name and person have been the tittle-tattle of 
the whole town. What is the world come to! No shame left! . 
To be bartered for like the beasts of the fields, and that in 
such an instance as coming together to an entire familiarity , 
and union of soul and body; oh! and this without being so 
much as well-wishers to each other, but for increase of for
tune. 153 

Such is the limit of Richardson's social perspective that one 

cannot even say about him what Arnold Hauser says about the middle 

class drama, that "it refutes the stereotypes of the gentry socie

ty. The gentry society admired Richardson, as a list of his 

correspondents shows, and he aspired to its tastes and pretensions. 

In that sense, he is predetermined by his society. But above all, , 

Richardson as man and artist must stand as a representative 

152. Familiar Letters on Important Occasions, ed. B. W. 
Downs (London, 1928), p. 116. 

153. In Eighteenth.Century Plays, p. 146. 

154. The Social History of Art (New York, 1952), II, 578. 
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individualist of his period, the "certain individual" of the histor

ical moment who "was either angry or in love or ill or drunk or stupid 

or cowardly,"!^ the man of the historical moment, in this case, who 

created characters "not representative of a class," but who,are "on 
156 

their own at last." This he accomplishes without the tribulation 

of twentieth century anxiety neuroses and without the spector of 

Marxist alienation. 

155. A. D. Momiqliano, Studies in Historiography (New York, 
1966), p. 109. 

156. McKillop, Early Masters, p. 67. 



CHAPTER II: WRITING TO THE MOMENT 

As writer arid stylist, as well as social observer, Richardson 

is largely independent, on his "own at last." In the preface to Sir 

Charles Grandison, Richardson explains what he wishes to achieve by 

the use of the epistolary form, and he defines his purpose uniquely 

and clearly; Pamela illustrated innocence and virtue in its heroine, 

even the reformation of a libertine reclaimed by the example of vir

tue and "the Foundation of good Principles laid in his early Years by 

an excellent Mother." Clarissa, according to the same preface, shows 

the reader a "Variety of Characters and Conversations" in order to 

"enliven as well as instruct" and establishes the due relation of 

obedience and independence between children and parents; Richardson 

then explains that the form of the letter, the epistolary style, is 

used in his fiction because of its qualities of immediacy and real

ism: "The Nature of Familiar Letters, written, as it were, to the 

Moment, while the Heart is agitated by Hopes and Fears, on Events un

decided, must plead an Excuse for the Bulk of a Collection of this 

kind. Mere Facts and Characters might be comprised in a much smaller 

Compass: But, would they be equally interesting?"1 

Characteristically, Richardson seems quite self-satisfied in 

the relation of "Letters" and "Bulk" and is equally self-assured 

1. The History of Sir Charles Grandison, in The Novels of 
Samuel Richardson, Shakespeare Head ed. (Oxford, 1930), XIII, ix. 
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about the validity of pleasing and teaching-.^ Few admissions could so 

alienate twentieth century readers of his fiction, and there are few 

writers who can claim such divergent and contradictory criticism from 

the readers of the eighteenth, nineteenth, or twentieth centuries. To 

some, Richardson is the most artificial of writers,3 notwithstanding 

his claims of "the moment." To others, he is shockingly direct, though 

under the disingenuous cover of piously stated intentions.4 One 

2. The didactic intention repeated in his fiction is stated in 
the Preface to the letter manual. Richardson writes in his first work 
that "He has endeavoured to inculcate the principles of virtue and be
nevolence; to describe properly, and recommend strongly, the social and 
relative duties. . . Familiar Letters on Important Occasions, 
intro. by B. W. Downs (Guildford, 1928), p. xxvii. 

3. Joseph Wood Krutch, Five Masters: Boccaccio, Cervantes, 
Richardson, Stendhal, Proust (New York, 1931), pp. 157-158. The tech-
nique of letter writing in Clarissa becomes a mere "discussion of 
cause, not the cause itself," and an "exhaustive commentary upon the 
minutiae of daily conduct. . . ." Sir Leslie Stephen, Hours in a 
Library (New York, 1899), I, 63, holds that Richardson very errone
ously fancies that he is bound to convince us of the possibility of 
all his machinery, and often produces the very shock to our belief 
which he seeks to avoid." In her early biography which precedes the 
Correspondence, Anna Laetitia Barbauld allows that the letter has the 
advantages of the "moment," but is the "least probable way of telling 
a story"; possibly "It allows a pleasing variety of stile," and "makes 
the whole work dramatic," but admits the creation of "an insipid con
fidant" and "obliges a man to tell of himself what perhaps no man 
would tell." Correspondence, I, xxvi-xxvii. 

4. Sir John Hawkins, The Life of Samuel Johnson, ed. Bertram 
H. Davis (New York,.1961), p. 96, mentions that Richardson may have 
been compared with Shakespeare, but that the novelist has failed in 
"just representations of human manners" for "the turpitude of vice is 
not strongly enough marked, and that the allurements to it are repre
sented 1n the gayest colours * . . in his works." See also the 
writer of the Eclectic Review (1805), quoted in Maurice Quinlan, 
Victorian Prelude (New York, 1941), p. 4, and the assertion of Martin 
C. Battestin that Richardson ''had teased and titillated his readers 
as much as he had chastened them." Joseph Andrews and Shame!a, 
6d. Martin C. Battestin (Boston, 1961), p. vii. 
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contemporary of Richardson claims that he is even ignorant of the 

society he writes of,5 a failure that would disqualify him as a social 

realist. One critic has recently asserted that the technique used in 

Richardson's fiction is the first to solve the problem of fictional 

appearance and reality, and eliminates the need for an intervening 

narrator. However, a recent monograph and Ernest Baker's prestigious 

history of the novel maintain that Richardson's work is essentially 

indebted to the older tradition and manner of the roman,^ even though 

the genre is vilified by both Richardson and many of his English con

temporaries. 

Few critical developments are stranger than the assertion 

that Richardson's novels are the natural successors of such works as 

Cleopatra, Almahide, the Princess of CI eves, and other works in the 

romantic genre. For, as Richardson revealed in the preface to 

Grandison, he intended to write morally and realistically by means 

5. The Complete Letters of Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, ed. 
Robert Halsband (Oxford, 1967), III, 91. Specifically, the criti-
cism is of the Italian scenes in Grandison. 

6. Frank Kermode, "Richardson and Fielding," Cambridge 
Journal, IV (1950), ill, "The Fieldingesque assumption of identity 
in the point of view is irrelevant to Richardson's method; he may 
himself have irrelevantly made the assumption, but it is not a pre
condition of his method as it is of Fielding's. By his almost for
tuitous adoption of the narrative technique of 'epistolary corre
spondencies,' Richardson solved in advance . . . the great novel-
istic problem, so seriously pondered by Conrad and James, of the 
author's necessity to withdraw from his fiction." 

7. The History:of the Engilish Novel (London, 1930), IV, and; 
Robert Adams Day, Told in Letters: Epistolary Fiction Before Richard
son (Ann Arbor, 1966). 



of the "moment," and shared in the English critical reaction to the 

roman and the pr^cieuse. He does not share* the technique or the in

tentions of his predecessors. This may be seen, first, in the con

sideration of Richardson's supposed literary antecedents; second, in 

the criticism of the roman; and third, in the actual achievement of 

Richardson's epistolary narrative, first evident in the Familiar 

Letters, and found in greater perfection in both Pamela and Clarissa. 

Baker's misconceptions about Richardson's achievement come 

from the straitjacket of distorted historical Influences. Baker 

writes that the novel of the period developed clearly from the fol

lowing cause-effect relations: "Sentimental romance is giving birth 

to the novel of sensibility, and that to the novel of personality,"8 

and Richardson is caught uncomfortably between these categories. 

His limited moral view, "the prudential code of ethics pertaining 

to his age and class . . ." is incompatible with the excellences of 

a roman like The Princess of Cleves, which "strikes direct to our 
q 

human sympathies." So either way Richardson turns in his develop

ment, within the context of this historical argument, he is trapped 

8. The History of the English Novel, IV, 70. 

9. Ibid. 
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by supposedly real qualities of the romance,10 which he cannot attain, 

but may in turn be criticised for the development of the character of 

Lovelace, who is supposedly borrowed from the artificial creations of 

the form that Richardson is too insular to appreciate.11 

These assertions are further complicated in other sections of 

Baker's History. For his analysis of the romance allows a devolution 

from the new "intensity of real emotion," and finds but few excep

tions to the increasing vapidity of the romantic tradition during the 

first half of the eighteenth century. The exceptions to the inanity 

of the roman are remarkable for their scarcity, even if one does admit 

The Princess of CI eves to the number of realistic but neglected mas

terpieces. Nevertheless, the development of emotional intensity is 

10. Ibid. The summary Baker provides of The Princess of 
CI eyes disallows his contentions: "Wile de Chartres is united in a 
mariage de convenance to the Prince de Cleves, who loves her devot
edly. She has the misfortune to be attracted by the Due de Nemours, 
a courtly Don Juan. . . . She avoids his attentions . . . and [begs 
her husband] to take her into the country, where she will be out of 
reach of temptation. The Prince is deeply distressed, yet believes 
in her perfect innocence. But when he learns that the Due de Nemours 
has been seen prowling around her chateau at night, he becomes con
vinced that she has given way. He dies broken-hearted. . . . Now 
the lovers are free, the Princess declines to marry the man who has 
been the cause of her husband's death." What Baker apparently means 
in these contentions is that the roman in France did undergo some re
form (and ridicule), drawing its characters from "les Paysans parvenus 
puis les fils naturels. . . and escaping from the classical cliches 
of the African voyage and the hunt for the golden fleece (the Princess 
of Cleves) and even initiating valid historical incident (Manon 
Lescaut and Gil Bias). Georges May, Le Dilemme du Roman au XVIlie 
Sifecie (New Haven, 1963), pp. 19 ff. 

11. Baker, p. 69, quotes H. D. Traill: "The sufferings of 
Clarissa are those of an imprisoned princess in a fairy-tale: the 
cruelty and power of Lovelace is that of the giant ogre of the same 
order of fable." 
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also supposedly found.in the romantic accretion of the Five Love 

Letters from a Nun to a Cavalier (1678), which expresses "something 

very different from the bloodless sentimentalism of the later romances, 

which had never met with much response in England, except from a few 

12  exquisites or young ladies brought up in ignorafice of the world." 

Richardson, Day believes, imitated the passionate utterances 

found in so many versions of the "nun's letters," which showed Ovid-

ian excess and the willingness to thrill the audience with statements 

of love and passion denied. Richardson's epistolary form shows the 

influence of the past, both of the romance and the "Portuguese 

letters";^ he simply "brought together what had been scattered,"^ 

and initiated the improvement of the sentimental novel until "the 

tendency exhausted itself shortly after 1800.Day's thesis is 

that the technique of "writing to the moment" may be traced first to 

the Heroides of Ovid and then to the Portuguese Letters, which are 

12. History of the English Novel, III, 84. 

13. Told in Letters, pp. 34 ff. 

14. Ibid., p. 210. 

15. Day, p. 113. There is no improvement, however, as is 
made clear by J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England. 1770-
1880 (London. 1932), p. 36, which provides a summary of Jessy: or, 
the Bridal Day (1771), "Written by a Lady": "Sir George Stanley pur
sues his tutor's daughter, Jessy, and after the death of her father 
and the loss of her fortune, overcomes her by means of forgery, 
abduction and drugs. She behaves iike Clarissa. He withdraws and 
arranges a marriage with another woman; Jessy dies, and a faithful 
and disappointed lover arranges her funeral to synchronize with 
Stanley's wedding: a duel is fought in the church, and Stanley dies 
embracing the coffin, and saying: 'May my death atone.'" 



similar 1n their passion and excess. Clarissa, in Day's opinion, may 

even be said to write to Miss Howe or Lovelace as Medea writes to 

Jason, and "The Art of Ovid did not have to go far before it became 

the art of Richardson.:. . . "^ Acontius writing to Cydippe composes 

"to perfection" (in.Day's expression) the letter of love anguish: "I 

will endure all; my only fear perhaps will be lest that hand of yours 

be bruised on me. . . . You will say to yourself, when you have seen 

me bearing all: 'He who is a slave so well, let him be a slave to 

The inflated and artificial rhetoric of these letters stands 

as a forerunner of the attenuation of such romances as the Portuguese 

Letters and the heightened expression of desperate passion. While the 

analogy of this genre to Richardson may seem especially adventitious 

after L'Estrange's description in a 1715 edition ("You will find in 

[the letters] the Lively Image of an Extravagant and an Unfortunate 

Passion:; and that a Woman may be Flesh and Blood in a Cloyster, as 

16. Day, pp. 12-13,.quotes Grant Showerman's 1913 transla
tion of the Heroides, which in itself invalidates any stylistic com
parison and makes the entire discussion anachronistic. The passage 
used for the comparison is as follows; 1t is more akin to Dryden's 
heroic drama than to Richardson: "That you are alive, that you take 
to wife one who, with the father she brings you, is of kingly station, 
that you have the very power of being ingrate—you owe to me. Whom, 
hark you, I will straight—but what boots it to foretell your pen
alty? My ire 1s in travail with many threats. Whither my ire leads, 
I will follow. Mayhap I shall repent me of what I do—but rrepent 
me, too, or regard for a faithless husband's good. Be that the con
cern of the god who, now embroils n\y heart!" 

17, Day, p. 13. 

18. Ibid. 
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19 well as in a Palace" ) Richardson would have been able to make,little 

of the "nun's" libidinous frustrations, even though they supposedly 

set the tone for Clarissa's later declarations. It may be said that 

neither the moral nor the spirit is Richardson's; nor is there an ade

quate development of a plot in the letters (five to seven in number 

depending on the edition and the market) from the "nun," Marianna 

Alcoforado or the responses from the "French officer," the comte de 

Chamilly. 

What the letters do establish, which Richardson supposedly 

imitated, is the expression of emotion without control but within the 

context of rhetorical clich/. The "raw and sincere" emotion may be 

noted from the following example from L'Estrange's translation of the 

late seventeenth century. In this selection, Marianna. Alcoforado 

describes the dilemma of passion and will: 

If it had not been for this Trial to get the Mastery of my 
Passion, I should never have understood the force of it; and 
if I could have foreseen the Pains and Hazards of the Encoun
ter, I am afraid that I should never have ventur'd upon the 
Attempt; for I am verily persuaded, that I could much better 
have Supported your Ingratitude itself, tho' never so Foul and 
Odious, than the deadly deadly Thought of this irrevocable 
Separation. ... My Soul is strangely divided: Your False
ness makes me abhor you, and yet at the same time my Love, my 
Obstinate, and Invincible Love, will not consent to part with 
you. . . .20 

As Day later states in the comment on this passage, "This continual 

wavering of the emotions was recognized as a step toward realism by 

19. Ibid., p. 100. 

20, Ibid:, pp. 34-35. 



21 many subsequent writers, as their comments revealed; . . .'• the 

audience, it could be assumed, might share Mrs. Haywood's feeling for 

the excessive: "I have heard some Ladies . . . dispute very warmly in 

[passion's] behalfdeclare that they look'd on a state of Indiffer

ence, to be no better than a state of Stupidity; and that they would 

not part with their Passion, with all the little Fears, Hopes, Wishes, 
99 

Languishments which attend it, for the World." 

The acceptance of the excessive statements of either the 

Portuguese letters or of the techniques of the romance is, however, 

equivocal. The romance certainly flourished in England, as the many 

translations testify,^ but there was little final acceptance of the 

genre in any of its forms as the realism of Bunyan and Defoe displaced 

it in favor with the English reader. Yet the pretensions of the roman 

must be considered fully so that the denunciations of its excesses may 

be understood, and that Richardson's nearly complete departure from 

its assumptions may be seen. Indeed, in spite of the critical reaction 

of the upper classes in France to the roman, the old devices of the 

romantic novel passed into.the newly Englished works of Ibrahim, Cleo

patra, Almahide, and countless others. The purpose of these works 

was to provide what Boileau neatly described, a "seasonable heroism." 

21. Ibid., p. 35. 

22. Ibid.j pp. 112-13, from Letters from a Lady of Quality. 

23. For abbreviated bibliographies of the genre see Charlotte 
E. Morganv The: Rise of. the Novel of Manners•between ,1600 and 1740 
(New York, 1911), pp„ 154 ff. and T. P. Haviland, Th"e~Roman de Lonque 
Haleine on English Soil (Philadelphia, 1931), pp. 178 ff. 



As the preface of the Englished Ibrahim defined it, the purpose of 

fiction was to exemplify the hero: "Certainly there is nothing more 

important in this kind of composition than strongly to imprint the 

Idea, or (to say better) the image of the Heroes in the mind of the 

24 Reader. , . ." This is to be accomplished by dialogue and not 

merely by description. However, the subject of the characters1 con

versation belies the claim. In Ibrahinu Almahide, and other works 

of the genre, very little progresses during the dialogue except dis

cussions related in their rhetorical technique to medieval and ren

aissance declamation; the dialogue is distorted even beyond the love 

discussions of Castiglione's Book of the Courtier. This tendency 

is only too evident in Almahide, where the characters discuss the 

preferences for beauty of body or mind, the particular excellences 

of wit, voice and appearance, argue about "Which may merit justly 

the title of the finest of colors," note the preference for either 

a valiant or a learned man* or attempt to determine "which was the 

most ancient, love or beauty," But the rtiost important attempt is 

to define love: "What belongs to love, after what fashion it is 

born, after what manner it increases, how it lasts, how it wears 

away, and at last; after what way it hath its entire end: for the 

24. Haviland, p. 54. 



definition of things Is that which makes them known ... of its 

causes, of the diversity of Lovers , . .of the way which 1s to be 

25 
followed 1n making Love." 

What the romance clearly shows, whether in the tradition dis

cussed 1n Haviland's work or in the Portuguese letter tradition, is 

the rigid structure.of form and manner. Both share the qualities 

which Eric Auerbach ascribes to the French heroic literature: "the 

structural concept of reality is still extremely rigid . . . which 

succeeds 1n representing only a narrow portion of objective life 

circumscribed by distance in time, simplification of perspective, 

and class limitations."2® While Auerbach credits the example, Yvain, 

a romance by Chretien de Troyes, with a flowing narrative, it exhib

its the rigidity Auerbach has described. What is especially impor

tant in this example, which has been translated* is the kind of gen

eralized description used throughout, which may be seen without the 

style itself: 

25. Ibid., p. 55. When the men and women of the same work 
are asked what they most desire, they respond,with the conventions. 
The ladles wish to be handsome (rather, each wishes to be "handsomest"), 
to be loved but not to love, to be Invisible, Immortal, and "to live 
with out sleep." The men do not want to "see what is 1n the hearts 
of all the world," but would be satisfied as kings with health, wit, 
love, eloquence, learning, would like "To be loved by whom we love," 
and be sensible of all pleasure without exception,. H. 0. Traill's 
comment may be explicable (note 11) when the men declare their de
sire "To be a subduer of monsters like Hercules, and a Deliverer of 
Kingdoms and ravish'd ladies." Ibid., p. 56.. 

26. Mimesis (Garden City, 1957), p. 106. 
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On looking at her narrowly I saw she was tall and slim and 
straight. Skilful she was in disarming me, which she did 
gently and with address; then, when she had robed me in a 
short mantle of scarlet stuff spotted with a peacock's plumes, 
all the others left us there so that she and I remained alone. 
This pleased me well, for I needed naught else to look upon. 
Then she took me to sit down in the prettiest little field, 
shut in by a wall all around about. There I found her so 
elegant, so fair of speech and so well informed, of such 
pleasing manners and character, that it was a delight to be 
there, and I could have wished never to be compelled to 
move.27 

This technique of generalized description, avoiding the con

crete detail the reader of English literature has come to expect from 

the study of Bunyan, Defoe and other eighteenth century novelists, is 

undoubtedly present in the roman, even in those such as the Princess 

of Cleves for which a new measure of "realism" is claimed.28 in 

27. Ibid., p. 110. 

28. May, pp. 59-60, compares two descriptions, the first of 
the hero of The Prjncess of Cleves (1678), the second of the hero of 
CrebiHion's Les Egarements du coeur et de l'esprit (1736) and finds 
that 1ittle stylistic improvement has occurred. The first is from 
The Princess; "Ce prince etait un chef-d'oeuvre de la nature; ce 
qu'il avait de moins admirable etait d'etre l'homme du monde le^ieux 
fait et le plus beau. Ce qui le mejtait au-dessus des autres, etait 
une valeur incomparable, et un agr^ment dans son esprit, dans son 
visage et dans ses actions, que l*^n n'a jamais vu qu'& liii seul: 11 
avait un enjouement qui plaisait egalement aux hommes et aux femmes," 
etc. This is the hero of 1736, and the imago is the same,: "Versac 
joignait a la plu^ haute naissancp, l'esprit le plus agreable, at la 
figure la plus seduisante. Adore de toutes les femmes qu'il trompait 
et dechirait sans cesse," ettu, etc. The imago passed into the Eng
lish novel with more detail, but with just as much convention, as 
evident in this description: "Of this happy Number was the fair 
Miranda, whose Parents being dead, and a vast Estate divided between 
her self and a young Sister, . . . she put her self into this unin-
clos'd religious House. . . . .She,was tal 1, and admirably shaped; 
she had a bright Hair, and Hazle-Eyes, all full of Love and Sweet
ness: No Art could make a Face so fair as hers by nature, which 
every Feature adorn'd with a Grace that Imagination cannot reach. 
. . ." The Fair Jilt, 1n The Works of Aphra Behn, ed. Montague 
Summers (London, 1915), V, 76. 
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looking at such pot-rboilers as Cleopatra (Hymen's Praeludia), one can 

see the absence of any kind of climax; the style is marred by the 

structure of accretion. Parataxis is the only consistent method of 

narration, as is true in the introduction and dialogue of Cleopatra 

itself,^ in such works as Don Juan and Marsillia (1670),The His

tory of Morindos (1609), or the works of the later period of Eliza 

Haywood, Mary Davys, and Aphra Behn. 

29. The "Argument" of Gauthier de Costes de la Calprenede's 
Cleopatra: Hymen's Praeludia, or Loves Master-Piece, trans. John 
Davies (London, 1659), III, 27T, reads in part: "Flavianus is brought 
in wounded to Alexandria, having been worsted in his attempt for the 
deliverance of Cleopatra; Whereupon Agrippa, Artaban and others pre
pare for her rescue; but upon their coming to the port, discover a 
ship arriving, wherein were Alexander and Marcel 1 us, bringing in 
Cleopatra and Artemisa. Tigranes desires the favour of a visit of 
Elisa, but is denyed: Cornelius persisting in the presumption he had, 
that Candace was onely a Lady of great quality in Ethiopia, persecutes 
her with the discoveries of his affection." The narrative style may 
be seen in the following (281): "And thereupon taking occasion to let 
Cleopatra know that it was not without reason that she reposed so 
much confidence in him, [Agrippa] he related unto her, how he had met 
with the disconsolate Coriolanus in the wood the night before she was 
carried away the second time; how that unfortunate Prince had dis
covered himself to him by his speech, and how that* not being able 
to do him any other service, he had bestowed on him his own horse, 
and had passed over the night in the woods, after he had spent the 
day in pursuit of those that had carried her away." 

30. The narrative, of John Reynolds, Don Juan and Marsillia, 
in The Anchor Anthology of Short Fiction of the Seventeenth Century, 
ed. Charles C. Mish (Garden City, 1963), p. 200, is similarly un-
climactic and general: "Idiaques wondereth with admiration and 
admires with wonder at this her strange proposition, the which he 
finds so knotty and intricate as measuring grace by nature, his judg
ment by his lust and concupiscence, and his soul by his affections, 
he knows not what to say or do herein (Marsillia has just proposed 
marriage), so he answereth her with more love than wisdom, and for 
that time leaves her in general terms. He goes home, walks pensively 
in his garden, and there consults pro and con on this business. . . ." 
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The English reaction to such style and the condemnation of the 

roman itself is more consistent and pointed than the French complaints. 

Pepys' reaction to his wife's reading of the roman is personal but 

typical: "At noon home, where I find my wife troubled still at my 

checking her last night in the coach in her long stories out of Grand 

Cyrus, which she would tell, though nothing to the purpose, nor in 

any good manner.Mary Dayys, Mary de la Riviere Manley, and Samuel 

Derrick argue for greater probability, even though the stylistic prob

lems remain. In the preface to The Accomplished Rake: or, Modern 

Fine Gentleman, Mrs. Davys describes the ideal of a unified plot, 

"one entire scheme," with "the other adventures . . . only incidental 

or collateral to it." She mixes the "wonderful and probable," and 

uses poetic justice. Such must be her practice to avoid the French 

influence: "I have read a French novel of four hundred pages without 

the least variety of events, or any issue in the conclusion either to 

please or amuse the reader, yet all fiction and romance, and the com

monest matters of fact, truly told, would have been much more enter

taining."^ Mrs. Manley makes much the same note in her preface to 

The Secret History of Queen Zarah (1705), criticizing "The Prodigious 

Length of the Ancient Romances, the Mixture of so many Extraordinary 

Adventuresj and the Great Number of Actors that appear on the Stage, 

31. Diary of Samuel Pepys, ed. Henry B. Wheatley (London, 
1895), V, 272. 

32. In Four Before Richardson, ed. William H. McBurney 
(Lincoln, Nebraska, 1963), p. 253. 



and the Likeness which 1s so little managed. ..." She maintains 

that "some tract of morality . . «"33 should conclude the story. And 

Samuel Derrick writes approvingly of d'Argens and his use of the "real 

Names of Persons, who have been remarkable 1n Life ..." and criti

cises the romantic stereotypes of hero and heroine, pursued by "same 

malicious Necromancer . . . thro' a large Folio Volume of Incredibil

ity . . ." while the hero "fac'd every Danger, without any Reflection, 

for it was always beneath him to think. . . ."34 

Such criticism redefines the objectives and technique of fic

tion but they are seldom attained 1n the critics1 novels themselves. 

Mrs. Davys in The Accomplished Rake scarcely improves on the French 

predecessors. Though she hopefully departs, or wishes to depart, 

from the cliches of the roman, her narrative scarcely transcends the 
or 

"odd mixture" of "gunpowder and perfume" which she criticises. 3 

Action and narrative at times provide ludicrous counterpoint between 

arousing the curiosity of the reader but finally fall to satisfy such 

expectation through specific development.3® When^passion makes Its 

33. In "Prefaces to Fiction," The Augustan Reprint Society, 
No. 32 (Los Angeles, 1952). No page numbers are used 1n this Issue. 

34. Ibid. 

35. In Four before Richardson, p. 240. 

36. In one scene, the father calls the heirs for a deathbed 
farewell, advises virtue, and leaves an estate and good name of two 
centuries standing. Mrs. Davys concludes: "He had hardly done speak
ing when a convulsion seized him and catched his latest breath and 1n 
him died a worthy patriot, a tender husband, and a careful father, 
1n the thirty-sixth year of his age, and had his dying words been of 
any force with those.he left behind, his children might have made as 
good a figure in life as their predecessors had done before them." 
Ibid., p. 243. 



way into the narrative, it merely encourages forced diction, the 

stereotypes of emotional utterance.37 Often, the dialogue assumes a 

multisyllabic, Latinate quality. One of the "good men11 of the novel 

advises: "Be calm . . . lest your too furious vindication of her 

honor should expose it more. The Family, I believe, is at present 

unapprised of the matter. . . o"3® The technique, if not one of 

characterization, as the dialogue of Busy and Lady Galliard, shows 

the same tendency. The underling Busy advises: "The misfortune of 

servitude, madam . . . never shows itself in fuller colors than when 

our chiefs humble themselves so low as to ask the advice of one they 

know dare give none but what they are satisfied will concur with the 

inclination of those who ask it."3^ Although Lady Galliard can rise 

to emotional cliche^which is sometimes direct, as in "Peace, Dis

sembler ... I know thy base, thy treacherous, thy black and merce

nary soul . . . the usual effect is that of uncontrolled redun

dancy: "Ah, Busy! . . . what friendly advice would this have been 

37. The main character, Lady Galliard, attempts to bribe one 
of the characters, is refused, and "though her pride forbade her tears 
her passion with her irritated bloopi burst out of her nose. 'Villain, 
said she, 'am I become thy sport? Leave me this moment and expose me 
the next to all mankind. I had much rather write my faults on my own 
forehead than stand obliged to thee for their concealment. ... Be
gone, and know thou art already wounded in a part it seems I never 
had a share of.'" Ibid., p. 274. 

38. Ibid., p. 253. 

39. Ibid., p. 273. 

40. Ibid., p. 275. 
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had it come when first I made you privy to the reigning folly in my 

breast. . . . 

Another "realist" of the 1720's, Mrs. Haywood, shows no more 

expert handling of dialogue or situation in her Philidore and Pla

centia, or L'Mour Trop Deli cat, a give away title, showing the old 

cliches and descriptions expected from the romance. In one scene of 

this work, Jacobin has just rescued Placentia, looks back on the 

place of struggle and reflects with the overtones of courtly love 

and the attitudes of stylized action and situation: 

Some men . . . might perhaps be vain enough to interpret the 
care she expressed to me as the effect of love, but far from 
me be any such gross ideas. She looks on me as I truly am, 
so infinitely beneath her that she can lose no fame by bless
ing me with her favor. How wonderfully sometimes does Heaven 
descend to grace abject mortality. Angels have frequently 
descended to hold conversation with us earthborn wretches; 
why then may not the excellent Placentia look down with pity 
on the adoring Jacobin? 

The truth is, he saw not that she loved him because he 
wished not she should do so. With so pure and disinterested 
a zeal did he worship this goddess of his soul that he desir
ed not to inspire her with a passion which, as their circum
stances were, could not but be uneasy to her. The height of 
his ambition was to remain always in her presence, to be 
blessed with her commands, and in fine to be regarded by her 
as he seemed to be at present.42 

What is notable in these examples of the novel in England pre

ceding Richardson is that they are alien to his intention and achieve

ment. Even though The Accomplished Rake has been called "one of the 

few mature English novels" before 1739,43 it and the others display 

41. Ibid., p. 273. 

42. In Four Before Richardson, pp. 168-69. 

43. William H. McBurney, preface to Four Before Richardson, 
p. xxxix. 
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the stylization and static quality described by Auerbach.^4 Either 

because of the hackneyed expressions related to the romance, or be

cause of the generalized narration, there is little detail or event to 

hold the attention. Even the erotic element, paramount in most of the 

romances, is too generalized to become sensual; it too remains con

ventionalized in description, utterance, and reaction as we have just 

seen. 

As one critic has noted, 1'amour and love are indeed different 

in such a genre.Nor could one assert very credibly that the emo

tions seem valid or convincing, the dialogue natural, the intrigue 

credible> or the plots unified to form one action. Patently, these 

are not the tendencies which influenced Richardson in any substantial 

way, nor do they provide much of a view of the manners that writer 

was so interested in capturing. Certainly, the techniques of the ro

mance are far removed from the "voice of multifarious intention," or 

the "buzz of implication" that one twentieth century critic cites as 

one of the uses of "manners" found in the better eighteenth century 

fiction.^6 

44. Mimesis, p. 106. 

45. A. Kibedi Varga, "La D^sagr^gation de Tideal classique 
dans le roman frangais de la premiere moitie du XVIIIe si^cle," in 
Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, XXVM (1963), 989. 

46. Lionel Trillinq, The Liberal Imagination (Garden City, 
1953), p. 200. 
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Considering the fictional performances of the writers just 

discussed, it is little wonder that the criticism of the romance con 

tinued; it may be said to differ, however, in that innovations of 

value were made in both style and structure. Indeed, the criticism 

of Richardson's work calls attention to the new standards and the 

directions of his fiction and the other constructive writing of his 

contemporaries. Philip Skelton, in a note for Richardson's preface 

to Clarissa, calls attention to the new direction and the failure of 

the romance: 

They who read Romances and Novels, being accustomed to a 
Variety of Intrigues and Adventures, thro' which they are 
hurried to the Catastrophe; when they take up Clarissa, not 
considering that it is another kind of Work, or rather a new 
Species of Novel, are apt to think it tedious, towards the 
Beginning especially, because they have not the same Palate 
for natural Incidents, as for imaginary Adventures; for the 
workings of private and domestic Passions, as for those of 
Kings, Heroesi Heroines; for a Story English as to its Scenes, 
Names, Manners, as for one that is foreign: But a Reader of 
true Taste and Judgment will like it infinitely better, be
cause it comes home to the Heart, and to common life, in 
every Line, because it abounds with a surprising Variety 
of Strokes and Paintings, that seem to be taken from Real 
Life, and of Maxims and Reflections too just, and too use
ful, to be passed over unnoticed or unremembered by a Read
er of Experience.47 

Both Johnson and Fielding commend the direction Richardson 

took in his fiction, and, once again, contrast his work with the 

romantic tendencies of his predecessors. They dismiss the French 

novels, Johnson with the phrase "pretty baubles," and he commends 

47. Samuel Richardson, "CLARISSA: Preface, Hints of Pre
faces, and Postscript," intro. by R. F. Brissenden, The Augustan 
Reprint Society, No. 103 (Los Angeles, 1964), p. 7. 



Richardson for his "characters of nature, where a man must dive into 

the recesses of the human heart."^8 That Richardson met Johnson's 

critical expectations is clear from his praise and his discussion of 

the achievement of the novel: "The works of fiction, with which the 

present generation seems more particularly delighted, are such as 

exhibit life in its true state, diversified only by accidents that 

daily happen in the world and influenced by passions and qualities 

which are really to be found in conversing with mankind."^9 Unlike 

the romances of previous writers, with "every transaction and senti

ment ... so remote from all that passes among men . . the writ

ers of the mid-eighteenth century must address the realism of daily 

occurrence: 

The task of our present writers . . . requires, together with 
that learning which is to be gained from books, that exper
ience which can never be attained by solitary diligence, but 
must arise from general converse and accurate observation of 
the living world. Their performances have, as Horace express
es it, plus oneris, quanto veniae minus, little indulgence, 
and therefore more difficulty.^ 

In a general sense, Fielding recommends the "letters of history," 

which "serve greatly to illustrate the true Character of the Writer, 

and do in a manner introduce the Person himself to our Acquaintance." 

48. Boswel11s Life, p. 389. 

49. The Rambler (No. 4), II, 15. 

50. Ibid. 

51. In Sara Fielding, The Adventures of David Simple: Con
taining an Account of his Travels Through the Cities of London and 
Westminster, in the Search of a Real Friend (London, 1744), Preface 
to Book III, iii. 



Such letters, Fielding asserts, must be contrasted with the letters 

of "invention" which distort the appropriateness Df style to subject, 

and place romance over hi story-. §?• Specifically, he attests to the 

achievement of Clarissa-, with the "Overflowings of a Heart which you 

have-filled brimful!. . . 

Richardson's own reaction to . the romance is consistent from 

his first .work-, the- Familiar Letters, to his last critical writing, 

the preface to Grandison- and the addenda for Clarissa. Much of this 

material, published-recently for the first time, defines both the 

moral and-artistic intent of the novelist. Richardson dismisses the 

episodic and the emphasis of the spectacularj as the following com

ment- of Spence makes clear: 

The Writers of Novels- and Romances have generally endeavored 
to pick out the most-pleasing Stories; to pass over the dry 
Parts- in them;-and to hurry-the Reader on from one striking 
Event to another-. Their only Aim seems to be that of making 
a Tissue of Adventuresr which by their Strangeness and Vari
ety are meant only to surprise and please. Nature they have 
not much-in View; and Morality is often quite out of the 
Question with them.54 

His new form of writing, Richardson asserts, may even excuse him from 

the limitations of length. The million or so words about the travail 

of Clarissa may be-excused because the work is no "mere novel or ro

mance; and yet of these there are not wanting works of equal length."55 

52. Ibid., iv. 

53. "A New Letter from Fieldinq," Yale Review, XXXVIII (1949), 
304. 

54. "Notes to Clarissa," Augustan Reprint Society, No. 103, 
p. 8. 

55. Postscript to Clarissa, IV, 563, 



Nor does Richardson agree with the simplistic moral structure of the 

romantic writers, who say little in spite of their length: "The 

Authors of Novels and Romances, who always make their Heroes and Hero

ines contend with great Distresses (the more romantic, with them, the 

better) seem to think they have done everything when they have joined 

the Lovers Hands; and this is called a happy Ending of the Story."56 

Rather clearly, Richardson is neither in the spirit of the 

romances or their imitators, nor does he share the spirit of the arti

ficiality which impels the rhetorical distortions of the Portuguese 

letter tradition. Nor does he share the moral quandry of the artifi

cial codes of behavior in the courts of love, the romantic extenua

tions of feeling and sentiment, all of which Richardson dismissed. 

This he did in his criticism, as we have seen, but in the novels and 

in the earliest writing, his letter manual, the characters and writers 

of good sense inveigh against the artificial techniques of love-

intrigue and the rhetoric accompanying it. In Pamela and Sir Charles 

Grandison the posturinqs and rhetoric of the romance are criticised 

as being as artificial as the diction used in letters and the old 

method of characterization. Pamela's reformed Lord B. calls the 

amours of romance a "bait of the devil to catch the inexperienced 

and thoughtless.": Pamela, in the full glory of certainty and matron-

liness, observes that the romance is stylistically and morally dan

gerous : 

56. "Letter VI to the Warrington Lady," Augustan Reprint 
Society, No. 103, p. 2. 
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I remember my lady used often to observe, there is a time of 
life in all young persons, which may properly be called the 
romantic, which is a very dangerous period, and requires 
therefore a great guard of prudence; that the risque is not 
a little augmented by reading novels and romances; and the 
poetical tribe have much to answer for, by reason of their 
heightened and inflaming descriptions, which do much hurt to 
thoughtless minds, and lively imaginations. For to those, 
she would have it, are principally owing, the rashness and 
indiscretion of soft and tender dispositions: which, in 
breach of their duty, and even to the disgrace of their sex, 
too frequently set them upon enterprises, like those they 
have read in those pernicious writings. . . .57 

Richardson obviously rejects love and its expression in the 

novel, and, important to his epistolary style, in the letter manuals 

of the time. He has complete disdain for the "letter of passion," 

the love complaint (such as occurs in the Ovidian letters and their 

imitators), and the profession of romantic love with its lack of de

tail and its studied, precious evasions. As Katherine Hornbeak illus

trates, there is an aversion in the Familiar Letters to the artifi

ciality of the French letter and its imitators, both in the letter 

manual and in his fiction.58 One publication of the letter manual 

immediately preceded Richardson's own work, and one may judge of its 

value from the following: 

57. Pamela, II, 449-50. 

58. The artificialities of the letter style are also seen in 
fiction: "An amiable countenance and comely proportion ornified her 
outward shape, but an excellent gift of art and nature beautified her 
inward partSj for her mind being replenished with artificial myster
ies, so judicial in the tongues of learning, so perfect in eloquence, 
so curious in needlework, the only exercise of princes, that the world 
esteemed her one of the Muses' darlings and the very paragon of woman
kind." History of Morindos, in the Anchor Anthology, p. 29. 
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Fair Conqu'ress of my Heart, 
I Know not which it 1s I should most admire [,] the Power of 
that All-conquering Passion, Love, or your more powerful 
Charms that first created it; and made me willingly become 
your Captive, and take a Pride in my Triumphant Chain: Twas 
in your Eyes, your tempting eyes, that Cupid sat enthroned. 

The writer of this, "G. F., Gent.," 1s Imitating as well he 

can the role of the romantic and the precious. As Saint Evremond 

defined it, "L'amour est un dieu pour les precieuses. II n'excite 

point de passion en leurs ames: il y forme une esp^ce de reli

gion."6^ As Marivaux expressed it in Le Jeu de 1'amour et du hazard 

(1730), "un combat entre l'amour et la raison" results in the des

truction of reason,®^ all too evident in the superlatives, cliches of 

attitude and statement, and the redundancy of act and word, the mul

tiplication of the vague and superfluous.6^ Richardson views with 

59. Quoted by Katherine G. Hornbeak, The Complete Letter-
Writer in English, 1568-1800, Smith College Studies in Modern Lang
uages, XV (1934), 107. 

60. Quoted by Ren/Bray, La Preciosite'et les Precieux, de 
Thibaut de Champagne a Jean Giraudoux (Paris, 1945), p. 153. 

61. Quoted by Henry Pettit, "The Limits of Reason as Liter
ary Theme in the English Enlightenment," 1n Studies on Voltaire and 
the Eighteenth Century, XXVI, 1313. " 

62* Bray, pp. 173-74, as seen in this quote: "II faut . . . 
que je recherche en votre pitie ce que je n'ai pu trouver en votre 
bienveillance, quoique mes peines et ma servitude Talent souvent 
conjuree, alnsi que vos veux l'ont pu remarquer au temps que vous me 
ptes connai^re vos rigueurs; mais ces ingrates lumieres qui 
eclairaieht a vos dedains, opt refus/ mes hommages et lorsque j'en 
ai voulu approcher se sont evanouies aux ombres de mon innocence, car 
vous craigniez qu'en fo^ant votyre cruaute, qui tenait l'empire en 
votr^ coeur, vous fussiez obligee d'y remettre mon nom et de loger 
aupres de votre repentance." 
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contempt the plots and incidents of such writing: "I hate so much the 

French Marvellous and all un-natural Machinery, and have so often been 

disgusted with that sort of Management of those Pieces, that I am con

tented to give up niy Profit, if I can but Instruct," and he turns his 

attention to "Variety, as should be consistent with Probability. 

. . ."63 And by his writing, Richardson expresses an equally severe 

judgment on the style, what Bray calls the galimatias^ of such writ

ing. Richardson in later editions of his letter.manual changes even 

the signature of one of the love letters from "Your passionate Admir

er" to "affectionate Admirer."^ 

In Richardson's first work, the Familiar Letters, the style is 

direct, and, like Pamela and Clarissa, is essentially unrelated to 

continental influences. In the letter manual, Richardson reacts with 

a good deal of spleen on six occasions to "romantic rhapsody" and 

dismisses the "frothy French Lover"^^ both stylistically and socially. 

63. In Day, p. 202. 

/ 64. Bray, p. 174. In spite of Richardson's intentions,? 
Prevost imposed polite language in his translation of the English
man's writing. For Pamela's "But say nothing of my coming ay/ay to 
him, as yet; for it will be said that I blab everything, Prevost sub
stitutes "car on di*rait que je divulge tout." For "His vices all 
ugly him over, as I may say," one finds Ses vices le rendent affreux 
a mes yeux." In Clarissa, Lovelace's discussion of a "male virgin" 
and Clarissa's "the marriagp Intimacies . . . so very intimate" are 
omitted, F. H. Wilcox, Prevost's Translations of Richardson's 
Novels. University of California Publications in Modern Philology, 
XII (1927), 361 ff. 

65. Hornbeak, pp. 108-09. 

66. Familiar Letters, p. 89. 
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An aunt writes for her niece in Letter LXXXIX, "Ridiculing a romantic 

Rhapsody in Courtship,"^ with an effect that is doubly amusing after 

reading Day's comparison of Clarissa and the Ovidian heroine. The 

aunt writes sarcastically: 

You must know then, that as soon as she had read it, there 
appear'd a more marvellous Metamorphosis in her deportment, 
than any we read of in Ovid. She put on high airs, and talk'd 
in a lofty strain to us, as well as to the maids. ... You 
had so thoroughly proved her superior to all the deities of 
the ancients, that she could not help fansying the homely 
viands, that stood before her, a banquet of Paradise; and 
when she put to her lips some of our common table-drink, it 
became immediately, in her fancy, Nectar and Ambrosia; and 
she affected to sip rather than drink.68 

Such a metamorphosis, says the aunt, results in the following rhetoric 

when the niece takes the pen and completes the letter: 

I will rise in all my glory, whip into my starry Calash, and 
rush through the regions of light, till, despising mortality, 
we shall form some new constellation, which some happy as
trologer may, perhaps, in honour of us both stile The Twink-
lers of Moorfields. When I have chose my new name, I will 
deign to write it; till when, I can only stile n\yself, most 
obliging sir, 

Your Celestial, &c 

There are other letters in varying degrees of severity on the 

same subject in the Familiar Letters. The first notes the "trouble

some manner" of the lover's correspondence, which is "only worthy of 

the contempt of silence." It concludes: "the next person you pre^-

tend to address with your bright compositions, you don't in them 

67. Ibid.j p. 112. 

68. Ibid. 

69.  Ibid. ,  p.  113.  



80 

forget one ingredient, which is common sense: though you be forced 

70 to borrow it. The second in this same series is more restrained, 

"Another still less severe, but not encouraging," as Richardson des

cribes it. The letter itself concludes: "For things are so circum

stanced, that she has neither inclination nor power to encourage your 

address. 

The mastery of tone and the ability to judge realistically 

the fine demarcations of social situations are evident in the short 

prefaces to Letters XCVIII, XCIX, and C. In them, the evidence is un

equivocal that Richardson is aware of the complexity of social and 

human situation and the need to communicate without an artificial 

rhetoric of the elite. In these letters, Richardson defines the 

rhetoric of human involvement; in the introduction to the work, he 

clearly states his intention. After mentioning the famous occasion 

for writing, "at the solicitation of particular friends," Richardson 

asserts that the letters should "contribute to mend the heart, and 

improve the understanding." The style is an essential part of this 

purpose: "Nature, propriety of Character, plain sense, and general 

use, have been the chief objects of the author's attention in the 

penning of. these letters. . . ." Virtue is placed in "practical 

72 lights. . . • A part of the intent of this work, then, is the 

adjustment of tone, making it pertinent to situation, which the 

70. Ibid., p. 130. 

71. Ibid. 

72. Ibid., p. xxvii. 



writer must first appreciate before he considers the style of the 

letter. That this has little to do with the "romantic manner" Rich

ardson makes clear in the introduction to one of the alternate letters 

"If the young fellow deserve less severity, and are such as have not 

their foundation in romance and bombast, but yet the lady thinks not 

proper to encourage his address, this form may serve.If this is 

not the situation and the "lady has a mind to rebuke the attempt of a 

clandestine address to her, and yet thinks the proposal not absolute

ly unworthy of attention, did it come regularly to her, by means of 

her father, mother, guardian &c." Letter XCIX provides a trusted 

g u a r d i a n  " w h o s e  w i s d o m  s h e  m u c h  p r e f e r s  t o  h e r  o w n .  .  .  . L e t t e r  

C provides a trusted friend "if the lady has not a guardian, or 

father, or mother, . . .1,75 

These letters, then, are not only an early example of "writ

ing to the moment" in the letter manual sense, but they invert the 

traditional rhetorical method, the a priori formalism and artificial

ity of the older letter manuals and of the romance. In doing this, 

Richardson creates his own rhetoric * his own manner. Professor Horn-

beak notes part of the effect of this development: "Richardson's 

interests are not rhetorical but ethical."''® Yet, much more has been 

73. Ibid., p. 130. 

74. Ibid., p. 131. 

75. Ibid. 

76. The Complete Letter Writer, P. 105. 
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achieved: there is a new mode of rhetoric present here, one which 

considers audience, writer, and the realistic daily problems of a 

changing society. "Writing to the moment," as Richardson defines it 

in Grandison, directly relates the written word to character and sit

uation; just as the Familiar Letters deal with different levels of 

society and their interaction, the letters recapture and translate 

the responses to individual situation. 

Therefore, much more is contained in this first work than 

the love and marriage problem (though they receive the most attention 

and space), and the style is adjusted to each situation. Some of the 

letters deal with problems of work, as the letter of the apprentice 

discussing the master "too remiss in his own Affairs" (XLI), while 

more than a few deal with business, as the letters requesting the 

balance of accounts (XLIII-XLV), or to the man in a hurry * "advising 

Method as well as Diligence" (XLVI). Nor have two of the other let

ters been much noted for their realism of occasion and diction, even 

though both contradict the tradition of the "polite." Letter LXXyi 

recounts "A humourous Epistle of neighbourly Occurrences and News, to 

a Bottle-Companion abroad": 

Jack Kidd of the Fountain, where we kept our club, has lost 
his wife, who was a special bar-keeper, got his maid prise. 
with child—you remember the slut, by her mincing airs— 
marry'd her, and is broke: but not till he had, with his 
horrid stum, poison'd half the society. We began to complain 
of his wine, you know, before you left us. And Itold him 
he should let us_ have neat, who drank our gallons, if he was 
honest to himself; and, if he was to regard conscience as 
well as interest, must do less harm by dispensing his rat-
bane to those who drank pints, than to those honest fellows 
who,swallow's gallons, and, in so hardsome a dose of the one, 
must take a too large quantity of the other: But the dog was 
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incorrigible; for he went on brewing and poisoning, till he 
kill'd his best customers: And then what could he expect? 

Why, what follow1d; for, truly, Bob, we began to tumble 
like rotten sheep. As thus: The dance was begun by that 
season'd sinner Tim. Brackley, the half-pint man, who was 
always sotting by himself, with his whets in the morn, his 
correctives .after dinner> and digestives at night, and at 
last tipp'd off of one of the kitchen-benches in an apoplexy. 
'Tis true he was not of our club; tho' we might have taken 
warning by his fall, as the saying is; but were above it. 
So the rot got among us; and first* honest laughing Jack 
Adams kick'd up of a fevero77 

This letter has a range of expression and an acerbity of 

language which one could pretend would offend Richardson himself, 

expecially if he were to hear the same language used in the play

house. Yet the letter is in .the tradition of colloquial realism, 

offers satire on the dance of the politicians and their journalistic 

attackers and defenders, and even offers this mordant comment on pre

ferment in the church: "Parson Matthews goes on preaching and living 

excellently, and has still as many admirers as hearers, but no pre

ferment: While old clumsy parson Dromedary is made a favourite of a 

certain great man, to be a bishop."'7® 

The other letter which has received no notice for its rhetor

ical self-justification, its refutation of the double standard and 

the portrayal of honest feminine indignation, is number LXXXVI. This 

"mistress" responds to her admirer, who. has just accused her of co

quetry: 

77. Familiar Letters, p. 95. 

78. Ibid., p. 97. 
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For goodness sake, sir, let me do as I_ think proper; I see 
you, will. I sent not for you, nor asked you to be one of the 
number you mention. And, if you think fit to withdraw your 
name from the. list, can I help it, if I would ever so fain? 
But could you not do this without resolving to affront me, 
and to reflect on my conduct? I am unworthy of your address; 
I grant it. --"-Then you can forbear it. Perhaps I like to 
see the young fellows dying for me; but since they can do it 
without impairing their health, don't be so very angry at me. 
In short, sir, you are your own master; and, Heaven be thank'd, 
I am at present, my own mistress; and your well-manner'd let
ter will make me resolve to be so longer than perhaps I had 
otherwise resolved. You see my follies in my conduct: thank 
you, sir, for letting me know you do. I see your sex in your 
letter: Thank you, sir, for that too. So being thus much 
obliged to you in a double respect, can I do otherwise than 
subscribe myself. 

Your thankful Servant?™ 

Richardson also attacks the convention of love at first sight, 

one of the conventions of the genre. Charlotte Grandison disavows it: 

those prey to the disease have "gunpowder constitutions . . . souls of 

tinder, discretions, of flimsy gauze, that conceal their folly.80 And, 

most importantly, the expression of love at first sight is not found 

in the letter manual or in Richardson's novels—unless they are to be 

ridiculed or indicate a fault in character or a lapse of social grace. 
Q*| 

On the few occasions that the principals do respond, they do so with 

more directness of language if with no greater honesty than their pre

decessors. Even Clarissa is deceived by the relative directness of 

Lovelace's writing: 

79. Ibid., p. 109. 

80. In James R. Foster* History of the Pre-Romantic Novel in 
England (New York, 1949), p. 107. 

81. A. D. McKillop, "Epistolary Technique in Richardson's Nov
els ,"_Rice_Institut^ XXXVIII (1951), 42. Lovelace and Clar
issa' s^limbTguoui-^^ is described, always imperfectly, in 
letters to and by others. ..." 
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I found in the afternoon a reply to rrjy answer to Mr. Love
lace's letter. It is full of promises, full of vows of grat
itude, of eternal gratitude, is his word, among others still 
more hyperbolic. Yet Mr. Lovelace, the least of any man 
whose letters I have seen, runs into those elevated absurd
ities. I should be apt to despise him for it, if he did. 
Such language looks always to me, as if the flatterer thought 
to find a woman a fool, or hoped to make her one.82 

Though he used some of the techniques of romance with skill 

and with small measure in creating Lovelace as Clarissa here indicates, 

it is clear that Richardson rejected the romantic techniques of char

acterization, narrative, and dialogue. But to what does he owe his 

novelistic technique if not the informed bias against the vices of 

writing just seen? Certainly, Richardson does not seem to have re

sponded to the usual literary influences: he detests the romance in 

theory and in practice and mentions few "sources" in either his let

ters or his novels. Yet there is a new and positive achievement, 

obvious if one looks to the sympathetic, socially diverse, and appre

ciative audience of writer, aristocrat, cleric, and young lady, the 

diverse audience of Lady Mary Wort ley Montagu, the Rev. S., Lobb, 

Hester MulsOi the Revs; Mr. Loftus and Skelton, Lady Echlin and Lady 

Bradshaigh.83 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, who criticised Richardson's 

work aspersively,8^ admits paradoxically that she cannot put down his 

writing:; "This Richardson is a strange Fellow. I heartily despise 

him, and eagerly read him, nay, sob over his works in a most 

82. Clarissa, I, 368. 

83. McKillop, Richardson, pp. 193-203. 

84.  See note f ive.  . 
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scandalous manner. The 2 first tomes of Clarissa touch'd me as being 

very ressembling to my Maiden Days. I find in the pictures of Sir 

Thomas Grandison and his Lady what Ihave heard of my Mother and seen 

of my Father."®5* 

Most remarkablyy this admission of tempered admiration comes 

after the writer's earlier admission in the same letter that she sees 

the world not an "ill acted comedy," nor "a well acted Tragedy," but 

"as a very pretty Farce,for those that can see it in that Light."86 

Yet she finds the first books of Clarissa "touching" because of the 

same realism, the verisimilitude in reporting the moral and physical 

dimensions which caused Cibber to defend Clarissa's life as though she 

were a living person. The same quality of,life-like characterization 

also brought Richardson's coterie to discuss Clarissa as a person, 

not a novelistic creation.®7 

One of the suggestions for Richardson's achievement of a 

greater realism and this life-like characterization is that several 

of his novelistic techniques are derived from the drama. Johnson, in 

his "Life of Rowe," noted the borrowings of character and manner from 

The Fair Penitent: 

35. Montagu, III, 90. 

86. Ibid., 89. 

87. Correspondence, II, 128s "I cannot bear it!" Cibber 
writes of CIarissa1s threatened virginity and impending death. 
Correspondence, IV, 242-43, "Mrs. Balfour" speaks of "burying her 
emotion with Clarissa." Correspondence, II, 336, "Have I seen this 
in picture, and in reality?" asks Channing. 
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The character of Lothario seems to have been expanded by 
Richardson Into Lovelace; but he has excelled his original 
in the moral effect of the fiction. Lothario, with gaiety 
which cannot be hated, and bravery which cannot be despised, 
retains too much of the spectator's kindness. It was in the 
power of Richardson alone to teach us at once esteem and 
destination, to make virtuous resentment overpower all the 
benevolence which wit, elegance, and courage naturally ex
cite; and to lose at last the hero in the villain.88 

But Richardson himself denies such an influence. There may be the 

similarity Johnson is to later note about Lovelace and Lothario, but 

the pattern is not the same, as Belford declares in Clarissa: 

I have frequently thought in my attendance on this lady, that 
if Bel ton's [one of the rakes of the novel] admired author, 
Nic Rowe, had had such a character before him, he would have 
drawn another sort of a penitent than he has done, or given 
his play, which he calls The Fair Penitent, a fitter title. 

The whole story . . . is a pack of damned stuff. Lothario, 
'tis true, seems such another wicked, ungenerous varlet as 
thou knowest who: the author knew how to draw a rake; but not 
to paint a penitent. Calista is a desiring luscious wench, 
and her penitence is nothing else but rage, insolence and 
scorn.$9 

Richardson seems, then, to have detested the play as he hated the ro

mance. One of the signs of Lovelace's depravity is that he intends 
on 

to write a play entitled "The Quarrelsome Lovers,1 and there is 

88. Lives of the Enqlish Poets, ed. Georqe Birkbeck Hill 
(Oxford, 1905), II, 67. 

89. IV, 118. 

90. Ibid., II, 271. "I will write a comedy, I think. I have 
a title ready; and that's half the work. The Quarrelsome Lovers. 
'Twill do. There's something new and striking in it. Yet, more or 
less, all lovers quarrel. Old Terence has taken notice of that; and 
observes upon it, that lovers falling out occasions lovers falling 
in; and a better understanding of course. 'Tis natural that it 
sHould be so." 
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nothing to indicate that Richardson changed his opinion about the evil 

of the stage between the letter manual and his last work. One of the 

correspondents of the manual observes neatly and viciously of ac

tresses and stage language: 

The play I saw was a comedy, in which the parts acted by 
women had several speeches that I thought not quite consist
ent with modesty of the sex. And the freedom of their voice 
and gesture, tho', perhaps, suitable enough to the characters 
they represented, were not so pleasing to a mind bent upon 
innocent amusement (if not wholly upon instruction), as 
speeches that put us not to the expense of a blush. What 
hardship must it be to the minds of these women, to enter 
first upon this employment! 

And yet, I am assured, several women, who get their bread up
on the stage, are strictly virtuous. If such there are, how 
great must be their merit, when compared with that of the 
wicked ones of our sex, who are liable to none of their cer
tain and numerous temptations.9^ 

Richardson, then, holds up dramatic conventions for contemp

tuous judgment. Yet, the drama did offer him much in the handling 

of dialogue and situation.^ The reformed comedy of the eight

eenth century even provided a solution to the problem of the ex

pression of evil , yet he does not admit the debt, either to the 

91. Familiar Letters, pp. 213-14. 

92. McKillop, Richardson, p. 141, offers the judgment that 
Richardson's numerous citations of the drama in his works come from 
collections of the period, Bysshe's Art of English Poetry* Gil don's 
Art of Poetry, and The Beauties of the English Stage. See also Ira 
Konigsberg, "The Dramatic Background of Richardson's Plots and Char
acters," PMLA, LXXXIII (1968), 42-54, who gracefully admits there is 
no causal relationship between the two genres, at least in the de
velopment of fictional characters. Also see Leo Hughes, "Theatrical 
Convention in Richardson: Some Observations on a Novelist's Techni
que," in Restoration and Eighteenth Century Literatures ed. Carroll 
Camden (Chicago, 1963), pp. 245 ff. and George Sherburn, "Samuel 
Richardson's Novels and the Theatre: A Theory Sketched," PQ, XLI 
(1962), 325 ff. 



more moral works of his contemporaries or to the older tragedies: 

Though he would have us take his own story as a 'she-tragedy' 
with decorously expressed emotion and improved morals, he 
would not acknowledge Otway and Rowe as his masters; still 
less would he accept the doubtful rhetoric and ethics of the 
heroic drama as he knew it in the work of Dryden and Lee. 
With characteristic self-righteousness he claims moral super
iority over current tragedy as well as comedy. Yet he is 
under a debt to the older generation of dramatists, and he 
looks back to them for hints and cues.93 

The reason for Richardson's dilemma is rather simple. It is 

not that he wished to deny the source of technique, but that he dis

trusted the immorality of the stage, its directness in portraying im

morality, its evasion of the Protestant amenities and its assumption 

that fiction would be tolerated on stage or off and not influence pub

lic morality. Richardson's reaction, then, is in the same tenor as 

the criticism of the stage his contemporaries were passionately invol

ved in. Charles Johnson's Caelia, one of the possible sources for the 

plot of Clarissa-,94 was acted but one night, and Johnson notes in his 

preface that the audience disapproved of bawds being represented on 

the stage: "I had the Mortification to see this Play acted the first 

Night, and to hear the Characters of Mother Lupine and her women dis

approve by several of the Audience, who, as if they thought themselves 

in bad company, were very severe."95 The audience was reacting to more 

than the artistic imperfection of the play which Fielding would later 

93. McKillop, Richardson, p. 147. 

94. Konigsberg. See note 92. 

95. The London Stage, ed. and intro. by Arthur H. Scouten 
(Carbondale, 1961), vol. I, part 3, 254. 
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call "The Fustian of Lee and Rowe,.with French and Italian Buffonry^ 

[which] , . . 1n great, measure monopolize the Stage."9® It was re

jecting the immorality of what William Law in his tract against the 

stage had considered lewd, ribald, and prophane: "For, a Sinful Di

version is the same absurdity in Religion, as a Corrupt Worship; and 

it shews the same blindness of Mind, and Corruption of heart, whether 

we sin against God in the Church or in our Closets, or in the PI ay-

House," He who goes..to a play goes "to hear Ribaldry and Prophaneness; 

that you.entertain your mind with, extravagant Thoughts, wild Rant, 

blasphemous Speeches, wanton Amours, prophane Jests, and impure Pas

sions."9^ And Richardson would agree with Steele's well known judg

ment, that "The wits, of this island, for above fifty years past, in

stead of correcting the vices of the age, have done all they could tp 

iinflame them."9® 

Such criticism was common: "it is evident that every class 

was .addressed, and that no class failed to take some interest in the 

question of the stage."99 It is just as clear that the question of 

morality on the stage implicates morality and representation in the 

novel: the same criticisms of both genres are similar, and the 

^6. Conclusion for David Simple, IV, 199. 

97. The Absolute.Unlawfulness of the Stage-Entertainment 
Fully Demonstrated (London, 1726), p. 3. ~ 

98. The Tatler, ed. Lewis Gibbs (New York, 1953), p. 179. 

99. Joseph.Wood Krutch, Comedy and Conscience after the 
Restoration (New York, 1949), p, 148, ~~ 1 
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criticism and the works themselves reflect the eighteenth century 

demand for immediacy and a constantly changing concept of realism.^ 

Richardson is implicated in the same discussion of artificiality of 

the drama in the eighteenth centuryto what extent may he trust 

the conventions of the drama, a form he criticised so pungently? , And 

may not the reader of Richardson's fiction see that his problem is 

often the same as the dramatist's, in the sense that both writers are 

creators of an artificial credibility? Richardson "Cannot consent," 

for instance, "that the History of Clarissa should be looked upon as 

a mere Novel or Amusement—since it is rather a History of Life and 

102 Manners. . . ."'ut Certainly the same questions about the novel must 

be asked as Joseph Wood Krutch views the leading questions concerning 

the theater: "Is the theater a permissible institution? Is it its 

duty to.teach morality? Can comedies best teach morality by adminis

tering Poetic Justice?"^ And, one could add, how realistic must the 

novel or play be to "entertain" but not to violate the moral sensi

bilities of the audience? 

100. Richard S. Westfal1, Science and Religion in Seventeenthr 
Century England (New Haven, 1958); Basil Willey, The Eighteenth Cen
tury Background (London, 1940), pp. 22 ff. 

101. For the assertion and refutation of "artificiality" see 
Li-'C. Knightsj Exploration: Essays in Criticism Mainly on the Lit
erature of the Seventeenth Century (London, 1946), pp. 131 ff., and 
Fi W. Bateson, "L. C.Kniqhts and Restoration Comedy," Essays in Cri
ticism, VII (1957), 56-67. 

102. "Prefcitical Hints," Augustine Reprint Society, No. 103, 
p. 5. 

103. Comedy and Conscience, p. 149. 



One of the reasons Richardson attacked the romance and the 

play with equal vigor was that both were considered moral dangers. 

The Spectator of April 29,; 17.12, warned young females of the peculiar 

moral dangers of the.day: "be in a particular manner careful how 

[you] meddle with Romances, Chocolate [thought at the time to be an 

aphrodisiac], Novels and the like Inflamers; which I look upon to be 

very dangerous to be made use during this great Carnival of 

Nature.The venereal threat of fiction in general may be seen in 

etchings, sermons, and Defoe's moral isms. Hogarth's Before and After, 

in which two volumes noted "Rochester" and "Novels" come spilling out 

of the same drawer with "The Practice of Piety," indicates the 

danger.^ This equivocal taste Addison criticised. Discussing 

Leonora's library, the Spectator can only look upon her "with a mix

ture of Admiration and Pity" for her mixing of Cassandra, Cleopatra, 

Astraea, the Grand Cyrus ("With a Pin stuck 1n one of the middle 

Leaves"), Mrs. Manley's Atalantis, all 1n the same library with Locke, 

Isaac Newton, Dryden, "Sherlock upon Death," Temple's Essays, Seneca, 

and others.^06 In Defoe's Family Instructor, the mother precipitates 

an argument, with the eighteen year old daughter "when she came to tell 

104. The Spectator (No. 365), ed. D. F. Bond (Oxford, 1965), 
III, 374. 

105. Hogarth's Graphic Works * ed. Ronald Paulson (New Haven, 
1965), II, plate 152. Paulson notes, Vol. I, 172: "the girl's own 
reading is of NOVELS1 and 'ROCHESTERs POEMS,' with 'THE PRACTICE OF 
PIETY' open for appearance's sake." 

106. The Spectator (No. 37), I, 154-157. 



her of laying by foolish romances and novels, of which she was mighty 

fond. . . ."^7 £ sermon preached at St. James's in 1748 commanded 

the congregation to "Avoid all filthy Communications & the reading of 

such Books as are filled with Stories of infamous Gallantry and to 

abstain from such Dramatic Entertainments, as are an offence to good 
108 Manners, and inflame the impurer Passions. . . . John Wesley was 

to warn of the dangers of poetry, "which might answer the noblest pur-
109 poses has been prostituted to the vilest," and "Estimate" Brown 

would make the general complaint that "Reading is now sunk at best in

to a Morning's Amusement; till the important Hour of Dress comes on. 

Books are no longer regarded as the Repositories of Taste and Know

ledge; but rather laid hold of, as a gentle Relaxation from the tedi

ous Round of Pleasure."^0 

Richardson has to realize the moral problem of "writing to 

the moment" from the criticism of his own work; ironically, he found 

his own strictures about the "immoral" drama returning to annoy him 

while writing Clarissa. One of the correspondents, a Mrs. Pilkington, 

was to write about the rape of Clarissa: "Consider, if this wounds 

both Mr. Cibber and me (who neither of us set up for immaculate 

107. The Family Instructor (New York, 1795), pp. 61-62. 

108. Edward Cobden, A Persuasive to Chastity, a Sermon 
Preached before the King at St. James's (London, 1748), pp. 15-16. 

109. In Maurice J. Quinlan, Victorian Prelude (New York, 
1941), p. 31. 

110. In John Tinnon Taylor, Early Opposition to the Eng
lish Novel.(New York, 1943), p. 77. 
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chastity) what must 1t do with those who possess that inestimable 

treasure? and 1f the bare imagination of .it is terrible, what must it 

be when arrayed 1n the full pomp of such words as on this occasion 

must flow from such . . . a pen as your's!"^ The answer to such 

objections, Richardson writes to Lady Bradshalgh, who also suggests 

moral and sentimental improvements for Clarissa, is that such evil, 

realistically drawn, is necessary and valid: "What, think you, has 

not Mr. Grimes to answer for in the ruin of Constantia Philips, when 

but eleven years of age, and abandoning her to the town in two months; 

if the story she tells be true: What ruins, the consequences of her 
112 

ruin, may not be laid at his door?" 

Richardson in both Pamela and Clarissa treats just such a sub

ject, much to the annoyance.of his later evangelical and "Victorian" 
113 

readers. And a recent critic of the problem notes both the vogue 

of gravures galantes and the sexual intentions of a painting like 

Greuze's La Cruche Cassee, which indicates the theme Richardson men* 

tlons: 

[Greuze] painted a picture of a little girl with a broken jug, 
looking rather tearfully apprehensive, clutching her upgather-
ed pinafore which holds flowers. Sentimental eyes have always 
looked kindly on her—a sweet child; give her sixpence to make 
her jug whole. Would a rake look at It twice? Surely, 1f his 
eye fell on the roseleaf of her young breast, which 1s nearly 
the center of the picture. He would recognize the title, 

111.; Correspondence. II, 130-31. 

112. Ifcrfd.. IV, 237. 

113. See note 4. 



La Cruche Cassee; he who had broken such jugs would know that 
proverbially they cannot be mended.114 

But, as Richardson apparently recognized, if one accepts La Cruche 

Casse'e* would not Fragonard's Girl With a Dog and Boucher's Girl 

Resting^5 be tacitly accepted? If one is to accept realism in art, 

the theatre, the more graphic and precise novel, can he accept the 

portrayal of evil? Can Richardson accept Edward Filmer's judgment in 

the drama controversy (Defence of Plays, 1707) that swearing on the 

stage would be acceptable from a low character?^ Confusingly, as 

we have seen, he rejects the premise in theory but allows it in prac

tise J ̂  He uses both the language of villainy and borrows the use 

118 of dramatic structure, recommended as early as Congreve, 1 and he 

accepts the advice and judgment Edward Young writes: 

But you ask, how come they then to give this advice? [to 
" change the characterization and the ending of Clarissa] From 

ignorance, or envy, or affectation of a delicate concern and 
high zeal for virtue; or from such a degree of infidelity as 
suffers not their thoughts to accompany Clarissa any farther 
than her grave. 

Does Lovelace more than a proud, bold, graceless, heart, 
long indulged in vice, would naturally do? No. When the best 
do so suffer, does it not most deeply affect the human heart? 

114. Robert Palfrey Utter and Gwendolyn Bridges Needham, 
Pamela's Daughters (New York, 1936), p. 6. 

115. The Rococo Age, Arno Sch'dnberger ed., et al. (New 
York, 1960), Plates XXXVIII and 249. 

116. Comedy and Conscience, p. 143. 

117. See notes 89-93. 

118. Preface to Incoqnita, ed. A. Norman Jeffares (London, 
1966), p. 33. 
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Be riot concerned about Lovelace: 'tis the likeness, not 
the morality of a character we call for. A sign-post angel 
can by no means come into competition with the devils of Mi-: 
chael AngelO.H9 

Even though the story may be criticised, Lovelace will be completely 

characterized, both to maintain the "moment" and the probability: 

To all which we may add, that there was frequently a neces
sity to be very circumstantial and minute, in order to pre
serve and maintain that Air of Probability, which is neces
sary to be maintained in a Story designed to represent real 
Life; and which is rendered extremely busy and active by the 
plots and contrivances formed and carried on by one of the 
principal Characters.120 

One solution to the problem of what Richardson does and what 

he criticises may be in the. ironic demurrer familiar in Defoe: Rich

ardson insists in the title pages and in the mechanical links in the 

novels that he does not write but only "edits." He may then operate 

with fewer restrictions of decency and decorum, even without the 

standards of the reformed and more "moral" tragedy. From the react

ions to the indecency, that is, the realism and detail in Richardson's 

writing and, his defense of the writer's integrity, one can see clearly 

119. Correspondence, II, pp. 4-5. 

120. "Postscript," Augustan Reprint Society, No. 103, p. 368. 
Richardson also addresses the same critics in the Preface to Clarissa, 

^ p. vii: "For ... . . there is a Period in human Life, in which, youth-
^ ful Activity ceasing, and Hope contenting itself to peep out of its 

own domestic Wicket upon bounded Prospects, the half-tired Mind aims 
at little more than Amusement.—And with Reason, for what, in the 
instructive Way, can appear either new or needful to one who has 
happily got over those, dangerous Situations. . . ." Richardson con
cludes that the picture of evil, "the Parts and Characters, which 
must be omitted, if this Advice were followed, were some of the most 
natural in the whole Collection; And no less instructive; especially 
to Youth." 
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Richardson's intentions: he does not change them, but goes on to 

realize the full dimensions of the personalities of Lovelace, his 

agent, Leman, and the rake Bel ton. 

Richardson may accomplish these characterizations in detail 

because of the technique established in a pious and accepted form, the 

personal histories, the hundreds of Puritan autobiographies which were 

published throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, by the 

concomitant growth of biography, and the view of history as a study of 

character acting upon events in an alien world, a world which needed 

change. The morality of autobiography, biography, and history implied 

a malleable environment and necessitated the acts of a unique heroism 

and the consistent justification of the individual conscience which 

refuted the collective and often erroneous sanctions of family and 

society. Credibly, then, Clarissa may turn to a rejection of her 

family, Richardson may simultaneously indict the unreformed theater 

which provided scandalous entertainment and the misuse of money in the 

luxury of too familiar exchanges between the sexes J^ and then create 

the villain Lovelace, whose plots and uses of language and threat are 

graphically shown. 

Richardson would find a special justification for the problem 

in literary expression neither in the romance nor the play, but in 

the Protestant autobiography with its accounts of the struggle of 

the individual soul and conscience. In this popular sub-literature, 

121. See Richardson's contribution to The Rambler (No. 97), 
II, 458 ff. 



the ardent of two centuries wrote of their caresi their conviction of 

sin, but at the same time of their uniqueness before the face of the 

Protestant god. They recounted the hundreds of falls, small attain

ments, the struggle for human perfection, and the expectation of re

ward which made the process justifiable, even the act of reading some

one else's account of the human struggle to attain the divine. This 

tension between human culpability and weakness spoke at the same time 

of the inviolable uniqueness of the human personality and represented 

its capacity for sin, damnation and salvation J22 

In the Puritan autobiography there is a fidelity to detail 

unique in the literature of the time, even ,a fidelity which admits the 

discussion of sin and the nature of evil. Sin is discussed not in the 

abstract but in the commission, often with moral judgment merely im

plied. The Reverend Oliver Heywood writes a journal of evil events in 

his day, an extension of his autobiography and journals, in which 

"every kind of lapse from Christian propriety is listed, partly, perhaps 

in a spirit of self-justi.fication, but more often as a testament warn

ing the warfaring Christian of the evils about him. In Heywood's 

account,, women remove their clothes^ dance naked in the rural streets, 

and give themselves up to the flesh and its sins. Intemperance, sloth, 

and even moronic behaviour testify to the evil of the day. Drunken

ness results in death from sins of either omission or commission, 

122. The discussion and bibliography of this section are in
debted to G. A. Starr, Defoe_and Spiritual Autobiography (Princeton, 
1965). The quotes from the Puritan autobiography which follow are 
from my own readi ng. 
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123 recalling Richardson's letter from a "bottle companion." One of 

Heywood's examples, a papist disobedient to his parents, cuts his 

wrists accidentally and then bleeds to death, too drunk to realize his 

state; a boatman gets drunk and drowns his passengers through his 

carelessness in allowing an "unruly horse" to come into the boat. Two 

more of these grotesques should illustrate the unsophisticated realism 

of Heywood's account: 

In Cheshire not far from Maxfield a woman killed too [sic] 
of her children, the third run [sic] to his father in the barn, 
who coming in met his wife in the doore, who sd I haue saved 
thee two shillings and if the other had stayed I had saved 
thee three, meaning she would have killed that lad, for fear 
of paying the pole-money for them, wch at that time was imposed. 

Near Barnet Castle in the north, a man was plowing lately 
the boy that driues the plow angered him, he took up the plow-
staff and knockt him down, there the boy lay, he stird him but 
found him dead, seeing that he set up three great shrieks the 
wife in the house hearing it, run out in hast left the child 
in the cradle, when she came again a soo hast got into the 
house, had eaten part of the child, seeing that she came to 
a river near by and drowned herselfe, the man was conveyed 
to prison for murder--!24 

The justification for writing about such evil comes quite nat

urally from the view of life as an unrelenting struggle against a 

palpable evil and sometimes as a testament to the evils of the age. 

Remarkably, Heywood even notes the interrelation of poverty and evil, 

preceding Defoe's judgment by three decades and T. H. Green's by two 

centuries: "The abundance of poor are increased of late, yet much 

123. Familiar Letters, p. 95. 

124. Autobiography, Diaries, Anecdote and Event Books; 
Illustrating the General and Family History of Yorkshire and Lanca
shire, ed. J. Horsfall Turner (Binqley, England, 1883), III, 100. 
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horrible wickedness 1s comm1tted--drunkennes abounds--"12® This new 

sense of the old formula of the h1c et nunc uniQuel.y provides a sense 

of present living combat, a struggle common 1n all the journals of 

Protestant confession, marking and elevating each human experience to 

the uncommon, the dramatic, worthy of evaluation as the sign of 

spiritual progress of satanlc devolution. The subject of such 

accounts, as the literary attacks show, 1s not suitable for the stage 

except 1n overtly pious treatment, but may be written about 1n the 

autobiography of the soul:which aspires to goodness from Its state of 

dependent meanness. 

The desperation arising from this paradoxical view of human 

nature 1s evident 1n most of these journals. Heywood 1s true to the 

conviction of personal need and dependence on divine aid, and he 

therefore condemns self-righteousness: "I dare not build fry hopes of 

heaven on so sandy a foundation as mine owne righteousness, nay I 

cannot lean upon the frulte & grace of the spirit 1n, me 1n point of 

justification, it 1s only the lord our righteousness that brings 1n 

everlasting rlghtousness. . . .1,126 As Gilbert Burnet explains, the 

sin of righteousness not only confuses the view of man's own nature, 

but prevents the example of a good life from becoming a didactic 

125. Ibid., p. 211. Yet here has the common provincial 
meaning which Intensifies the present. 

126, Ibid.., I, 33. 



101 

191 lesson. ' One must also look beyond himself because the view only of 

human needs in themselves incessantly recalls the sinful state of the 

unaided man: "I cannot remember the time or age, state or place wher-

in I was free from sin or perpetrating therof, what peevishnes, unto-

wardnes, stubbornes doe I see in mine wch is a glasse to represent my 

frame when of their age,"^® it is recalled of youth and the unaided. 

The resolution of change and the importance of the individual 

does not admit the perpetuation of any new perfection, however. 

Joseph Williams in his eighteenth year, after resolutions of reform 

and promises to seek the good, is more certain of his sin, a percep

tion that increases his humility. Seven years later he enters this 

"special self-examination" in his journal: "At a general view, how

ever, it is easy to discover that I have made very little, if any 

progress in a divine life; but have rather suffered a declination for 

some years past. . . ."^29 His solution, a familiar one, is to be 

yet more watchful and strict, to improve his self-determination, 

examine his life more closely for faults, and to willingly submit to 

the trials of the soul proposed by Baxter's Saints RestJ3^ 

127. Charitable Reproof: A Sermon Preached at the Church 
of St. Mary-le-Bow, to the Societies for Reformation of Manners-

(London, 1700), pp. 11-12. 

128. Heywood, I, 153. 

129. An Enlarged Series of Extracts from the Diary, Medita-? 
tions and Letters of Mr. Joseph Williams of Kidderminster;"with 
Notes Bioqraphical and Explanatory, ed. Benjamin Hanbury (London, 
1815), p. 24. 

130.  Ibid. ,  p.  74.  
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Williams will mark his time more closely, as does Ralph 

Thoresby in one of the most familiar resolutions of the genre: "Our 

sins justly merit judgments, and God may bring them upon us in a 

moment; we should therefore redeem the time we have, we should walk 

circumspectly, not as fools, but as wise."^ The Christian must, 

in Thoresby's quotation of Ephesians; 5:16, "Redeem the time because 

1 'V? the days are evil." The labor to justify time morally must be 

unrelenting: man is imperfect, "yet still aspires to things divine, 

and breathes after God. ... We are like persons rowing against the 

stream, if ever we cease to advance we inevitably lose ground."^33 

Life then in even its most ordinary occurrences is raised to 

a tension and level of drama which must be unrelenting in its account 

of the daily and hourly struggle. The sinner must constantly "offer 

violence to Satanfor man's humanity and earthly position is in

herently dangerous: "Heaven and earth are not so far asunder as God 

and the sinner^ The further we are from God, the nearer we are to 

hell."13E> j^g solution to this dilemma is resolve, the trust in the 

131. The Diary of Ralph Thoresby, ed. Joseph Hunter (London, 
1830), I; 95. 

132. Ibid., II, 318. See also Heywood, I, 160: "often 
remember how short and precious your time is, yet upon it depends 
eternity." 

133. Thoresby, II, 318. 

134. Thomas Watson, The Christian Soldier; or, Heaven Taken 
by Storm (New York, 1810), p. 62. 

135.  Ibid. ,  p.  160.  
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"inward Man" as William Law defies it for Puritan and Protestant alike: 

From the Time of the Fall of Adam, the incorruptible Seed of 
Christ is in us all, in the whole human Nature; he has Power, 
as the Son of God, to quicken and raise 1t up, till it comes 
to be that first holy image of the blessed Trinity. And when 
a divine Faith arises in this Seed of Life, by which it lays 
hold on Christ as the Author, Preserver, and finisher of its 
Life, as the Atonement, saviour and Deliverer from the Death 
and Hell that surrounds it, then it grows up into a new, in
ward Man, of the same Nature with that which appear'd in 
Paradise. ... Then the Birth of the son of God, the Birth 
of the Spirit, and that first holy Humanity which Adam lost, 
are restored to us, but in a Mystery in the inward man hid 
in God, till the Resurrection shall separate every thing that 
is earthly, dark, and corruptible from it.136 

The awareness, the self-consciousness of the "inward man" re

sults in careful, attentive self-analysis, the drama of the individ

ual soul not only in examination, but expressing the emotional con

firmation of the soul's life J3'' The soul called to the new order of 

perfection must live in an "endless war against the sin which dis

honors his sovereign and an endless effort to be the means of produc

ing in others that experience which has freed himself."^38 As Perry 

Miller and Thomas H. Johnson were to describe the same process in the 

new world, "The ways of grace were manifold and no two men ever under

went the crisis in a perfectly similar fashion; in order that we might 

know the nature and manifestations of the disease, it was necessary to 

136. An Earnest and Serious Answer to Dr. Jrapp's Discourse 
of the Folly, Sin, and Danger of Being Righteous Over-much (London, 
1726), p. 43. 

137. See also the discussion of "inatism" in Louis L. Martz, 
The Paradise Within: Studies in Vaughan, Traherne, and Milton (New 
Haven, 1964J, pp. 20^23. 

138. Alan Simpson, Puritanism in Old and New England 
(Chicago, 1961), p. 5. 
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peruse the records of those who,had undergone it, and to keep a full 

medical chart upon our own pulse and temperature.'^ 39 

Working within such a system of awareness, man would recall 

the eternal but render the present as the testament of the righteous, 

a process that would profoundly change the historical and eschatolog-

ical view of man. The soul.would constantly be tested but remain in 

its allegiance to testify for the morally upright. Lucy Hutchinson 

recalls her autobiographical mandate: she writes in order to record 

"the generaland particular providences exercised to me, both in the 

entrance and progesse of my life."^ Her account of Colonel Hutch

inson shares the values of this personal justification, standing as 

enlightenment and warning to future generations: 

Indeed that resplendant body of light, which the beginning 
and ending of his life made up to discover the deformities 
of this wicked age, and to instruct the erring children of 
this generation, will through my apprehension and expression 
shine as under a very thick clowd, which will obscure much 
of their lustre; but there is need of this medium to this 
world's weake eies, which I fear hath but few people in it 
so vertuous as can believe, because they find themselves so 
short, any other could make so large a progresse in the race 
of .piety, honor, and vertue. . . .141", 

Because so many of their goals are the same, it .can be seen 

that the autobiography, the biography* and history share the same 

values and inculcate the same importance of individual testament, 

139. The Puritans, rev. ed, (New York, 1963), II, 461. 

140. Memoirs of the Life of Colonel Hutchinson, ed. Harold 
Child (London, 1904), p. 18. This comment is made in the prefatory 
autobiography. 

141. Ibid., p. 36. 
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the individualized record of experience Richardson was so eager to 

relate. The Puritan confession "believes in the supreme importance of 

individual salvation and in the duty of sharing religious experiences 

142 . . and rises at times to "an inclusive review. . . And it 

shares its particularity with the biography and the new, more partic

ular sense of "history" that Defoe, Fielding and Richardson used to 

justify their fiction. The new sense of the words history and bio

graphy depart most markedly from the theatrical biographies which 

merely "touched curiosity and fellow-feeling . . ."^3 or the con

fession of foibles apparent in Cibber's Apology.^4 And the history 

of the particularized view of human action was already in England re

placing the Tacitan formula "of shewing the Rod to Tyrants, and adver

tising them of the Punishment she prepares. . . . Their future Fame 

keeps them more in awe than their Conscience. 

The emphasis on the particular and historically accurate finds 

an early champion in Bishop Burnet's popular biographies, which 

142. Margaret Bottrall, Every Man a Phoenix (London, 1958), 
p. 113. How pervasive this is in both the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries may be judged from Rochester's account of his own "election." 
Poems by John Wilmot Earl of Rochester, ed. and intro. by V. de Sola 
Pinto (London, 1964), pp. xxxvi-xxxvii. 

143. Donald A. Stauffer, The Art of Biography in Eighteenth 
Century England (Princeton, 1941), I, 31. 

144- Ibid., p. 33. 

145. A statement of the French Jesuit Pierre LeMoine, quoted 
by Herbert Davis, "The Augustan Conception of History" in Reason and 
the Imagination: Studies in the History of Ideas, 1600-1800, ed. J. A. 
Mazzeo (New York, 1962), p. 218. 
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discount the classical models and the a priori religious justification 

of hieratic dogma, just as does the puritan confession. Burnet does 

not write of the lives of the aristocrats (save for the famous excep

tion of Rochester), because, he .explains, "the lives of princes are 

either writ with so much flattery, by those who intend to merit by it, 

at their own hands, or other concerned in them . . . that there is not 

much to be built on them." Such lives are generic when they ought to 

be particular: 

But the lives of heroes and princes are commonly filled with 
the account of the great things done by them; which do, rather, 
belong to a general, than a particular history; and do rather 
amuse the reader's fancy, with a splendid show of greatness, 
than offer him what is really useful to himself. And, though 
the ill-nature of many, makes what is satirically writ to be 
generally more read and believed, than when the flattery is 
visible and coarse, yet certainly, resentment, as much as 
interest, may make the writer corrupt the truth of historyJ46 

This assertion of the place and perspective of biography has 

little distance to go in reaching Johnson's standard that "nobody can 

write the life of a man but those who have eat and drunk with him,"^ 

or to agreeing with- his assertion in the Covent Garden Journal that 

all sides of character should be shown, for if "nothing but the bright 

side of characters should be shown, we should sit down in despondency, 

and think it utterly impossible to imitate them in any thing. 

146. "Preface to the Life of Hale," in Lives, Characters and 
an Address to Posterity, ed. John Jebb (New York, 1833), p. 69. 

147. Quoted by Richard D. Altick, Lives and Letters (New 
York, 1965), p. 49. 

148. Bertram H. Davis, Introduction to Hawkins, Life of 
Johnson, p. xxii. 
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And both Burnet and Heywood are in agreement on the value of the les

sons of a realistic life mixed with good and evil; "Persons of good 

repute for civil honesty," Heywood asserts, "have been left by god to 

staine and shame themselves by one act of wickedness, in some he makes 

us therof for humbling their harts in order to hasten their conversion 

and salvation, in others only for terrour and amazement.In Bur

net's words, the lives of the more ordinary or least culpable men, 

though "they seldom entertain the reader with such a variety of pas

sages as the other (the Roman lives) do, yet certainly, they offer him 

things that are more imitable. . . ."^0 

A parallel theme is seen in the sense of the word history, 

used both seriously for recounting past historical events in a more 

particular way, and for justifying the use of fiction as a moral 

agent. The English once again carried both of these tendencies be

yond the French reforms of the "real." While Boyer d'Argens spoke of 

the attempted synthesis of the "energy and majesty" of history with 

gallantry in the novel,^ the English Protestant from the time of 

Foxe's Book of Martyrs had found a different and more particular 

basis for history, one which directly corresponds with the Puritan 

autobiography and Richardson's synthesis of that form and the novel 

of moral earnestness. Foxe, with a view of history and the relation 

of the individual which finds close parallel, and later emphasis in 

149. Autobiography, I, 217. 

150. "Preface to the Life of Hale," p. 70. 

151. Varga, pp. 969-70. 
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the writing of Puritan justification, refutes the classical Idea of 

unending time and the continuum of chance in eternity: 

The historian must center his attention, therefore, first 
and last on the experience of Individual souls, beginning 
with his own on their reawakening one by one to knowledge of 
truth and their adhering to truth through the compulsion of 
what they know. The significant facts of history, report of 
which he was bound to credit and transmit* were the facts of 
spiritual experience presented as nearly as, possible in the 
testimony of the individuals concerned or as reported by 
those nearest to them. And since the essence of spiritual 
experience 1n this life 1s a kind of measure of martyrdom, 
the history of the elect, which 1s to say of the Church, 1s 
a story, of martyrdom.152 

The "history" important to Richardson's sense of the partic

ular moment of martyrdom is derived from both English and Protestant 

tradition. History 1n this particular sense had replaced the Ideal 

of human generalities dear to the French philosopher-historians, who 

"could afford to be loftily contemptuous of 'mere events,' and were 

under no compulsion of conscience to lavish loving care upon the 

determination of the exact date."^ And the concept of "man 1n.gen

eral,"which Samuel Johnson attackeddeclined with the Protestant 

Insistence on the particular, a common motif 1n the spiritual biogra

phy, the biography,, and the history. 

152. William Haller, The Elect Nation: The Meaning and 
Relevance of Foxe's Book of Martyrs (New York, 1963). p. 133. 

153. Carl Becker * The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-
Century Philosophers (New Haven, 1951), p. 98. " 

154. William. K. Wimsatt, Jr., and Cleanth Brooks, Literary 
Criticism, A Short History (New York. 1959), p. 329. 
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The cultural assimilation of these trends in the eighteenth 

century is clear, and Richardson fully shared in them.^® He justi1-

fies in large part both the technique and the morality of his creative 

work from the cross-currents of these forms just as Defoe and espec

ially Bunyan had perceived the artistic possibilities of confession 

and the manifestation of the conscious ego.^® The same conscious

ness of the individual and the struggle to change or escape environ

ment and evil is evident in the biography, especially in Burnet's, 

in the Protestant idea of history as the scene of individual acts of 

human motivation, and especially, the realism of the spiritual auto

biographies, the sense of responsibility and uniqueness of life, these 

form the spirit, tradition, and even technique Richardson uses in the 

craft of writing Clarissa. He consistently asserts in his criticism 

that evil must be shown to be comprehended, detail must be graphic to 

155. Keith Stewart, "History, Poetry, and the Terms of Fic
tion in the Eighteenth Century," Modern Philology, LXVI (1968), 120. 
"It is . . . not surprising, in the context of definitions of the 
novel as 'a picture of real life and manners' and of Richardson's 
stated intent in Pamela, to find the novel--or modern romance—advan
ced to the historical function of recording the way things were. . . 
It was possible in the latter part of the century to reduce distinc
tions—or more fairly * oppositions—between history and the novel in 
various ways: through an insistence upon the moral value of histor
ical probability, through an aesthetic which could identify the two 
in effect, or through the possibility of crediting fiction as 'social 
history.'" 

156. Roger Sharrock, John Bunyan: The Pilgrim's Progress 
(London, 1966), pp. 30-31 remarks: "There is the traditional story
teller's stringing together of suitably varied episodes and blending 
of prose and verse; and there is the religious implication, often 
naively expounded, which is not piecemeal but obeys the developing 
pattern of the convert's religious life. . . ." 



110 

be taken for reality, and history and fiction must coalesce into a 

single statement of meaning and intent. He would not, he writes to 

correct Warburton's preface to Clarissa, wish to be thought merely a 

writer of fiction but hopes to attain some measure of the real and 

the historical: 

Will you, good Sir, allow me to mention, that I could wish 
that the Air of Genuiness [sic] had been kept up, tho' I want 
not the Letters to be thought genuine, only so far kept up, I 
mean as that they should prefatically be owned not to be gen
uine: and this for fear of weakening their Influence where 
any of them are aimed to be exemplary; as well as to avoid 
hurting that kind of Historical Faith which Fiction itself is 
generally read with, tho' we know it to be Fiction J 57 

As both Richardson and his readers discuss Clarissa as a liv

ing person, existing in the present and responsible for her Protestant 

conscience,^® his technique necessitates the copious record of both 

good and evil, an inclusive account of would-be "historical" action. 

Just as in the development of the greater particularity in history, 

biography, and autobiography, the "History of Clarissa," as Richardson 

defines it, must consider every detail of the struggle: "Step by Step, 

Difficulties varied and enumerated, that young Creatures may know, that 

tho' they may not have all her Trials, how to comport" themselves 

157. In McKillop, Early Masters, P. 42. The preface to 
which Richardson responds is reprinted in Augustan Reprint Society, 
No. 32. See Stewart, p. Ill, for a similar interpretation of this 
quote. 

158. See note 87. 
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159 honorably. Such technique in the novel must not hurry the reader 

"to the catastrophe," nor can it suppose the fiction to be recalled 

accurately after the series of events is closed by the catastrophe 

(that is, the events must be composed as quickly as possible after 

occurring, as in a Puritan journal dealing with travail of the 
1 fiO 

soul). Such a technique must not hurry the reader, because each 

incident must be given full account for the illusion of historical 

validity, and he will likely respond to the new form, as indeed Rich

ardson's readers did, because of the cultural ethos which expected 

validity, the real, even in Richardson's word the "moment." More than 

this, however, the technique itself will excuse the use of dramatic 

form: 

That the Letters on both Sides are written while the Hearts 
of the Writers must be supposed to be wholly engaged in their 
subjects: The Events at the Time generally dubious:—So that 
they abound, not only with critical Situations; but with what 
may be called instantaneous Descriptions and Reflections; 
which may be brought home to the breast of the youthful Reader: 
—As also, with affecting conversations; many of them written 
in the Dialogue or Dramatic Way.161 

As this last quote shows, defining the "moment" Richardson 

speaks of is difficult, but from what has been seen of the biograph

ical and historical tradition of the Protestant "moment," these 

159. "Prefatical Hints," Augustan-Reprint Society, No. 103, p. 
5. Morris Golden, Richardson's Characters (Ann Arbor, 1963), pp. 27-8, 
states that Richardson delights in the psychological patterns of evil 
for their own sake, "dredging up material from this subconscious mate
rial that a respectable bourgeois should not know about. . . ." 

160. Skelton, Augustan Reprint Society * No. 103, p. 7. 

161. Preface to Clarissa, Augustan Reprint Society, No. 103, 
p, v. 
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judgments can be made. The "moment" first of all describes an atti

tude, a readjustment of experience so that it has constant personal 

importance and implication. As has been seen, this is common in Rich

ardson's milieu and was important in the writing of Defoe and Bunyan. 

Secondly, "writing to the moment" excuses the use of dramatic inter

ludes because their effectiveness cannot be doubted: they are "real" 

in a sense that the narrative cannot be. Thirdly, the technique of 

the "moment" allows evil to be portrayed as it occurs, with realistic

ally written dialogue and clearly drawn situation. And last, there is 

the reference to scene or personal human reaction, even references to 

the difficulty of writing the letter, the interruptions, yawns, and 

elisions, the commonplace immediacies of the letter. 

The realism of social station and individual response has been 

seen in the Familiar Letters, and it is evident in both Pamela and 

Clarissa. In Pamela, Mr. B. makes both his intentions and the social 

consequences of refusal explicit: 

"Well," said he, "you are an ungrateful baggage; but I am 
thinking it would be a pity, with these fair soft hands, and 
that lovely skin" (as he called 1t, and took hold of my hand), 
"that you should return again to hard work, as you must, if you 
go to your father's; and so I would advise her to take a house 
in London, and let lodgings to us members of Parliament, when 
we come to town; and such a pretty daughter as you may pass 
for, will always fill her house, and she'll get a great deal 
of money." 

I was sadly vexed at his barbarous joke. . . . 

In other scenes of the novel, Pamela's breasts heave and are fondled; 

she even undresses and lies in bed while the disguised Lord B. watches 

162. Pamela, I* 55. 
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from the dark perimeter of the room. She wonders with Freudian 

pungency about the dangers of the bull in the meadow she must cross to 

gain her freedom and cites the metaphoric like and dislike for sun

flowers and worms.^ A consistent mistress of the arch and explicit, 

she describes Mrs. Jewkes in the following: 

Now I will give you a picture of this wretch. She is a broad, 
squat, pursy, fat thing, quite ugly, if any thing human can 
be so called; about forty years old. She has a huge hand, 
and an arm as thick as my waist, I believe. Her nose is flat 
and crooked, and her brows grow down over her eyes; a dead, 
spiteful, grey, goggling eye, to be sure she has; and her 
face flat and broad: and as to colour, looks as if it had 
been pickled a month in saltpetre: I dare say she drinks. 
She has a hoarse man-like voice, and is as thick as she's 
l o n g .  . . .  

This is poor.helpless spite 1n me:--but the picture is 
tqo near the truth, notwithstanding J65 

Richardson felt that such realism could be included in his 

fiction, even if some of its technique were borrowed from the theater, 

because of the immediacy and the morality of his work, and, the reader 

could add, because such realism so clearly departs from the romance 

and the "immoral theater." This is seen more clearly in Clarissa than 

in his other work, and even figures in the characterization of Love

lace. If the old romantic vices are found, they are used to 

163. Ibid., pp. 175 ff. 

164. Ibid., p. 110. Mrs. Oewkes almost discovers Pamela re
trieving of a letter and startles the "innocent": "'You seem fright
ened, Madam,' said she. 'Why,' said I, . . . 'I stopped to smell at 
the sunflower, and a great nasty worm ran into the ground, that start
led me; for I can't abide worms.' Said she, 'Sun-flowers don't smell.' 
'—So I find,' replied I." 

165. Ibid., p. 97. 
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characterize Lovelace's romantic preoccupations. Lovelace must "love" 

Clarissa in the romantic style because of the distortions he has found 

in older literature: 

What was it then, dost thou ask me, since the disappointment 
had such effects upon me, when I found myself jilted, that I 
was hardly kept in my sense? Why, I'll tell thee what, as 
near as I can remember; for it was a great while ago: it was 
--egad, Jack, I can hardly tell what it was--but a vehement 
aspiration after a novelty, I think--those confounded poets, 
with their serenely-celestial descriptions, did as much with 
me as the lady: they fired my imagination, and set me upon a 
desire to become a goddess-maker- I must needs try my new 
fledged pinions in a sonnet, elegy* and madrigal. I must 
have a Cynthia, a Stella, a Sacharissa, as well as the best 
of them: darts, and flames, and the devil knows what, must 
I give to my CupidJ66 

And when he plots the sexual conquest of his antagonist, Lovelace 

lapses into the romantic diction: "She tenders her purple mouth (her 

coral lips will be purple then, Jack!): Sigh not so deeply, my be

loved! Happier hours await thy humble love, than did they proud 

resistance. Once more bend to my ardent lips the swanny glossiness 

of a neck late so stately" (II, 251). 

But this diction is not common to Lovelace, as we shall see, 

and the use of it does not result in any success. Like Lord B. in 

Pamela, Clarissa can only mock the stage mannerisms of pity and court

ship derived from the roman: 

Rise, sir, from your too-ready knees; and mock me not. 
Too-ready knees, thought I! Though this humble posture 

so little affects this proud beauty, she knows not how much 
I have obtained of others of her sex, nor how often I have 
been forgiven for the last attempts, by kneeling. 

Mock you, madam! (II, 392) 

166. Clarissa, I, 145. Future references to this work will 
be parenthetic. 
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But what, Lovelace asks, can be the alternative to the older formulas 

of work and act that have before been so successful: 

Then she cuts me short in all my ardours. To vow fidelity 
is, by a cursed turn upon me, to show that there is reason, 
in my own opinion, for doubt of it. The very same reflection 
upon me once before (I, 289). 

In my power, or out of my power, all one to this lady. So 
Bel ford, my poor vows are crammed down my throat before they 
can well rise to my lips. And what can a lover say to his 
mistress if she will neither let him lie nor swear? (II, 15) 

Clarissa's typical response is that "The man seems pleased with his 

own volubility; and whenever he has collected together abundance of 

smooth thingsj he wants me to find an ear for them! Yet he need not; 

for I don't often gratify him either with giving him the praise for 

his verboseness or showing the pleasure in it that he would be fond 

of" (II, 25). With such criticism, any of Lovelace's relapses into 

the romantic idiom are self-defeating; even the imago he draws of 

Clarissa will reveal an infatuation and manner that is unappealing to 

Clarissa's moral and Protestant expectations. 

But this is not the usual diction of Lovelace; it is affected 

for the sake of a romantic appearance which, ironically, will be self 

defeating. His usual narrative is lively, spontaneous, as seen in his 

reaction to the news that Sinclair has broken her leg: 

The accursed woman, they tell me, has broken her leg. Why 
was it not her neck?—All, all, but what is owing to her re
lations, is the fault of that woman, and of her hell-born 
nymphs.. The greater the virtue, the nobler the triumph, was 
a sentence for ever in their mouths. I have had it several 
times in my head to set fire to the execrable house; and to 
watch at the doors and windows, that not a devil in it escape 
the consuming flames. Had the house stood by itself, I had 
certainly done it. (IV, 441) 
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And, remarkable for the time in "respectable" fiction, there is even 

frank discussion of virginity. He has just met Hickman, one of the 

many agents of the novel who wish to determine Lovelace's intentions 

toward Clarissa, and observes: 

Common fame says, that Hickman is a very virtuous, a very 
innocent fellow^-a male-virgin, I warrant!—An odd dog I 
always thought him. Now women, Jack, like not novices. Two 
maidenheads meeting together in wedlock,, the first child 
must be a fool, is their common aphorism. They are pleased 
with a love of the sex that is founded in the knowledge of 
it. Reason good; novices expect more than they can possibly 
find the commerce with them. The man who knows them, yet has 
ardours for them, to borrow a word from Miss Howe, though 
those ardours are generally owing more to the devil within 
him, than to.the witch without him, is tlie man who makes 
them the highest and most grateful compliment. He knows 
what to expect, and with what to be satisfied. (Ill, 81-82) 

Even Lovelace's description of physical encounter is vivid, catching 

the rhythm of physical reaction with the full detail of the scene. 

Clarissa has just been frightened by cries of fire, and Lovelace re

counts the affair: 

When I had flown down to her chamber door, there I beheld 
the most charming creature in the world, supporting herself 
on the arm of the gasping Dorcas, sighing, trembling, and 
ready to faint, with nothing on but an under-petticoat, her 
lovely bosom half open, and her feet just slipped into her 
shoes. As soon as she saw me she panted, and struggled to 
speak; but could orily say, 0 Mr. Lovelace! and down was 
ready to sink, 

I clasped her in my arms with an ardour she never felt 
before: My dearest life! fear nothing: I have been up— 
t h e  d a n g e r  i s  o v e r — t h e  f i r e  i s  g o t  u n d e r .  . . .  

0 Jack! how her sweet bosom, as I clasped her to mine, 
heaved and panted!- I could even distinguish her dear heart 
flutter, flutter, flutter against mine; and for a few minutes 
I feared she would go into fits. (II, 501) 
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All of the characters of the novel come to life, it may be 

said, either with the unique style of writing that Spence noted,^ or 

in the scenes of dramatic incident interlacing the story. There are 

too many of these dramatic summaries of action and situation to re

count fully, but several must be noted for their brilliance of char

acterization and incident.; Drama itself, interestingly, is not criti

cised in Clarissa, and the heroine even hopes that Lovelace's atten- . 

dance at Otway's Venice Preserved will be morally rejuvenating (II, 

272). Yet the techniques of drama are secondary, providing points of 

summary or heightened intensity for what has occurred previously. 

Often, the techniques of dialogue provide an escape from the dull 

narrative that seems inescapable in the romance and its imitators. 

Richardson even introduces dialogue in his letter manual but it is 

in Clarissa that the method is used with a fully realized sense of 

scene and character, used with a full awareness of the possibilities 

of exposition. 

167. Joseph Spence's notes to Clarissa, Augustan Reprint 
Society, No. 103, p. 12. "Secondly, Those Characters sink deeper 
into the Mind of the Reader, and stamp there a perfect Idea of the 
very Turn of Thought* by which the Originals were actuated, and 
diversified from each other. This must greatly add to the Pleasure 
of reading, when a Gentleman or Lady can readily say, upon hearing a 
single Paragraph, 'This is the accomplished Clarissa; This the 
spirited and friendly Miss Howe; This the supercilious Pedant Brand; 
This the humane and reclaiming Bel ford; This the daring, learnicHi 
witty, and thence dangerous Libertine Lovelace:' And so of the 
rest." 

168. Fiamiliar Letters» p. 223, a recounted argument of a 
"Love-quarrel i"" 
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Richardson is master of any dramatic situation he creates in 

the novel, and there is. a perception of .family acrimony that is un

equalled. This scene, which is introduced first.by narrative, then 

paraphrase of the dialogue, treats the exchanges between Clarissa and 

Arabella Harlowe. The exchange gives the reasons for the family en

mity, the refusal of .Solmes by Clarissa, the feminine jealousy of 

Arabella, and concludes with this exchange on family favor and self- , 

interest:, 

Did you not bewitch my grandfather? Could anything be pleas
ing to him that -you did not say or do? How did he use to hang, 
till he slabbered again, poor doting old man! on your silver 
tongue! Yet what did you say, that we could not have said? 
What,did you do that W£ did not endeavour to do? And what was 
all this for? Why, truly, his last will showed what effect 
your smooth obligingness had;upon him! To leave the -acquired 
part of his estate from the next heirs, his own sons, to a 
grandchild; to his youngest qrandchi1d! a daughter too!, To 
leave the family pictures from his sons to you, because you 
could tiddle about them, and, though you now neglect their 
examples,' could wipe and clean them with your dainty hands! 
The family plate, too, in such quantities, of two or three 
generations standing, must not be changed, because his pre-
cious child, humoring his old fal-lal taste, admired it, to 
make it all her own. 

I know not, Bella, that I ever asked anything unfit to be 
granted. I seldom asked favours for myself, but for others. 

I was a reflecting creature for this. 
All you speak of Bella, was a long time ago. I cannot go 

so far back into our childish follies. Little did I think of 
how long standing this your, late-shown antipathy is., 

I was reflecter again! , Such a saucy meekness; such a best ; 
manner; and such venom in words! 0 Clary! Clary! , Thou wert 
always a two-faced girl! 

Nobody though I had two faces when I gave up, all into my 
father's managementi ... 

Yes, cunning Creature! And that was another of your 
fetches! (I, 216-17) 

And the manner and attitudes of a self-serving parent are fully caught 

in; the exchange between Clarissa and her mother; 
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I then offered to live single; never to marry at all; or 
never but with their full approbation. 

If you mean to show your duty and your obedience, Clary, 
you must show it in our way; not in your own. 

Yes, Clary, I cannot but say that you have hitherto be
haved extremely well: but you have had no trials till now: 
and I hope, that now you are called to one you will not fail 
in it. (I, 78-9) 

There are many such scenes in the novel: the old nurse 

Norton's summary of the family's plotting (I, 193), numerous angry 

dialogues between the family about Clarissa's conduct (I, 106, 386), 

exchanges with uncles and aunts, particularly Lovelace's exchanges 

with his family (II, 408 ff.), and the recounted scenes of dialogue 

combined with silent observations of the writer (II, 253). But the 

most striking feature the rhetoric of Clarissa is that related to the 

moment, the plausibility of the written record that is immediately 

performed shortly after the incident, the record that must, in Rich

ardson's words from the Postscript, "be very circumstantial and 

minute, in order to preserve and maintain that air of probability, 

which is necessary to be maintained in a story designed to represent 

in real life . . (IV, 564). This sense of the "minute" is seen in 

the numerous incidents calling attention to the precarious nature of 

the letter itself: Lovelace's yawning in the last paragraphs of sev

eral of his letters (II, 455; IV, 113), Anna Howe's interruptions in 

the forbidden correspondence when her mother comes into the room (II, 

1), and Clarissa's references to the numerous difficulties of the 

time, of which this, telling of her abduction, is common: "You will 

not wonder to see this narrative so dismally scrawled. It is owing 
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to different pens and ink, all bad, and written by snatches of time; 

my hand trembling too with fatigue and grief." (I, 487) 

At their best* these seemingly casual references set the tone 

and perspective of action with greater conclusiveness than any other 

eighteenth century novelist achieved, with the possible exception of 

Defoe. But the combination and immediacy of confession and meditation 

that are found in several of Clarissa's accounts achieve a yet more 

convincing and complete use of the "moment" Richardson has described. 

Clarissa's rape, for instance, is not explicit in the usual sense; 

scores have turned back to find the rape scene. Yetthey do so only 

after they have been graphically shown the emotional and physical 

after-effect so that they wonder at their earlier carelessness in 

passing over such sensual drama. Clarissa's most direct account re

creates the scene with a tactile definition of place, person, and 

event, even though she pleads delicacy and propriety in not giving a 

full account: 

I was so senseless, that I dare not aver that the horrid 
creatures of the house were personally aiding and abetting; 
but some visionary remembrances I have of female figures, 
flitting, as I may say, before my sight; the wretched woman's 
particularly (Mrs. Sinclair). But as these confused Ideas 
might be owing to the terror I had conceived of the worse 
than masculine violence she had been permitted to assume to 
me, for expressing my abhorrence of her house; and as what 
I suffered from his barbarity want not that aggravation; I 
will say no more on a subject so shocking as this must ever 
be to my remembrance. (Ill, 372) 

But Lovelace has before made it clear that the rape has occurred in 

his description, the revelation of the contest of will and power, and 

very importantly, there is the disordered, immediate record that 
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Clarissa provides., Three of the "papers" she writes after the inci

dent are to friend and family; the other six Intensely recount guilt 

in much the same way we have observed in Heywood, Thoresby, and others. 

"How are thou now humbled in the dust, thou proud Clarissa Harlowe!" 

one begins (III, 206). Clarissa can only admit in her direct narra

tion of the event some pages later that "my further apprehensions of 

my insecurity, and my desolate circumstances, had so disordered me, 

that I remember I rambled strangely in that letter. In short, I 

thought it, on reperusal* a half distracted one;. . ." (Ill, 373). 

It may be concluded, then, that Richardson in Clarissa has ; 

achieved the realistic, historical account of moral travail, both in 

the techniques which he borrows from other genres, such as the theater 

and autobiography, both of which justify the intensity of direct re

lation of the event, and the second, which insists on the view of life 

as a moral combat. These tendencies justify the use of the "moment," 

the instant of human experience which is changed into eternal signif

icance for the individual soul, and is therefore worth preserving. 

Indeed, Richardson's assumptions and development of the technique of 

carefully preserving the scenes of travail and struggle are consonant 

with the cultural assumptions and movements of the period, the moral 

and empirical tendencies in the century which led to the definition 

and appreciation of the "moment." The remaining questions concern 

Richardson's success in developing "another kind of Work," whether he 

is successful according to his own standards in Clarissa in the com

pletion of a tragic work, and in what manner and degree he comprot-

mises the tenets of Christian tragedy. 



CHAPTER III: SENSIBILITY CONFINED: THE COMPROMISE 

OF SENTIMENT AND TRAGEDY IN CLARISSA 

The most serious critical question concerning Richardson's 

achievement in Clarissa is the degree of his success in writing a 

tragic novel. In the Postscript and in the novel itself Richardson 

writes and quotes extensively to illustrate the validity of his tragic 

pretension, to explain the necessity of the death and suffering of 

the heroine, Tragedy, he maintains, is present in this work: dis

tress is essential if he is to succeed in his intention. He calls up 

the "Athenians" as well as Horace to prove this point, but quotes 

Rapin's commentary on Aristotle's Poetics for the main support: 

For there is an injustice in being moved at the afflictions 
of those who. deserve to be miserable. We may see, without 
pity, Clytemnestra slain by her son Orestes in Aeschylus, 
because she had murdered Agamamnon her husband; yet he can
not see Hippolytus die by the plot of his stepmother Phaedra, 
in Euripides, without compassion, because he died not, but 
for being chaste and virtuous. (IV, 556) 

When in the novel the moralistic sub-hero Belford complains of.the 

unjust suffering of Clari,ssa» denying that that heroine is related in 

character to Rowe's Calista in The Fair Penitent ("Calista is a desir

ing luscious wench, and her penitence 1s nothing else but rage, in

solence, and scorn"). Richardson corrects his own fictional creation 

in a footnote. AIT tragic characters must suffer: 

Mr. Belford's objection, that virtue ought not to suffer in 
a tragedy, 1s not well considered; Monimia in the Orphan, 
Belvidera 1n Venice Preserved, Athenais in the Theodoslus, 
Cordelia in Shakespeare'3 King Lear, Desdemona in OthelTF, 

122 
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Hamlet (to name no more), are Instances that a tragedy could 
hardly be justly called a tragedy, if virtue did not tempor
arily suffer, and vice for a while triumph. But he recovers 
himself in the same paragraph, and leads us to look up to the 
FUTURE for the reward of virtue, and for the punishment of 
guilt. . . . (IV, 118) 

Twentieth century critics, without becoming Involved in what 

1s now seen as the compromise of artistic Integrity, poetic justice, 

point to the tragic effects of the novel * and give the reader some 

expectation that Richardson may be describing what he has in fact 

achieved and not merely what he had hoped to achieve 1n Clarissa. 

Most recently, Martin Price has defined what he considers to be the 

balance of the tragic and the moving, the equal antithesis of Clar

issa's freedom and Lovelace's desire, and the moralistic equilibrium 

of catastrophe and triumph.* John Butt defines the tragedy in Clar

issa with more conventional terms. The rape "is the climax of the 

tragedy, and evokes . . . terror and pity in a high degree. ..." 

Clarissa has committed a tragic error, "But the error is generous-

she wishes to prevent a quarrel between unruly spirits--and, as in 

other tragedies, it is quite out of proportion to her punishment," 

She is, 1n Butt's opinion, heroic in the A. C. Bradley sense: "'the 

heroic being, though in one sense and outwardly he has failed, is yet 

in another sense superior to the world in which he appears.' Clarissa's 

defeat is more apparent than real; her integrity is inviolate. . . 

1. To the Palace of Wisdom (Garden City, 1965), pp. 283-84. 

2, Introduction to Clarissa, I, viii-ix. 
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Yet, the aspersive criticism of the novel's sentimentality 

persists and is in part valid. No one could argue convincingly that 

Richardson, although he detests and in large part escapes the assump

tions of the romance, completely avoids the sentimental in Clarissa. 

There is evidence that he used the techniques of sentimentality in the 

creation of the novel's weakest character, Belford, who.reflects the 

degree of sanctifying grace by becoming progressively sentimental as 

the novel develops. In the last third of the novel, after his com

plete reform, he dwells on the pathetic scene, the emotional protest

ation of reform and moralistic accusation. To my knowledge, no one 

has yet considered Bel ford's characterization, in which sentimentality 

itself is used to indicate "change of heart." But while his reform 

through emotional excess has been Ignored, Ernest Bernbaum and Joseph 

Wood Krutch did not hesitate to declare the weaknesses of the novel. 

As has been shown, the central episode of the novel, the traduction 

and rape of the chaste heroine had many dramatic prototypes,^ and 

many would agree with Bernbaum that the novel is essentially in the 

sentimental tradition, an Inartistic, plebian expedient for the ex

hausted measure and purpose of mid-eighteenth century drama. Bernbaum 

commits; Richardson to the more pernicious extremes of sentimentality. 

Pamela and Clarissa "were built after the smaller models of the senti

mental tale and the sentimental drama," and Richardson derived his 

3. John A. Dussinger, "Richardson's Tragic Muse," PQ., XLVI 
(1967), 24, "an examination of heroines in Williamite and Anne 
tragedy will reveal this same combination of purity and prurience. 
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craft from the "dramatists of sensibility": "In the choice of his 

subjects, the nature of his moral appeal, the method of conducting his 

plots, and the conception of his characters . . Richardson is lim

ited to the sentimental. In short, Richardson was the "founder" of 

the sentimental novel.^ 

Joseph Wood Krutch's damnation of Richardson the man is equal

led in intensity by his denunciation of Clarissa. Richardson's novel 

reveals little but the vulgarity of its creator. His art, if it may 

be called so, arose from "an amazing insight into all the corners of 

a small but ardent mind,"^ which, in spite of or because of its lim

its, had discovered the formula for success in the mid-eighteenth 

century: 

he had, though forever incapable of understanding the spirit 
of true tragedy, come to realize that the sentimental effect 
of Virtue Rewarded is less striking than of Virtue carried 
from one edifying distress to another. The moral would be 
purer and the emotion would be greater if Clarissa were com
pelled to die; and hence die she did, perishing of what one 
of the characters calls in a rather unfortunate phrase "an 
incurable fracture of the heart," and leaving behind her a 
testament which supplies the final evidence of her purity, 
her sweetness, and the Christian humility of her heart.6 

The effect of Clarissa on later literature has been destructive and 

pejorative: 

4. The Drama of Sensibility (Cambridqe, Mass., 1925), pp. 
164-65. 

5. Five Masters, p. 158. 

6. Ibid., p. 153. 
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Hence, "Clarissa" became, above all else, the model for 
sentimental fiction, by which term we mean here to denomin
ate that vulgar sort of demi-tragedy produced when goodness 
is substituted for greatness as the necessary qualification 
of the hero and whenf as a result, the catastrophe reveals 
him, not going'down in rebellious defeat, but tamely acquies
cent to tne forces which destroy him. 

All the supremely great artists have instinctively avoid
ed this pattern and distrusted the sort of satisfaction which 
it gives to an audience, but the essentially vulgar soul of_ 
Richardson felt its way slowly though unerringly toward it.7 

The essential questions are, then, the degrees of sentiment 1n Clar

issa and the measure of tragic achievement Richardson hopefully sets 

as his goal. 

Putting aside the questions of Clarissa's "tame acquiescence," 

and the problem of "founders" of literary movements,8 one can assert 

that the question of the sentimentality of both Pamela and Clarissa 

is confusing because of the ambiguity of the term. The epithet senti

mental is probably the most common term used in criticism today, in

voked by the vulgar and initiate alike.*' For Bernbaum, sentimentality 

is a distortion of reality in which good and evil are easily, if not 

instantaneously, recognizable. In such a scheme, the moral life is a 

7. Ibid., p. 158. 

8. F, W. Bateson, English Poetry and the English Language 
(New York, 1961), pp. 1 ff., adequately refutes this jejune over
simplification. 

9. Brian W1lk1e, "What is Sentimentality?" College English, 
XXVIII (May, 1967), 564. "One of the terms most often used when a 
literary critic wants to brand a work as bad 1s 'sentimental.' (I am 
referring both to public criticism and to classroom teaching.) The 
word is accepted by almost everyone as a pejorative one . . . there 
is virtually no appeal from the verdict that a work is sentimental. ii 
• • • 
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univocal interpretation of the self-evident: good and evil may be 

recognized immediately, and within the understanding of poetic justice, 

evil is punished and.good rewarded. Within such a scheme, no subtlety 

is possible: good and evil are irrefutable in their absolute separ

ation, just as the reward is final and uncompromising J0 If one is 

brought to a perception of the good, either as audience or character, 

it is through incessant distress unjustly deserved: such a trial is 

inevitably rewarded,^ The assumption therefore arises, as Krutch 

says, that goodness.becomes its own excuse for being, that goodness 

will exonerate the hero from catastrophe and excuse him from his fate. 

Given such an understanding, one may see that it is but a short step 

to natural goodness, untarnished by experience, which Astraea des-

scribes in Aphra Behn's Oroonoko: "These people represented to me an 

absolute Idea of the first State of Innocence, before man knew how 

to sin. . . 

What emerges in these discussions of sentimental ism must be 

further defined. Succinctly, for any of the reasons given thus far, 

10. Drama of Sensibility, p. 163. 

11. Ibid., p. 10. See also Oscar James Campbell, "Sentiment
al Morality in Wordsworth's Narrative Poetry," University of Wisconsin 
Studies in language and Literature, XI (1920), 247 "The essential 
tenet of this [sentimental] philosqphy was that man could be stimulated 
to morality through awakening his compassion for undeserved suffering. 

ii 
• • • 

12. Quoted by Hoxie Fairchild, The Noble Savage (New York, 
1928), p. 28. 



13 sentimental ism is a "response in excess of the occasion." It is 

violation, in several varying degrees, of probability: first for such 

an excessive response, second * because of the oversimplification of 

human action and thought, of good and evil, an epistomological distor

tion of the variety and totality of experience. In the sentimental 

view of this kind, man's relation to the experience he suffers is 

never ambiguous; his apprehension of good and evil is instantaneous, 

total, and complete. With such an understanding of human and social 

event, there is little capacity for discovery (in the Aristotelean 

sense), and irony exists only in its crudest form, dramatic asides 

or in full declarations of evil intent which the innocent never per

ceive until saved by their inherent superiority. In addition to 

these forms of oversimplification and the lack of plausibility, 

another form of sentimentality should be defined as an embellishment, 

a mannerism, perhaps nothing more than a tone of unavailing melancholy 

which assumes that the attitudes of grief and loss will in and of 

themselves be affective. Within this type of sentimentality, the 

subject and its mannerisms are in themselves enough to arouse com

passion and moral enlightenment: mother, death, evi1, child, inno

cence are the terms of its emotive vocabulary. Finally, there is the 

sentimentality of moral rejuvenation, in which the character is 

assaulted several times with painful experiences which dictate his 

13. Wilkie» pp. 573 ff. This is the common element in the 
ten definitions from literary dictionaries Wilkie cites. 



gradual enlightenment. If he rejects these clear "lessons," the char

acter deteriorates and becomes confirmed in his evil. 

Richardson's antecedents and contemporaries knew these forms 

of sentiment well. Sarah Fielding's David Simple, Henry Mackenzie's 

The Man of Feeling, and Henry Brooke's The Fool of Quality, as well as 

the Lady in Milton's Comus assume that innocence is its own adequate 

defense. These characters, like David Cppperfield in the nineteenth 

century, are immune to evil and triumph over it with little struggle 

of soul. Of course, they may all be instantly recognized as "good" 

characters, much like Pamela and Clarissa, Moreover, tears are the 

chrism of the heart's reform or its emotion, as Mackenzie's hero ex

plains: "There is an enthusiasm in sorrow that forgets impossibility; 

I wondered that it was so. The sight drew a prayer from my heart: 

it was the voice of frailty and of man! the confusion of my mind 

began to subside into thought; I had time to weep!One of the 

ladies in Brooke's work, takes the "Fool," Harry Clinton, and "sheds 

a plenteous shower of tears over him."''® Finally, there is in these 

novels the mannerism of death, tomb and the virgin, mixed with gross

ly obvious metaphor. Mr. Mole is the villain in The Fool of Quality, 

and the little parable of the three trout is Indebted to Isaac Watt's 

poetry for its subtlety (the trout in media res is the success). The 

Man of Feeling concludes with a visit to the graveyard: 

14. Introduction by Kenneth C. Slagle (New York, 1958), 
pp. 92-93. 

15. (London,, n^d.), p. 156. 
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He was buried in the place he had desired. It was shaded 
by an old tree, the only one in the church-yard, in which was 
a cavity worn by time. I have sat with him in it, and counted 
the tombs. The last time we passed there, methought he looked 
wistfully on the tree: there was a branch of it that bent to
wards us waving in the wind; he waved his hand as if he mimick
ed its motion. There was something predictive in his look! 

I sometimes visit his grave; I sit in the hollow of the 
tree. It is worth a thousand homilies; every noble feeling 
rises within me! every beat of my heart awakens a virtue!--
but it will make you hate the world—No: there is such an 
air of gentleness around, that I can hate nothing; but, as to 
the world--I pity the men of it.16 

All of these elements, quite bluntly, are present in Richard

son's fiction in different degrees. Above all else, the reader no

tices, Richardson took the advice of one of his correspondents: "Let 

Belton [one of the villains] feel all that wickedness can feel. 

.  .  . A n d  t h e r e  i s  a  c o m p r o m i s i n g  r e s t i v e n e s s  w h e n  o n e  n o t i c e s  
18 

that Richardson calls Sarah Fielding "the daughter of my mind." 

Neither Pamela nor Clarissa, however, exhibit the worst qualities of 

sentimental ism. Even in Pamela, a work which oversimplifies good and 

evil and the nature of moral reward, Mr. B's "change of heart" is a 

gradual affair, unlike the precipitate changes of heart in the senti

mental comedy and tragedy of the time J9 Even in Pamela, nothing can 

equal the reformation of Loveless in Cibber's Love's Last Shift: 

16. Mackenzie, pp. 93-94. 

17. Correspondence, II, 334. 

18. Ibid., II,, 101. 

19. Arthur Sherbo, English Sentimental Drama (East Lansing, 
1957), p. 9, "there is not one.kind of sentimental ism in comedy and 
another kind peculiar to tragedy." 
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that act five redemption, when Loveless discovers that his mistress is 

really his wife (he sees his own name tatooed on Amanda's arm), could 

only merit the sequel of The Relapse. In fact, Pamela herself can 

pass for no innocent* She is fully aware of B's designs* and, in the 

third letter reacts to specific warning, not from the inherent assur

ance of innocence itself: "I must say, your letter has filled me with 

trouble:. 1t has made my heart, which was overflowing with gratitude 

for my master's goodness, suspicious and fearful . . (1,4). Nor 

does Pamela, at .least 1n the major part of the first volume, feel that 

her morality elevates her above her companions: "Pray, Mrs. Jewkes, 

. . . don't Madam me so: I am but a silly poor girl, set up by the 

gambol of Fortune, for a May-game; and now am to be something, and 

now nothing, just as Fortune thinks fit to sport with me. Let you 

and me talk upon a footing together: for I am a servant inferior to 

you, and so much the more, as I am turned out of place" (I, 93). And 

Pamela's sense of pointed reply makes her more akin to, Moliere's 

Alceste in The Misanthrope than any of the English sentimental hero-^. 

ines. Neither Pamela's description of "Mrs. Jewkes . . . in her 

cups . . ." (I, 147) nor the direct awareness of situation and social 

r e a l i t y  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  s e n t i m e n t a l  i s m . 2 0  E v e n  t h e  d r a m a t i c s  o f .  

sentimentality,^ the lifted eyes, clasped hands, and kneeling on the 

20. However, Pamela plays the role of innocent victim to the 
fullest, evident in the too obvious comparisons of.victim and pursuer, 
"wolf and vulture" (I, 161), and the sexual metaphor of the "bull and 
the cook'' (I i 123). 

21. Sherburn, loc. cit. 
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floor are often used to remind the reader of the artificialities of 

scene: 

I was reatty to faint; and he said, "She is mistress of 
arts, I'll assure you: and will mimic a fit, ten to one, in 
a minute." 

I was struck to the heart at this, but could not speak 
presently; only lifted my eyes up to Heaven—And at last 
said, "God forgive you, Sir!11—He seemed in a great passion, 
and walked up and down the room, casting sometimes an eye 
upon me.--And at last he said, "When she has acted this her 
first part over, perhaps I will see her again, and she shall 
soon know~nfhat she has to trust to." (I, 160) 

The problem of the sentimentality in Clarissa is much more 

complex, especially as Richardson wrote the work with the intention 

of tragic effect. In the mannerism of sentimentality, the dwelling on 

death and innocence, the "lesson of the tomb," several scenes in Clar

issa are as "touching" as anything written. Belford, Lovelace's for

mer ally and, correspondent, is reformed when he sees the results of 

evil, and Richardson intensifies the mannerisms and embellishments as 

Belford saves himself and attempts to save Lovelace. Letters CV and 

CVIII (volume III), the first Belford writes after Clarissa is arrest

ed for debt through one of Lovelace's agents (but without Lovelace's 

knowledge), contain several sentimental elements in full: the eleva

tion of the good to the "angelic," the blackening of Lovelace's "sat-

anic" evil, the threats of punishment to the evildoer, and elements of 

morbid attitudinizing. As well, Belford provides overt moral comment 

in italics: "Little knows the public what villainies are committed 

in these abominable houses, upon innocent creatures drawn into their 

snares" (III, 426), or reminds Lovelace of the perfection of the 
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victim:- "Only* Lovelaceyremembery all this was-to a Clarissa S ! ! 

(VII, 428)^ Belford's description of scene looks for antipodal, abso

lute values, as the following shows: 

Near that, on the same shelf, was an old looking-glass, 
cracked through the middle, breaking out into a thousand 
points; the crack given it, perhaps, in a rage, by some poor 
creature to whom it gave the representation of his heart's 
woes in his face. 

To finish the shocking description, in a dark nook stood 
an old broken-bottomed cane couch, without a squab, or over-
lid, sunk at one corner, and unmortised by the failing of one 
of its wormeaten legs, which lay in two pieces under the 
wretched piece of furniture it could no longer support. 

And this, thou horrid Lovelace, was the bedchamber of the 
divine Clarissa! ! ! (Ill, 445) 

Conforming to the sentimental pattern of instant moral reju

venation, the persons who see Clarissa in these straits are immediate

ly moved: "I withdrew with this Rowland; (the legal agent in the 

arrest) who.wept like a child, and said he never in his life was so 

moved. Yet so hardened a wretch art thou, that I question whether 

thou wilt shed a tear at.my relation." (Ill, 449) And the last scene 

of Belford's visit with Lovelace combines tears, the duties of a per

fect exemplar, and death house piety: 

"Give him, good God! (says Clarissa) repentance and amend
ment; that I may be the last poor creature v#ho shall be ruined 
by him! And, in Thine own good time, receive to Th^ mercy the 
poor wretch who had none on me!" 

By my soul, I could not speak. She had not her Bible be
fore her for nothing. 

22. Bel ford particularly relishes the Christ on the cross ele*-
ments in his "The Divine Clarissa, Love!ace--reduced to rejoice for a 
cup of'cold water!' By whom reduced!" (Ill, 430) 
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I was forced to turn my head away, and to take out my 
handkerchief. 

What an angel is this! Even the gaoler, and his wife, 
and maid, wept. 

Again I wish thou hadst been there, that thou mightest 
have sunk down at her feet, and begun that moment to reap 
the effect of her generous wishes for thee; undeserving, as 
thou art, of anything but perdition! (Ill, 453-54) 

Bel ford's penchant for the death-house manner is best seen in 

his imagined burial of Clarissa. He has received a letter from the 

Harlowe of good will, who simply commented, "And here I left the re

mains of my beloved cousin; having bespoken my own place by the side 

of her coffin" (IV, 410), and responds: 

You crowd me, sir, methinks, into the silent slow pro
cession—now with the sacred bier do I enter the awful porch: 
now measure I with solemn paces, the venerable aisle: now, 
ambitious of a relationship to her, placed in a near pew to 
the eye-attracting coffin, do I listen to the moving eulogy: 
now, through the buzz of gaping, eye-swollen crowds, do I 
descend into the clammy vault, as a true executor, to see 
that part of her will performed with my own eyes. There, 
with a soul filled with musing, do I number the surrounding 
monuments of morality, and contemplate the present still
ness of so many once busy vanities, crowded all into one 
poor vaulty nook, as if the living grudged room for the 
corpses of those for which, when animated, the earth, the 
air, and the waters, could hardly find room. (IV, 411)23 

23. How unoriginal this "meditation" is can best be seen from 
Robert Blair's The Grave, which has most of the cliches of the genre: 

--The Grave, dread thing! 
Men shiver when thou'rt named. ... 

--The Sickly taper, 
By glimm'ring thro' thy low'brow'd misty vaults, 
(Furr'd round with mouldy dampsj and ropy slime,) 
Lets fall a supernumerary horror. 
And only serves to make the night more irksome. 
(9-10; 16-20) 

In A Collection of English Poems, 1660-1800, ed. R. S. Crane (New York, 
1932), p. 659. 
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Without much doubt, Bel.ford's letters, because of their senti

mentality, are the most emotionally counterfeit of Richardson's entire 

canon. They simplify good and evil, counter plausibility, and deal 

fulsomely with the mannerism of death and evil. Of course there is 

an explanation, though it is of little consolation and appears to give 

Krutqh and other adverse critics the final say. Misadvisedly, Rich

ardson uses the language of the converted soul, in creating this char-
O A  

acter, thereby making him the least credible of his characters. 

Richardson does use the techniques of regeneration simply to give the 

character individuation: 

Those Characters sink deeper into the Mind of the Reader, 
and stamp there a perfect Idea of the very Turn, of Thought, 
by which the Originals were actuated, and diversified from 
each other. This must greatly add to the Pleasure of read
ing, when a Gentleman or Lady can readily say, upon hearing 
a single Paragraph, "This is the accomplished Clarissa; This 
the spirited and friendly Miss Howe; This the supercilious 
Pedant Brand; This the humane and reclaiming Bel ford; This 
the daring* learned, witty, and thence dangerous Libertine 
Lovelace:" And so of the rest.25 

Yeti Richardson here gives what must be the essential defense of 

Clarissa in its entirety: essentially, the entire work is not sen

timental because it denies the most prominent tenet of the tech

nique's use, the oversimplification of good, evil, and, in this 

novel, motivation and causality. No other character in the novel * 

except for Clarissa: herself in the final scenes, approaches Belford's 

24. Typical but more restrained is Moll Flanders' conversion. 
See Starr, pp. 157-160. 

25.' Correspondence, II, 12. 
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sentimentality. No other could, as Richardson explains, for Belford 

then would cease to be individualized. Moreover, the sentimental 

passages in the novel are countered by Lovelace's own irreverence,^® 

and Colonel Morden's description of the death scene is an honest, un

affected narrative (IV, 390 ff.), though Richardson cannot resist one 

27 grotesque. Finally, Richardson achieves a measure of scepticism be

cause of the number of his correspondents, creating in this fictional 

work what Addison writes of as a paradox of the mind: "The Object is 

too big for our capacity, when we would comprehend the Circumference 

28 of a World, . . . and the several writers in Clarissa consistently 

26. Even though affected by Bel ford's narrative, Lovelace 
complains: "'A wicked, wicked man!' . . . Admirably entitled, all 
this shows her, to thy refinement upon the words resentment and re
venge. But thou wert always aiming and blundering at something thou 
never couldst make out." Lovelace cannot understand, he claims, the 
innocence of one who can utter such charges: "The praise thou givest 
to her ingenuousness, is another of thy peculiars. I think not as 
thou dost, of her tell-tale recapitulations and exclamations: what 
end can they answer? Only that thou has an holy love for her (the 
devil fetch thee for thy oddity!), or it is extremely provoking to 
suppose one sees such a charming creature stand upright before a 
libertine, and talk of the sin against her, that cannot be forgiven!" 
(111,471) 

27. "When the unhappy mourners were all retired, I directed 
the lid of the coffin to be unscrewed, and caused some fresh aro-
matics and flowers to be put into it. 

"The corpse was very little altered, notwithstanding the 
journey. The sweet smile remained." (IV, 398) 

The usual style of Morden's narrative is this: "The 
corpse was thus borne, with the most solemn respect, into the hall. 
. . . The plates, and emblems, and inscription, set every one gazing 
upon it and admiring it. The more, when they were told that all was 
of her own ordering." (396) 

28. The Spectator (No. 420), III, 576-77. 
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remind the reader of the complexity of motive and action, the complex 

"world" of human weakness and action, the representation of the insta

bility inherent in man.29 

These same elements in the book, all, incidentally, techniques 

which contribute to the length and complexity of the novel, also com

promise the numerous incidents of poetic justice. Nevertheless, 

poetic justice does compromise the work more seriously than Belford's 

sentimentality, for it is predicated on specious convenience of re

ward. At the conclusion of the novel, all the "evil" characters have 

been punished, and Clarissa has gone to her future reward. Cousin 

Morden disposes of Lovelace in a duel. Mrs. Sinclair's death provides 

moral counterpoint to Clarissa's Christian departure; Belford ("I 

undertook to be the denouncer of her doom" [IV, 386].) chronicles the 

old Bawd's screams, paroxysms, threats, and the degrees of mortifi

cation of her broken leg, pausing in his narrative to enunciate the 

lessons of cleanliness and Godliness; the whores of this death scene 

have not been embellished with lace and gems like the ones who have 

deceived Clarissa: 

I believe thou never sawest any of them, much less a 
group of them, thus unprepared for being seen. I, for rny 
part, never did before; nor had I now, but upon this occa
sion, been thus favoured. If thou hadst, I believe thou 

29. Sheldon Sacks, Fiction and the Shape of Belief (Berkeley 
and Los Angeles, 1964), p. 15, defines "represented action": "In 
any work which belongs to this class, characters about whose fates 
we are made to care are introduced in unstable relationships which 
are then further complicated until the complications are finally 
resolved by the complete removal of the represented instability." 
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wouldst hate a profligate woman, as one of Swift's Yahoos, 
or Virgil's obscene harpies, squirting their ordure upon the 
Trojan trenchers•, since the persons of such in their retire
ments are as filthy as their minds—hate them as much as I 
do; and as much as I admire, and next to adore, a truly virtu
ous and elegant woman: for to me it is evident, that as a 
neat and clean woman must be an angel of a creature, so a 
sluttish one is the impurest animal in nature. (IV, 381) 

In Belford's "Conclusion" to Clarissa, the pattern of reward 

for the clean and the unclean, the good and the evil conforms to 

poetic justice. As Belford notes at the death of Sinclair and the 

"Maidstone jail" demise of Tomlinson, the mistress of one of Love

lace's allies, "something strangely retributive seems to be work

ing" (IV, 440). Tomlinson, the agent of Lovelace who pretends to 

represent the Harlowe's approval of the match with Lovelace, has al

ready died in prison (IV, 450), and the rest are all accounted for. 

Sal and Pol, two bawds in one of the "respectable" houses Lovelace 

provides for Clarissa, graduate to become madams, "In which service, 

soon after, Sally died of a fever and surfeit got by a debauch: and 

the other, about a month after, by a violent cold, occasioned through 

carelessness in a salivation" (IV, 547).30 The rakes Mowbray,and 

TourviVle reform after Lovelace's death, "the man in whose conversa

tion they so much delighted; shocked and awakened by the several 

30. Brought on, apparently, by an overdose of mercury, a 
favored eighteenth century remedy for venereal disease: salivation, 
"the production of an excessive flow of salive by administering 
mercury 1598." The Oxford Universal Dictionary, rev. and ed. C. T. 
Onions (Oxford, 1955),. p. 1782. 
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unhappy catastrophes before their eyes . . (IV, 536).^ The unjust 

Harlowes linger and fail, amid "recrimination" and "anguish" (IV, 532). 

Arabella unhappily marries a lord of "free life," apparently ignoring 

the lessons of her sister's fate, and Clarissa's brother becomes em

barrassed in costly and self-defeating law suits because of a "match 

. . . of his own head, against the advice of his father, mother, and 

uncles, who warned him of marrying in this lady a lawsuit for life" 

(535). Poetic justice works revenge on Lovelace's uncle, Lord M., who 

suffers from a dissolute youth; even before these last scenes of ret

ribution, Belford warns Lovelace of the diseases from a dissolute life 

--which caused Belford's own father to suffer from "the stone"! "I 

often wish thee present but for one half-hour in a day, to see the 

dregs of a gay life running off in the most excruciating tortures that 

the colic, the stone, and surgeon's knife, can unitedly inflict; and 

to hear him bewail the dissoluteness of his past life, in the bitter

est anguish of a spirit every hour expecting to be called to its last 

account." (II, 489-90) 

The essential danger to Clarissa from such instances of poetic 

justice is that they will alter the structure of the novel. Richard

son i working with such an aesthetic compromise as tragedy, sentiment 

tality, and poetic justice is in some danger of qualifying for Miss 

Prism's definition ("The good ended happily, and the bad unhappily. 

31. The religious and sentimental pattern for the reformed 
soul. See note 24. 
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3? That is what Fiction means." Several writers have suggested that 

Clarissa's death in itself is so moving and tragic that it transcends 

the more vulgar appeals of Belford's narrative.33 A consideration of 

Richardson's actual changes 1n the structure of the novel may also be 

pertinent. Simply, Richardson made no essential changes in the struc

ture which would make the novel conform to poetic justice or the doc

trines of sentimentality. Yet, according to the common patterns of 

the time, Richardson did have the following alternatives. First, he 

could have reformed Lovelace (in the conventional religious pattern) 

and celebrated the marriage of "the angel" and the moralized rake. 

This Richardson had already done 1n Pamela and refuses to do, as we 

shall see, in his second novel.3^ Secondly, he could have used the 

32, Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest, 1n Laurel 
British Drama: The Nineteenth Century, ed. Robert W. Corrlqan (New 
York, 1967), p. 426. 1 

33. Frank W. Bradbrook, "Samuel Richardson," From Dryden to 
Johnson, ed. Boris Ford (Middlesex, England, 1965), pp. 305-06. "Tor 
the reader who has followed the story closely, Clarissa's death comes 
as a positive relief. The Idea of some sort of retribution 1s merely 
dramatically suggested in the contrast of the death-scenes of Clarissa 
and Mrs. Sinclair. It is here, 1n its dramatic presentation of what 
Christlah fortitude and resignation can achieve . . , that this . . . 
novel transcends itself. 

After this, the inevitable duel and the death of Lovelace . . . [1s] 
a matter of comparatively minor Importance, though 1t does result 1n 
the story ending on a note of just retribution." See also Utter and 
Needham, pp. 267 ff. 

34. This is of course the pattern 1n the sentimental comedy 
and the short tales such as that of Honorla, whose father warns: 
"tho' Beauty may have many Admirers, few of them may be Men of real 
Honour: Carefully shun what the world calls Innocent Gallantry. 
. . ." The Gentleman's Magazine, X (May, 1740), 248. 
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pattern of Defoe's Religious Courtship and numerous other work£, and 

provided moral ... and immoral suitors.35 Neither of these patterns, 

nor the plea that Clarissa should be "spared," does Richardson accept. 

To his credit, Richardson allows Clarissa to die on schedule. 

He responds to the letters from the "gentler Sex" in the Postscript: 

Most of those directed to him [R.] by the gentler sex, turned 
in favour of what they called a fortunate ending. Some of 
the fair writers, enamoured, as they declared, with the char
acter of the heroine, were warmly solicitous to have her made 
happy: and others, likewise of their mind, insisted that 
poetical justice required that it should be so. And when, 
says one ingenious lady, whose undoubted motive was good
nature and humanity, it must be concluded, that it is in an 
author's power to make his piece end as he pleases, why should 
he not give pleasure rather than pain to the reader whom he 
has interested in favour of his principal characters? (IV, 552) 

The extent to which Richardson contradicted the wishes of 

his contemporaries may best be seen in their suggestions. He re

jected all of them which would have made the novel intolerably senti

mental. Most of the advice would have altered the structure of the 

novel, as Lady Bradshaigh advises: 

35. Though published after Clarissa, Johnson's account of 
Tranquil la is typical. Her suitors Venustulus, Fungoso, Flosculus, 
and Dentatus all fail because of foppery, effeminacy, and other 
masculine inadequacies. Rambler 119, III, 64 ff. See also the 
Spectator's accounts of Frank Smoothly ([No. 92], I, 393), Will 
Honeycomb, Arietta and Leonorra ([Nos. 4, 11, 37], I, 20, 48, 152, 
passim), Sophronia and Camillus ([No. 614], V, 99 ff.), Mr. Shapley 
and "B. D." ([No. 475], IV, 184), as well as the "History of Will 
Snapmore" of the Gentleman's Journal (1693), reprinted in Robert 
Mayo, The Enqlish Novel in the Maqazines, 1740-1815 (Evanston, 1962), 
pp. 181* ff. 
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Therefore, Sir, after you have brought the divine Clarissa 
to the very brink of destruction, let me intreat ... a 
turn, that will make your almost despairing readers half mad 
with joy. I know you cannot help doing it, to give yourself 
satisfaction; for I pretend to know your heart so well, that 
you must think it a crime; never to be forgiven to leave vice 
triumphanti and virtue depressed. 

In giving this advicey Lady Bradshaigh writes that she is "pressed, 

Sir, by a multitude of your admirers, to plead in behalf of your 

amiable Clarissa. . . The problems of composition seem simple 

to this correspondent, who sees Richardson surrounded by the malign: 

"I have heard that some of your advisers, who delight in horror . . . 

insisted upon rapes, ruin, and destruction; others, who feel for the 

virtuous in distress, pleaded for the contrary."^ This point is 

further developed by Mrs. Pilkington, who asserts: "I cannot bear 

the thought of the lady's person being contaminated. If she must 

die , . . let her make a triumphant exit, arrayed in white-robed 

purity."^9 And Colley Cibber wishes the good and the evil to be 

absolutely separated, according to the sentimental formula, alter

ations which would enforce poetic justice and structural change of 

the most extreme sort. In Cibber's opinion, Clarissa must be given 

apotheosis, "sitting on the knees of the blessed Virgin, and crowned 

with glory. . , ." However, even the thought of Clarissa's death 

36. Correspondence, IV, 179. 

37. Ibid,, IV, 177. 

38. Ibid., IV, 178. 

39. Ibid., II, 130. 
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makes Cibber "feel horror* horror distilled"; she must not be allowed 

to die: "If she should , . . he should no longer believe Providence, 

or eternal Wisdom, or Goodness governed the world, if merit, Innocence, 

and beauty were to be so destroyed. . The most serious alter

ations* perhaps because they are the most particular, are defined by 

Lady Bradshaigh, who combines the worst elements in this advice: 

Suppose Clarissa, after having been brought to the verge of 
the grave by the ill treatment she has received; suppose 
she should, by using proper means, assisted by her own di
vine reflections, and a consciousness of her innocence, so 
far compose her mind, that she is in a great measure restor
ed to her former state of health, but still steady in her 
refusal of Lovelace; upon which, he, being overwhelmed with 
grief, remorse, and self condemnation, is thrown into a dan
gerous fever, or any other illness, so as to make his life 
despaired of. At the desire of a dying man, the good Dr. 
Lewen intreats and prevails with the compassionate Clarissa 
to make him a visit, as a charitable act. (What an inter
esting scene might you there introduce!) He endeavours to 
excite her pity and forgiveness. She promises him her pray
ers, and a second visit; when we will suppose him given over 
by his physicians, and in all appearance very near his end; 
and, after receiving the communion together, as a token of 
their perfect charity to each other, would the following 
request be inconsistent with his present circumstances??! 

Clarissa, this correspondent believes, should conclude in matrimony 

and the evolution of the ministering wife: "What moving tender scenes 

could you draw upon such an occasion! and with what pleasure could I 

sob, and dedicate a deluge of tears to those scenes, and to the worthy 

objects!"4^ 

40. Ibid., II, 128-29. In the same pattern Lovelace should 
be "tortured, stretched on the rack: no punishment can be too bad 
for him." 

41. Ibid., IV, 203-04. 

42. Ibid., IV, 205. 
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Richardson's response to these suggestions may be seen in his 

own answers, the defense he makes of his characterization of Lovelace, 

the confusion itself of tragedy, sentiment, and poetic justice in 

the eighteenth century, and, finally, in the tragic pretentions of 

the novel itself, which does transcend the relatively unessential 

elements of poetic justice it contains. Richardson's direct answer 

to Lady Bradshaigh, first of all, represents an answer to his recent 

critics. He responds that "The very happiness to which we are long 

accustomed becomes like a stagnated water, rather infectious than 

salutary. The full stomach 1oaths the honeycomb."^3 Would his cri

tics, in effect, have Richardson write another Pamela? 

But let us suppose the story to end, as you, Madam, 
would have it; what of extraordinary would there be in it? 
After infinite trials, difficulties, distresses, and even 
disgraces, (her delicacy and situation considered) see her 
married: see her an excellent wife, an excellect [sic] mis
tress, and even an excellent mother, struggling thro' very 
delicate and very painful circumstances, what tho' common, 
not the less painful and delicate for being common: see her 
foolish and obstinate relations reconciled to her: see Mr. 
Lovelace in his behaviour to her all that can be expected 
from a tender, a fond husband: what is there unusual in all 
this? except in the latter case, an example as dangerous as 
rare! What, in a happiness so common and so private (the 
lady of equal degree with the gentleman, and of superior, 
at least equal, talents, so not preferred by the marriage 

43. Ibid., IV, 222. 
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as a recompense for her sufferings) worth troubling the 
world about?44 

Edward Young becomes Richardson's ally and reassures him that his plan 

is naturally and esthetically superior: "Does Lovelace more than a 

proud, graceless, heart, long indulged in vice, would naturally do? 

No. Is it contrary to the common method of Providencet to permit the 

best to suffer most? No. When the best do s£ suffer, does it not 

most deeply affect the human heart? Yes."^ There is nothing morale 

ly reprehensible in the original, Young asserts, and "Christians of 
A C  

taste will applaud your plan. Richardson explicitly agrees, see

ing "the common method of Providence" as a part of the nature he must 

reflect in his novel: 

A Writer who follows nature, and pretends to keep the Chris
tian system in his eye, cannot make a heaven in this world 
for his favourites, or represent this life otherwise than as 
a state of probation. Clarissa, I once more aver, could not 
be rewarded in this world. To have given her reward here, as 
in a happy marriage, would have been as if a poet had placed 

44. Ibid., IV, 221-22. In effect, this criticises the tech
nique of reward found in some degree in the sentimental form of play, 
the short and long novel, and edifying tale, All for Love, Defoe's 
Family Instructor, even to an extents Tom Jones. Richardson here 
reveals the same spirit as Goldsmith's later- ''Essay on the Theatre": 
if the main characters "happen to have- Faults of Foibles, the spec
tator is taught not only to pardon, but to applaud them, in consider
ation of the goodness of their hearts; so that Folly, instead of 
being ridiculed, is commended, and the Comedy aims at touching our 
Passions without the power of being-truly pathetic. . . In 
Collected Works of Oliver Goldsmith, ed. Arthur Friedman (Oxford, 
1966), III, 212. 

45. Correspondence, II, 4-5. 

46. Ibid., II, 5-6. 
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his catastrophe in the third act-of his play, when the 
audience were obliged to expect two more.47 

The issue of the poetic justice and of the tragic intent and 

success of the work once again becomes confused, however, when Rich

ardson admits in the Postscript that he does use poetic justice in 

Clarissa, and no one can wrongfully accuse him of violating the sen

timental rules we have just seen him excoriate: 

And yet the writer of the history of Clarissa is humbly 
of opinion, that he might have been excused referring to 
them for the vindication of his catastrophe, even by those 
who are advocates for the contrary opinion; since the notion 
of poetical justice, founded on the modern rules, has hardly 
ever been more strictly observed in works of this nature, 
than in the present performance. (IV, 557) 

About the poetic justice, Richardson notes the punishments and rewards 

of the novel, Clarissa being rewarded in "heaven," even though he 

holds the line against Lovelace's conversion: "He [R.] always thought, 

that sudden conversions, such especially, as were left to the candour 

of the reader to suppose and make out, had neither art, nor nature, 

nor even probability, in them; and that moreover of very bad example." 

(IV, 553) 

The reason for the confusion is that Richardson has shifted in 

the use of his terms: he is here suggesting the problem of the "mod

ern rules," their relation to his work, and the Christian change made 

in the tragic situation. The heroine does suffer and die. Is it 

enough to punish, as a matter merely incidental to the whole work, the 

villains of the work? Secondarily, of course, the passage strikes the 

47. Ibid., IV, 225. 
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reader as disingenuous, a personal recognition which Richardson makes 

to appease his critics but simultaneously to maintain his measure of 

independence and integrity. This is plausible, yet there is the 

phrase "modern rules" and the discussion of Clarissa's heavenly sal

vation, which immediately extenuates the effect of the "tragedy" of 

the work—even more so than the dole of reward and punishment in Bel-

ford's account of the "Conclusion." (IV, 532 ff.) 

Yet, what Richardson is attempting here is a justification of 

what could be called "natural morality," within which the punishment 

of the evil is taken to be not merely a righteous, but a realistic 

judgment. Richardson states this clearly, giving definite indication 

of his agreement with the theologians and the critics, such as Dennis, 

who looked upon the economy of rewards as realistic and unexception

al. As we will see, Richardson reflects these "modern principles" 

to the fullest degree when he declares: 

That if the temporary sufferings of the virtuous and the 
good can be accounted for and justified'on pagan principles,, 
many more and infinitely stronger reasons will occur to a 
Christian reader in behalf of what are called unhappy catas
trophes from the consideration of the doctrine of future re
wards; which is everywhere strongly enforced in the history 
of Clarissa. (IV, 556) 

In some measure, the real world to Richardson is just this belief in 

divine reward, and he agrees with the doctrine because it reflects 

the "real." To this extent, he agrees with Dennis, who "believed 

literature should imitate the real world of the theologians,"^8 

48. Richard H. Tyre, "Versions-of Poetic Justice in the 
Early Eighteenth Century," S£, XIV (1957), 39. 
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that is, the system of reward and punishment according to divine 

justice.^ "Natural morality" also implies that the results of a 

good life are easily discernible, just as are the effects of an evil 

one. Excess is a violation of the natural order and brings about its 

own moral lessons in this life, just as the examples of Sal and Pol 

and the "stone" of Belford's father attest. The process of evil is 

clearly seen, for instance, in this homily: 

When we reprove any for entering into that lewd commerce of 
forbidden pleasure, at which the corruption of Youth does 
commonly begin, we ought to let them see, that if they break 
through the measures of Modesty, their Appetites will grow 
more and more violent and unruly. These will be for some 
time resisted by the checks of Conscience, but when by ill 
practices often repeated, those are blunted, and young Men 
free themselves from stricter Rules, this will involve them 
in ill designs, these will draw them into much lying, and 
many base methods to support the expence of a vitious course 
of life.50 

The "sensual Libertine," another tract maintains, "cannot . . .be 

unaffected with what concern the Dignity of his Nature, and the Happi

ness of his Life" must dictate, for the violation of nature will only 

49. "Poetick Justice would be a Jest if it were not an Image 
of the Divine, and if it did not consequently suppose the Being of a 
God and Providence* It supposes too the. immorality of the Soul, and 
future Rewards and Punishments." The Critical Works of John Dennis, 
ed. E. Niles Hooker (Baltimore, 1943), I, 183. The modern reader may 
well object to such a scheme because of the "der.objectification of 
morality." See Robert Langbaum, The^Poetry. of Experience (New York, 
1957), p. 216. "The de-objectification of morality in the modern era 
is intimately associated with the de-objectification of rank. . . . 
The characters of .our serious literature'must earn, our good opinion. 
We cannot simply label them with a social and moral category and get 
on with the story; we must know all about them as unique individuals 
in order to follow the modern story." 

50. Gilbert Burnet, Charitable-Reproof: A Sermon Preached 
at the Church of St. Mary-le^-Bow (London, 1700), pp. 18-19. 
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"enervate the body, and debase the Mind, and bring [the sinner] upon 

a level with the Brute Beasts. . . . Indeed, the moral life is 

natural, based on the balance and control of the passions^ and ob

servable without divine intervention: 

if Good and Evil, Right and Wrong, Fitness and Unfitness of 
being practised, be . . . originally, eternally, and neces
sarily, in the nature of the Things themselves, 'tis plain 
that the view of particular Rewards or Punishments, which 
is only an After-consideration, and does not at all alter 
the nature of things, cannot be the original Cause of the 
Obligation of the Law, but is only an additional Weight to 
enforce the practice of what men were before obliged to by 
right Reason.53 

So the amount of sentiment in the novel, and even the poetic justice, 

which as we have seen is something of an afterthought in the struc

ture of the novel, are justified by the time but nonetheless used 

relatively sparingly. 

The relative success of Richardson's compromise, or per

haps synthesis, of the tragic and sentimental may further be seen 

from other of the "modern rules," implicated in Richardson's statement 

about poetic justice; these are the rules dealing with tragedy and 

the tragic effect Richardson strives for. A good part of Richardson's 

51. Edward Cobden, A Persuasive to Chastity (London, 1748), 
p. 7. 

52. See Shaftesbury, "An Inquiry Concerning Virtue," Butler, 
"Sermon II," and John Brown, "On the Motives to Virtue," in British 
Moralists, ed. L. A. Selby-Bigge (Oxford, 1897), I, 32; I, 215; and 
II, 215. 

53. Samuel Clarke, "Discourse Upon Natural Religion," in 
British Moralists, II, 33. 



150 

intention is didactic,^ but he also feels justified in the design 

of Clarissa because of past tragic example: 

It cannot be supposed, that the Athenians, in this their 
highest ?ge of taste and politeness, were less humane, less 
tender-hearted, than we of the present. But they were not 
afraid of being moved, nor ashamed of shewing themselves to 
be so, at the distresses they saw well painted and represen
ted. In short, they were of the opinion, with the wisest 
of men, that it was better to go to the house of mourning 
than to the house of mirth; and had fortitude enough to 
trust themselves with their own generous grief, because 
they found their hearts mended by 1t. (IV, 354-55) 

Discomfort must be caused here, however, when Richardson speaks of 

mended hearts and tender-hearts, especially in his citation of the 

following lines of Pope's translation of Horace: 

'Tis he [the poet] who gives n\y breast a thousand pains, 
Can make me feel each passion that he feigns; 
Enrage—compose—with more than magic art, 
With pity and with terror tear my heart. . . . (IV, 355) 

54. "He [R.] has made his Heroine pass thro' many Persecu
tions from her Friends, and ardent Trials from her Lover; yet in the 
first to keep her duty in her eye, and in the latter to be proof 
against the most insidious Arts, Devices, and Machinations of a Man, 
who holds as Parts of the Rake's Credenda, these.two Libertine Max
ims; That no Woman can resist Opportunity and Importunity, especially 
when attacked by a Man she loves; and, Tnat, when once subdued, she 
is always subdued. . . . "Hints of Prefaces," p. 1. See Elder Olson 
for a later defense of the didactic: "It is not that art teaches by 
precept . . . nor that it moves to action; but clearly it inculcates 
morai attitudes; it determines our feelings toward characters of a 
certain kind for no other reason than that they are such characters." 
"An Outline of Poetic Theory," 1n Critics and Criticism, ed. R. S, 
Crane, et al. (Chicago, 1952), p. 566. 
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55 Krutch's assertion that "We read but do not write tragedies" may 

here have found its justification. 

Though it is of questionable value in answering the charge 

that tragedy was weakened in the eighteenth century, Richardson does 

have the support of critical theory in his evocation of the heart, 

as one can see in such disparate sources as Minturno, Rapin, Milton 

or Dryden. Minturno maintained that pity and terror are needed to 

move the audience to virtue: the catharsis in his view is not es

thetic but "ethico-medicinal. Milton similarly emphasizes the 

terror and the purgation of the tragedy, using explicit medical anal

ogy,57 and Dryden, in the "Dedication of the Aeneis," maintains that 

tragedy must "raise, and afterwards . . . calm the passions—to purge 

the soul from pride, by the examples of human miseries, which befall 

55. The Modern Temper (New York, 1929), p. 97. "The tragic 
solution of the problem of existence, the reconciliation to.life by 
means of the tragic spirit is, that is to say, now only a fiction 
surviving in art. When that art itself has become, as it probably 
will, completely meaningless, when we have ceased not only to write 
but to read tragic works, then it will be lost and in all real senses 
forgotten, since the devolution from Religion to Art to Document will 
be complete." 

56. Bernard Weinberg, A History of Literary Criticism in the 
Italian Renaissance (Chicago, 1961), II, 739. 

57. "Preface to Samson Agonistes," in John Milton: Complete 
Poems and Major Prose, ed. Merritt Y. Hughes (New York, 1957), p. 549. 
"Tragedy, as it was anciently compos'd, hath been ever held the grav
est, moralest, and most profitable of all other Poems: therefore said 
by Aristotle to be of power by raising pity and fear, or terror, to 
purge the mind of those and such like passions. . . . Nor is Nature 
wanting in her own effects to make good his assertion: for so in 
Physic things of melancholic hue and quality are us'd against melan
choly, sour against sour, salt to remove salt humors." 
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the greatest—in few words, to expel arrogance, and introduce compas

sion, are the great effects of tragedy."*58 Concomitantly, there is 

the assertion that art must represent a reality* a typical situation. 

Dryden says of Achilles, for instance, that "he appears a perfect 

hero, though an imperfect character of virtue.And Minturno main

tained in his De Poeta (1559) that the artist must imitate more ex

actly what he sees, recognizing and committing to form the reality 

about him: "Above all to see to it that he imitates, in each of these 

whom he has undertaken to present by art, whatever about them most 

nearly approaches the truth of what they actually were as people: and 

so imitates this element that there does not emerge merely in outline 

what sort of souls they had and merely the typifying attributes of 

each. . . ."^ Richardson's quote of Rapin takes this same emphasis 

of realism—people suffer in tragedies as they do in life, and compas

sion is measured according to merit: "But as the end of tragedy is to 

teach men not to fear too weakly common misfortunes* it proposes also 

to teach them to spare their compassion for objects that deserve it; 

. . . we cannot see Hippolytus die by the plot of his stepmother Phae

dra, in Euripides, without compassion, because he died not, but for 

being chaste and virtuous." (IV, 556) 

58. Essays of John Dryden, ed. W. P. Ker (Oxford, 1900), II, 
158. ~~ 

59. Ibid., II, 160. 

60. Weinberg, II, 740-41. See Richardson's amusing justifica
tion of Clarissa's basic excellence because of education and one of the 
author's fetishes, the advocacy of breast-feeding: "She had a pious, a 
well-read, a not meanly-descended woman for her nurse, who with her milk 
. . . gave her that nurture which no other nurse could give her." (IV,564) 
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The conclusion to these considerations of sentiment, poetic 

justice, and the tragedy "to move the soul" is that Richardson avoided 

the worst alternatives and examples that both criticism and liter

ature provided. He may accept the tragedy of feeling in some degree, 

as we have seen in episodes of Clarissa, but he rejects the excesses 

of the form, as he explains to one amateur critic. He keeps the 

"terror" of the older tragedy, wishes to move the heart, but hopes to 

avoid excess. He justifies the catastrophe in his own work by noting 

precedent: "Those acts, Madam, may be called acts of horror by ten

der spirits, which only ought to be called acts of terror and warning. 

The catastrophe of Shakespear's Romeo and Juliet may be truly called 

horrid." But, Richardson continues, "I hope I have every where avoid

ed all rant, horror, indecent images inflaming descriptions, even when 

rake writes to rake. Terror, and fear, and pity, are the essentials 
61 in a tragic performance." Again, Richardson displays an integrity 

that will limit the excessive display of emotion through most of his 

novel, agreeing in principle with Rapin: "nothing is more ridiculous 

than passion out of season."6^ 

In all of this, however, one last objection is left to be con

sidered: that is, that the effect of the Christian dogma of future 

61. Correspondence, IV, 218-19. This is an almost exact ex
pression of the spirit of Addison's criticism of the bombastic and 
sentimental hero, The Spectator (No. 40), I, 171 ff. 

62. "Reflections on Aristotle^s Treatise of Poesy in Gen
eral," in The Continental Model, eds. Scott Elledge and Donald Schier 
(Minneapolis, 1960), p. 291. 
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reward may so vitiate tragic intensity and effect that the form itself 

perishes; Richardson places explicit trust in "future rewards" (IV, 

554), as well as the defense of some degrees of poetic justice as "an 
CO 

Example in natural Life." The rules of tragedy "were altogether in 

a bad way . . during the period, as one commentator has mentioned^ 

and part of the decline of the form may be placed, perhaps, at the 

source of Christian influence. As Saint-Evremond noted in 1672: 

"L1 esprit de notre religion est directement oppos/a celui de la 

trag^clie. L'humilit/et la patience de nos saints sont trop contraires 

aux vertus des h/ros que demande le theatre. Quel zMe, quelle force 

le ciel n'inspire-t-il pas. . . One recent critic of the Chris

tian tragedy also denies its effect, using the example of Milton's 

Samson Agonistes;po Susan Sontag, most recently, has questioned the 

assumptions of the form itself: 

As everyone knows, there was.no Christian tragedy, strictly 
speaking, because the content of Christian values—for it is 
a question of what values, however, implacably held; not any 
will do—is inimical to the pessimistic vision of tragedy. 

63. "Prefatical Hints/ p. 3. 

64. Clarence C. Green, The NeorClassic Theory of Tragedy in 
England During the Eighteenth. Century (Cambridge, Mass., 1934), p. 101. 

65. "De la tragl'die ancienne et moderne," in Histoire du 
?gnre tragi que, ed. Jacques Morel (Paris. 1964), p. 128. Saint-

vremond also advocates "line grandeur d'ame bien exprimee qui excite 
en nous une tendre admiration," in which he sees "quelque ravissement 
pour 1'esprit. ..." 

66. Una Ellis-Fermor, Frontiers=of Drama, 2nd ed. (London, 
1964), p. 17, "by justifying the ways of God to man [Milton] leaves no 
room for tragic ecstasy. . . . He has written, that is* a play that 
belongs to the rare category of religious drama, a kind which, by the 
nature of some of its basic assumptions, cannot be tragic." 
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Hence, Dante's theological poem is a> "cdmedy," as is Milton's. 
That is, as Christians, Dante and Milton.make sense out of 
the world. In the world envisaged by Judaism and Christian
ity, there are no freestanding arbitrary events. All events 
are part of the plan of a just, good, providential deity; 
every crucifixion must be topped by a resurrection. Every 
disaster or calamity must be seen either as leading to a 
greater good or else as just and adequate punishment fully 
merited by the sufferer. This moral, adequacy.of the world 
asserted by Christianity is precisely what tragedy denies. 
Tragedy says there are disasters which are not fully merited, 
that there is ultimate injustice in the world.67 

The answer to the problem of the Christian tragedy, like the 

solution of sentimentality or any other critical problem, must be 

pragmatic. Clarissa may remain a "vulgar demi-tragedy" in Krutch's 

formulation if the reader is not extremely careful in the reading of 

the work. The work may be considered an extension of extremes, a 

Christian fable of the absolute separation of evil and good that has 

already been observed in the definition of sentimentality and which 

Ian Watt accepts in his defense of the novel.®® Better, perhaps, is 

the solution of several recent critics of the tragic genre, who admit 

that the term is extremely inclusive and then proceed from the con

sideration of each work to the meaning of the term tragic. David 

Greene and Richmond Lattimore, for instance, in their introduction to 

67. Against Interpretation (New York, 1966), p. 137. 

68. "Eventually she must die, because the pure heart cannot 
survive the immoral brutality of the 'great w1eked town1; but not un
til she has dragged herself through all her Stations of the Cross, 
from St. Albans to the brothel off fashionable Dover Street, from the 
shady resorts of Hampstead to the sponging,-house in High Hoi born, to 
find peace only when she returns to her native countryside for burial." 
Rise of the Novel, p. 182. The invocation'of a Wordsworthian town 
vs. country, as well as the culturally alien reference to the "sta
tions of the cross," Imposes both myopia and anachronism on this 
interpretation. 
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Iphigenia in Tauris, state that the work is "technically a tragedy, 

that is, a serious play in serious poetical language presented in a 

tragic series and on the occasion when tragedies were produced."^ 

Another contemporary critic has simply admitted that "Fate, Necessity 

and the Nature of the Gods were not systematized by the Greeks them

selves. . . Others have argued that the term catharsis is ir

relevant,^ while Laurence Michel has reinterpreted the conflict and 

working of the tragic situation with the use of the words other, con

frontation, seeking, fact, quilt and acquiescence.72 

In the criticism of Clarissa, one should paraphrase this 

approach. The definition of "Christian" does not necessarily abrogate 

the potentiality of the tragic confrontation of ignorance and know

ledge, good and evil, or, in Richardson's work, the contest of the 

different realities of innocence, experience, man and woman. The 

novel does in its structure and in its assumptions rise to the tragic 

level, though they are in part compromised by the admission of poetic 

justice and other "sentimental" lapses; for the novel, as will be 

seen in the following chapter, allows that the individual conscience 

is capable of tragic potentiality, both in the eighteenth century and 

69. Greek Tragedies, II, 113. 

70. Raymond Williams, Modern Tragedy (Stanford, 1966), p. 17. 

71. D. M. Hill and F* W. Bateson, "'Catharsis': An Excision 
from the Dictionary of Critical Terms," Essays in Criticism, VIII 
(1958), 113 ff, 

72. "The Possibility of a Christian Traqedy," Thouqht, XXXI 
(1956), 403 ff. 
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in our own time. Clarissa in her pretensions of will and conscience 

reveals what has been defined in the "Christian" sense as a "tragedy 

of possibility," for the "sin" of hubris becomes a "sin" of pride, 

"the illusion of a man who knows himself weak, but believes that by 

transcending his own weakness he can become strong by his own 
70 

e f f o r t s . I t  i s  t h i s ,  I  w o u l d  m a i n t a i n ,  a n d  n o t  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o f  

strongly compatible feeling which is the essence of the tragic pre

tension of Clarissa. As the assumptions of tragedy cannot be sep

arated from the actual tragedies themselves,^ the following chapter 

will consider the nature of the tragic and its resolution in the work 

itself. 

73. W. H. Auden, "The Christian Tragic Hero," The New York 
Times Book Review, L (December 6, 1945), 1. 

74. William Arrowsmith, "The Criticism of Greek Tragedy," 
Tulane Drama Review, III (1959), 50-51. 



CHAPTER IV: CLARISSA AND TRAGIC ILLUSION 

Contrary to what one would expect from the pathetic tragedy, 

or the sentimental tragedy just discussed, Richardson in Clarissa 

does offer more than the affair of the heart to his readers. Even 

though he makes use of the common topic and structure of pursuit and 

seduction, Richardson withholds the wedding and the consummation of 

happiness that such a formula involves, not because he is imitating 

the matronly ideal of "Emilia" or any of the other cliches of the 

short talej but because he is aware of the novelty of his vision, as 

we have seen, his "moment" of insight and dramatic action which he 

commits to human view. Beyond this achievement and the awareness of 

tragedy, Richardson's development of the tragedy of Clarissa and his 

attainment in the novel transcend the limits of his own definition of 

tragedy, with its contradictions and ambiguities. It may be granted 

that on one level, Richardson is dealing with the "marriage market," 

but this is not essential to his vision or the tragic achievement of 

the work. He transcends even this important social concern in the 

work, while making full use of the relatively new stature of woman to 

ennoble and then raise the heroine, Clarissa, above the pathetic wail

ing prototypes in the female tragedies of Rowe and Charles Johnson. 

1. Spectator (No. 302), III, 78 ff. See note 35 of the 
last chapter. 

2. Hill, Puritanism and Revolution, pp. 367 ff. 

158 
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Unlike the heroines of those playwrights, Clarissa emerges and re

mains a character of Integrity and almost absolute will, even though 

her integrity 1s imperfect. Her first motive of the novel 1s to seek 

a human understanding of her own design and Integrity, 1n which even 

her most sympathetic correspondents fall her in the search for a 

humane and complete understanding. The second motive, which becomes 

a compulsion, 1s to seek uncomprisingly the Ideal of spiritual equal

ity equality she struggles but fails to find 1n life. 

Such motivation comes, as we shall see, from the Improved 

status of woman 1n the Protestant view, and 1n this vein, Richardson 

endows Clarissa with an Intelligence and grace of Intellect which con

tradict the simple considerations of the Lovelace epithets "divine 

Clarissa" or the "fair perverse" which are sprinkled throughout the 

novel 1n Lovelace's letters. Clarissa 1s "perverse" 1n the cavalier 

view because she maintains her own pretensions of judgment, a right 

fully 1f erringly exercised, a right due Clarissa as other Protestant 

women of the eighteenth century. In fact, Clarissa rises to the 

stature of Christian and tragic heroine because of the Increased 

Importance and respect for the young,3 the nature of woman, and 

matrimony. For the Protestant arguments about and definition of 

3. PhllUpe Arlfcs, Centuries of Childhood, trans. Robert 
Baldick (New York, 1965), p. 10T. This anecdote of Aries shows the 
Immense shift of values 1n Europe and England: "The King said: 'Look 
at Madame de Montglat's son: she has Just given birth,1 He [Louis 
XIII, age four] went straight away and stood between the queen's 
legs." See pp. 109 ff. for the seventeenth century reforms 1n England 
stressing the Innocence of the young, Including the reformed editions 
of Terence. 
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matrimony raise women in stature, raise Clarissa as a character to 

credible levels of tragic and sympathetic suffering. This point would 

have seemed anomalous before the definition of a "new" matrimony; in

deed, to Lovelace, the representative of the upper order and the un

iformed rake, the pretensions of the new woman and the new matrimony 

are ludicrous, but to the Protestant aware of the relative spiritual 

equality of the sexes, Lovelace would be an atavism, a cultural and 

social throwback. For in the view of Richardson, the woman is equal 

to man in will if not intellect (Clarissa is the nonpareil who is 

supposedly equal in both); she must be given the right of refusal. 

She must have the right of assent in the marriage contract, willing 

the state of marriage herself or else leaving it invalid and unful

filled, 

In refusing to compromise the structure of Clarissa to achieve 

a happy ending, Richardson shows his awareness of the greater equal

ity of woman in the eighteenth century. Reformed rakes do not make 

good husbandsthey do not do so, Richardson makes clear in the 

novel, because the aristocratic acceptance of the marriage of exped

iency is antagonistic to the concept of woman as a creature of per

ception and independent will. Neither James Harlowe nor Lovelace, 

for instance, recognize (until it is too late) the pretensions of 

4. "Nor is reformation, as he has shewn in another piece, to 
be secured by a fine face; by a passions that has sense for its 
object; nor by the goodness of a wife's heart, or even example, if 
the heart of the husband be not graciously touched by the divine 
finger." That is, there must be spiritual equality between the 
pair (IV, 553). 
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Clarissa's individualistic conscience and rightful mentality, a guar

antee of independence and equality which alone would qualify her for 

matrimony. Indeed, the "vessel of man" could for the first time in 

the Christian tradition expect to exercise her will and judgment with 

a nearly equal validity after marriage; before marriage, she can re

fuse her suitor and thus come to fully share the responsibility of act 

and will. The concept of duty becomes more of an absolute right with

in such a scheme, a right attributable to the individual conscience. 

Even the relations between parent and child are formed on the new 

rights of the conscience, as Locke notes in the Two Treatises on Gov

ernment.^ It is this concept of an individualized and absolute duty 

that forms the tragic dilemma for Clarissa, both in the relations with 

her parents and relatives and the conflict with the would-be husband. 

She strives within the limits of reason and conscience for an equal

ity based on responsibility, but especially on her own view of event 

and circumstance. 

Richardson in Clarissa fully captures the antagonism between 

the independence and the responsibility and freedom of the wife. He 

knew the traditions of the cavalier and the courtly, "the heartless-
6 ness of stylized love," as reflected in George Savile's advice to 

5. Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago, 1953), 
p. 219. "The categoric imperative rHonour thy father and thy mother' 
becomes the hypothetical imperative "Honour thy father and thy mother 
if they have deserved it of you.'" 

6. Suzanne Lilar, Aspects of Love in Western Society, trans. 
Joniathan Griffi'n (New York, 1965), p. 109. 
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his daughter. Savile writes that she is to tolerate the double stand

ard and at the same time keep her place as the "weaker sex." The hus

band must be chosen for her, reflecting the weaker, secondary feminine 

intellect: "the Institution of Marriage is too sacred to admit a 

Liberty of objecting to it; That the supposition of yours being the 

weaker Sex, having without all doubt a good Foundation, maketh it 

reasonable to subject it to the Masculine Domination. . . However, 

the supposedly superior male must be excused for his weaknesses. More

over, Savile proposes that the wife should be thankful for faults in 

the husband, tolerating them quietly so that "it will . . . make him 

more yielding in other things."® Little wonder, then, that Aphra Behn 

sturdily denounced the "Nuptial estate,or that Defoe's Roxana would 

7. The Complete Works of George Savile, First Marquess of 
Halifax, ed. Sir Walter Raleigh (London, 1912), p. 9. 

8. Ibid., p. 11. Savile defends the double standard in this 
manner: "you live in a time which hath rendered some kind of Frail
ties so habitual, that they lay claim to large Grains of Allowance. 
The World in this is somewhat unequal, and our Sex seemeth to play 
the Tyrant in distinguishing partially for our selves, by making 
that in the utmost degree Criminal in the; Woman, which in a Man_ 
passeth under a much gentler Censure." (p. 10) Even drunkenness 
may be used to the wife's politic advantage: "if you will be wise 
and patient, his Wine shall be of your side; it will throw a Veil 
over your Mistakes, and will set out and improve every thing you do, 
that he is pleased with." (p. 13) 

9. The Ten Pleasures of Marriage (London, n.d.), p. 1. 
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strenuously object to what two recent scholars call the "Thomistic 

system":^ 

I told him, I had, perhaps, differing Notions of Matrimony, 
from what the receiv'd Custom had given us of it; that I 
thought a Woman was a free Agent, as well as a Man, and was 
born free, and cou'd she manage herself suitably, might en
joy that Liberty to as much Purpose as the Men do; . . . 
that a Woman gave herself entirely away from herself, in 
Marriage, and capitulated only to be, at best, but an Upper-
Servant, and from the time she took the Man, she was no bet
ter or worse than the Servant among the Israelites, who had 
his Ears bor'd, that is, nailed to the Door Post. . . .11 

The ideal marriage, however, presents little that is as mina

tory as the older theory, whether Thomistic or unenlightened Protest-

1 ? ant. The ideal, taking its message from the Puritan writers of the 

10. Charles H. and Katherine- George, The Protestant Mind of 
the English Reformation, 1570-1640 (Princeton, 1961), p. 263. "Woman's 
status in the Tomistic system is in accord with her asserted incapac
ities. As a child, she is subject to her father. As an adult, she 
is subject to her husband. . . . The husband is specifically granted 
in the Summa Theoloqica to correct his wife with corporal punishment 
in case of need." 

11. Roxana, or The Fortunate Mistress, ed. Jane Jack (New 
York, 1964), pp. 147-48. ~ 

12. The Reverend Patrick Del any's Sermons upon Social Duties, 
probably printed by Richardson, is unenlightened on both the new free-
dom and responsibility of children and the right of will in marriage: 
"as long as children continue a part of their parent's family, (which 
must be till they think fit to dispose otherwise of them,) they are 
absolutely in their parent's power, and have no more right to dispose 
of themselves than their goods. . . . For the rest, it were infin
itely better, that perverse children should-actually die in the dis
appointment of their inclinations, than that they should make both 
themselves and their parents for ever miserable, by an unfortunate and 
undutiful marriage." McKillop, Richardson, p. 135. See also Ralph 
Thoresby's account of frustrated courtship, whose only apparent con
solation was spiritual: "The poor lady had no great comfort in her 
advanced state, and survived not long; the kind Providence of God 
which foresaw this, and how unfit I was for such a trial prevented it 
in mercy. I was supported in the perusal of Charnock of Divine Provi
dence. . . ." Piary, p. 177. 
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seventeenth century, is that man and woman enjoy an equality of 

responsibility and innate worth in marriage. Joseph Williams of 

Kidderminster, one of the biographers cited in chapter two, writes an 

almost complete formula, according to the new light, for success in 

marriage and courtship of the "yoke fellow": 

I have to remark, that yesterday week I came to a resolution 
to pay my addresses to Phebe Pearsall; after having discoursed 
with my mother on it, and found that she had long been think
ing of her as suitable for me. Accordingly * with the appro
bation of friends on both sides, our first meeting took place 
this evening, having previously addressed myself to God by 
prayer. Our first discourse turned on spiritual affairs; 
beginning where God would have us begin. She told me that 
she did not remember the time . . . but as long as she could 
remember she had pleasure in, and love to the ways of god.13 

While such passages do not reflect the independence and right 

of duty that Locke notes, they are both the basis and the beginning 

for the new importance and status of marriage and of women, who be

come the spiritual equal of man, even, perhaps, his superior. Ruth 

and Abigail became the new heroines of the puritan preachers in the 

seventeenth century, for both of these female paragons of the Old 

Testament showed an equality with men but obedience to them.1^ Woman, 

given these values which emphasized the importance of mind and soul, 

understood that "no lover should come courting unless he meant to 

offer marriage, . . .1,15 and, given such expectations, the Protestant 

13. Diary., pp. 21-22. 

14. William and Malleville Haller, "The Puritan Art of Love," 
Huntington Library Quarterly, V (1942), 343. 

15. William Haller, "Hail, Wedded Love," ELH, XIII (1946), 
82. 
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society dictated the change from amour courtois to amour bourgeois J6 

So while the ideas of marriage in the Protestant scheme may be in part 

ambiguous, the theory and practise of greater spiritual equality left 

little confusion about the integrity of conscience and soul, whether 

defined by Milton^ or his more liberal theological and philosophical 

successors, who reemphasized the justification of woman to god: 

As she was made for him [man], she was his inferior; as, 
however, she was made to complement him, she was made very 
little inferior. And in one respect she was created his 
equal: that is, in the inheriting of grace. Woman is not 
less valuable as a soul than man. Wives are commanded to 
obey their husbands, but like all subjects of high powers, 
they are commanded first to obey their Lord. In a conflict 
of duty a wife must deny her husband to obey God.18 

Considering these writings, all of which point to the right of judg

ment, one may see the emergence of the independent, at times even 

equal, woman. 

16. Ibid. 

17. The Christian Doctrine, in Complete Poems and Major 
Prose, ed. Merritt Y. Hughes (New York, 1957), p. 1002. "God gave 
a wife to man at the beginning to the intent that she should be his 
help and solace and delight, . . „" Milton argues in his discussion 
of divorce, and maintains that the first consent is of the "parties 
themselves": "The consent of parents, if living, should not be want 
ing. . . . But the mutual consent of the parties themselves is nat
urally the first and most important requisite; for there can be no 
love or good will, and consequently no marriage, without mutual con
sent." Ibid., p. 1000. See also Allan H. Gilbert, "Milton on the 
Position of Women," Modern Language Review, XV (1920), 7 ff.; Arthur 
Barker, "Christian Liberty in Milton's Divorce Pamphlets," Modern 
Language Review XXXV (1940), 153 ff. 

18. Mary Ann Nevins Radzinowicz, "Eve and Da1i1 a: Renova
tion and the Hardening of the Heart," in Reason and the Imagination, 
ed. J. A. Mazzeo (New York, 1962), p. 162. 
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Such a consideration is important in the struggles that 

Clarissa has with both family and suitor, even though the novel does 

rise beyond the level of the marriage pamphlet or a didactic warning 

related to the many tales of the beleaguered Amandas, Celias, and the 

other virgins of the century. In her struggles, Clarissa assumes a 

righteousness that is in large part justified, especially against the 

Harlowe family. Even the mother attempts bribery while interpreting 

the conflict as an absolute one of willj^ and the father demands 

complete and final obedience of the unreformed,^ best seen in the 

following dialogue: 

I was going to make protestations of duty--No protest
ations, girl! No words! I will not be prated to! I will 
be obeyed! I have no child, I will have no child, but an 
obedient one. 

Sir, you never had reason, I hope-
Tell me not what I never had, but what I have, and what 

I shall have. 
Good sir, be pleased to hear me. My brother and my sister, 

I fear— 

19. "Your behaviour hitherto has been such, that we have had 
no opportunity of entering minutely into the subject with you. Yet, 
after all that has passed between you and me in conversation, and 
between you and your uncles by letter, you have no room to doubt what 
is to be the consequence. Either, child, we must give up our author
ity, or you your humour." (I, 208) 

20. "My father, you know, my dear, has not (any more than n\y 
brother) a kind opinion of our sex, although there is not a more con
descending wife in the world than my mother," Clarissa writes Anna 
Howe (I, 36). See also the brother's statements reported in the same 
manner^. James Harlowe claims that '"daughters were but encumbrances 
and drawbacks upon a family.' And this low and familiar expression 
was often in his mouth . . .to wit, 'that a man who.has sons brings 
up chickens for his own table . . . whereas daughters are chickens 
brought up for the tables of other men'" (I, 54). 
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Your brother and sister shall not be spoken against, 
girl! They have a just concern for the honour of my family. 

And I hope, sir---
Hope nothing. Tell me not of hopes, but of facts. I 

ask nothing of you but what is in your power to comply with, 
and what it is your duty to comply with. 

Then, sir, I wi11 comply with it; but yet I hope from 
your goodness-

No expostulations! No buts, girl! No qualifyings! I 
will be obeyed, I tell you; and cheerfully, too!--or you are 
no child of mine! (I, 36-37) 

From this and similar scenes, Clarissa shows more integrity 

and even morality than the parents and family. Although the tragic 

involvement of righteousness develops from this same independence, 

even uniqueness of spirit, the scene shows parental culpability, a 

fault of absolute will that must be ignored or at least questioned, 

is seen in other popular writings in the period. One of the Pro-

testant diarists, for instance, accuses his father of negligence, 

and the theme is important enough to become the topic of Defoe's 

Religious Courtship, a work remarkably similar in pattern to the 

first part of Clarissa. In Defoe's didactic "history," a widower is 

troubled with the marriage arrangements of three of his daughters, 

and holds the first interview of the suitors while drinking chocolate 

(a bad sign). The taste of the first and second daughters parallels 

the Harlpwes' wishes for Clarissa's marriage to Solmes: money and 

position are adequate compensation, if not for the wife, then for 

21. When eighteen, Joseph Williams accuses his father of 
carelessness in educating his children. "I wondered at my father 
. . ." Williams says, but "I was glad to find in myself such a 
lively sense of invisible things." Piary, p. 5. 
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the other,members of the family. The first and second daughters of 

Defoe's work agree on this: 

First daughter: 0! I'll explain it in a few words: A 
good estate, and a man you.like. 

Second daughter: Nay; you might have stopt at the first: 
it is no matter what the man iSi if the estate be but good. 

Father: Ay; and a good example too, child.22 

However, the third daughter insists on a moral and intellectual equal 

as her suitor and finds support from an auntj who maintains her right 

to educate the careless parent: 

Sister: I find, brother, you consult your passions only 
in all this matter, and I must te.ll you, they are base coun
sellors; I wish you would act in cool blood, and consult your 
reason a little too. 

Brother: [the father] So I think I do; and I won't be 
instructed by my children.23 

But instructed he is, by both his children and his sister: 

Father: But it does afflict me for all that; and let 
all fathers learn from me, how much it concerns them, if 
they will do well to their children, either to their souls 
or bodies, to establish religious families in their poster
ity, and to prevent their children marrying, if possible, 
either where there is no religion, or no agreement in 
opinion about it; for in either case they are sure to be 
made miserable.24 

So the ideal family is one with an equality of duty and reasonableness, 

as this parent realizes, as another of Defoe's characters admits in 

a moral "history" which advises that the good parent will be seen in 

the affairs of the household, with "children dutifully submitting to 

22. Religious Courtship (New York, 1793), p. 11. 

23. Ibid., p. 86. 

24. Ibid., p. 229. 
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family government, and affectionately complying with their families 

just decrees. . . . 

The values and patterns established in these writings about 

marriage and the rights of the child, reflected here in Defoe's ex

tended didactic history, are important, even essential, to both the 

theme and the structure of the novel Clarissa. Religious Courtship 

shows the cloying directness the triumph of the good daughter over 

the family which has strayed not from an appreciation of mundane 

values, but from the importance of the soul and the integrity of 

conscience. Remarkably, the third daughter retains her sense of 

conscience and works the reformation of the family and the father; 

the entire group turns to the idea of moral and conscientious equal

ity as the basis for proper relations between the sexes and, as well, 

between members of the family itself. Clarissa's struggle with the 

world begins in just this context, within the family, the little 

state, church, hegemony of Protestant life, and, on one level, she 

wins over the reader to her position of conscience and integrity in 

the face of impossible and unreasoning family demands. 

In the Richardson novel, however, Clarissa is not successful 

in the attempted reform of the family or of her suitor. The struggle 

which begins the novel transcends the platitudinous simplicity of 

Defoe's religious homiletics and becomes tragic in its degrees of 

25. The Family Instructor, p. 80. The order described is 
kept even on Sunday, as the father reminds his son: "I'll have 
nobody's head broke today; don't you know it is the Sabbath day?" 
Ibid., 104. 
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illusion and intensity. Clarissa's struggle for coherence in life 

lies within herself as well as in the communities she knows, her own 

family and the family manqu/ of Mrs. Sinclair's "house." Both the 

structure of the novel and the epistolary method reveal the reactions 

of character, mind and conscience to the changing scenes, all of which, 

at either the Harlowes or in London, confuse the vision of Clarissa in 

her quest for meaning, identity and purpose. 

Clarissa's conflict of conscience and will, perception and 

judgment propels her toward a personal catastrophe, and the pathetic 

attempts to find an economic haven in the "stations of the cross" of 

commercial London become secondary. On one level, Clarissa as social 

heroine reacts to the world of manners, revealing the same reactions 

as Mrs., Chapone, who perceives the strict code of the socially dynamic 

eighteenth century: 

There is nqthing so painful as distrust, to a frank and 
honest mind;.and yet one is perpetually feeling the neces
sity of it, or suffering for the want of it. One seldom 
fails to see it grow upon people with their years, and 
observe that the longer the world is known, the less it is 
liked, and the less it is trusted. I am staggered and 
frighted at the difficulty of hitting the true medium, 
betwixt a credulity and confidence, which exposes one to 
perpetual disappointments and inconveniences, and a caution 
and distrust, which would murder friendship, wound benev
olence, and destroy all the pleasures of society.26. 

But the dilemma Clarissa faces moves even beyond the uncertainties of 

such social and personal concern and is caught in the inherent paradox 

th,at greater freedom and the exercise of will guarantee her. In 

26. The Works of Mrs. Chapone (Boston, 1809), I, 28. 
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Locke's definition, "reason brings freedom," but in the Harlowe 

group, all the orders of reason are violated: reason does not confer 

on the parents the right of duty because they are unreasonable in dog

matic command of respect; the mother is inferior in the family to the 

father; two of the children in the family usurp the dominion of the 

parents; Clarissa is the pawn of the will of others. All of this is 

in violation both of religious teaching and Locke's principles con-
OO 

cerning family life and government. 

The confusions of the Harlowe family are, then, the first to 

make Clarissa distrust her own perceptions of the world about her. 

In part, she retreats from the world, for the multiplicity of the 

world and her passionate attempts to find belief and coherence within 

it make grace and conscience unrecognizable. The tragic irony of 

Clarissa's flight from life is that her own conviction combines 

against her in her quest for the real and the coherent. In this 

27. Two Treatises of Government, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge, 
1960), p. 325" 

28. Locke makes reasonable duty paramount when he asks "What 
Father of a Thousand, when he begets a Child, thinks farther than the 
satisfying of his present Appetite?" Two Treatises, p. 197. Such a 
consideration allows the woman "an equal share, if not the greater, 
as nourishing the Child a long time in her own Body out of her own 
Substance." Ibid., p. 198. If one knows the law, Locke asserts, he 
becomes capable of freedom: "If such a state of Reason, such an Age 
of Discretion made him free, the saffle shall make his Son free too. 
Is a Man under the Law of England? What made him free of that Law? 
That is to have the Liberty to dispose of his Actions and Possessions 
according to his own Will, within the Permission of that Law? A ca
pacity of knowing that Law. Which is supposed by that Law, at the 
Age of one arid twenty years, and in some cases sooner. If this made 
the Father free, it shall make the Son free too." Ibid., p. 325. 
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flight, Richardson's heroine shows traces of the "religion of re-

?Q treat, the inability to measure the real and find order 1n the con

tradictory orders of life. 

The elements of tragedy in Clarissa come from this incessant 

contest between Ignorance and enlightenment. The heroine's insight 

and will, opposed by the forces outside the conscience, become dis

torted in their process of self-justification. The novel's unceasing 

revelation of multiplicity drives the heroine into greater confusion, 

and incidentally saves the work from becoming a melodramatic pot-boiler 

that its many detracting imitations were to become with the lapse of 
on 

time. The essential question about Clarissa is not, then, what Sir 
31 

Walter Scott called the "chastity of the soul" of the heroine; the 

novel is not even about "love" with its associations of inanity of 

sentiment and romance from the novelistic tradition. Rather, the work 

finds Its movement and structure, even tragedy, in the changes wrought 

1n the characters through their movement in time and from the varying 

reports and counter-reports written by themselves. Remarkable in its 

anticipation of what has been called the "formless" novel with its 

29. Denis de Rougemont, Love in the Western World, trans. 
Montgomery Belg1on (New York, 1956), p. 205. "[Racine] ended up 1n 
religion. But let us notice: a religion of retreat—perhaps as a 
final Insult to Intolerable day." 

30. Price, p. 285, "the fact that [stereotypes] have their 
origin [1n Richardson] does not mean that they are what Richardson 
created." 

31. Spearman, p. 191. 
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absence of an omniscient and intrusive narrator,^ Clarissa moves onto 

essentially different levels of meaning and subtlety not approached 

until this century. Even the view of man as a creature endeavoring to 

make coherent the multiple conflicts of his existence has received new 

emphasis in his present century, which impugns the expediency of the 

narrative of romance and sentiment with its faults of artificiality 

and lack of dimension. Richardson in Clarissa reveals in his ability 

to grasp the total workings of his characters what one recent novelist 

and theorist has defined as "humanism," the attempt "to recover every-
OO 

thing, including whatever attempts to trace its limits. . . . From 

such an attempt, and from the involvement of real or fictional man in 

such an effort, comes the multiplicity of impression which at once 

affirms, negates, and offers the potentiality of hope and tragedy: 

Wherever there is distance, separation, doubling, cleavage, 
there is the possibility of experiencing them as suffering, 
then of raising this suffering to the height of a sublime 
necessity. A path toward a metaphysical Beyond, this pseudo-
necessity is at the same time the closed door to a realistic 
future. Tragedy, if it consoles us today, forbids any solider 
conquest tomorrow.34 

The patterns of action within Clarissa reveal just such an overall 

movement to an affirmation that is ironically self-destructive; it is 

32. J. W. Beach, The Twentieth Century Novel (New York, 1932) 
p. 14. Beach unfortunately omits Richardson in his statement that 
"In a bird's-eye view of the English novel from Fielding to Ford, the 
one thing that will impress you more than any other is the disappear
ance of the author." 

33. Alain Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel, trans. Richard 
Howard (New York, 1965), p. 51. 

34. Ibid.,  p.  61.  
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an affirmation that is mistaken, confused, distorted into the negation 

of the selves of the protagonist and antagonist in their contest for 

dominion and the self-knowledge that is partial, fractured, both neg

ative and affirmative. 

The scores of episodes in the novel work on this level of con

fused multiplicity, and neither of the main characters has anything 

left of their temporal view when the contest ceases. Even the family 

of Harlowes, with all of its plots and confusions, its adulterations 

df the humane, finally has no human or moral validity left it; its 

members are destroyed in conscience early in the novel as the machina

tions and insults grow in number and intensity (with help from the 

"Gothic," the thrfeat of Anthony's moated house being used as the final 
oc 

device to convince Clarissa to accept Solmes). 

The first part of the novel shows that there is no alternative 

for the heroine that meets any of her individualistic demands of in

tegrity: the Harlowes act onbr from self-interest, refusing to com

prehend Clarissa's explanations. By their consistent opacity and the 

confused mentalities of anger, frustration, rapacity, matronly obtus-

ness, they drive Clarissa to the first stage of denial which culmi

nates in the flight with Lovelace. Strangely, the stages of this 

35. James threatens, "It is hoped, that as you must go, 
you will go cheerfully. Your Uncle Antony will make everything at 
his house agreeable to you. But indeed he won't promise, that he 
will not, at proper times, draw up the bridge" (I, 256). Clarissa 
directly responds, (I, 268) "I mean not by this any disrespect to 
my Uncle Antony: but his moat, with his bridge threatened to be 
drawn up, and perhaps the chapel there, terrify me beyond express 
sion, . ." (I, 268). 
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contest in the first third of the novel have found few commentators 

even though this portion of the work is essential to the structure and 

comprehension of the novel. In this part of the work, Clarissa is 

driven to the first assertion of her own picture of reality which 

opposes the counterfeit interpretations of those around her. It is in 

this act of will and domination that the form of the contest itself 

begins and is enacted and re-enacted throughout the novel, and it is 

in the first scenes of the novel that "love" is found to serve self-

interest and its confusions: it is, in these scenes, the antithesis 

of the enlightenment of mind and heart that the term had come to mean 

in the writings on marriage, the family, and the responsibility of 

the will we have considered. 

So great is the confusion from the distorted motivations of 

the main and minor characters that none of them can be said to "know 

themselves" until the very end of the novel, and even then the degree 

of recognition is problematic. These relations and scenes are built 

on one of the essential elements of tragedy: the characters hope to 

come to a "discovery" or a "recognition."^6 Clarissa wishes to 

achieve this while at the same time preserving the primacy of the 

36. "A Discovery is, as the very word implies, a change from 
ignorance to knowledge, and thus to either love or hate, in the per
sonages marked for good or evil fortune. The finest form of Discovery 
is one attended by Peripeties, like that which goes with the Discovery 
in Oedipus. . . . The Discovery, then, being of persons, it may be 
that of one party only to the other, the latter being already known; 
or both the parties may have to discover themselves." "Poetics," in 
The Basic Works of Aristotle, ed. Richard McKeon (New York, 1941), 
pp. 1465-66. 
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individual conscience and the right to act. She commands Lovelace 

midway in the novel: "I would have you appear, sir, as you are!" (II, 

453) Yet there is as great a problem in the novel in Clarissa's own 

attempted justification which immediately follows her command to Love

lace: "I am resolved that I will appear to my uncle's friend, and to 

my uncle, as I am." Neither of these quests succeeds until the last 

quarter of the work, and the multiple stages of illusion frustrate the 

"discovery" that the characters of the novel seek. 

But even the first part of the novel is intensely concerned 

with the confused perceptions of person and family, marriage, and the 

interactions and interrelations personal and social relations play in 

Clarissa's life. In these first chapters, all of the agents to whom 

the main character has before turned for confirmation of value forsake 

their own consciences or turn to the delusions of self-interest and 

the family fortune. James Harlowe and Lovelace, even father Harlowe, 

show ignorance of and contempt for the pretensions of soul and con

science that Clarissa reveals.37 Those most trusted, the family, 

initiate the isolation which begins the long process of alienation 

from human value and trust. This process eventually destroys the 

ability of Clarissa to trust the human; she turns to the dictates of 

private desire and unattainable ideals. This destruction and the 

37. See notes 19 and 20. See Lovelace's first letter, I, 
144 ff, That Lovelace is the antithesis of Protestant expectation 
is revealed in this letter: "Until by MATRIMONIAL, or EQUAL intima
cies, I have found her less than angelj it is impossible to think of 
any other. Then there are so many stimulatives . . . such a field 
for stratagem and contrivance. ..." (I, 150) 
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heroine's reaction to it are the basis of the heroine's willed death.38 

Even the structure of the novel is related to this process: Clarissa's 

three flights in the work come after alienation, its repetition, and 

Clarissa's futile attempts to restore coherence to her life and private 

39 world. The family initiates the process that Lovelace will continue, 

forcing the heroine to live within ever narrowing concepts of what 

becomes a destructive righteousness and pitying self-abrogation. 

Few novelists have written better of the self-illusion of the 

"family interest" than Richardson. The layers of the family hierarchy 

of the Harlowes are consistent in their moral and conscientious opac

ity; it is in dealing with them that Clarissa first discovers that 

neither reason nor conscience as she understands them are to prevail 

or even endure in this world. Yet, prevail they must if matrimony is 

to be freely accepted and life itself accepted. The family may dic

tate its will, but Clarissa insists that she will marry no one person

ally offensive to her or anyone who will refuse to tolerate the exer

cise of the will committed to duty. Against the advice of the family, 

Clarissa maintains that Solmes is unacceptable; she detests him, but 

38. The process is more complex than Leslie Fiedler admits 
in his discussion of Clarissa: "Death, even in a form as shocking 
to Christian orthodoxy as self-murder, offends the bourgeois mind 
less than sex." Love and Death in the American Novel (New York, 
1960), p. 91. 

39. The flights and Clarissa's death almost equally divide 
the novel: from the family, I, 472 ff.; from Lovelace, II, 517 ff.; 
Ill, 306 ff..; her death, IV, 345. 
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perhaps would marry him if it were not for her view of matrimony, that 

discussed at the beginning of this chapter, revealed here in a letter 

to James Harlowe: 

Had I a slighter notion of the matrimonial duty than I have, 
perhaps I might [marry Solmes]. But when I am to bear all 
the misery, and that for 1ife; when my heart is less concern
ed in this matter than my soul; my temporary, perhaps, than 
my future good; why whould [sic] I be denied the liberty of 
refusing? That liberty is all I ask. (I, 260)40 

"That liberty" is refused Clarissa by her family, both suitorsand 

finally by herself. 

But it is this view of "matrimonial duty" and the independ

ence necessary to attain it that the Harlowes will not accept, main

taining the most purblind interpretation of the situation in spite 

of the clear refutations of the family's delusions, which are in part 

unsuccessful because of the jealous activities of the brother and 

40. The passage quoted is complemented by the writing on 
duty and matrimony, but finds almost exact parallel in Milton's 
Doctrine and Discipline of Divorce: "yet now, if any two be but once 
handed in the church, and have tasted in any sort the nuptial bed, 
let them find themselves never so mistaken in their dispositions 
through any error, concealment, or misadventure, that through their 
different tempers, thoughts and constitutions, they can neither be 
to one another a remedy against loneliness nor life in any union 
or contentment all their days; yet they shall, so they be but found 
suitably weaponed to the least possibility of sensual enjoyment, be 
made, spite of antipathy, to fadge together and combine as they may 
to their unspeakable wearisomeness and despair of all sociable de
light in the ordinance which God established to that end." Complete 
Poems and Major Prose, p. 703. 

41. Clarissa laments, "How one step brings on another with 
this encroaching sex! How soon may a young creature, who gives a 
man the least encouragement, be carried beyond her intentions, and 
out of her own power!" (I, 437) 
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sister* Sensing the absolute nature of family judgment, Clarissa 

adopts a more conservative position. She will marry "a man to whom I 

could be . . . indifferent . . (I, 281). But this is not enough 

for the members of the Harlowe family, for they consistently trade on 

respect and distortions of filial piety for their own ends, the mon

etary enrichment of the family and the satisfaction of their will and 

the enmity of the brother and sister, both of whom have suffered from 

wounded vanity because of Lovelace.^3 All of these elements of antag

onism, together with what could be called the Tory view of family 

44 hegemony, are revealed in the following argument between Clarissa 

and her Aunt Hervey. None of the comments made are pertinent to Clar

issa's rightful assertion that she will marry someone to whom she is 

not antagonistic: 

42. "Such a strange perseverance in a measure so unreasonr 
able!" Clarissa writes to Howe; "But my brother and sister are con
tinually misrepresenting all I say and do; and I am deprived of the 
opportunity of defending myself! My sister says that had-they 
thought me such a championess, they would not have engaged with me: 
and now, not knowing how to reconcile my supposed obstinacy with my 
general character, and natural temper, they seem to hope to tire me 
out, and resolve to vary their measures accordingly" (I, 239). 

43. Arabella Harlowe thought Lovelace her own suitor: "Thus 
she ran on; and then wanted me 'to see the charming man,:' as she cal
led him. Again concerned* 'that she was not handsome enough for him'; 
with, ' a sad thing, that the man should have the advantage of the 
woman in that particular!"' (I, 5) The error came about, Lovelace 
explains, because of "the blundering uncle . . ." (I, 145). 

44. See note 11 and the amusing debate in Tom Jones between 
the Tory Western and his sister, who reads the Whig journals, Book 
X, Chapter 8. Mrs. Western declares "English women are not to be 
treated as Qiracessian slaves." 
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For that matter, child, said my.aunt, were you to marry, 
you must do as your husband will have you. If that husband 
be Mr. Lovelace, he will be glad of any opportunity of fur
ther embroiling the families. And, let me tell you, niece, 
if he had the respect for you which he pretends to have, he 
would not throw out defiances as he does. He is known to be 
a very revengeful man; and were I you, Miss Clary, I should 
be afraid he would wreak upon me tnat vengeance, though I had 
not offended him, which he 1s continually threatening to pour 
upon the faiwlly. 

Mr. Lovelace's threatened vengeance is in return for 
threatened vengeance. It is not everybody will bear Insult, 
as, of late, I have been forced to bear 1t. 

Oh, how my sister's face shone with passion! 
But Mr. Lovelace, proceeded I, as I have said twenty and 

twenty times, would be quite out of the question with me, 
were I to be generously treated! (I, 230-31) 

As usual in such family scenes * Clarissa is correct in her 

rejoinder that the threats between Lovelace and James are equal but 

the importance of the scene lies in the distortions of responsibility 

and "love." Clarissa and Anna Howe have not only liberal Protestant 

theory and practise on their side,^6 but can conveniently remember 

the circumstances of their parents' marriages. Aunt Hervey expresses 

the Harlowe view of the moment, that "love" is "best known by fear 

and reverence . . ." (I, 372) and is unknowingly supported by Mrs. 

Howe, that those who marry their choice are not to be happy (I, 293). 

45. After the exchange Lovelace is true to his code: "Mr. 
Lovelace for three days together sent twice each day to inquire after 
n\y brother's health, and although he received rude . . . returns, he 
thought fit on the fourth day to make in person the same inquiries, 
and riecelved still greater incivilities from my two uncles. . . . 
My father also, was held by force from going to him with his sword 1n 
his hand, although he had the gout upon him." (I, 19) 

46. "In a conflict of duty a wife must deny her husband to 
obey God." Radzlnowicz, p. 162. 
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"My mother, my dear," Clarissa has already reminded her correspondent, 

. . was not obliged to marry against her liking. My mother loved 

my father" (I, 81). As for the Howes' own marriage arrangement, the 

daughter sees too much and remembers too clearly the stories of tradi

tion to calmly accept the parents' choice: 

I have not succeeded with my mother. 
I am extremely mortified and disappointed. We have had 

very strong debates upon it. But', besides' the narrow argu
ment of embroiling ourselves with other people's affairs, as 
above mentioned, she will have it that it is your duty to 
comply. She says she was always of opinion that daughters 
should implicitly submit to the will of their parents in the 
great article of marriage; and that she governed herself 
accordingly in marrying my father; who at first was more the 
choice of her parents than her own. 

This is what she argues in behalf of her favourite Hick
man, as well as for Solmes in your case. 

I must not doubt but my mother always governed herself 
by this principle—because she says she did. I have like
wise another reason to believe it; which you shall have, 
though it may not become me to give it—that they did not 
live so very happily together, as one would hope people 
might do who married preferring each other, at the time, to 
the rest of the world. (I, 416) 

With their brilliance in characterization and exposition, these 

scenes of the first quarter of the novel establish the maturity of 

Clarissa and Anna Howe,^ show that they are responsible and therefore 

capable of duty and freedom, and initiate the isolation of Clarissa 

from human contact and reality. Clarissa can turn with trust to no 

one in the family, for they have violated the most essential trust, 

respect for the will with its convictions of duty and personal 

47. This is seen not only in the novel but from the custom of 
the time. Hester Chapone writes her niece: "You are now in your fif
teenth year, and must soon act for yourself. ..." The Works of.Mrs. 
Chapone, III, 4. 
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48 
integrity. After the first flight in the novel, she realizes the 

half-desperate and half-wilful explanation of her decision. Clarissa 

can now look to no one for help and can discover no means of finding 

independent refuge as she admits to her friend: 

I thank you, my dearest friend, for the pains you have 
taken . . . and for the kind protection you would have pro
cured for me, if you could. 

This kind protection was what I wished for: but my 
wishes, raised at first by your love, were rather governed 
by my despair of other refuge (having before cast about, and 
not being able to determine, what I ought to do, and what I 
could do, in a situation so unhappy) than by a reasonable 
hope: for why indeed should anybody embroil themselves for 
others when they can avoid it? (I, 418) 

The inability to act that Clarissa expresses here has overtaken 

her after the abduction and the final, irreconcilable break with the 

Harlowe family, and is partially the result of the unreality of the 

heroine's personal and social relationships. Because of the circum

stances, simple distrust, hatred, or "cruel eros,"^9 the other char

acters in the novel either cannot or will not "embroil themselves." 

And at this point of the novel, Lovelace has appeared in several roles, 

those of action, his own pretended appearances, and the reports of 

48. In the last family council before the flight, Clarissa's 
hatred for Sojlmes is interpreted as a liking for Lovelace, 1n spite 
of explicit explanation (I, 395 ff). Clarissa again demands right
ful independence: "Take my estate. . . . Only leave me myself," 
but James Harlowe detains her by force (I, 406). 

49. Lilar, p. 110. The other classifications, many of them 
pertinent to this novel, are "Heloise, or Eros in Rebellion," (77) 
"A Religion of Love," (82) "Hadewych, or Eros Underground," (90) 
"Courtly Love, or Escapist Eros," (100) and "Griseldis, or Cruel 
Eros." (110) 
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50 Anna Howe and the Harlowe agent. By this time, James Harlowe has 

insulted the ideal of the "matrimonial duty" and the position of 
51 C9 

women, the mother has used "love" for arguments of self-interest, 

and the father acts without the sanction of his own justness and 

53 parental duty. Clarissa cannot appeal to the family: Those who 

have the right of responsibility and obedience have abrogated their 

right. Therefore, the order of the family hierarchy has been in

verted: Clarissa has more sense of responsibility than the others 

and must turn to Morden, who is on the continent; and this adds to 

the confusion of family duty: "And then to appeal to a cousin (I 

must have written with warmth to engage him) against a father; this 

was not a desirable thing to set about. Then I had not, you know, 

one soul on my side; my mother herself against me„" (I, 423) More

over, Lovelace, the opponent of the family interest, knows more about 

the group's machinations than Clarissa herself. The marriage will 

50. The report of the family agent is fairly favorable (I, 
16 ff.). Howe is in the same vein as she relates Mrs. Fortescue's 
account: a "man of pleasure," but "he is a sober man"; "gaming is 
not his vice" (I, 50-51). But the picture changes with Lovelace's 
own admissions (I, 144; 170 ff.), Clarissa's conclusion that the 
Harlowe family servant Leman is "the intelligencer" of Lovelace (I, 
315), Howe's narrative of Hickman's encounter with Lovelace's com
panions (I, 249 ff.), and her narrative of the "Rosebud" affair (I, 
350 ff.). 

51. Especially, the chicken analogy (I, 54, note 20; I, 262). 

52. Insisting on Splmes, she asks "Am I not your fond, your 
indulgent mother!" (I, 72) 

53. The father withdraws early in the novel, leaving the 
relatives to plead the case (I, 375 ff..). The family uses the 
presence of the father as a threat to Clarissa's will (I, 439). 
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take place in Clarissa's "own chamber," without the presence of the 

parents: "The very intelligence, my dear!--the very intelligence 

this, which Lovelace gave me!" (I, 426) 

Just as this contest with the Harlowes has revealed Clarissa's 

rights and the parents' violation of their responsibility, Lovelace 

shows his own antagonism to the views of responsible freedom. While 

negotiating the marriage, he reveals that he will never grant the qual

ity of.soul and mind that Clarissa's Protestant belief demands: Love

lace defends the .double standard because of the supposed inferiority 

of the woman,looks upon courtship as a contest of will and an oppor

tunity of conquest,^ and most importantly, will not grant Clarissa 

her intellectual rights: 

Can education have stronger force in a woman's heart than 
nature? Sure it cannot. But if it can, how entirely right 
are parents to cultivate their daughters' minds* and to in
spire them with notions of reserve and distance to our sex; 
and indeed to make them think highly of their own! For pride 
is an excellent substitute, let me tell thee, where virtue 
shines not out, as the sun, in its unborrowed lustre. (II, 462) 

54. "Nor ask thou: Shall the man be guilty, yet expect the 
woman to be guiltless, and even unsuspectable? Urge thou not these 
arguments . . . since the wife, by a failure, may do much more injury 
to the husband than the husband can do to the wife . . . by obtruding 
another man's children into his possessions. . . . In the eye of 
Heavenj therefore, the sin cannot- be equal. Besides I have read in 
some place that the woman was made for the man, not the man for the 
woman, Virtue, then, is less to be dispensed with in the woman than 
l n the man," (11, 39) 

55. "For what woman can be said to be virtuous till she has 
been tried? Nor is one effort, one trial, to be sufficient. Why? 
Because a woman's heart may be at one time adamant, at another wax 
—as I have often experienced. And so, no doubt, hast thou. A fine 
time of it, methinks thou says, would the women have, if they were 
all to be tried!" (II, 41) 
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As will be seen, there is some substantiation for Lovelace's charge 

that "pride" is Clarissa's fault, but the context of the accusation 

becomes clearer with the assertion that not only is "nature" eminent 

in the woman, but that, as well, she has no soul: "We have held that 

women have no souls. I am a very Jew in this point, and willing to 

believe they have not. And if so, to whom shall I be accountable for 

what I do to them?" (II, 474) 

Lovelace's posturing in the novel arises from his ignorance of 

and contempt for feminine integrity: he shares this with the Har-

lowes. Like them, he cannot understand Clarissa's obedience to the 

Christian vision, but he adds new distortions in viewing Clarissa's 

commitment as a threat to erotic fulfillment. His own contempt for 

and knowledge of the feminine roles make Clarissa contemptible: she 

should be without will and subject to passion. Yet he finds her un

attainable, and lapses by turns into violence and the apotheosis of 

the beloved. Although such incongruities are important to Lovelace's 

vacilations of temper, he is particularly emphatic in the denial of 

feminine will. "Marriage," he writes, "is in my power, now she is 

so" (11 * 42). And Lovelace goes even beyond the Harlowes in his dis

tortions, misunderstanding the code of Christian duty, as they do, 

56. Important to this discussion, Clarissa at one point sees 
an equivalent fault in both her brother and Lovelace: "My aunt men
tioned Mr. Lovelace's boasting behaviour to his servants: perhaps 
he may_ be so mean, But as to rriy brother, he always took a pride in 
making himself appear to be a man of parts and learning to our ser
vants." (I, 470) Clarissa's statement about Lovelace the "judge" 
equivocally applies to her family: "I know that this wretch will, 
if he can, be his own judge, and mine too. But the latter he shall 
not beT71 (1, 470) 
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but also invoking the vers de societ/standards of Waller after Clar

issa returns the marriage proposal and settlement torn in half: 

But yet, what mortifies my pride is, that this exalted 
creature, if I were to marry her, would not be governed in 
her behaviour to me by love, but by generosity merely, or 
by blind duty; and had rather live single, than be mine. 

I cannot bear this. 

The gentle Waller says, Women are born to be controlled. 
Gentle as he was, he knew that. A tyrant husband makes a 
dutiful wife. And why do the sex love rakes, but because 
they know how to direct their uncertain wills, and manage 
them? (II, 415-16) 

Of course, Lovelace cannot "manage them," and even though he may boast 

of the virile ability to tame the feminine spirit,^ he admits that 

he, like any other man, may be victimized by the female tempest: 

But for a wife to come up with a-kemboed arm, the other 
hand thrown out, perhaps with a pointing finger--Look ye 
here, sir! Take notice! If you are wrong, I'll be wrong! 
If you are in a passion, I'll be in a passion! Rebuff for 
rebuff, sir! If you fly, I'll tear! If you swear, I'll 
curse! And the same room, and the same bed, shall not hold 
us, sir! For, remember, I am married, sir! I am a wife, 
sir! You can't help yourself, sir! Your honour, as well 
as your peace, is in my keeping! And, if you like not this 
treatment, you may have worse, sir! (II, 396-97) 

57. "What pleasure should I have in breaking such a spirit!" 
Lovelace writes of Anna Howe, and then sees the advent of obedience: 
"How sweetly pretty to see the two lovely friends, when humbled and 
tame, both sitting in the darkest corner of a room, arm in arm, 
weeping and sobbing for each other! And I their empiprpr, their then 
acknowledged emperor, reclined at my ease in the same room, uncertain 
to which I should first, Grand Signor-like, throw out my handker
chief!" (II, 369) Lovelace makes these comments after intercepting 
one of Howe's letters. Especially annoying to him is Howe's asser
tion, "Though tricked into this man's power, she tells her, she is 
not meanly subjugated to it" (II, 369), which describes Clarissa's 
independence. 
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As Lovelace has earlier admitted, he is not in full control of the 

58 events following his entanglement. He delights in intrigue but 

also finds himself increasingly victimized by a lack of comprehension 

and an inability to control situation, whether in the imagined argu

ment just seen, or the admission that "Whatever our hearts are in, 

our heads will follow. Begin with spiders, with flies, with what we 

will, girl is the centre of gravity, and we all naturally tend to it" 

(II, 23). And "girl" refuses to fit the pattern, whether set by par

ent or would-be lover, either in plot or sincere proposals of mar

riage that are refused. 

The view that Lovelace represents either a romantic or dra

matic stereotype is in as much error as the interpretation that Clar

issa must be the nonpareil of feminine and Christian perfection. For 

Lovelace reveals a vulnerability and a loss of certainty as the novel 

progresses, even though Richardson in the second edition of Clarissa 

emphasized the "evil" of the masculine protagonist.^ Clarissa fails 

to respond either to the plots or the sincere protestations of admi

ration that Lovelace offers. The single explanation may be that the 

main characters simply cannot agree on the matrimonial formula, or 

58. Fully evident in the first letter, (I, 150-51) admitted 
and described in detail throughout the novel; Lovelace describes the 
delight in intrigue for himself: "Thou knowest nothing, Jack, of the 
delicacies of intrigue; nothing of the glory of outwitting the witty 
and the watchful; of the joys that fill the mind of the inventive or 
contriving genius. . . ." (11,30) 

59. T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, "The Composition 
of Clarissa and its Revision before Publication," PMLA, LXXXIII 
(1968), 428. 
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that the heroine is good and the hero is evil; the novel may, then, be 

a fictional comment on the devolution of evil, contrasted with the 

most perfect kind of feminine good.®0 As we have seen, the matrimo

nial aspects of the novel are essential, raising Clarissa in estima

tion, providing a justification of the importance of her independence, 

and allowing a social plausibility to work in the plot and situation 

of the novel. But the nature of Clarissa's self-justification and 

illusion are to be found within this theme as well. Protestant ideals 

of matrimony emphasized independence, a greater equality, a clearness 

of vision. Lovelace and the Harlowes certainly violate these princi

ples. Does Clarissa understand the same principles, or can she bring 

them to some practical, positive application that will preserve her 

from the self-defeating search for the unattainable? Do outside 

forces, largely uncontrollable, make her choose death rather than 

life, or is she in part culpable? Do the greater part of the scenes 

of the first two-thirds of the novel reveal only the social irrespon

sibility of Lovelace which is to be contrasted with Clarissa's asser

tions of will and righteousness? 

60. Heywood, Diary, I, 141, "I more prize a poore, ragged, 
despised christian . . . than the most gaudy & glorious gallants in 
best attire; . . . in my eyes a rich & revelling gentleman is but a 
vile person compared with a poore praying saint." It is against this 
theme of good and evil Heywood defines that Leslie A. Fiedler reacts, 
not necessarily to Richardson: "A further distortion of the Richard-
sonian prototype attempted to transform the seduction theme into a 
feminist attack upon the male, a symbolic castration of the oppressing 
sex. There had been present in Richardson from the first, of course, 
a view of the sexual encounter as warfare between man and woman, with 
the male in the role of the enemy." Love and Death in the American 
Novel, p. 61. Also see note 38. 
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The question of Clarissa's own culpability is usually glossed 

--often at the instigation of Richardson himself (I, 501; II, 33, 

notes). Yet, occasional footnotes cannot mask the dominance of Clar

issa's assertion of what becomes a blinding, contradictory vision of 

event and reality. In short, Clarissa exhibits a distinct kind of 

pride that is as personally destructive as Lovelace's love-hatred. 

Mrs. Harlowe, for instance, writes in her personal explanation of the 

parent's role that Clarissa was the favored child. The passage gives 

a picture of confused self-justification, providing some evidence that 

makes the animosity of the brother and sister explicable, the charges 

of Clarissa's "Harlowe pride" understandable and not inconsistent. 

"For my own part," Mrs. Harlowe writes, "I could not stifle a pleasure, 

that had perhaps a faulty vanity for its foundation, whenever I was 

spoken of, or addressed to, as the mother of so sweet a child: Mr. 

Harlowe and I, all the time, loving each other the better for the 

share each had in such a daughter" (II, 288). That the parental van

ity revealed here worked to the destruction of family equality is too 

clearly revealed: 

In her bosom, young as she was, could I repose all my 
griefs--sure of receiving from her prudence [sic] advice as 
well as comfort. . . . Every body as even covetous of her 
company; and we grudged her to our brothers Harlowe, and to 
our sister and brother Hervey-rno other contention among us, 
then, but who should be next favoured by her. No chiding 
ever knew she from us, but the chiding of lovers, when she 
was for shutting herself up too long together from us, in 
pursuit of those charming amusements and useful employments, 
for which, however, the whole family was the better. 

Our other children had reason (good children as they 
always were) to think themselves neglected. But they like
wise were so sensible of their sister's superiority, and of 



the honour she reflected upon the whole family, that they 
confessed themselves eclipsed, without envying the eclipser. 
(II,: 289) 

Such an admission, however, may not justify the charge that 

Clarissa suffers from "pride," even though there is some similarity 

between Lovelace's and Clarissa's early environment.*^ Or is there 

any justification for Lovelace's consistent assertions that "pride" 

disfigures the perfection of the heroine? Certainly Lovelace is 

absolutely candid in his letters, whatever he may act out in his 

relations with Clarissa and his family. Even with such absolute 

candor, however, Lovelace's assertions of."pride" may reveal the same 

illusions as his use of the words angel, woman, wife, the terms that 

violate the practicality Clarissa offers, that man and woman must "see 
CO 

each other as they are." (I, 290) Just as Lovelace uses woman in 

bath the contexts of sublimity and vexing deviltry (II, 383; II, 14 

ff.), he uses the accusation of "pride" in the different contexts of 

frustrated anger and possible justification. In one sense, Lovelace's 

61. Lovelace's uncle, Lord M., admits "Indeed, it was his 
poor mother that first spoiled "him; and I have been but too indulgent 
to him since." Lord M.'s judgment applies to-both hero and heroine: 
"Children when little, make their parents fools; when great, mad." 
(II, 323) 

62. This, of course, is contrary to the code of Lovelace: 
"Let me worship an angel, said I, no woman." (II, 383) See however 
the cool and realistic admission: "Thou hast heard me often expa
tiate upon the pitiful figure a man must make, whose wife haSj or 
believes she has, more sense than himself. A thousand reasons could 
I give why I ought not to think of marrying Miss Clarissa Harlowe: 
at least till I can be sure that she loves me with the preference I 
must expect from a wife." (II, 14) Yet, in the next paragraph he 
refers to "hymeneal shackles." 



use of the epithet simply means that there is resistance to his will; 

in another it indicates the confused perception of feminine will and 

equality of soul, and in yet another it signifies the quality of the 

new family, anxious for position and appearance. These meanings are 

readily apparent in a letter to Bel ford, shortly after the abduction, 

but before the next crisis of the novel, the fire scene: 

But let me, in my turn, ask thee: Is not* may not, her vir
tue be founded rather in pride than in principle? Whose 
daughter is she? And is she not a daughter? If impeccable, 
how came she by her impeccability? The pride of setting an 
example to her sex has run away with her hitherto, and may 
have made her till now invincible. But is not that pride 
abated? What may not both men and women be brought to do in 
a mortified state? (II, 35^37 

"Pride" in one context then is simply any resistance to Lovelace's 

intentions as a rake, the standard that "Importunity and opportunity 

no woman is proof against . . (II, 35). But even this cynical 

letter honors Clarissa's virtue. "I do not, I dare not question it," 

Lovelace half admits in his praeterition. Yet there is a use of the 

charge that is credible, revealing less about Lovelace's completely 

revealed distortions than about Clarissa's own actions, which are 

inexplicable to Lovelace and partly so to the reader. Perhaps, Love

lace surmises, Clarissa's negative will is inherited: "This is true 

of the HarloweSj Jack: they have been called the proud Harlowes; and 

I have ever found that all .young honour is supercilious and touchy." 

(II, 478) When Clarissa escapes from Lovelace the first time, it must 

be due to "Harlowe-pride (the worst of pride), and to all the deadly 

passions that ever reigned in a female breast" (II, 522). At this 
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point, Lovelace's proposal has been sincere; he had made a serious 

proposal, and Clarissa's flight, he surmises, must not be because of 

"virtue" (II, 523). 

Given the fact that Lovelace has from the first refused Clar

issa the independence promised before the abduction, the charges of 

"pride" may be little more than the revelation of his own confusions 

and distortions. Yet there is considerable insight in some of his 
CO 

assertions, supported by Clarissa's own admission. She is too aloof 

to forgive any infraction of the code, seen clearly in the reaction 

to the proposal: 

1 remember that the dear creature, in her torn answer to 
my proposals, says that condescension is not meanness. 

But she will not trust me. She will not confide in my 
honour. Doubt, in this case, is defiance. She loves me not 
well enough to forgive me generously. She is so greatly above 
me! How can I forgive her for a merit so mortifying to my 
pride! She thinks, she knows, she has told me, that she is 
above me. These words are still in my ears, Begone, Lovelace! 
(II, 514-15)64 

Clarissa, however, excuses these statements and actions with 

her own self-justifications. She draws up a list of Lovelace's 

63. Clarissa admits, after arguing with the Harlowes, "I ver
ily think, upon a strict examination of myself, that I have almost 
as much in me of my father's as of my mother's family" (I, 37). 

64. The reference is to this rejection of the proposals and 
Lovelace's apology: "Begone, Mr. Lovelace, said she, with a reject
ing motion, . . . for your own sake leave me! My soul is above thee, 
man! with both her hands pushing me from her! Urge me not to tell 
thee, how sincerely I think my soul above thee! Thou hast, in mine, 
a proud, a too proud heart to contend with. . . . Let me worship 
an angel, said I, no woman." (II, 382-83) 
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instances of "pride" and relishes the confrontation: In this scene, 

Lovelace has just apologised for his "proud heart" and pressed his 

claim for "preferable favour from the lady I am ambitious to call 

mine. ..." Clarissa responds: 

You know, my dear, the room he had given me to reciminate 
upon him in twenty instances. I did not spare him. 

Every one of these instances * said I (after I had enu
merated them)j convinces me of your pride indeed, sir, but 
not of your merit. I confess that I have as much pride as 
you can have, although I hope it is of another kind than 
that you so readily avow. (II, 300) 

Yet, the tone of the refusal, the act of tearing up the proposal, the 

relations of the incidents to Howe show a different kind of "pride" 

than that which looks to the preservation of family honor and per

sonal value. If Clarissa accepts the proposal, she will do so as a 

martyr. In view of the refusals just made to set the time, the self-

justification borders on the disingenuous: 

However, I am willing to compound for my fault, by giv
ing up (if that may be all my punishment) the expectation of 
what is deemed happiness in this life, with such a husband 
as I fear he will make. In short, I will content myself to 
be a suffering person through the state to the end of my life. 
A long one it cannot be! 

This may qualify him . . . from stings of conscience from 
misbehaviour to a first wife, to be a more tolerable one to 
a second, though not perhaps a better deserving one: while 
my story, to all who shall know itv will afford these in
structions: That the eye is a traitor, and ought ever to be 
mistrusted: that form is deceitful. . . . (Ill 313) 

Clarissa acts, she emphasised, "to observe due decorum" (II, 312). 

With its contradictions of righteousness, culpability, and 

Lovelace's sincerity, this scene and its consequent discussion in the 

novel is essential in determining the tragedy of illusion of both the 
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main characters. The early readers apparently objected strenuously 

to the refusal and Clarissa's "overniceness." The critics of the 

scene, Richardson asserts, have not read the novel carefully and must 

not ignore Letter CXXI (160 pages later in the volume) which proves 

that "the woman who resents not initiatory freedoms, must be lost."®® 

His argument concludes: 

But the reader perhaps is too apt to form a judgment of 
Clarissa's conduct in critical cases by Lovelace's com1-
plaints of her coldness; not considering his views upon 
her; and that she is proposed as an example; and there
fore in her trials and distresses must not be allowed to 
dispense with those rules which perhaps some others of her 
sex, in her delicate situation, would not have thought 
themselves so strictly bound to observe; although, if she 
had not observed them, a Lovelace would have carried all 
his points; (II, 313-14) 

Yet the critics of "overniceness" are correct to this point of the 

novel. Lovelace has boasted of the usefulness of intrigue and that 

"good" is useful for the sake of illusion,®® but at this point he is 

acting with few purposeful illusions. The proposal is made in good 

fai th. 

Immediately after the refusal, however, Lovelace clearly 

describes the first stage of his moral devolution, a process to be 

repeated until the last stages of the novel. "After her haughty 

treatment of me," Lovelace writes, "I am resolved she shall speak 

out" (II, 314). It is from the refusal of Clarissa in this scene 

65. Lovelace has just attempted a kiss on the. cheek, but 
goes further in the later scene, resolving to see "a twin Lovelace 
at each charming breast ..." (IT, 477). 

66. See note 58. 

( 
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that the perversity and diabolism of Lovelace increase, only to become 

more extreme after the successive refusals. In other words* one can

not quote from letters written later in the novel to show moral deni

gration at an earlier point in the work. 

Fortunately, the text may simply be considered in itself with

out Richardson's gloss. But his intrusion in this work is less fortun

ate, simply because the text and the epistolary technique must speak 

for themselves: the "ontological status"67 of Clarissa is clear with

out any gloss or explanation. There is no room in this fiction for 

even an "implied author,"6® for the technique effectively omits Rich

ardson as a "second self" from the fiction, the intrusive person which 

Fielding affects.69 Richardson even goes out of his way to avoid any 

of the identities of the implied author. In the moralisms of Belford 

in the last quarter of the novel, some identity is present when Rich

ardson's own correspondence is compared with Belton's didacticism. 

67. Rene Wellek and Austin Warren* Theory of Literature, 2nd 
ed. (New York, 1956), p. 144, define this problem, concluding that the 
work of art "is a system or norm of ideal concepts which are inter-
subjective." Richardson has so defined his technique of epistolary 
fiction that any intrusion of the author per se is inconsistent, a 
break in the illusions of "the moment." See Correspondence II, 12; 
Introduction to Sir Charles Grandison, p. xi. Also, see the attack 
on the intrusive author (Thackeray) in Arnold Kettle, An Introduction 
to the English Novel (New York, 1960), I, 157 ff. 

68. Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago, 1963), 
pp. 73-74. "Our sense of the Implied author includes not only the 
extractable meanings but also the moral and emotional content of each 
bit of action and suffering of all of the characters it includes, in 
short, the intuitive apprehension of a completed artistic whole." 

69. Ibid., pp. 75 ff., 215 ff. 
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Yet Richardson at this point in the novel uses the footnote to dis

agree with Belford, the supposed "implied author," to separating the 

identity of this character from any guise of the author or his "inten

tion," and correcting his misunderstanding of suffering in tragedy 

(III, 118). 

Throughout the novel, but especially at this point, the reader 

must accept the text itself and the incidents that reveal the char

acter of the protagonists. At the time of this definite proposal and 

before the refusal which he cannot comprehend, Lovelace is more tract

able and humane than at any other portion of the novel before Clar

issa's last "illness" and death. Even Anna Howe, who has discovered 

most of the faults of Lovelace's past, can conclude: "Never in my life 

did I hear or read of so patient a man, with such a blessing in his 

reach. But wretches of his cast, between you and me, my dear, have 

not, I fancy, and ardours that honest men have." (II, 317)^° She has 

complained of Clarissa's "overniceness" before, to the correction of 

Richardson's note: "it was not possible for a person of her true 

delicacy of mind to act otherwise than she did, to a man so cruelly 

and so insolently artful." (II, 156) Yet at the beginning of the 

proposal scenes, even Clarissa has found Lovelace agreeable, if he 

70. Richardson is here inconsistent with his own moralism. 
See the letter to "Mrs. Balfour," Correspondence * IV, 286-87. "'You 
know a lady who obstinately refused her lover for nine years, and was 
prevailed upon to alter her mind 1n the tenth.' What was the man? 
Not agreeable, I doubt, on one hand, and not bold enough on the other; 
or the lady had more towering views, or a preference to some other 
man. ..." 
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would match manner with action (which he attempts to do to Clarissa's 

reaction of refusal), and if time could remain at a static moment of 

perfection: 

I think I could prefer him to all the men I ever knew, were 
he but to be always what he has been this day. You see how 
ready I am to own all you have charged me with, when I find 
myself out. It is a difficult thing, I believe, sometimes, 
for a young creature that is able to deliberate with herself, 
to know when she loves, or when she hates: but I am resolved, 
as much as possible, to be determined both in my hatred and 
love by actions, as they make the man worthy or unworthy. 
(II, 225J 

It is only after this refusal that Lovelace turns to the solace and 

explanations of Waller and listens more attentively to the advice of 

the bawds "to attempt her virtue." Clarissa's own reaction to the 

proposal is both tempered but absolute, and she casts herself in the 

role of pathetic agent: "I am rather to be pitied, than he to be 

censured" (II, 312), she admits at.the most generous point of her 

description. But she cannot accept Lovelace, "so accustomed to be 

admired" that his conscience is blinded (II* 313).^ Clarissa shows 

the degrees of deception, both from observation and the reliance on 

preconception in the admission, "the eye is a traitor . . ." (II, 313). 

After this scene, Richardson introduces another element to 

confuse the degrees of righteousness in the marriage negotiations. He 

introduces Tomlinson, a "captain" in the pay of Lovelace, who pretends 

that the Harlowe family is in favor of the marriage. This is intended 

71. The phrase ironically describes Clarissa herself: "the 
whole family . . . confessed themselves eclipsed, without envying 
the eclipser." (II, 289) 
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to show the equivocation of lovelace 1n the marriage proposals. Can 

Clarissa trust a person who.will marry under false pretenses? Again, 

however, the Tomllnson Incidents provide evidence that Lovelace 1s 

acting from sincere motives, desires matrimony, even to the extent of 

providing the family approval thought essential. And Clarissa reacts 

not to this delusion, which she discovers later, but once again to 

the "freedom" Lovelace takes 1n going to her room during the fire 

Incident. 

What becomes clearly apparent from these scenes 1s that 

Clarissa 1s simply unable to act, not because of Innocence and puri

ty, but the confusion of moral prerogatives.. As Lovelace 1s active 

and at times sincere 1n his quest, Clarissa asserts and defines a 

negative kind of moral absolute which makes positive action Impos

sible. And 1t 1s the Inability to deal with the complexity of,events, 

even realistically to admit personal culpability, that drives Clarissa 

to the absolute negativism of self-willed destruction. She may be 

"all variety!" (IIr 499) the antithesis of the women who are to "be 

found out 1n one breakfasting" (II, 346) 1n Lovelace's view; but her 

temper and her conviction are recognizably Protestant, and show the 

dilemma Inherent 1n the Protestant conviction of righteousness and 

Identity w1 thi divine will. In one sense, Clarissa.Is a "victim," of 

family, pursuer, and society, but her own will and moral categories 

defeat her equally and emphatically, turning her to a total reliance 

on the self-contained Ideals of the negation of the present and the 

reliance on the "future reward," the conceptual economy which can be 
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the only answer for the victim of almost consistent, righteous self-

72 deception. 

The climax of self-deception occurs in the middle of the novel, 

shortly after the marriage proposals just discussed and before Clar

issa's first escape. One reads of Clarissa's participation in a lit

tle debate on wit, in which Clarissa quotes Cowley's ode: 

Wit, like a luxuriant vine. 
Unless to Virtue's prop it join, 
Firm and erect, tow'rd heaven bound, 

Though it with beauteous leaves and pleasant fruit be crown'd 
It lies deform'd, and rotting on the ground. (II, 485) 

The performance "put us out of conceit with ourselves . . ." Belford 

admits, but Clarissa's sallies into witty exchange, or her ability at 

argument, cannot save her from self-deception, most strikingly seen 

in the fire episode. According to Lovelace's account, a fire breaks 

out "owing to the carelessness of Mrs. Sinclair's cook-maid, who, hav

ing sat up to read the simple History of Dorastus and Faunia when she 

should have been in bed . . (II, 500). Dorcas raises the alarm; 

72. The moral confusion from such a stance is revealed in 
Richardson's comments (see note 65) and Clarissa II, 313-14) and this 
view, that any immoderation is a major fault: "When, therefore, you 
are guilty of any folly, or extravagance * or indulge any vain temper, 
do not consider it as a small matter, because it may seem so if com
pared to some other sins; but consider it, as it is acting contrary 
to your nature, and then you will see that there is nothing small 
that is unreasonable; because all unreasonable ways are contrary to 
the nature of all rational beings, whether men or Angels: neither of 
which can be any longer agreeable to God, than so far as they act 
according to the reason and excellence-of-their nature." William Law, 
A Serious Call to a Devout & Holy Life, intro. by Norman Sykes (London, 
1906), p. 54. Nothing could be more alien to the concept "that the 
precepts of natural law are discovered by a combination of sense-
perception and reason. . . ." W. von-Leyden, Introduction to John 
Locke, Essays on the Law of Nature (Oxford, 1958), p. 41. 
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Clarissa rushes from her apartment 1n a state of deshabille, falls 

into the arms of Lovelace, who returns her to her bed, Clarissa can 

only see a plot: 

She appealed to Heaven against my treachery, as she 
called it; while I, by the most solemn vows, pleaded my own 
equal fright, and the reality of the danger that had alarmed 
us both. 

She conjured me, in the most solemn and affecting man
ner, by turns threatening and soothing, to quit her apart
ment and permit her to hid herself from the light, and from 
every human eye. (II, 502) 

At this point in the novel, the scene is exactly as Lovelace describes 

it: "the reality of the danger" was thought to be present. The pro

tagonist is even angered with Dorcas for alarming Clarissa: '% dear

est life! fear nothing: I have been up—the danger is over—the fire 

is got under. And how, foolish devil! [to Dorcas] could you thus, 

by your hideous yell, alarm and frighten my angel!" (II, 501) 

It is from this point of the novel that the metaphor of 

Clarissa, to hide "herself from the light, and from every human eye," 

accurately begins to express the process of perceptual decline which 

eventually results in the wish for her own death. Before, Clarissa 

has mentioned death in the novel, but as an alternative to marriage 

to Solmes: "I .will undergo the cruellest death--I will even consent 

to enter into the awful vault of n\y ancestors, and to have that 

bricked up upon me, rather than consent to be miserable for life;." 

(I, 380) But the scene of the fire presents the first clear con

firmation of "the death in life," the heroine purposely turning away 

from perceptual explanation and justification to the absolutes of 



201 

73 the soul and "obedience to this Voice. . . Self-justification 

and self-annihilation become the same process of the tragedy of the 

character's inability to recognize self and plight. Clarissa is 

caught in a negativism she conceives to be self-preservation, a pro

cess in reality that ironically becomes totally destructive. Clar

issa may wish to maintain the punctilio of relationship (the "over-

niceness" Richardson defends), but it is confused with the negation 

of escape, the search for nonexistent refuge, threatening death as 

the expedient, as in this episode from the fire scene: 

I besought her pardon; yet could not avoid offending; and 
repeatedly vowed that the next morning's sun should wit
ness our espousals; but taking, I suppose, all rriy protesta
tions of this kind as an indication that I intended to pro
ceed to the last extremity, she would hear nothing that I 
said; . . . looking all wildly round her, as if,for some 
instrument of mischief, she espied a pair of sharp-pointed 
scissors on a chair by the bedside, and endeavoured to 
catch them up, with design to make her words good on the 
spot. (II, 502) 

Lovelace, then, can never succeed in either the attempt of conquest 

or of communication—the threat of suicide comes even before the con

tact Clarissa resents, and Lovelace heeds the appeal of innocence.^ 

73. H. N. Bailsford, The Levellers and the English Revo!u-
tionj ed. Charles Hill (Stanford, 1961), p. 660. The phrase describes 
Qerrard Winstanley's emphasis. See also The Works of Gerrard Win-
si tan! ey, ed. George H. Sabine (New York, 1965), p. 206, for the 
emphasis of the divine will in man: "For the Father will have all men 
to look up to him for teaching, and to acknowledge no other teacher 
and ruler but himself. ..." 

74. "I insisted upon one kiss to seal my pardon--and retired 
like a fool, a woman's fool, as I was! I sneakingly retired! 
Couldst thou have believed it?" Clarissa, of course, has forgiven 
him for the expediency of the moment (II; 506). 
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This scene, like the structure, of the entire novel, 1s built 

on episode after episode revealing either Clarissa's self-Induced dis

tortions or the attempts of others to confuse her alternatives. Like 

the machinations of the Harlowe family 1n the beginning of the work, 

Lovelace's plots, forgeries, and disguises, which Increase in Inten

sity, number and absurdity after each, rejection as the novel prog

resses, are part of the attempt to confuse perception and alternative. 

Even Anna Howe, the trusted but at times, confusing correspondent, 

alternately advises marriage and gives accounts of Lovelace's decep-
75 

tion and lechery. Nevertheless, Clarissa's myopia 1s largely of 

the self-deceived. It 1s in the development of the righteous but 

self-deceived that the novel maintains a consistent but vexing ambi

guity; the confusions of choice and the Protestant absolutism of the 

chief character conflict and coalesce, her judgment finally 1s value

less, before self-destruction becomes expedient, even necessary. 

The first steps of this process are at first most evident 1n 

the scenes just discussed, where Clarissa consistently Interprets 

the situation according to her own "inner. I1ght":.and refuses to per

ceive the reality at hand. But her ability to make quick but self-

deceiving judgments 1s evident from the first part of the novel, 

whose scenes (once Lovelace has entered) are divided between an 

Ironic Ignorance of action and supposition, even the assertions of 

the self-righteous. While still involved 1n the negotiation and 

75. See note 50. She advises matrimony 1n several instances 
(I, 472, III, 416, III, 478), even after the rape.(IV, 414). 
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distresses over Solmes, she can only question the morals of the ingen

uous "Rosebud," a plebian innocent who.has caught Lovelace's eye. She 

learns of the affair from Howe and responds: 

A sweet pretty girl! you say. A sweet.pretty girl, my dear! 
—they are sweet pretty words from your pen. But are they 
yours or his of her? If she be so simple, if she have ease 
and nature in her manner, in her speech, and warbles prettily 
her wild notes, why, such a girl as.that must engage such a 
profligate wretch (as now indeed I.doubt this man is) accus
tomed, perhaps to town-women, and-their-confident ways--must 
deeply and for a long season engage-him: since perhaps when 
her innocence is departed, she will endeavor by art to supply 
the loss of the natural charms which now engage him. (I, 352-53) 

The ironic point to Clarissa's later predicament is clear in this pas-
76 

sage, but what Richardson calls the "moral legs" cannot excuse this 

deceptive moralizing, which becomes fulsome with the strictures on the 

"imperfect sex" are noted but twenty pages later: "This mischievous 

sex! What had I to do with any of them; or they with me?" (I, 370) 

Clarissa performs a rhapsody on feminine.superiority .and a few pages 

later, summarizing the last family argument of the Harlowes before 

the flight: 

Female accents I could distinguish the. drowned ones to be. 
0 my dear! what a hard-hearted sex is the other! Children 
of the same parents, how came they by their cruelty? Do 
they get it by travel? Do they get. it: by conversation with 
one another? Or how do they get it? Yet my sister, too, 
is as hard-hearted as any of them. But this may be no ex
ception neither; for she has been thought to be masculine 
in her air, and in her spirit. She-has-then perhaps a soul 
of the other sex in a body of ours. And so, for the honour 

76. "I would be sure they. had-, legsv and-.morally so . . ." 
Richardson writes about the independence- of the:young woman and in 
defending the freedoms he allows the characters of Howe and Clarissa. 
Correspondence, II, 213. 



204 

of our own, will I judge of every woman for the future, who 
imitating the rougher manners of.men, acts unbeseeming the 
gentleness of her own sex. (I» 386-87) 

In the scenes before the abduction, the dilemma of percep

tion and moralistic conviction is definite. When deceived by her own 

righteousness, Clarissa is nearly incapable of perceiving reality in 

its full dimension. What prevents the reader's easy recognition of 

Clarissa's self-deception is her ability to capture each scene of ar

gument or indignation/7 to relay passionate mistake, as after the 

fire scene, or righteous anger, after the rape. But her reaction to 

the present reveals an inability for any action beyond the self-

righteousness that limits her ability to perceive and act. Her at-
78 traction to Lovelace by her own account never resembles love but is 

regulated by her own self-interest, the assumption that Lovelace will 

be useful in restoring her to her freedom: 

At worst, will he confine me prisoner to my chamber? Will 
he deny me the visits of my dearest friend, and forbid me to 
correspond with her? Will he take from me the mi s tress 1-y 
management, which I had not faultily discharged? Will he set 
a servant over me with license to insult me?..Will he, as he 
has not a sister, permit Jus cousins Montague, or would either 
of those ladies accept of a permission, to insult and tyran
nize over me? (I, 200) 

77. In accounts of the arguments-* the "cruel sex" gambit is 
reversed. "For God's sake, dearest Madam, said Mr. Solmes. . . ." 
Clarissa responds: "For God's sake, what sir? How come God's sake 
and your sake, I pray you, to be the same?".(I, 387) Lovelace becomes 
ill after the marriage negotiations,, and.Clarissa asks: "I am afraid 
it was occasioned by the violent contentions between us. But was I 
in fault?" (II, 437) ; 

78. "I behold the desired port, the single state. ... I see 
in Lovelaee the rocks on one hand and in Solmes the sands on the other. 
. . ." (I, 345-46) 



205 

Very important to her later delusions of innocence and moral absolut

ism, Clarissa does agree to leave the Harlowes because of the promise 

of freedom, "to restore me to my own free will, in a point so abso

lutely necessary to my future happiness" (I, 442). The desire for 

freedom goes beyond the desire of "free will," becomes more absolute, 

and makes the heroine credulous: "I can have no room to doubt of his 

sincerity." (I, 443) The decision appears to be fixed and absolute, 

just as is Clarissa's analysis of the family predicament: "That I 

have no way to avoid the determined resolution of my friends in behalf 

of Mr. Solmes, but by abandoning this house by his [Lovelace's] as

sistance." (I, 443) Yet as the time approaches, she cannot bring her

self to conviction or act. "But should I, or should I not, meet him?" 

she asks (I, 469). Regretting the decision, she hopes to recover the 

letter: "I will, for the last time, go to the usual place,, in hopes 

to find that he has got my letter. If he has, I will not meet him. 

If he has not I will take it back, and show him what I have written." 

(I, 470) 

Lovelace then comes to the interview convinced that Clarissa 

is to leave, has not seen the second letter, and does not accept Clar

issa's command to "urge me no further" (I, 477). The scene which fol

lows and Clarissa's description of it are the most important in the 

novel, setting the pattern for the action throughout the book, that 

of the refusal of "recognition" seen more patently in volume II. In 

this scene of the flight from the Harlowes, Clarissa shares fully in 

the actions, but refuses to accept the full view of her own actions 
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and responsibility. She sees herself instead as a Christian victim, 

who must expiate her "sin." The dilemma arises from her own acts: 

she does share in the action and allows, her own will to be compromised. 

This she admits, but never fully recognizes, maintaining the right of 

moral judge and arbiter after the contradictory admissions of her own 

guilt. 

Lovelace of course remains the plotting protagonist, but there 

is evidence that Clarissa also is capable of plotting, and not in the 

negative sense of confused action. She keeps alive the hope of escape 

for her own purpose, the frustration of Solmes's marriage intentions. 

First, Clarissa recognizes that she will sign the marriage settlements 

for the marriage with Solmes at the direct command of her father ("How 

shalll be able to refuse this to my father!" [I, 439]), yet she has 

later planned to avoid tbe marriage, using Lovelace for a legalistic 

escape of "prior obiigation": 

Then, supposing the very worst, challenging the minister as 
I shall challenge him, he will not presume to proceed: nor 
surely will Mr. Solmes dare to accept my refusing and strug
gling hand. And finally, if nothing else will do, nor pro
cure me delay, I can plead scruples of conscience* and even 
pretend prior obligation; for, my dear, I have given Mn 
Lovelace room to hope . . . that I will be no other man's 
while he is single, and gives mr not wilful and premeditated 
cause of offense against him; and this in order to rein in 
his resentments on the declared animosity of my brother and 
uncles to him. (I, 474-75) 

With this in mind, the "abduction" is problematical: who is here 

abusing trust and playing with appearances for the sake of self-

interest? Clarissa's lack of insight is a maddening ambiguity of 

the stages of action and denial: she is unable to declare intention 
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and suit it with action, or even to admit the complexity of her own 

intentions, again and again hoping that time will remain at the empty 

stasis of limitless decision and its denial: 

On what a point of time may one's worldly happiness depend! 
Had I had but two hours more, to consider, of-the matter, and 
to attend to and improve upon these.new lights, as I may 
call them. And even then, perhaps I might have given him a 
meeting. Fool that I was! what had.I to do. to.give him 
hope that I would personally acquaint him with.the reason 
for my change of mind, if I did change it? (I, 475) 

In view of such distortions, Clarissa's claim that an "obliging tem

per" is at fault for the interview and the abduction can only be 

disingenuous. Certainly not here, if at any place in the novel, does 

79 Clarissa in her words* attempt "to gratify others." 

In the abduction scene, Clarissa shares the responsibility 

for her action by contriving to meet Lovelace without being noticed. 
on 

She sends the servant to perform a trivial chore, then goes to the 

meeting with some trepidation but little hesitancy: "But no time 

was to be lost. I stepped to the garden door; and seeing a clear 

coast, unbolted the already unlocked door." (I, 476) This is the 

last time in the novel that she participates in any act but that of 

escape or some form of negation, so vividly does she feel the impo

sition of trickery and her own sense of deception (Lovelace has had 

his agent ready to call an alarm at a given signal), and so 

79. "0 . . . an obliging temper is a very dangerous temper! 
By endeavoring to gratify others it is evermore disobliging itself!" 
(I, 476) 

80. She sends the maid on a trivial chore "most distant 
from the ivy summer-house" (I, 476). 
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uncharacteristic does she judge her own action that she declares after 

the flight: "I am mortified!—how much I am sunk in my own opinion— 

I that was proposed for an example, truly, to others!" (I, 487) 

What Clarissa discovers in some degree is her own imperfection 

which but temporarily contradicts the opinion of righteousness. But 

acting confusedly and ambiguously, she cannot focus the responsibility 

clearly. After the abduction she describes Lovelace: "A wretch! how 

naturally did he fall into the character, although I was so much out 

of mine!" (I, 496) Yet she has confused personal expediency with her 

own self-granted sense of the Christian victim, alternating "I despise. 

myself" with "a step so disgracefully inconvenient to myself, . . ." 

and the assertion of the atoning victim with the alien note of self-

interest: "Had I stayed, and had the worst I dreaded happened, my 

friends would then have been answerable for the consequences, if any 

bad ones had followed: but now I have this only consolation left me 

. . . that I have cleared them of blame and taken it all upon myself!" 

(I, 487) Yet she recognizes in a totally self-absorbed manner the 

consequences of the act ("disgracefully inconvenient to myself") and 

fears opinion and its effect on self-estimation: "I despise myself! 

--and well I may: for could the giddiest and most inconsiderate girl 

in England have done worse than I shall appear to have done in the, 

eye of the world?" (I, 487) 

Given these confusions of moral imperatives, the question must 

be what alternatives are open to Clarissa after the escape, an escape 

which she has before justified, then denied * and after the event 
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recognizes as an abduction because of an innocence and passivity ca

pable of absolute moral judgments about "the vile encroacher!" (I, 

486) However, Clarissa's own desire for freedom has led her through 

the complicated steps of the process of this escape; it is not merely 

the outside agent painted as devil who led her "from evil to evil!" 

(I, 486) Certainly, the sheer power of negation prevents her from 

passing "into the power of his resolution, and out of that of my own 

reason" (I, 485): her own reason is largely self-deceived by abso

lutes, the absolute demand for freedom, the right of quick moral 

categories which will be used hereafter to pardon her own responsi

bility and shift it onto other less "moral" agents of the novel. 

When Lovelace reminds her of her own agency in the escape, she re

sponds with absolute indignation: "'He came provided according to 

my confirmed appointment1 (A wretch to upbraid me thus.)" (I, 499) 

Only such a possessor of the righteous cause, the deception 

of the ardent, could pass so quickly from a degree of moral-self-

accusation to the absolutes of the accusing judge. She sees in part 

the practical result of her step ("I have only escaped from one con

finement to another?" [I, 503]) However, she believes she must re

sist him or think herself partly to share in the flight: "But, 

tricked away as I was by him, not only against my judgment, but my 

inclination, can he, or anybody, expect that I should immediately 

treat him with complaisance. ... If I did, must he not either 

think me a vile dissembler before he gained that point, or after

wards?" (II, 10-11) Then the blame assumes trivial manifestations 
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of superiority, as in Clarissa's discourse on the cursing which she 

overhears from Lovelace (she has refused to see him four times in an 

afternoon and he turns on one of the servants). Clarissa pretends 

that the swearing was done by a soldier and observes tidily: "I am 

sure they deserve chastisement, replied I: for swearing is a most 

unmanly vice, and cursing as poor and low a one; since it proclaims 

the profligate's want of power and his wickedness at the same time: 

for, could such a one punish as he speaks, he would be a fiend!" 

(I, 507) 

Just these elements discussed in the first and second parts 

of Clarissa contribute to the final frustrations and tragedy of Clar

issa's rape and death. The same degrees and kinds of illusion, moral 

and class pride, the same negations further alienate and frustrate 

the antagonists; each violates the temperance of mind and passion, 

the basis of cogency and moral integrity. Lovelace's changes of man

ner and mind follow the clear and unequivocal denials and strictures 

of Clarissa, which influence him in the eventual violation of his own 

code--though he has recognized the inconsistency of brutality: "There 

is no triumph in force. No conquest over the will. No prevailing, 

by gentle degrees, over the gentle passions! Force is the devil!" 

(II, 398) Of all of Lovelace's plots and acts to violate the hero

ine's will, the rape is the most destructive to his code and to his 

intention to possess the will of the heroine. And no other act in 

the novel grants such a moral ascendency, and perhaps a moral credi

bility, to the heroine. Richardson was brilliantly intuitive in 
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81 
refusing Cibber's request to "spare Clarissa," and no act seems so 

necessary to the tragedy as the final death of the heroine, partly 
82 

marred by "an orgy of sob stuff," but consistent with the patterns 

of righteousness and negation found in the exposition and development 

of the work. 

Certainly the pattern of action is familiar. Lovelace re>-

solves to do evil under the appearance and excuse of the gentlemanly 

code; he temporarily changes his intention and tells Clarissa his 

true intention. She refuses him, for motives of her own freedom, her 

lack of trust in his intentions, and reinstates her own moral superi

ority by contrasting her acts with his acts of duplicity and passion

ate interest. Lovelace then reacts with renewed duplicity and zest 

in the attempt on body and will. There is almost no degree of sym

pathy between the principles, as shown in this statement by Clarissa 

on the "liberties" during the fire scene, which returns again and 

again in the novel with different degrees of distortion: 

Long (much too long!) bore I with his unaccountable ways, at
tributing his errors to unmeaning gaiety, and to a want of 
knowing what true delicacy, and true generosity, required from 
a heart susceptible of grateful impressions to one involved by 
his means in unhappy circumstances. It is now wickedness in 
him (a wickedness which discredits all his professions) to say, 
that his last cruel and ungrateful insult was not a premedi-
tated one. But what need I say more of this insult, when it 
was of such a naturie* that it has changed that bias in his 
favour, and made me choose to forego all the inviting pros
pective talks of, and to run all hazards* to free myself 
from his power? (Ill; 117) 

81. Correspondence, II, 128. 

82. Elizabeth Drew, The Novel (New York, 1963), p. 45. 



212 

Clarissa makes such comments, she admits, "only ... as my youth, my 

inexperience, and my present unhappy circumstances, suggest to me" 

(II, 126), but the same tenor of the innocent absolutist mars her 

judgment; it is mixed with self-pity: "He knows not, as I told him 

yesterday, the value of the heart he has insulted!" 

But in the last attempt, Lovelace admits his own sincerity, 

finding his resolution confirmed with tears, the sentimental attri

bute of sincerity. Clarissa has "dropped into the next chair" and 

is agitated because of Lovelace's insistence on immediate marriage 

and her own hesitancy, wishing to find either approval for her ac-
00 

tions or a means of escape. Even the agent Tomlinson has been 

startled at the suggestion of force, and Lovelace makes this res

olution: 

I forgot at the instant all my vows of revenge. I threw 
myself at her feet as she sat; and, snatching her hand, 
pressed it with my lips. I besought Heaven to forgive my 
past offences, and prosper my future hopes, as I designed 
honourably and justly by the charmer of my heart, if once 
more she would restore me to her. favour. And I thought I 
felt drops of scalding water (could they be tears?) trickle 
down upon my cheeks; while my cheeks, glowing like fire, 
seemed to scorch up the unwelcome,strangers. . 

I then arose, not doubting of an implied pardon in this 
silent distress. (Ill, 141) 

83. Howe also believes in the malevolent nature of the fire: 
"I must, therefore, congratulate you upon your escape, not only from 
a horrid libertine, but from so vile a.husband, as he must have made 
to any woman; but more especially to a person of your virtue and del
icacy." (Ill, 166) Lovelace intercepts the letter. 

84. Lovelace says he will not use force but wishes an equal
ity of pride: "Let me see that she. loves, me well enough to forgive 
me for my ovwsake." (Ill, 132) He changes this resolution, but is 
again refused. 
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However, Clarissa does refuse to meet him or give any consent: "To 

what purpose meet you? Have you more to say than has been said? I 

have had enough of vows and protestations, Mr. Lovelace. To what pur

pose should I meet you to-morrow morning?" (Ill, 143) And with this 

refusal, Lovelace again changes his resolution, writing in the next 

letter about the "rakish annals" and the morality of "my worthy friend 

Mandevilie's assertion, That private vices are public benefits" (III, 

145). Such a pattern, repeated with increasing frustration and inten

sity, results in the rape. 

On a facile, moralistic level, Clarissa is guiltless: she is 

the victim, drugged and raped, and her wish for death can be the only 

answer to an immoral world. This, of course, is the solution of moral 

opposites, and the arduous but undoubted achievement of heavenly re- . 

ward. But the final scenes of the rape and death achieve more than 

this sentimental resolution, even though Bel ford's description and 

Clarissa's spiritual justifications are critically disorienting. Of 

course, her death is not consistent with Christian orthodoxy. Even 

Augustine's examples of suicide for virtue were conscious when raped 

or pursued, and those like "Lucretia, who destroyed herself because 

her honour was defiled" get little sympathy and need none: 

If modesty can be lost in such a way [by rape] it is 
certainly no virtue of the mind, nor will it belong to 
good living, but must be numbered among the more bodily 
conditions like strength, beauty, health, and so on. The 
loss of such advantages certainly does not mean the loss 
of a virtuous life. 
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If modesty is that kind of thing, why do we go so far 
as to endanger our lives for fear of losing it?85 

The answer for the question of guilty raped virgins is negative: 

"Many holy virgins in captivity suffered rape. Would that involve 

for them any sin of the soul, so long as they had not voluntarily 

consented?^ 

As specious as Clarissa's death is on the religious level, it 

does retain value as tragedy—especially when viewed aside from the 

doctrine of "heavenly reward" for the raped and self-induced death of 

the "innocent." For Clarissa is simply too inconsistent in her inter

pretation of the present and past to be called "innocent." Whatever 

Richardson's intentions were in associating virginity with perfection, 

Clarissa in these last scenes conspires against her own existence in 

turning away from the reality of situation and existence. Her moral 

absolutism is again apparent, as we have just seen, and this drives 

both the main characters into further alienation of the opposites of 
87 villainy and "divine" inconsistency. But the rape and death show 

as well the tragedy of appearances, the inability of either Clarissa 

or Lovelace in seeing or communicating the values of self and social 

reality. 

85. The City of God, trans. J.W.C. Wand (London, 1963), p. 18, 

86. Ibid., p. 15. 

87. "How the God within her exalted her . . . above herself!" 
Lovelace writes approvingly (III, 153), but then he sees the usual 
contradiction in her refusal: "She did not choose (a mighty word with 
the sex! as if they were always to have their own wills!) that I 
should wait upon her [at church]." (Ill, 155) 
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In their attempts to perceive these personal and social real

ities, Lovelace's intentions, reactions, and moral retrogressions in 

the face of negative will are patent, but Clarissa's confusions are 

no less real for being subtilized by religious fervor and conviction. 

Indeed, the rape is successfully plotted because of Clarissa's blind

ness, her weakness for "appearances," and the justifying need for 

moral absolutes. After the abduction, the heroine confessed that 

Lovelace "had as great a confidence in my weakness as I had in my own 

strength" (I, 486), and masks her negation with punctilio, refusing 

"to go, as yet, to any of his relations; for that would indicate a 

plain defiance of my own" (I, 505). But past experience is disre

garded, and Clarissa cannot see through the appearances though she 

states otherwise. In planning the rape, Lovelace outfits the bawds 

with jewels and finery, for dress and manner make the woman: 

Lady Barbara, thou knowest, lifted up in circumstances, and 
by pride, never appears or produces herself, but on occasions 
special, to pass to men of quality or price, for a duchess, 
or countess, at least. She has always been admired for a 
grandeur in her air that few.women.of quality can come up to: 
and never was supposed to be other than what she passed for; 
though often and often a paramour for lords. (Ill, 185) 

Clarissa has quoted Ecclsiasticus (one of the Apocrypha) to the effect 
CO 

that morality is evident in the eye, but her own concern .for 

88. Ecclus., xxvi: 14: "The Whoredom of a woman may be 
known in her haughty looks and eylids. Watch over an impudent eye, 
and marvel not if it trespass against thee." (Ill, 187, note) Love
lace recalls the assertion while preparing the "nymphs" for their 
role, and that "Dorcas's were found guilty of treason the first mo
ment she saw her" (III, 187). Also,.seevClarissa's earlier asser^ . 
tion, "That the eye is a traitor, and ought ever to be mistrusted: 
that form is deceitful . . ." (II, 313). 



216 

appearance cannot but deceive her--either in the initial reaction to 

Lovelace or in her unknowing acceptance of this standard: "How dress 

advantages women I" (III, 186) And Clarissa will even echo Lovelace's 

claims as he writes of the advantage of dress, "especially those who 

have naturally a genteel air and turn, and have had education!" (Ill, 

186) 
QQ 

Indeed, Clarissa's standard of the "figure and the heart" 

is seen earlier than the incidents preceding the rape. One of her 

first concerns after the flight from the Harlowes with Lovelace was 

for her appearance. Just as she notes the visual improvement in 

Solmes, "there is Mr. Solmes, as fine as a lord, with a charming 

white peruke, fine laced shirt and ruffles, coat trimmed with silver, 

and a waistcoat standing on end with lace! Quite handsome, believe 

me! You never saw such an alteration!" (I, 376)^ she turns first to 

consideration of the physical difficulty without proper travelling 

clothes, "no clothes but what I had on, and these little suited for 

such a journey... . ." (I, 495) then to the shibboleth of appearance 

after the abduction: 

I thought myself, I said, extremely unhappy. I knew not 
what to determine upon; my reputation, now, no doubt, utterly 
ruined: destitute of clothes; unfit to be seen by anybody: 
my very indigence, as I might call it, proclaiming my folly 
to every one who saw me; who would suppose that I had been 

89. Clarissa is aware of the; problem but cannot be persist
ent in her conclusion: "whatever had; been the figure of man . . . 
the heart is what we women should, judge* by in: the choice we make, 
as the best security for the party's; good behaviour in every rela
tion of life." (I, 198) 
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taken at advantage, or had given. an; undue;one; and had no 
power over either my will or my actions. ... (I, 498) 

Inevitably, then, in spite of the statements of absolute moral value 

and intention, Clarissa cannot but be an. unwitting ally to her own 

intellectual or moral compromise, either in the original abducation or 

later events. 

In the rape and the resultant death wish, Clarissa's renunci

ation comes once again from the standard of absolute morality that 

has again been compromised. She participates in her own undoing, 

strongly impressed by the outward appearances of "Niece Montague," 

"Miss Charlotte," and even Mrs. Sinclair, who has a syphilitic "short

ened noee" (III, 195).90 As before, Clarissa's conviction of right

eousness is no protection against the deceptions of her own senses. 

In retrospect she can assert that "Never were there more cunning, more 

artful impostors, than these women," but even, then must admit, in a 

phrase echoing Lovelace's own, that they were "Practised creatures, 

to be sure: yet genteel; and they must have been well educated--" 

(III, 359). The group even recreates the appearance of the setting 

Clarissa so regrets losing, the ordered family: 

The pretended Miss Montague was still more reverent in her 
behaviour to her pretended aunt. While the aunt kept up the 
dignity of the character she had assumed, rallying both of 
them with the air of a person who depends upon the superiority 

90. See Hogarth's The Idle 'Prentace.Betrayed by his Whore 
and Taken in a Night Cellar with his: Accomplice,.in Hogarth's Graphic 
Works, II, plate 188. The whore's nose is "shortened" and the serv-
ing wench is in the last stages with a leather nose-patch the point 
of focus. 
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which years and fortune give over younger, persons, who might 
have a view to be obliged to her, either in her life, or at 
her death (III, 359) 

In Clarissa's view, even the syphilitic Mrs. Sinclair passes for a 

woman of quality because of her jewels and manner: "Never was any

body so gentle, so meek, so low-voiced, as the odious woman: drawling 

out, in a puling accent, all the obliging things she could say: awed, 

I then thought, by the conscious dignity of a woman of.quality; glit

tering with jewels." (Ill, 368) They all possess, Clarissa concludes, 

"The air, the dress, the dignity of women of quality" (III, 369). 

Innocence, then, is not its own defense in the novel, but may 

reflect the contest Of the moral agonist who, in the Christian system, 
QI 

must suffer and experience the evil he eventually overcomes. Or 

does Clarissa overcome the personal evil of righteous delusion seen in 

the novel , whatever Lovelace's evil and. the plots made against her 

will and integrity? Once the rape has occurred, Clarissa reveals the 

same pattern of victim and avenger, combining the pathetic attitudes 

of the passive agent with the moral certainty of the simplistically 

self-deceived. Clarissa first sees the power of her own will over 

Lovelace's formulas, and maintains her dominance even after he admits 

his error: "There must be something more than a name in virtue! I 

now see that there is! Once subdued, always subdued—'tis an 

91. "Good and evil we know in the.field of this world grow 
up together almost inseparably. . .. He.that.can apprehend and con
sider vice with all her baits and seeming, pleasures ; and yet abstain, 
and yet distinguish ... he is. thertrue.warfaring Christian. 
Areopagitica, in Complete Poems and Major Prose, p. 728. 



219 

egregious falsehood! But oh, Jack, she never was^ subdued. What have 

I obtained but an increase of shame and. confusion! While her glory 

has been established by her sufferings!" (Ill, 261) But like the con

fusions of Lovelace's motive in the rape, Clarissa shows her own in

consistencies. She first admits her mistake in Lovelace's character, 

finds sorrow in her plight, then asserts a relative, but almost abso

lute, innocence. She writes one of Lovelace's relatives about her 

moti ves: 

But I have been most egregiously mistaken in Mr..Lovelace; 
the only man, I persuade.myself, pretending to.be a gentle
man, in whom I could have been so much mistaken: for while 
I was endeavoring to save a drowning wretch, I have been^ 
not accidentally, but premeditatedly, and of set purpose, 
drawn in after him. And he has had the glory to add to the 
list of those he has ruined, a name that, I will be bold to 
say, would not have disparaged his own. (Ill, 335) 

But the account Bel ford writes reveals both the pathetic and 

the righteous, showing the inconsistency of the first reactions of 

"I never shall be myself again: I have been a very wicked creature 

. . .".(Ill, 212). The admission that Lovelace "Ruined me in my own 

eyes; and that is the same to me as if all the world knew it" (III, 

232), is in the account to Belford: "I made my escape afterwards 

from the abominable house in his absence, and came to yours; . . . 

nothing do I owe them, except I were to pay them (she sighed and again 

wiped her charming eyes—adding in a softer, lower voice)--for being 

ruined." (III, 505) But in the next breath Clarissa admits that the 

evil was slight: 

That evil, heavy as it was, is one. of. the. slightest evils I 
have suffered. But hence you'll observe, Mrs. Lovick (for 
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you seemed this morning curious. tovknowi.if. I were not a 
wife), that I never was married. . You^. Mr.. Bel ford, no 
doubt, knew before that I am.no.wife: and now.I never wi11 
be one. Yet, I bless God that I am not a guilty creature! 
(Ill, 506) 

True, Clarissa is not a "guilty creature" and is not merely 

restating the admission found contemporaneously to her plight in the 

Gentleman's Magazine: 

Protecting angels aid the tempted, girl, . 
And bid her if she's chaster-command--an earl. 

But what, then, is the purpose of the self-willed death with the 

final leave-taking o? the clothes to be sold, "that she should never 

live to wear them ..." (Ill, 469)? Clarissa has already admitted 

93 that matrimony is not her desire, and society, at least as revealed 

in the novel itself, believes that Clarissa is not responsible for 

the abduction and the rape. Lovelace's relative, Lady Betty, exoner

ates Clarissa: "Indeed, with me, she has done more honour to the sex 

in her fall, if it be to be called a fall (in truth it ought not), 

than ever any other could do in her standing." (111,407) And Mrs. 

Harlowe reveals the temper of society: 

92. In Foster, History of the Pre-Romantic Novel, p. 110. 

93. See I, 232 ff. Lovelace sees "A love . . . that extend
ed to the soul" (IV, 523) in the "Posthumous Letter," but it threatens 
the venereal consequences of "a dangerous sickness" (IV, 435) with 
divinely allied forgiveness: "I repeat, therefore, that I d£ forgive 
you. And may the Almighty forgive you,tool" (IV, 436) See Lovelace's 
earlier admission of repentance (IV, 91): "I am now awakened enough . 
to think that to be forgiven by injured innocents is necessary to the 
Divine pardon. . . ." 
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These liberties of Miss Howe, with us.;, the general cry 
against us abroad wherever we. are. spokeni ofj. and the vis
ible, and not seldom audible,, disrespectfulness.which high 
and low treat us with to,our.faces, as.we.go. to and from 
church* and even at church (for nowhere*else.have we the 
heart to go), as if none of. us had been regarded but upon 
her account; and as if she were, innocent*.we. all. in fault; 
are constant aggravations,. you. must needs think, to the 
whole family. (IV, 53) 

Even Lovelace's family wish to console the victim, revealed in their 

council with Lovelace (III, 393 ff.) and Anna Howe's assurance that 

"This consolation you may take to yourself, that all this honourable 

family have a due (that is, the highest), sense of your merit, and 

greatly admire you" (III, 414). So, unlike its value in Pamela or in 

Clarissa's description of Rosebud (I, 352-53), virginity has no com

mercial use here, even in the "marriage market." 

Clarissa continues the decline into total self-pity and a 

"regenerative" death as the tragic avenue of imperfection seeking yet 

to become perfect. She does have opinions of choice after the rape, 

but refuses to take them, pursuing her "mysterious destiny" (III, 

232), a Protestant absolute of conviction that will admit no devia

tion from its conception, though it finds the picture of perfect, 

idealistic expectation everywhere controverted, in the family, in the 

advice of the correspondents, the conflicting views and contradic

tions of the antagonist whose final, desperate act is the ruin of the 

codes of both rake and gentleman. Such a progression of disbelief 

and the eventual solution of the simplistic world of moral absolutes 

that Clarissa imposes on life reveal the quest of the religious 

ideal, but also show the absolute insistence on individual and free 
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existence, whatever its contradictions and misunderstandings may be. 

In spite of the pathetic and the sentimental excesses of Belford's 

descriptions at the end of the novel, Clarissa's inconsistencies of 

absolute conviction and the adherence to illusion are the answer to 

a moral world too complex to fit the absolutes of her righteousness. 

These illusions and the contradiction of the moral absolute do not 

invalidate Clarissa's insistence on a coherent and ordered world, but 

show that the final solution to such absolutes is the choice of non-

being, the alternative of multiple and contradictory events of exist

ence. Clarissa throughout the novel insists on an order of morality 

and reality that do not exist, and she fails in the attempt to equal

ize the contradictions of soul and intelligence, conviction and 

agency, or, in eighteenth century religious terms< the antagonistic 

worlds of revelation, with its proof based on divine sanction and 

Biblical inspiration, and knowledge, with its contradictions of 

Q4 ambiguous multiple event. 

So Clarissa's tragedy is the choice of death, the extinction 

of human existence in the search for the perfect and the unequivocal, 

and she shares her mission, the accident of Protestant zeal and con

flicting impressions of motive and society, with other "tragedies of 
95 

refusal." Certainly, in the form and content of the novel, its 

94. "He, therefore, that will not give himself up to all the 
extravagances of delusion and error must, bring this guide of his light 
within to the trial." John Locke, An Essay.Concerning Human Under
standing, ed. A. C. Fraser (New York, 1959;, II, 438. 

95. The term is used by Lucien Goldmann, Le dieu cache/(Paris, 
1955), p. 51. : ~ 
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conflicting reports with their variations of mistake and restatement, 

show that the concept of god and the sense of order, coherence, and 

fulfillment, have quit the world. Clarissa, seeking after the order 

of such a god and such a concept of paternity, finally turns to the 

absolute conception of her own will and conviction, whatever may be 

their contradiction, however they are attacked, whatever the foibles 

of dogma and virginity. The tragic irony, as has been stated, is 

that such a course will never lead to a knowledge of self or the 

world; neither the relations of man, society, nor the cosmic, reli

gious order provide an answer, and she turns, ironically, to the 

self-denial she interprets as fulfillment, to the consideration of 

the perfect being, the unattainable order that only reminds the hero

ine of imperfections and ambiguities of man, family, and society 

which she herself is too imperfect to reconcile. 

One critic has recently written of his human dilemma that 
96 "The God of tragedy is a God always present and always absent," 

for the ideal order of the Christian divinity is idealistically 

present but absent from the real and mutable order of human exist

ence. It is this antagonistic doctrine of man, God, and existence 

that the novel, in spite of its faults, considers in the highest 

sense. Clarissa's predicament looks to the Christian conceptions 

96. I b i d . ,  p .  6 0 .  



97 of human imperfection and their resolution in death, the Christian 

paradox that the final fulfillment of existence is death, the "heaven 

ly reward." But her situation also anticipates the predicament of 

twentieth century readers, who may idealize perfection but, because 

of the conflicting levels of reality, will never realize it. 

Clarissa's quest in the novel, we must recall, was to have 

Lovelace "appear" as he is; "I am resolved that I will appear as I_ 

am," (II, 453) she asserts. In the failure of both Lovelace and 

Clarissa to attain the promise of this statement, the reader of the 

novel may see that they transcend the narrow definition of pathetic 

creatures and embody the dilemma of both tragedy and evil with their 

contradictions of the ideal and the ambiguous scenes of the present, 

the real. "The God of tragedy is a God always present and always 

absent," and it is in the search for and attempted definition of that 

order, that contradictory perfection and its absence, that Clarissa 

rises to tragic expectation and defeat. 

97. "I beseech ye, my good friends, . . . mourn not for one 
who mourns not, nor has cause to mourn, for herself. On the contrary 
rejoice with me. . . . BUT GOD ALMIGHTY WOULD NOT LET ME DEPEND FOR 
COMFORT UPON ANY BUT HIMSELF" Clarissa commands, (IV, 339) asserting 
the view that "vita mutatur, non tollitur. ..." Missale Romanum 
(Ratisbonae, 1951), p. 311. "The meditation of eternal life would 
comfort us in regard of the shortness of natural life," Watson, p. 
43, of his Puritan work writes, but "A good Christian is a wonder; 
he is the most contented but the least satisfied; he is contented 
with a little of the world, but not satisfied with a little grace. 
. . ." Watson, p. 97. 
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