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ABSTRACT 

Henry Mackenzie (1745-1831) has been identified in literary 

history as the arch-sentimentalist of English fiction, yet the pre­

cise nature of his literary sentimentalism has not previously been 

specified. The present study undertakes to make that specification 

by examining the various sources of Mackenzie's sentimentalism, by 

identifying and characterizing the major sentimental elements in his 

work, and by analyzing the aim and direction of his unfolding liter­

ary career to determine the peculiar attitude toward and use of sen­

timental materials which make Mackenzie's performance distinctive. 

The study distinguishes two kinds of sentimentalism, the first 

being the sentimental ethical doctrine associated with the philosopher 

Shaftesbury and the second being the sentimental fictional tradition 

inaugurated by the novelist Richardson. Although many recent writers, 

including Mackenzie's biographer Harold William Thompson, have treated . 

the two types of sentimentalism as if they were intimately related or 

even identical, they are here shown to be distinct and in fact to have 

developed independently of each other. The principles of doctrinaire 

sentimentalism originated in the seventeenth century among latitudin-

arian preachers who wished to combat certain depressing ideas of the 

Puritans, Stoics, and Hobbesians by stressing the optimistic doctrines 

v 
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of the divine perfection of nature, the immutable character of virtue, 

the essential goodness of man, and the existence of a moral sense. 

Literary sentimentalism, on the other hand, developed in response to the 

psychological needs and aspirations of the new, predominantly feminine, 

reading public of the early eighteenth century, which gave rise to works 

of fiction celebrating feminine softness and sensitivity over such tra­

ditional masculine virtues as firmness and aggressiveness. Mackenzie's 

sentimentalism is found to be basically of the soft kind, rooted ex­

clusively in the literary tradition and having only the most super­

ficial connections with the doctrinaire tradition. The frequently 

encountered belief that Mackenzie's fiction embodies the doctrines of 

Shaftesbury is thus explicitly denied. The study also finds a third 

source of sentimental elements, of less importance critically than the 

first two, in the author's personal sentimentalism, the individual 

character and experience of Mackenzie the man. 

Mackenzie's attitude toward sentimental literary materials 

was determined largely by his conditioning as a cultivated but pro­

vincial Scot in late eighteenth-century Britain. Like other members 

of the Edinburgh literati, Mackenzie followed in his writing the best 

English models of the previous age and embraced the values of English 

Augustan culture as he understood it. His writing everywhere reflects 

his concern for such qualities as clarity, balance, and correctness, 

and also for such status-oriented motives as elitism, complacency, and 

conventionality. His distinctive brand of literary sentimentalism 

characteristically adapts sentimental materials to the service of these 

status-oriented motives. Thus the character-type of the man of feeling 
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is made to serve elitist ends, the ostensibly pathetic emotions of 

pity and sorrow are imbued with pleasurable complacency, and a whole 

range of stock sentimental motifs is routinely employed in the service 

of conventionality. Mackenzie's literary sentimentalism is seen, 

therefore, as a distinctive synthesis of sentimental and Scottish 

Augustan values. 

The final section of the study, surveying Mackenzie's career 

as a sentimentalist with Scottish Augustan leanings, shows that Mac­

kenzie chose as his models a succession of English authors of increas­

ing respectability, including Sterne, Richerdson, and Shakespeare in 

the novel and drama, and Addison and Johnson in the essay. In the 

light of this survey, Mackenzie's most important contribution to 

literature is found to be The Man of Feeling (1771), which merits its 

place in literary history as the quintessential British novel of sen­

timent not because of its sentimental qualities alone but because of 

the Augustan purity with which they are expressed. 



CHAPTER 1 

MACKENZIE: "MAN OF FEELING" OR "SCOTTISH ADDISON"? 

In literary history, small reputations are likely to contain 

large distortions. The achievement of a Lillo or a Walpole or a 

Mackenzie may come to seem one-dimensional, limited to a single kind 

of literary phenomenon or even a single performance. Thus the repu­

tation of George Lillo, who wrote several highly distinctive plays 

of which the best is probably the verse tragedy Fatal Curiosity, none­

theless is based chiefly on The London Merchant; though not his most 

powerful drama, the latter play fills for historians a pivotal position 

as the first modern prose tragedy. For similar reasons Horace Walpole, 

a great letter writer and a notable playwright,"'" belletrist, and 

gentleman-publisher, is remembered mainly as the author of The Castle 

of Otranto, a crude little novel which happens to occupy a singular 

position in literary history as the earliest Gothic chiller. And Henry 

Mackenzie, who as poet, playwright, essayist, and critic was a leading 

member for decades of the distinguished Edinburgh literati and was 

dubbed by them "the Scottish Addison," is known principally as the au­

thor of one production of his early youth, The Man of Feeling. Perhaps 

owing partly to the generic ring of its title, this small book has been 

"^Although never acted and not generally approved, Walpole's 
play The Mysterious Mother is capable of attracting extravagant admira-
ation. For example, Peter Burra declares that it is "certainly the 
greatest play of the century, and is possibly only surpassed by Otway 
in everything between Walpole and Shakespeare." Baroque and Gothic 
Sentimentalism (London: Duckworth, 1931), p. 15. 

1 
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labeled "the most sentimental of all English novels,"''" a claim that has 

served to install Mackenzie as the arch-sentimentalist of English fic­

tion and by virtue of that installation to render the less sentimental 

of his works seemingly irrelevant. Indeed, though the successful Edin­

burgh lawyer and sportsman differed in very obvious ways from his weak 

and unworldly fictional hero, Mackenzie himself, for some sixty years 

following the book's publication, was regularly referred to as the Man 
o 

of Feeling. Thus are minor authors categorized, their reputations and 

sometimes even their personal identities linked to a single facet of 

their work: Lillo the prose tragedy man, Walpole the Gothic novelist, 

Mackenzie the Man of Feeling. 

In Mackenzie's case the pigeonholing has led to three general 

misconceptions concerning him and his work. The first of these is the 

belief that he wrote nothing of any importance besides The Man of Feel­

ing; the second is the assumption that his sentimentalism is doctri­

naire in nature, deriving directly from the teachings of the third Earl 

of Shaftesbury; the third is the notion that he was a writer of ex­

cesses, the ultimate extremist of the sentimental school. Each of 

Wilbur L. Cross, The Development of the English Novel (New 
York: Macmillan, 1899), p. 83. Like estimates are made by Robert 
Morss Lovett and Helen Sard Hughes, The History of the Novel in Eng­
land (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1932), pp. 135-136; Robert Palfrey 
Utter and Gwendolyn Bridges Needham, Pamela's Daughters (New York: 
Macmillan, 1936), p. 80; Archibald Boiling Shepperson, The Novel in 
Motley (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1936), p. 83; Walter 
Allen, The English Novel (New York: Dutton, 1954), p. 88; and Har­
rison R. Steeves, Before Jane Austen (New York: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1965), p. 193. 

2 Mackenzie acknowledges the epithet of Man of Feeling in the 
epilogue to The Prince of Tunis, which was performed and published in 
1773; see his Works (Edinburgh: Constable, 1808), VIII, 200. For a 
late application of the epithet, in Mackenzie1s 76th year, see J. G. 
Lockhart, The Life of Sir Walter Scott,'Bart. (Edinburgh: Black, 
1871), pp. 466-469. 



3 

these ideas seriously distorts the actual role in English literary 

history played by this minor but uniquely interesting figure. 

In the first place, Mackenzie's literary career was quite ex­

tensive and varied, distinguished by notable successes in the drama, 

the periodical essay, and literary criticism as well as. in the novel. 

His youthful novel The Man of Feeling is in some ways not even typical 

of Mackenzie's work in general. Yet his identification with that ini­

tial triumph is easily understandable. In 1771, the year The Man of 

Feeling was published, Mackenzie was only twenty-five and just begin­

ning his legal and literary careers. As a fledgling author he had 

composed a boyish tragedy^ and a small assortment of poems, including 

two pseudo-traditional ballads, "Duncan" and "Kenneth"; a pair of com­

panion poems, "The Old Bachelor" and "The Old Maid," which are reminis­

cent of Shenstone's "The Schoolmistress"; and a satirical-didactic poem 

in Popean heroic couplets, The Pursuits of Happiness. There was noth­

ing in this early imitative work to bring Mackenzie into public notice. 

But in April of 1771 his novel of destiny was published in London by 

Cadell, and, though receiving mixed reviews from the critics, it be­

came an immediate popular success. By late summer the first edition 

2 had been sold out and had been followed by a second. There were at 

least nine editions published by the end of 1800, and forty more have 

^Virginia, or the Roman Father, which Mackenzie later claimed 
to have written at the age of sixteen. See Harold William Thompson, 
A Scottish Man of Feeling (London: Oxford University Press, 1931), 
p. 172. 

2 Henry Mackenzie Letters to Elizabeth Rose of Kilravock, ed. 
Horst W. Drescher (Munster: Aschendorff, 1967), p. 89n. Hereafter 
cited as Letters. 
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been published since then.''" By all accounts the novel enjoyed a tre­

mendous early vogue, especially among the young and sensitive. John 

Gait, a Scottish novelist contemporary with Mackenzie, recorded "the 

enthusiasm with which The Man of Feeling was received by the young and 

9 
ingenuous." Robert Burns at the age of twenty-three listed The Man 

of Feeling extremely high among his "bosom favourites" as "a book I 

prize next to the Bible," and is said to have worn out two copies of 

it. Another youthful author (though hardly of a stature to be named 

alongside of Burns) chose as the inspiration for his first play what 

he termed "that perhaps best novel in the English language, 'The Man 

4 of Feeling'." So highly was the book esteemed that a young clergy­

man in Bath, evidently coveting the general applause, was moved to 

make a handwritten copy of the entire novel and, on the strength of 

his fraudulent manuscript, claim the authorship of it. Sir Walter 

Scott tells the story of this painstaking fraud by way of illustrating 

the book's powerful early vogue. The Man of Feeling, writes Scott: 

^Thompson, pp. 152 and 417-418; but Thompson's lists are un­
doubtedly incomplete. For example, he records only two editions for 
1771, presumably the Cadell first edition and a "second edition, cor­
rected." But there was another edition dated 1771 published in Dub­
lin, apparently a copy of the Cadell first edition, without the 
"corrections" of the second edition; a copy of this 1771 Dublin edi­
tion is in the University of Arizona Library. There have also been 
two separate editions of The Man of Feeling since Thompson's biog­
raphy was published: a paperback edition with an introduction by 
Kenneth C. Slagle (New York: Norton, 1958) and the Oxford English 
Novels edition edited and with an introduction by Brian Vickers 
(London: Oxford University Press, 1967). 

2 Quoted by Thompson, p. 365. 
3 Thompson, p. 218. 

^William Earle, junior, Preface to Natural Faults CLondon: 
Earle and Hemet, 1799). 
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. . . was so much a favourite with the public as to become, 
a few years after, the occasion of a remarkable literary 
fraud. A young clergyman, Mr. Eccles, of Bath, observing 
that this work was unaccompanied by an author's name, laid 
claim to it, transcribed the whole in his own hand, with 
blottings, interlineations, and corrections; and maintained 
his assumed right with such plausible pertinacity, that 
Messrs. Cadell and Strachan (Mr. Mackenzie's publishers) 
found it necessary to undeceive the public by a formal 
contradiction. This impostor was afterwards drowned while 
bathing in the river Avon.1 

Eccles had not simply been bathing when he drowned in the Avon, but 

had been attempting to save a child swept away by the current, and for 

Mackenzie as for others, the nobly humane circumstances of Eccles's 

2 death "vindicated his title to The Man of Feeling." The whole story 

of Eccles's imposture, together with that of his death and the after­

math to it, provides an unusual glimpse into the feelings that the 

novel was capable of arousing in its readers. Eccles's fraud was not 

generally known at the time of his drowning, and the following month 

an anonymous poem in his memory was published in the Gentleman' s 
O 

Magazine. The little elegy, professedly composed by an invalid "on 

viewing the turfless grave of the Rev. Mr. Eccles," refers to its 

subject as "the Man of Feeling" and repeatedly recommends that "one 

grateful tear" be dropped for his sake. The tone of the poem, which 

is not totally devoid of grace, very closely approximates that of The 

Man of Feeling in its elegiac celebration of unrecognized worth ("Here 

^The Lives of the Novelists (New York: Dutton, 1910), p. 292. 
o 
The Anecdotes and Egotisms of Henry Mackenzie, ed. Harold 

William Thompson (London: Oxford University Press, 1927), p. 190. 
Hereafter cited as Anecdotes. 

3 The Gentleman's Magazine, and Historical Chronicle, XLVII 
(1777)j 452^ — 
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worth exalted undistanguish'd lies"), its emphasis on tears as the 

proper tribute of sensibility, and even its refined preference of a 

single tear to a torrent. The tender feeling in these lines was indeed 

owing to the Man of Feeling, but of course the legitimate bearer of 

that title was not Charles Eccles of Bath but Henry Mackenzie of Edin­

burgh, as his publishers made clear. 

From the summer of 1771 onward, Mackenzie's name was linked 

in the public mind with the title of his first novel. With the publi­

cation of this small book Jfockenzie had not only given himself a title 

for life, but had also established his authority to make his readers 

weep, especially those who — like the poet, the playwright, and the 

invalid cited above — could be listed among the young, the sensitive, 

or the weak. For such as these, Mackenzie would always be the Man of 

Feeling. Yet Mackenzie's other literary productions were by no means 

overlooked by his contemporaries. Mackenzie was in fact Britain's 

leading novelist through most of the decade of the 1770's; the success 

not only of The Man of Feeling (1771) but also of The Man of the World 

(1773) and Julia de Roubigne (.1777) support this claim. The last novel 

was particularly well received. When the young poet Samuel Rogers 

visited Edinburgh in 1789, he looked forward most eagerly to meeting 

not the Mail of Feeling but "the author of Julia de Roubigne.Mac­

kenzie succeeded in other branches of literature as well. His first 

performed drama, The Prince of Tunis (1773), was a minor triumph of 

sorts: except for John Home's Douglas, Mackenzie's tragedy stands as 

2 the most successful Scottish play of the eighteenth century. And the 

^Thompson, p. 151. 
2Ibid., p. 162. 
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two essay-periodicals which Mackenzie nonaged and largely authored, 

The Mirror (1779-1780) and The Lounger (1785-1786), were among the 

half-dozen outstanding successes of this type in the second half of 

the eighteenth century."'' 

The notion adopted by later generations that Mackenzie is to 

be remembered only as the author of The Man of Feeling simply over­

looks the facts of his extensive literary career; and the consequent 

view of The Man of Feeling as a flash-in-the-pan success by a lucky 

dilettante has led to misreading of this book as well as to mis judg­

ment of the rest of his work. Seen in the context of Mackenzie's 

whole career, the early novel can be recognized as the product of the 

author's developing, self-c6nscious craftsmanship, rather than as the 

ungoverned outpouring of an emotionally driven amateur. The differ­

ence between these two views of Mackenzie is important, for they in­

fluence the emphasis that is placed on various qualities of his writ­

ing. Those who see Mackenzie as a rather guileless but fortunate 

amateur are apt to regard The Man of Feeling as a specimen of "pre-

Rcmanticism" and to find in it all sorts of foreshadowings of the 

future, including certain philosophical doctrines of possible signifi­

cance politically. Those who see Mackenzie as a self-conscious crafts­

man, on the other hand, are more apt to recognize The Man of Feeling 

as a specimen of latter-day Augustanism and to observe in it the old, 

traditional virtues of clarity and decorum, as well as a certain imi— 

tativeness of both manner and content. The difference between the 

two views of Mackenzie is quite well suggested, it would seem, by the 

^Robert D. Mayo, The English Novel in the Magazines 1740-1815 
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1962), p. 72. 
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two courtesy-titles which were bestowed on him in his own lifetime — 

"the Man of Feeling" and "the Scottish Addison." 

The second general misconception concerning Mackenzie is that 

he is a sentimentalist of the doctrinaire sort, a preacher in fiction 

of certain theological and ethical principles. For example, it is in 

some quarters a critical cliche that Mackenzie's fiction embodies the 

benevolist doctrine of Shaftesbury and the other moral sense philoso­

phers. This is a quite venerable idea which has been lent modern au­

thority by Mackenzie's biographer Harold William Thompson, who firmly 

supports Leigh Hunt's observation that "Mackenzie wished to illustrate 

the theories of Hutcheson and Shaftesbury". Thompson's only modifica­

tion of Hunt's analysis is the addition of Adam Smith to the list of 

philosophers,"'" and in a later sunming-up Thompson declares that Mac­

kenzie "will always be important for his consistent presentation of 

that sentimental and humanitarian philosophy." This picture of 

Mackenzie as a consistent, doctrinaire sentimentalist has led some 

historians of literature to odd misreadings of his work. For example, 

Lionel Stevenson describes Julia de Roubigne as a novel which "teaches 

the Shaftesbury-Hutcheson theory negatively, as The Man of Feeling 

taught it positively: the characters in Julia de Roubigne, blameless 

though they may be, are destroyed by their sensibility because it has 

3 
no humanitarian outlet." There is no suggestion in the story itself, 

however, that the Othello-like tragedy is caused by any lack of a 

^A Scottish Man of Feeling, pp. 19-20. 

^Ibid., p. 155. 

3 The English Novel: A Panorama (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1960), p. 146. 
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'1 humanitarian outlet." Stevenson's interpretation quite evidently 

originates outside the novel, in the belief that since Mackenzie wrote 

fiction to illustrate the Shaftesbury-Hutcheson doctrine of benevo­

lence , as Thompson tells us, then even Julia de Roubigne must be found 

to illustrate it, if only negatively. 

This conception of Mackenzie as a follower of Shaftesbury and 

Hutcheson has fairly recently been challenged by John S. Rouch, who 

suggests that Mackenzie's work is more probably based on the philoso­

phy of the Scottish Common Sense school led by Reid."*" Rouch cannot 

be accused of superficiality in his study of Mackenzie, yet he has 

fallen into an error much like Stevenson's, the error of supposing 

that the governing factor in Mackenzie's work is a definite philosoph­

ical system, be it Shaftesbury's or Reid's or some construct of his 

own. Mackenzie remains in Rouch's view a doctrinaire preacher, an 

author whose "ethic is the most important factor in his writings." 

Now it cannot be denied that Mackenzie, like everyone else in his time, 

did profess the belief "that literature should be dedicated to moral 

3 didacticism," but m his informal utterances he appears to have been 

much more concerned with his prestige as a literary artist than with 

his influence as a moral teacher. For example, in a letter to his 

cousin in 1773 he egresses a very human fear that The Man of the 

World might be thought inferior to his earlier work, and he also shows 

understandable anxiety about the reception of his play The Prince of 

1 "Henry Mackenzie: A Re-examination," Diss. University of 
Cincinnati 1961, p. 118. 

2 Ibid., p. 3. 

3Ibid. 
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Tunis, which was soon to be performed; there is no mention at all of 

any particular ethic in these works."*" And Rouch himself admits con­

cerning The Prince of Tunis that it "seems to have no special moral 

lesson that it must preach." This admission can hardly be reconciled 

with Rouch's general claim that in Mackenzie's writing the ethical 

purport is so important as to be indistinguishable from the esthetic 

3 quality. The latter claim is a distortion, like Stevenson's inter­

pretation of Julia de Roubigne, that grows from the assumption that 

Mackenzie wrote to illustrate a doctrine. 

There are two opposed views of Mackenzie as a doctrinaire 

writer, then. The first, expressed by Hunt, Thompson, and Stevenson, 

assumes that Mackenzie's writings are based on the moral sense phi­

losophy of Shaftesbury and Hutcheson. The other view, put forward by 

Rouch, holds that the moral basis of Mackenzie's works is closer to 

the common sense philosophy of Reid. Both views fall into the same 

fundamental error of regarding Mackenzie's imaginative writings pri­

marily as expressions of a specific, established philosophy. The fact 

is that very few imaginative writers manage to use their novels, plays, 

and poems as effective doctrinal vehicles, or manage to do so with any 

consistency. Philosophers may deal consistently in philosophy, but 

novelists, playwrights, and poets have other demands to satisfy be­

sides the requirements of doctrinal consistency. In the words of Hoxie 

N. Fairchild, "the pressure of literary tradition and fashion, the 

^Letters, pp. 125-127. 

2 "Henry Mackenzie: A Re-examination," p. 215. 

^Ibid., p. 109. 
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desire to imitate more successful writers, the temptation to say what 

one does not mean in order to be thought witty or edifying or sublime 

— these remind us of the inevitable difference between art and life.""*" 

Fairchild's wise caveat is highly applicable in Mackenzie's case. A 

2 young, prestige-conscxous Scot, he was prunarxly concerned not wxth 

his consistency as a philosopher but with his reputation as an artist. 

In working out a pattern of tragedy for Julia de Roubigne, he natural­

ly turned for guidance not to Shaftesbury but to Shakespeare. 

The identification, by now quite traditional, of Mackenzie1s 

fictional effects with Shaftesbury's ethical system probably derives 

at least partly from a semantic confusion surrounding the word senti­

mental. Shaftesbury's ethic lays stress on the supposed innate ben­

evolence of men and the corollary that, since men are essentially good, 

their feelings are essentially sound moral guides; in that respect, 

it is a feeling-centered or sentimental philosophy. Mackenzie's fic­

tion, on the other hand, deals largely with warm and delicate feelings 

and the stock pathetic situations which supposedly trigger those feel­

ings, and it is in that respect sentimental. It does not follow that 

as a literary sentimentalist Mackenzie is necessarily a follower of 

the benevolist Shaftesbury. If he were such a Shaftesburian (or doc­

trinaire) sentimentalist, he might properly be grouped with such cru­

sading writers as Henry Brooke and William Godwin. But as a literary 

"^Religious Trends in English Poetry, I (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1939), viii. Hereafter cited as Religious Trends, I. 

o 
Mackenzie's three novels, his one successful play, and his 

best-known poetry were all published by the time he was thirty-two. 
His concern for his standing as an author is expressed throughout 
his Letters. 
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sentimentalist — that is, a dealer in certain kinds of literary ef­

fects rather than a doctrinaire preacher — he belongs rather with 

such fictionists as Goldsmith and Sterne. Of course, Mackenzie does 

show in his fiction a fondness for benevolence, just as he favors 

virtue in general, but there is simply no evidence that he was ever 

seriously interested in the doctrines of Shaftesbury or Hutcheson. 

The third general misconception concerning Mackenzie is that 

he is notable for being the arch-sentimentalist of English fiction, 

the bathetic extremist of the type. Undeniably, The Man of Feeling 

is immoderate in its lachrymosity. One edition of the novel includes 

an "Index to Tears (etc.)" with some forty-seven entries."'" The Man 

of Feeling is indeed a monument to the vogue of sentimental tearful­

ness, a vogue which it in fact did much to further: it was not only 

weepy itself, but a great cause of weeping in others. To weep easily 

was, in the minds of the impressionable, to show proof of sensibility, 

so those readers who prided themselves on their inner refinement were 

almost afraid not to weep over an acknowledged sentimental master­

piece. Hence it became the fashion to weep over The Man of Feeling. 

Like all fashions, however, this one had its moment and passed. Its 

passing is vividly depicted by one of Sir Walter Scott's correspon­

dents, Lady Louisa Stuart, in a letter dated September 4, 1826. After 

commenting on Scott's new Lives of the Novelists, including his sym­

pathetic account of Mackenzie, Lady Louisa takes a fresh look at The 

Man of Feeling: 

I am lately returned from a friend's house where these 
prefaces have been devoured, by nan, woman, and child. One 
evening after they were finished, a book was wanting to be 

^The Man of Feeling (London: Cassell, 1893), pp. vi-vii. 
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read aloud, and what you said of Mackenzie made the company 
chuse The Man of Feeling, though some apprehended it would 
prove too affecting. However we began: I, who was the 
reader, had not seen it for several years, the rest did not 
know it at all. I am afraid I perceived a sad change in it, 
or myself — which was worse; and the effect altogether 
failed. Nobody cried, and at some of the passages, the 
touches that I used to think so exquisite — Oh Dear! They 
laughed. I thought we should never have got over Harley's 
walking down to breakfast with his shoe-buckle in his hand. 
Yet I remember so well its first publication, my mother and 
sisters crying over it, dwelling upon it with rapture! And 
when I read it, as I was a girl of fourteen not yet versed 
in sentiment, I had a secret dread I should not cry enough 
to gain the credit of proper sensibility.! 

It is not surprising that some later critics and historians, 

impressed by the foolish excesses of certain of Mackenzie's early 

readers, have been content to dismiss him as the sincere but absurd 

Man of Feeling who pushed sentimentalism to its grotesque limits. 

Writing in this vein, George Saintsbury characterizes Mackenzie's 

fiction as the sensibility novel of the French and of Sterne, "re-

duced to the absolutely absurd," and Paul Van Tieghem remarks that 

among Sterne's imitators Mackenzie "merite une place a part, ne 

serait-ce que par I'outrance avec laquelle il semble faire sans s'en 

3 aperce-voir la caricature du genre." More recently Harrison R. 

Steeves, after commenting that The Man of Feeling is so saturated with 

sentimentality "that it overflows into quite unintended comedy," 

claims that Mackenzie's blundering in this respect is all that saves 

him from oblivion. "It takes a peculiar kind of artistic incompetence 

"'"Wilfred Partington, ed., The Private Letter-Books of Sir 
Walter Scott (New York: Stokes, 1930), pp. 272-273. 

'The English Novel (London: Dent, 1913), p. 171. 

3 y •  
"La Sensibilite et la Passion dans le Roman europeen au 

XVIIIe Siecle," Revue de Litterature oomparee, VI,(1926), 433. 
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to make an unimportant writer important. Mackenzie has it."''" 

Although the contemptuous view of Mackenzie as a tasteless 

sentimental fool is widespread — infecting at times even Mackenzie's 

admiring biographer, Harold William Thompson — it is plainly super­

ficial. Unquestionably Mackenzie is guilty of excess, but that excess 

is not the sum total of his literary assets. Even Harrison Steeves, 

who in the passage quoted above seems to be echoing Saintsbury and 

Van Tiegheoi rather directly, admits later in his discussion that Mac­

kenzie's work "shows qualities that might have assured him of some 
Q 

importance as a novelist." Moreover, if Mackenzie's status as a 

writer is to be based on his sentimental excesses alone, he can hardly 

be granted preeminence among his contemporaries. To offer just one 

crude example, if lachrymosity be chosen as the crucial factor, then 

The Man of Feeling is outdone by The Adventures of a Bank-Note (1770-

ll 
1771) and Mackenzie is instantly displaced by Thomas Bridges. Surely 

Mackenzie's preeminence is based on factors other than mere abundance 

of stock sentimental motifs. The Man of Feeling has been declared 

worthy of attention because of "its singular purity as a specimen of 

the cult of sensibility." Surely that purity lies not in its ex­

cesses . 

"'"Before Jane Austen, p. 193. 
2 , For instances of Thompson's sneering at Mackenzie's sentimen-

talism see A Scottish Man of Feeling, pp. 124 and 172. 
3 Before Jane Austen, p. 197. 

^J. M. S. Tompkins, The Popular Novel in England 1770-1800 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1961), p. 95. 

^Allen, p. 88. 



15 

In seeking those distinctive qualities which truly set Mac­

kenzie's work apart, we might do well to follow a hint provided by 

Mckenzie's great contemporary, Sir Walter Scott. Possessing insights 

derived from his own experience as a Scottish novelist and critic and 

from his long personal acquaintanceship with Mackenzie, Scott was 

uniquely qualified to make a probing and balanced estimate of Mac­

kenzie 's work. It is particularly suggestive, therefore, that in as­

signing an epithet to Mackenzie, Scott rejected "the Man of Feeling" 

and chose instead "the Scottish Addison." In doing so, he was of 

course paying tribute to Mackenzie's management of the two excellent 

essay-periodicals, The Mirror and The Lounger, but he was also direct­

ing attention to a quality that had been an essential ingredient of 

Mackenzie's writing, in combination with the more obvious pathos, from 

the beginning. That Addisonian quality can be seen in the careful 

observance of decorum and correctness — a tendency which might be 

labeled Augustan — which is as characteristic of Mckenzie's writing 

as any emotional display. It may well be considered more essentially 

characteristic than the emotionalism, for it is what gives Mackenzie 

his preeminence among sentimentalists, what puts him in a different 

class from the likes of Thomas Bridges. The "singular purity" of The 

Man of Feeling is due largely to the fact that it is the only full-

fledged sentimental novel written by a highly decorous Augustan. Only 

a Man of Feeling who was also the Scottish Addison could have produced 

it. 

From the vantage point of the present, two centuries after the 

publication of The Man of Feeling, it appears that Henry Mackenzie lias 
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been generally misunderstood. The perhaps inevitable pigeonholing of 

a minor author has led to misleading distortions concerning both the 

extent and the nature of his literary performance. The extent of Mac­

kenzie's contribution to literature may be judged fairly well from his 

authorized Works, published in eight volumes in Edinburgh in 1808, and 

a fuller picture of his literary career is provided by Harold William 

Thompson's biographical account, A Scottish Man of Feeling. The dis­

tortions concerning the precise nature of Mackenzie's literary achieve­

ment remain, however. Certainly Mackenzie's importance in literary 

history is linked to his performance as a sentimentalist, but just 

what that means in Mackenzie's case has never been made clear. Herein 

lies the present challenge of his work, in the need to specify the 

peculiar nature of his sentimentalism, which is at least partly to 

specify how the emotionalism of the Man of Feeling is combined with 

the Augustanism of the Scottish Addison. 

The next chapter begins the investigation with a consideration 

of the varieties and possible sources of Mackenzie's sentimentalism. 


