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INTRODUCTION

ALTHOUGH Henry Fielding’s comic novel The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling was not formally published until February 1749, favoured readers already possessed its first volumes by December 1748 when the final part of Samuel Richardson’s tragedy Clarissa appeared. These two large novels, opposite in their every aspect, together map out the technical and spiritual terrain of fiction-writing in England for the rest of the century and even beyond. Fielding’s literary talent was comedic to the core yet, for all his devastating attacks on Richardson’s epistolary comedy Pamela (1740), he reviewed the first instalment of Clarissa with unreserved enthusiasm a month after its appearance late in 1747 when Tom Jones was too far along to have been influenced. After the next instalment, with his own novel in press, he wrote a letter to the author brimming with praise and offering friendship. The thin-skinned Richardson, possibly alert to double-dealing tendencies in Fielding’s rhetoric, reciprocated first with silence and, later, with contemptuous remarks about Tom Jones and its author. Fielding’s last novel, Amelia (1751), dark in atmosphere and concerned with the trials of an ideal wife, pays further tribute to Richardson. Still, their two masterworks are poles apart.

In Clarissa, Richardson had perfected the technique he called ‘writing to the moment’, by which the thoughts and emotions of the four chief characters are minutely reflected in letters composed immediately after, or even during, the course of events. The letters become physically part of the action not only because they purport to be written in the real time of the novel but because they are intercepted, redirected, delayed, copied, and forged. Clarissa’s death-bed epistles even affect the paths of others after she is gone. Although Richardson later loaded the text with notes and commentary in order to guide readers toward a ‘correct’ understanding of the novel (right down to a moral for each of the more than 500 letters), in the first edition he presented the heroine’s fate at the hands of Lovelace—her would-be lover, possible husband, and ultimate rapist—almost exclusively through the ebb and flow of the letters themselves, with a minimum of intervention by their supposed ‘editor’. Tom Jones, on the other hand, is written almost exclusively in the third person. Both through the commentaries that begin each of the eighteen books and through countless interventions during the telling, its ‘author’ emerges in many ways as its chief protagonist. This narrator is usually called ‘Fielding’, both for the sake of convenience and because his voice rings true as the historical author’s ideal self-depiction. We rarely glimpse the thoughts of characters without Fielding’s mediation and his by-play moves in ongoing counterpoint with the action.

Like earlier English novelists such as Aphra Behn, Delarivier Manley, Daniel Defoe, or Eliza Haywood, Richardson and Fielding both laid claim to a wide, socially varied audience. They strove, however, to guide readers toward conclusions about personal virtue in much more authoritative ways than had been characteristic of the hair-splitting pros and cons weighed by Defoe’s rather common protagonists or the amorous and courtly intrigues that dominate the concerns of Behn’s and Manley’s more uppish characters. Though choosing opposite methods and embracing quite different values, Fielding and Richardson, like contemporaries who joined the debate over their respective merits, saw themselves as raising the moral stakes of novel-writing and -reading. They shifted the focus away from the topical referentiality of romans à clef like Behn’s and Manley’s, and from the questions about literal factuality that Defoe and his critics considered crucial in judging the effect of his novels. They devised differently compelling new techniques for engaging their readers in the predicaments of fictional characters. Richardson worked to increase the moral capital of his readers through the overwhelmingly detailed representation of model subjects under conditions of extreme stress. Fielding worked to the same end through direct intervention in the experience of the story and through virtual conversation with the reader about the complexities involved in knowing and judging. They saw their books as fully consonant with Christianity in both precept and spirit, though Richardson loaded Clarissa with specifically religious themes and symbolism—even allegory—whereas Fielding concerned himself with issues largely in the domain of ethics.

* * *

Fielding was the first among the still widely read trio of early masters of the English novel, including Defoe and Richardson, to have been born in the eighteenth century (1707); the first to have a classical education, at Eton (1719-24); and the first to come from a genteel, even obliquely aristocratic, family. His important connections yielded few assets apart from schooling, which quite early enabled him to live as a writer, but family probably did help later to speed his certification as a lawyer and to pave his way to office. Pride in his social background and education had its snobbish aspect given Fielding’s proximity to the Grub Street milieu. All the same, he could truly claim that his own first-hand experience with the full range of life from high to low lent a veracity to his writing that few of his rivals, especially Richardson, could match.

Fielding turned late to fiction, like Defoe, the journalist, political spy, and failed businessman who published Robinson Crusoe (1719) at the age of 59, and like Richardson, the prosperous printer whose Pamela (1740) appeared when he was 51. From 1728 until a crackdown on the theatres by Robert Walpole’s government through censorship instituted by the Licensing Act of 1737, he authored a brilliant succession of satiric plays, including the heroic burlesque The Tragedy of Tragedies; or the Life and Death of Tom Thumb the Great (1731). Put out of work as a political dramatist by the Licensing Act, he fell back on family tradition and began legal training at the Middle Temple in order to support Charlotte, his wife of three years, and their two children. Admitted to the Bar in 1740 after only three years of study, he regularly rode the Western Circuit as a barrister and later, during the autumn and winter when Tom Jones appeared, took the bench as magistrate in the courts of Westminster and Middlesex. While sitting in the Bow Street court, Covent Garden, Fielding devised new methods that would become models of future law enforcement. He introduced strategies for identifying evidence through systematic advertisements, assembling facts, and running down criminals through the use of a quasi-official police force called the Bow Street Runners. He and his half-brother John, who continued this work after Fielding’s health failed in 1754, are usually considered the founders of London’s Metropolitan Police, an institution that was to wait until 1829 for parliamentary sanction.

The Licensing Act by no means stopped the flow of Fielding’s pen. Inclination and talent must have played a part. More compelling still were lifelong habits of personal extravagance and generosity to others that left him continually in need of money and often on the edge of financial collapse. Just two years after his 1737 entry to the Middle Temple, Fielding again took up the cry against Walpole as frequent author of leading articles in a new paper called the Champion. In form, as well as in the use of a distinctive character to voice much of its commentary, the paper resembled Joseph Addison’s and Richard Steele’s Spectator (initial run, 1711-12). In content it differed sharply from the Spectator, which eschewed politics and articulated a conversational, seemingly artless, yet meticulously balanced style of writing that soon became the gold standard for English prose. Samuel Johnson wrote, in his Lives of the English Poets (177981), that Addison’s ‘prose is the model of the middle style: on grave subjects not formal, on light occasions not grovelling; pure without scrupulosity, and exact without apparent elaboration; always equable, and always easy; without glowing words or pointed sentences’. Fielding, though at first comparably gentle in his Champion pieces, soon shifted to a keen satiric tone, embraced political controversy, and wrote an edgy prose in keeping with his adoption of the character of Captain Hercules Vinegar. Indeed, it is true of Fielding’s writing more generally that, while he typically hews to the Addisonian stylistic virtues, his capacity for moral indignation, rapier wit, and sly irony spice his easy style with a bite reminiscent of Alexander Pope’s or Jonathan Swift’s brilliant diction and pointed sentences.

Writing continued to supplement Fielding’s income from the law during the pre-novelistic years, as it would in one form or another through the rest of his life. Around 1740 he was ranging from journalistic work to verse satires, from Grub Street tasks like translation to the beginning, most probably, of his acerbic anti-Walpole narrative Jonathan Wild (published in the Miscellanies of 1743). In November 1740, however, just as Fielding was producing his last significant contributions to the Champion, an advertisement appeared in the paper for the first part of a book that would occasion his transformation into the novelist we remember today. It was a technically and socially revolutionary anonymous novel called Pamela: or, Virtue Rewarded. The story is simple. A lady’s maid—a girl of some accomplishment thanks to tutelage in the household—upon the mistress’s death finds her virtue under siege by the son and heir, Mr B. We witness her plight through a long series of breathless, enormously detailed letters that are interrupted but occasionally by those from other correspondents or by third-person narration. At first, Mr B. assails Pamela verbally, becoming evermore threatening physically until, having imprisoned her on a remote estate in the care of a housekeeper who lacks only fangs to scare young girls to death, he attempts rape. After Pamela talks him out of it, Mr B. turns into a devotee of her virtue, largely through his reading of her letters and journals. He proposes marriage and the fairy-tale dream comes true with Pamela’s transformation into a great lady. To Fielding and some others, the moral was all too clear: chastity is a commodity that can be exchanged for wealth and social position.

Since Richardson, a tradesman working in the City of London far from the court, the government, and the newly developed West End, was not a recognized writer, his authorship of Pamela remained hidden for some while. But his heroine’s name was on every lip. The popularity of her story went far beyond anything literary England had witnessed before. Fake continuations, poems to Pamela’s glory, stage versions including an opera, high-class paintings, and cheaper decorative objects like fans, flooded England and turned the novel into something akin to a modern media event. Although the chorus of praise for Pamela’s compelling combination of moral seriousness and stunning immediacy was deafening, Fielding was not to be alone in satirizing the heroine’s sanctimonious verbosity, her at times less-than-innocent scheming, her covert attraction to Mr B., the greedy materialism of her inventories, and her conflation of moral virtue and material goods. But his Shamela (1741) was the first parody and his abilities were uniquely suited to expose these defects through devastatingly precise imitation of the febrile immediacy of Pamela’s moment-to-moment epistolary manner. Given this mastery, he needed only to reverse Pamela’s pious character into a conniving and rapacious wench narrating the success of her scheme to trap Squire Booby into marriage with the lure of sex. Fielding’s authorship was recognized at once and has never been doubted even though he never acknowledged the work.

Shamela laid the groundwork for Fielding’s hugely successful first novel, Joseph Andrews (1742), which presents Pamela’s sincerely chaste, comically straightfaced brother as a footman working in the house of Mr B———‘s uncle. The novel’s Shamelesque aspect fades quickly once Joseph takes to the road after being fired for refusing to service Lady Booby’s lust. He soon joins the wonderfully preoccupied Parson Abraham Adams—scholar of Greek, idealist, and true Christian—on a series of adventures overtly modelled on those of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza in Cervantes’s paradigmatic novel from the previous century. Ironic distance, often reinforced by the ridicule that had figured in Shamela, accompanies a heavy schematization of characters in Joseph Andrews but this was Fielding’s first novel to attempt the narrative stance combining detachment, an appearance of disinterested enquiry into factual detail, and a good-natured conversational alliance with the reader that he would bring to perfection in Tom Jones. Cervantes inspired both Fielding’s narrative stance and his use of the mock-heroic and the mock-romantic to mark off boundaries for the novel as he conceived it.

In Joseph Andrews Fielding sought to raise the literary standing of the novel (not to mention increasing the stakes on Richardson) both by imitating the prestigious and popular Don Quixote (1604-14) and by importing classical generic categories and narrative devices into the novel. The preface, like a number of passages in Tom Jones, ingeniously finds a place for Fielding’s kind of novel in the traditional hierarchy of genres or literary types, where tragedy and the serious epic ranked above comedy. He declares this new work to be a ‘comic epic-poem in prose’, alluding to the lost comic epic by Homer. Although mock diction will sometimes find admission to this new way of writing, says Fielding, the burlesque of sentiments and characters will be rigorously excluded along with all forms of the grotesque associated with low satire but often confused with comedy. True comedy must be founded in the observation of nature and thus cannot admit bizarre extremes. It deals, instead, with the ridiculous, which in turn arises from the discovery of affectation, the most notable forms of which are vanity and hypocrisy: ‘great vices are the proper objects of our detestation, smaller faults of our pity; but affectation appears to me the only true source of the ridiculous.’ Ideas such as these are more fully explored in the essays prefatory to each book of Tom Jones, which stands as Fielding’s fullest illustration of the possibilities open to the new genre he was defining. Mock diction recalling the great classical epics of Homer and Virgil, as well as John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), also appears in many parts of Tom Jones, for instance in scenes such as the battle outside the church over Molly Seagrim’s borrowed fancy dress (iv. viii) or the introduction of Sophia Western in the language suitable to a classical heroine (iv. ii). Given Fielding’s redefinition of the comic novel in Joseph Andrews, it is possible to understand Richardson’s turn to tragedy in Clarissa as a riposte to Fielding’s elevation of the novel to comic-epic status. For tragedy was above comedy in the traditional literary pecking order and, while for want of a classical education Richardson could not link his tragic story to the serious epic, he could and did saturate it with the language of the Bible—a work of divine inspiration occupying the very pinnacle of the hierarchy of literary types. In any case, it is clear that Fielding’s epic send-ups in Joseph Andrews and in Tom Jones, as well as his echoes of Don Quixote, are part and parcel of a programme to define a new kind of novel that is strongly marked as part of‘literature’, and thus morally—even stylistically—serious in ways that novels of adventure and of amorous intrigue by his immediate predecessors in England had not been.

Fielding appears to have started Tom Jones in the winter or spring of 1745 after a break in literary activity of well over a year following the considerable successes of Joseph Andrews in 1742 and the Miscellanies in 1743. There are signs that he may have possessed a draft of about six books when the forces of the Young Pretender, Prince Charles Edward Stuart, invaded Britain in the summer of 1745. This invasion, which had succeeded brilliantly in a feudal Scotland disaffected ever since the Act of Union of 1707, faltered as it advanced into England despite having set London in panic by penetrating as far as Derby. Although hindsight allows us to see the invasion as an evanescent affair, doomed from the start, in the eighteenth-century perspective and indeed in that of Sir Walter Scott writing in the earlier nineteenth, it was experienced as one of the signal events of British history. Fielding, like the majority of his contemporaries, saw this Jacobite uprising as a profound threat to legitimate government. One sign of the importance of 1745 to Fielding was his six-month editorship of the True Patriot, a journal in which he wrote with fervour defending the constitutionalist position and the Hanoverian monarchy. Given his topical approach to writing, it would have seemed entirely natural to Fielding to weave the momentous events of‘the Forty-Five’, as it was called, into the texture of his novel, making Tom take up with troops fighting for the Hanoverian King George II and letting Sophia’s identity be confused with that of the Pretender’s mistress. No doubt, Fielding also had in mind the historical dimension obligatory to the classical epic when he involved the action of Tom Jones with these great events.

The leader of the invasion, called ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie’ by his supporters in Scotland, was the grandson of the Catholic James II who had been exiled after a brief and disastrous reign that ended in 1688 with the bloodless election to the throne of his daughter Mary and her Dutch husband William of Orange. They were both Protestants. Mary’s sister Anne took the throne in 1702 but since her many children died before her, it passed in 1714 to George I of the German house of Hanover, which was distantly connected to the English royal line through Princess Sophia, the granddaughter of James II and the nearest Protestant heir. The ultimate outcome of the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688 was the Settlement Act of 1701, which reacted both to the absolutist, crypto-Catholic rule of the Stuarts and to the moralistic militarism of William by placing the King in contractual relationship with Parliament. The Settlement imposed constitutional limits on the throne, which henceforth was to be Anglican, vastly broadened Parliament’s powers, and set the stage for toleration of religious dissent. Ideological conflict over the succession and the place of the Church of England continued, however, ultimately enabling the alarms of 1745. The dominant Whig faction, in general, consisted of urban, professional, and mercantile interests reinforced by a number of aristocratic magnates and country gentlemen of the politically independent and commercially minded sort. The lesser Tory faction, still strong enough at times to control the government, could count on numbers of conservative aristocrats and landed gentry, country clergy and craftsmen, for whom tradition and loyalty to the hereditary monarch were paramount and who believed in the absolute right of the Church of England. Still, only a few Tories continued actively to fight the Settlement and, while many among them might sentimentally toast the ‘King over the water’, few were ready to take up arms either for the Old Pretender, James Edward, around whom there had been a Scottish uprising in 1715, or for his son in 1745. We can see with this background that Squire Western’s support of the ‘King over the water’ fits his character perfectly and that the incorporation of urgent current events into the novel lent a public weight to Tom Jones that it might otherwise have lacked. More importantly, the world as Fielding imagined it, not to mention life as he led it, depended crucially upon the relative freedom from social hierarchy and the comparatively open communication that had prevailed in England since the Settlement that immediately preceded his birth.

Tom Jones is governed by an ideal of intelligent, broadly educated sociability that lies at the heart of Fielding’s achievement as an author no less than of the eighteenth century itself. In this novel Fielding fused the all-but-sensual pleasure wrought by intricate, tightly structured storytelling with the indomitable, yet thoroughly problematic, human compulsion to judge the conduct of others. This fusion took place under the aegis of commercial, social, and cultural institutions that mark the period’s turn toward modernity and that link its concerns to ours today. In particular, the explosion of printed materials was a significant feature of the eighteenth century’s expanding marketplace and a sign of the increasing economic, educational, and class mobility of urban society. Fielding was far from alone in viewing these phenomena with considerable ambivalence. Publications ranged from ephemeral political pamphlets and newspapers like Fielding’s Champion or True Patriot, through business manuals and conduct books like Richardson’s own Familiar Letters (1741), to the elegantly written treatises and compendia on philosophic, scientific, moral, and historical topics produced by famous Enlightenment figures such as Denis Diderot, David Hume, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Adam Smith.

In the midst of this outpouring of print, popular novels—whether by Manley, Haywood, Defoe, Richardson, or Fielding himself—appeared as a new and rather threatening permutation of literary culture because they represented the conditions of society in graphic, unidealized, even shocking, terms and gave priority to the thoughts, feelings, moral dilemmas, and practical experience of autonomous individuals as over and against traditional wisdom and established authority. In part because of their wide distribution, novels often were condemned as dangerous amusements that kept youths, women, and servants from their proper occupations. Samuel Johnson trenchantly voiced this attitude in a Rambler essay of 1750:

These books are written chiefly to the young, the ignorant, and the idle, to whom they serve as lectures of conduct, and introductions into life. They are the entertainment of minds unfurnished with ideas, and therefore easily susceptible of impressions; not fixed by principles, and therefore easily following the current of fancy; not informed by experience and consequently open to every false suggestion and partial account.

Johnson elsewhere showed his appreciation of Clarissa but it is not far to seek why a book like Tom Jones would be disliked by the stern moralist who rejected novels because they ‘confound the colours of right and wrong, and instead of helping to settle their boundaries, mix them with so much art that no common mind is able to disunite them’.

Yet novels were such successful consumer products that criticism could not stem the tide. Richardson’s Pamela went through five editions in its first year. Joseph Andrews, Fielding’s parodic antidote to Pamela’s sanctimonious, highly profitable chastity, quickly sold 6,500 copies and Tom Jones 10,000 copies at a time when the population of London numbered something over 600,000. It is easily plausible that a tenth of that population had substantial knowledge of Fielding’s book. Frequent comments about reading aloud tell us something of the broad audience for novels, and we know, for example, from William Shenstone’s having borrowed and then loaned out Lady Henrietta Luxborough’s volumes of Fielding’s masterpiece shortly after their publication, that each copy could well have served several families even apart from sets circulated by lending libraries. Novels were popular, in part because they proffered unauthorized pleasure and found value in unsanctioned stories of thieves and courtesans like Defoe’s Moll Flanders and Roxana, social-climbing servants like Pamela, or, in the case of Tom Jones, an illegitimate ladies’ man. But novels were popular, too, because they partook in a broad public exchange about the basic values of the society they depicted—a discussion occurring, largely outside the official channels of Church and State, in newspapers, popular accounts of law cases, conduct books, privately circulated correspondence, literary circles, and clubs.

Although the early reception of The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling included frequent comments debating its truth to life, as well as the Monthly Review’s identification with readers who chose to give themselves ‘pleasure by the perusal of a work chiefly calculated for entertainment’, most comments focused on questions about the moral worthiness of the hero (not to mention the author); on the validity of Fielding’s inclusion of ‘low’ and ‘vulgar’ characters, diction, and behaviour; or, in Johnson’s case, on the dangerous influence of such novels on the ideas and behaviour of young people. During the late spring following publication, for instance, Elizabeth Carter wrote as an educated woman and balanced observer of the world—in reply to a dismissal by Catherine Talbot, a fellow admirer of Richardson—declaring that ‘Fielding’s book is the most natural representation of what passes in the world, and of the bizarreries which arise from the mixture of good and bad.’ Richardson, imbued with the high seriousness of Clarissa, fussed in his letters about the ‘coarse-titled Tom Jones’ and, surprisingly, given his steadfast claim not to have read more than a few passages, made disparaging remarks about its hero and heroine. The title was ‘coarse’ because of the hero’s generic name and because ‘foundling’ could be experienced as synonymous with ‘bastard’, the lowest of social categories. Members of Richardson’s circle, who timorously defended aspects of the novel in correspondence with the master, wished that it had as much ‘heart’ as ‘head’, found that it had ‘bold, shocking pictures’, and finished judiciously with the complaint that although ‘in every part it has humanity for its intention, in too many it seems wantoner than it was meant to be’. One anonymous critic, styled Orbilius, felt compelled late in 1749 to publish a substantial pamphlet of chapter-by-chapter commentary, condemning Tom Jones’s ‘incredibilities’, its ‘bad morals’, and its ‘counterfeit wit’. But in a pamphlet titled An Essay on the New Species of Writing Founded by Mr Fielding (1751), another critic (probably Francis Coventry) lavished praise on the author’s originality and his ability to see ‘all the little movements by which human nature is actuated’. With it all, Tom Jones decisively marked the success of Fielding’s effort to legitimate novels as objects of and forums for critical discussion.

Critical discussion is a vital term here—with its implication of a reach toward rational consensus through sociable commerce. For none of the eighteenth century’s cultural institutions was more characteristic than that of critical exchange. Whether in print, in conversation in dining- and drawing-rooms, or in debate at any of the more-than-500 coffee houses that graced London in the 1740s, the idea recurs that informed discussion leads to understanding and then to cogent action, first by individuals and then by society as a whole. Fielding acknowledged the centrality of conversation in the essay that begins one of the two books at the symmetrical heart of Tom Jones:

There is another sort of knowledge beyond the power of learning to bestow, and this is to be had by conversation. So necessary is this to the understanding the characters of men, that none are more ignorant of them than those learned pedants whose lives have been entirely consumed in colleges and among books; for however exquisitely human nature may have been described by writers, the true practical system can be learnt only in the world, (ix. i)

Here, Fielding mirrored his age, for the ideal of impartial enquiry, tested through critical discussion among equals, emerged in the eighteenth century first in settings now associated with the ‘public sphere’ such as coffee houses, clubs, lodges, exchanges, and salons and much later as a theoretical conception memorably crystallized in Kant’s brief essay ‘What is Enlightenment?’ (1784). Medical and experimental sciences during the same period adopted impersonal forms of observation and presentation, while thinkers like David Hume and Adam Smith theorized the ways in which the moral order of society functioned by inhabiting individual, first-person awareness with an ‘impartial spectator’ or third-person conscience founded on the sympathetic bond among human beings. Real character, like scientific knowledge and legitimate government, was recognizable only when tested against public consensus. In every area of knowledge, the assumed model of communication was of a flow from private contingency to public affirmation through critical investigation and discussion outside the framework of the State. For this reason, though personal conversation was paradigmatic, and remained of signal importance, printing—with its capacity to involve a far-flung community of readers—was a crucial medium. Critical conversation and the commerce in print went hand in hand. In addition to authors and presses, this commerce required not only widespread literacy but technical innovations that enabled communication such as above-grade road-building and systematic postal service. Fielding was attuned to these developments as a writer supported by paying readers, as an innovative law enforcement official who used promptly circulated advertisements to apprehend criminals, and as an author who counted as a loyal patron Ralph Allen—the man who grew rich and famous through his reorganization of the post.

Addison’s and Steele’s continually reprinted and obsessively imitated periodical, the Spectator (1711-12), served as a virtual handbook for sociable conduct and literary practice in the new public sphere where, for purposes of critical discussion, and in contrast to exchange within the traditional courtly milieu, external marks of rank were laid aside. Especially in the earlier phases, aristocratic privilege everywhere penetrated the new intellectual institutions, and the kind of education necessary for entry into the realm of critical discussion was available to few beneath what were called the ‘middling sort’. But this is not the point. A powerful convention had come into being: the convention that ideas are equally accessible to educated men and that, in the realm of public discussion, men are judged by the degree of their information and the quality of their ideas, not by rank, office, or wealth. Aristocratic patronage of literature, which had fostered relatively formal, classically inspired writing, was progressively displaced by a paying, literate public that favoured the informality and utilitarian clarity of prose like Addison’s or Fielding’s and the flexibility of literary forms such as the familiar letter, the essay, the lecture, the experimental report, and, of course, the novel.

In the tenth issue of the Spectator, Addison estimated his daily audience at 60,000—more than 10 per cent of London’s current population—and expressed his aspirations for readers in words that we have seen Fielding echo at the core of Tom Jones:

To the end that their virtue and discretion may not be short transient intermitting starts of thought, I have resolved to refresh their memories from day to day, till I have recovered them out of that desperate State of Vice and Folly into which the age is fallen. The mind that lies fallow but a single day, sprouts up in follies that are only to be killed by constant and assiduous culture. It was said of Socrates, that he brought philosophy down from heaven to inhabit among men; and I shall be ambitious to have it said of me that I have brought philosophy out of closets and libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea tables, and in coffee houses.

The mention of assemblies and tea tables makes it clear that women were certainly part of the ideal public sphere projected by the Spectator. Addison may have typified men of his age in patronizing women and tending to exclude them from serious discussion but, later in the same issue, hoping that his paper will increase their number, he welcomes as readers the ‘multitudes’ of women who ‘join all the beauties of mind to the ornaments of dress and inspire a kind of awe and respect, as well as love’.

Fielding, who often patronized women too (think of Miss Western’s flaunted reading), still decisively included them in satiric legislation governing critics that appeared over the name of Sir Alexander Drawncansir in issue 3 of his Covent-Garden Journal (1752), a periodical paper formally reminiscent of the Spectator if, typically for Fielding, rather more jagged in style:

But as it is reasonable to extend this power of judging for themselves, no farther in this case of criticism, than it is allowed to men in some others, I do here declare, that I shall not, for the future, admit any males to the office of criticism till they be of the full age of 18, that being the age when the laws allow them to have a capacity of disposing personal chattles: for, before that time, they have only the power of disposing of themselves in the trifling article of marriage. Females, perhaps, I shall admit somewhat earlier, provided they be either witty or handsome.

The air of condescension remains even though Fielding’s reasoned judgements about women often echoed those of feminists of his time—and despite his stalwart support of his talented literary sister Sarah, whose novel David Simple (1744) is recognized as part of today’s literary canon. Certainly, these facts, along with the numerous gender reversals and episodes of cross-dressing in his plays and novels, suggest that he was no orthodox misogynist.

In this same number of the Covent-Garden Journal, Fielding interestingly excluded from the domain of criticism ‘officers and would-be officers of state (honest men only excepted)’. In so doing, he made a point vital to an understanding—as defined by Jürgen Habermas in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere (1989)—of impartial discussion in the eighteenth century as a realm free of special interests. For the public sphere does not include the State. Instead, though it is defined by rational exchange of statements subject to open criticism by all comers and in this sense is public, it adopts the form of free commerce among equals like the discourse of adults in a private household. Politics may be a subject of discussion in the public sphere but office-holders and agents of the State—’their attendants, and dependents, their placemen, and would be placemen, pimps, spies, parasites, informers, and agents’—cannot be proper participants because they are self-interested actors who ‘are forbidden’ by Fielding ‘to give their opinions of any work in which the good of the kingdom, in general, is designed to be advanced’. Otherwise, the qualifications for participation are simple, if seldom met by the scribblers he is attacking with the announced aim of limiting the number of self-appointed critics to fewer than 276,302:

The only learning, therefore, that I must insist upon is, that my critic BE ABLE TO READ. . . . Nor do I only require the capacity of reading, but the actual exercise of that capacity. . . . Thirdly, all critics who from and after the first day of February next, shall condemn any book, shall be ready to give some reason for their judgment.

Having thus opened the field of criticism to a wide public with well-grounded opinions, Fielding goes on to establish a special Order of Critics for those who understand Aristotle, Horace, and Longinus in the original. But whether he uses the term ‘critic’ in the narrower sense of a person qualified to judge writing in relation to the best performances of antiquity or more broadly to mean a member of the community of informed readers and conversationalists, his aim of fostering rationally informed public discussion is unmistakable. As he says of critics, introducing Book VIII of Tom Jones, ‘By this word here, and in most other parts of our work, we mean every reader in the world’.

* * *

Henry Fielding the author assumes numerous roles as narrator of Tom Jones. First among them is that of the host at an open table: ‘one who keeps a public ordinary, at which all persons are welcome for their money.’ They may choose what they please and receive it as they like. In their freedom ‘to censure, to abuse, and to d—n their dinner without control’, they differ fundamentally from invited guests at a gentleman’s ‘eleemosynary treat’, who, though the fare be ‘very indifferent, and utterly disagreeable’, must suspend critical exchange and ‘not find any fault; nay, on the contrary, good breeding forces them outwardly to approve and to commend whatever is set before them’ (i. i). Thus Fielding announces in the first paragraph that his novel exists, like it or not, as a communication for consumption in the public sphere. He calls it ‘mental entertainment’, using the word ‘entertainment’ to mean not only an amusement but ‘conversation’, the primary sense recorded in Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755). At Fielding’s novelistic feast, the medium will be discussion (another old meaning of the word ‘entertainment’) and ‘human nature’ the subject. While Fielding’s book is not theoretical like A Treatise of Human Nature by Hume (1739-40), he would have agreed with the philosopher’s introductory statement that those engaged on the subject must ‘glean up’ their ‘experiments in this science from a cautious observation of human life, and take them as they appear in the common course of the world, by men’s behaviour in company, in affairs, and in their pleasures’. This is the sense in which Fielding’s novel assumes active readers who are far more than the objects of simple moralizing. They are virtually obliged, contrary to Johnson’s complaint, to separate ‘the colours of right and wrong’ and to ‘settle their boundaries’, while learning the required skills and coming to a forbearant understanding of the difficulties.

Although Fielding’s narrator displays moods ranging from the sceptical to the sentimental, and appears by turns as learned man, teacher, judge, literary critic, moral philosopher, dramatist, and novelist at work, as well as an actuary accounting for the probabilities of human life and a person with first-hand experience of the spectrum from low life to high, he is above all an interlocutor—a figure engaged in familiar exchange with readers. Indeed, this narrator speaks in so many voices that he can seem more a repertoire of conversational gambits than a cohesive person. At the beginning of Tom Jones, Book VII, Fielding says that everyone likens life in ‘this vast theatre of time’ to the stage but ‘None, as I remember, have at all considered the audience at this great drama’. He insists that no performance, certainly not his own, exists independent of its multifarious audience. His survey of this audience—ranging across upper gallery, pit, and boxes—reveals a range of superficial, starkly polarized responses to Black George’s ‘running away with the £500 from his friend and benefactor’. By contrast, the ‘man of candour and of true understanding is never hasty to condemn’ but recognizes that ‘A single bad act no more constitutes a villain in life than a single bad part on the stage’. Such a man is the narrator of Tom Jones and Fielding appears in many ways to define his object as the education of readers into such ‘candour’ and ‘true understanding’. These qualities, founded in turn on the primary capacity to take in sensory data as an ‘impartial spectator’ (iv. xiii), leave such a reader at only one crucial disadvantage compared with the author himself, namely the lack of behind-the-scenes knowledge of plot and motive enjoyed by the inventor of a story who is virtually in the position of God himself. No doubt Fielding flaunts this superiority and, finally, can no more be our equal than could the great Doctor in James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson (1791) exist quite on the same plane with the interlocutors who approached him in conversation. Yet again and again, in calling attention to the manifest fictionality of his novel, in asking readers to approach it with eyes open and rational faculties at work, Fielding offers them a boost toward ideal public citizenship as envisioned by Addison.

Fielding’s ideal reader is imbued with good nature, like Tom Jones, or perhaps like the more observant souls from Sophia Western to Mrs Miller who recognize his qualities and possess ‘that solid inward comfort of mind, which is the sure companion of innocence and virtue’ (Dedication). Comedy, the governing genius invoked at the beginning of Book XIII, possesses the magic to instil such comfort in author and reader alike:

Teach me, which to thee is no difficult task, to know mankind better than they know themselves. Remove that mist which dims the intellects of mortals, and causes them to adore men for their art, or to detest them for their cunning, in deceiving others, when they are, in reality, the objects only of ridicule, for deceiving themselves. . . . fill my pages with humour, till mankind learn the good nature to laugh only at the follies of others, and the humility to grieve at their own.

Without the perspective afforded by comedy, one risks vanity and hypocrisy at best and, at worst, the solitary misanthropy that leads the Man of the Hill to question why a benevolent God would create ‘so foolish and so vile an animal’. Later, during the novel’s climactic episodes, when Tom falls into despair in prison and the story brushes closest to tragedy, he forgets his own earlier response: ‘If there was, indeed, much more wickedness in the world than there is, it would not prove such general assertions against human nature, since much of this arrives by mere accident, and many a man who commits evil is not totally bad and corrupt in his heart’ (vIII. xv). Such a man, of course, is Tom himself. Tom’s heart anchors Fielding’s comic world, for it is the constant against which are measured both the harmless failings of humanity and its crimes. We are asked to hold Tom and his fellow characters to a variety of prudential standards that rely on reason and on educated judgement but Tom’s heart—the life-affirming ebullience with which he faces the world—represents an essential acceptance of the human animal without which judgement becomes sterile and punitive in Thwackum’s manner. Tom is the living embodiment of life’s comic essence. He has to have the commonest of names and, as a bastard, to be a legal nobody, for his defining trait precedes social forms. He is, paradoxically, the least and the most of men. By telling a tale that allows us to maintain faith in Tom’s goodness of heart, even during his disgraceful London entanglement with Lady Bellaston, Fielding habituates us, through experience, into well-tempered, self-reflective judgement.

Concepts like habit and experience are perhaps more apt in this context than that of education, for they specify concrete forms of knowledge that must be acquired over time in order to lend substance to goodness. As Fielding says in issue 66 of the Covent-Garden Journal, ‘Habit hath been often called a second Nature. . . . I am much deceived (and so was Mr Locke too) if from our earliest habits we do not in a great measure derive those dispositions which are commonly called our Nature, and which afterwards constitute our characters.’ In opening the fourth book of his Treatise, Hume observes of experience that:

’Tis certain a man of solid sense and long experience ought to have, and usually has, a greater assurance in his opinions, than one that is foolish and ignorant, and that our sentiments have different degrees of authority, even with ourselves, in proportion to the degrees of our reason and experience. [But even] in the man of the best sense and longest experience, this authority is never quite entire; since even such-a-one must be conscious of many errors in the past, and must still dread the like for the future.

Hume’s stress on fallibility is entirely consonant with Fielding’s resilient representation of good nature and with his sense that in life, as in reading, one must be prepared to accept error as a defining feature of the human.

Indeed, Fielding goes even further. Mr Allworthy, though one of the novel’s truly good-natured figures, makes constant errors of judgement and falls short of Fielding’s ideal because of an apparent incapacity to learn from experience. Allworthy remains a good man even as his gullibility and precipitate verdicts bring real grief to others, for his failings, like Tom’s graver errors, are of an entirely different species from Blifil’s wilful malevolence. One reason that Tom Jones stands as a masterpiece of comedy—a work that stretches the limits of discord and social confusion yet in the end, without sentimentality, affirms order and the value of human bonds—is that Fielding acknowledges, especially through the personification of Blifil, a presence of irrecuperable bad nature in the world. Just as experience raises in good judgement an awareness of potential error, so the comprehensive good nature, like complete comedy, must accept a presence of the bad. Such acceptance is why Tom Jones, comically yet seriously propelled at the end into the prospect of becoming a Justice of the Peace, will be a superior judge to Allworthy. Fielding shows readers how to think sceptically and ironically about humanity without losing heart, and habituates them through exercise to such thinking.

For Fielding, private habits and public values, personal awareness and factual evidence, individual experience and legal judgement are inseparable parts of the puzzle. The sorts of discourse within which Fielding casts Tom Jones (public conversation, journalistic account, forensic debate, evidentiary consideration, factual chronicle), like the character types and plot forms he takes as points of departure (caricatures from stage comedy, standard protagonists from heroic prose romances or low picaresque tales of the previous century, larger-than-life epic adventure as originated in the Odyssey), all serve his public, historically referenced conception of the novel in contrast to Richardson’s predominant focus on transient mental states. In particular, as Fielding’s chief modern editor Martin Battestin notes, he was the first consistently to have defined the genre of the novel, with reference to Aristotle, as centrally concerned with ‘probability’. To Fielding, the ‘probable’ was the only legitimate domain of the novel. His arguments appear in the essay that opens Book VIII, where he allots the ‘possible’ to historians relating proven, thoroughly witnessed fact (they can compel belief in the improbable through incontrovertible evidence) while ceding the ‘marvellous’ to poets as tellers of miraculous events that are credible only to audiences already convinced of their truth through belief in myth or religion. He may not have been as much the sceptic as Hume, but he would have agreed with the statement in the section the Treatise quoted above that ‘all knowledge resolves itself into probability, and becomes at last of the same nature with that evidence which we employ in common life’ and that ‘as demonstration is subject to the control of probability, so is probability liable to a new correction by a reflex act of the mind, wherein the nature of our understanding, and our reasoning from the first probability become our objects’. Fielding’s stress on probability as the novel’s operative domain is part and parcel of the economy of rational exchange that he sums up with the word ‘judgment’.

Even one of the more touching expressions of Tom’s love of Sophia is couched in terms of inference and calculation that mark it as quite different from the seemingly direct thoughts and emotions elaborated in Richardson’s ‘writing to the moment’. After leaving an inn at Gloucester in the middle of the night, Tom, showing himself the literary man, gains the narrator’s approval for quoting Milton on the beauty of the moon because he ‘hath certainly excelled all other poets in his description of the heavenly luminaries’. Then, with a reluctant, freezing-cold Partridge as his audience, Tom tells the story from the Spectator of ‘two lovers who had agreed to entertain themselves when they were at a great distance from each other, by repairing, at a certain fixed hour, to look at the moon; thus pleasing themselves with the thought that they were both employed in contemplating the same object at the same time. “Those lovers,” added [Tom], “must have had souls truly capable of feeling all the tenderness of the sublimest of all human passions”’ (VIII. ix) Here, Fielding’s reference to epic is lighter of touch than usual, and more layered thanks to the oblique allusion to Addison’s famous critical essays on Milton in the Spectator. Fielding underscores in this way that his innovations as ‘founder of a new province of writing’ (n. i) open up specific forms of interlocution that bridge that private world of fantasy and pleasure specific to earlier novels of amorous intrigue with the intelligent comprehension and the shared activity of critical evaluation evoked by epic, the most public of forms. Tom’s own sincere love is expressed as an inference (and as an implicit hope that Sophia might be looking at the very same moon at the very same moment). Tom emerges—rather surprisingly, given what we have learned of his education under the Thwackum and Square, and rather absurdly, given the time, the place, and his companionship—as a modern conversationalist ready to talk upon any subject at any time, supplying relevant allusions that authenticate private, uncommunicable emotion, paradoxically making it available yet serving as a membrane shielding it from direct public view. Yet, important though they be, such moments of reflection—typically lying, like this one, between phases of action—are comparatively uncommon in Tom Jones. Other such moments include a notable passage of third-person interior monologue showing Tom’s ‘debate with himself after his expulsion from Allworthy’s house (vII. ii) and another following his extrication from dependence upon Lady Bellaston (xv. ix). Fielding’s chosen medium was, rather, a grandly shaped yet enormously involved plot that offers the reader countless exercises in understanding the actions characters take in response to the deeds of others and to the quirks of fortune.

Ever since Fielding’s first biographer, Arthur Murphy, praised the plot of Tom Jones in the collected works of 1762, critics have marvelled at the intricate perfection of the action. James Beattie, writing in 1783, declared that,

since the days of Homer, the world has not seen a more artful epic fable. The characters and adventures are wonderfully diversified: yet the circumstances are all so natural, and rise so easily from one another, and co-operate with so much regularity in bringing on, even while they seem to retard, the catastrophe, that the curiosity of the reader . . . grows more and more impatient as the story advances, till at last it becomes downright anxiety. And when we get to the end ... we are amazed to find, that of so many incidents there should be so few superfluous; that in such variety of fiction there should be so great probability; and that so complex a tale should be perspicuously conducted, and with perfect unity of design.

Samuel Taylor Coleridge put it most succinctly when he exclaimed in 1834, ‘What a master of composition Fielding was! Upon my word, I think the Oedipus Tyrannus, The Alchemist, and Tom Jones, the three most perfect plots ever planned.’ The novel, most obviously, is built around such contrasting pairs of characters as Tom and Blifil, Allworthy and Western, Square and Thwackum, and Sophia and Lady Bellaston. But the critics have more than this in mind. Think, crucially, both of the geometry that ultimately returns Tom, via a circular odyssey, to the home county of Squires Allworthy and Western, where the action started (see Map on page xlv), and also of the symmetrical structure laid out around the hilarious farcical episode at Upton in which, at the novel’s centre, virtually every character is at cross-purposes with every other. Upton anchors the middle section of the story, which takes place on the road, and is flanked on one side by the early books set in Somerset country and on the other side by those set in London. Lesser elements, too, are symmetrically arrayed. In Book VI, Tom loses to the dishonest, if needy, Black George a pocket book containing £500 granted by Allworthy on his expulsion, while in Book XII, Tom finds the purse that holds Sophia’s bank bill, which he lovingly keeps intact despite financial desperation, and then in Book XVIII the £500 returns, via Nightingale, from a still-treacherous Black George. Even substantial digressions, in the form of cautionary tales told first by the Man of the Hill and then by Mrs Fitzpatrick, find formally marked places on either side of the two books containing the Upton contretemps.

These symmetries, however, remain superficial compared with the deeper structure of motivation whereby circumstances, as Beattie says, ‘rise so easily from one another, and co-operate with so much regularity’. Sophia, for instance, flees an impending forced marriage to Blifil and pursues Tom on the road to Upton. But then, she storms away from a near meeting there, more infuriated at Tom’s supposed misuse of her name than at his infidelity with Mrs Waters, and leaves their love token (her muff) as a message of rejection, which, in turn, sets in motion Tom’s pursuit of her to London. Similarly, unbeknownst to him or to the first-time reader, Tom’s tryst with Mrs Waters at Upton ties back to the beginning of the novel and will bring him to his lowest point at the crisis near the end. Fielding, who is quite proud about his design of the plot, sometimes points explicitly to its niceties, as when he calls upon the reader near the novel’s end ‘to refresh his memory by turning to the scene at Upton, [where] he will be apt to admire the many strange accidents which unfortunately prevented any interview between Partridge and Mrs Waters. . . . Instances of this kind we may frequently observe in life, where the greatest events are produced by a nice train of little circumstances’ (xvIII. ii). The theory is sophisticated here since a meeting that did not happen is recognized as a defining event.

Fielding’s godlike machinations as author seem intended to guarantee the providential order in which we know he believed. Tom’s firm asseveration of providence in opposition to the Man of the Hill’s corrosive doubt (vIII. x) is a sure sign that we must take seriously the idea of an ordering force. As Fielding says of the overwhelming effect on Jones’s affections when he saves Sophia’s muff from the fire, ‘there are many little circumstances too often omitted by injudicious historians, from which events of the utmost importance arise. The world may indeed be considered as a vast machine, in which the great wheels are originally set in motion by those which are very minute, and almost imperceptible to any but the strongest eyes’ (v. iv). Thanks to the fictionality of his novel, Fielding can have it both ways in Tom Jones, whether or not we can do so in actual life, for the action bristles with contingencies, unpredictable twists, and chance events that can only be understood as the work of pagan fortune or fate, not of Christian providence. That ‘a nasty hawk’ carries away the 13-year-old Sophia’s little bird Tommy after Blifil maliciously turns it loose is an accident of fortune, but it is providential that the incident as a whole allows Sophia’s emotional comprehension of the two young boys’ real characters, predisposing her to love the one and hate the other. Some accidents are just accidents, while others set great wheels in motion. In the novel, a patient reader or an author with advance knowledge can judge the difference by outcomes. Up to a point this is true in life as well but there, in important regards, a simple religious faith like Tom’s has to suffice since so many outcomes in actual life must remain unknown. Hapless first-time readers have similarly to live on faith. In the midst of the chaos at Upton Fielding sternly warns readers that they must not ‘hastily . . . condemn any of the incidents in this our history as impertinent and foreign to our main design’. Insisting that ‘this work may, indeed, be considered as a great creation of our own’, he takes a sardonic swipe at any ‘little reptile of a critic’ who might ‘presume to find fault with any of its parts, without knowing the manner in which the whole is connected, and before he comes to the final catastrophe’ (x. i). However fragile its illusion, the symmetry of the plot and its appearance of total internal logic proffers the assurance, if not of ultimate knowability, at least that we may proceed on the belief that stable general conditions govern our attempts to decode human affairs.

Character and plot, though often discussed independently by critics, are inseparable in Tom Jones because the actions of characters are so much the occasion of judgements about their motives. Fielding’s usual strategy is to stage the actions that form the plot in a context of debate about their merit by the characters themselves, by the narrator, and (in anticipation) by the reader. In ‘An Essay on the Knowledge of the Characters of Men’, Fielding says that ‘the actions of men are the best index to their thoughts, as they do, if well attended to and understood, with the utmost certainty demonstrate the character’. Having traced the mistakes in analysis that disguise and hypocrisy in others can induce, he concludes that the best rule is ‘carefully to observe the actions of men with others, and especially with those to whom they are allied in blood, marriage, friendship, profession, neighbourhood, or any other connections’. This is precisely the kind of information Fielding profusely offers in Tom Jones, where interlocking, comparative, and contrastive episodes of the plot form the medium within which he defines and projects the complexities of his chief characters. In following Tom through dozens of episodes from his stubbornly principled protection of Black George early in the novel, through his affairs with Molly and with Mrs Waters, to the painful recognition that his affair with Lady Bellaston has brought him to ‘a distressful situation’ in which he is ‘obliged to be guilty of some dishonour’ to her or to Sophia (xv. ix), we come to see him in exactly these intimate ways. The layered complexity that makes him believable as a person is achieved by a process of sedimentation. We learn in like manner that the goddess Sophia, who has the untamed country spunk to defy her father by fleeing at night with no more company than her maid, is also capable of sophisticated conversational equivocation when Lady Bellaston walks in on her interview with Tom in London. We see that All worthy really is a good man despite his impetuosity as a judge and that, authentic though Western’s brutishness may be, it is redeemed at least partially by genuine love of his daughter. Even minor figures like Sophia’s maid Honour can emerge vividly as individuals through the kind of debate over action that Fielding repeatedly stages (VII. viii). These and so many of his other characters possess a self-justifying immediacy that escapes explanation except by reference to the immanence of action in every one of them. Fielding links every character, no matter how small, into the huge totality of his plot and in the process gives each of them a life beyond simple individuality. This understood, one easily grasps why Fielding’s brilliant literary cousin Lady Mary Wortley Montagu could write in her copy of Tom Jones: ne plus ultra—none better.

Fielding offers a fictional world where we can know others only by circumstantial inference from the variable appearances of words and actions. For in actual life we cannot see the minds of others at first hand like characters in Richardson’s novels. Thus Johnson seriously missed the point in his famous comparison of Richardson and Fielding, when he said in 1768, ‘that there was as great a difference between them as between a man who knew how a watch was made, and a man who could tell the hour by looking on the dial-plate’. Fielding shows how we may bring reason, experience, and good temper to bear on inferences about the inner workings of the human heart but he is too much the doubter to foster any illusion that, finally, we can know how the watch is made. Surface when viewed repeatedly under the widest possible array of circumstances offers us the only access to depth we can realistically expect to gain in life as Fielding understands it. Such an acceptance of human limitation need not be a counsel of despair for, as he says in ‘An Essay on the Knowledge of the Characters of Men’, ‘however cunning the disguise be which a masquerader wears, however foreign to his age, degree, or circumstance, yet if closely attended to, he very rarely escapes the discovery of an accurate observer, for nature, which unwillingly submits to the imposture, is ever endeavouring to peep forth and show herself. The essential qualities of the ‘accurate observer’ specified in Tom Jones include empathy untainted by sentimentality and ironic distance free of corrosive or cynical scepticism. Fielding achieves his aim in leading readers of Tom Jones to appreciate and, ideally, to maintain such a delicate, paradoxical wisdom.


NOTE ON THE TEXT

This edition of Tom Jones is based on the fourth edition of 1750, the only one that Fielding himself revised. The text has been altered in light of modern scholarship, especially, though not exclusively, that of the Wesleyan edition edited by Fredson Bowers (1975). Spelling and capitalization have been modernized except where context dictates otherwise. Punctuation has been modernized for the sake of clarity, but some of Fielding’s eccentricities have been preserved for their ‘elocutionary’ effects. This edition incorporates the emendations proposed by Hugh Amory in the Harvard Library Bulletin (see Select Bibliography). The major textual problem in the novel involves the Man of the Hill’s tale in Book VIII, Chapters xiii-xv, which appeared in a new form in the third edition, only to have the earlier version restored in the fourth edition. Amory has demonstrated (in the first of his HLB articles) that the third edition text of this episode represents not a revision but an early draft, printed in error; that anomaly, therefore, has been ignored.

Any claim to offer an accurate edition of Tom Jones is bound to sound unnecessarily solemn, given the novel’s textual history and Fielding’s own views on the subject. The variations between the first and fourth editions are almost invariably minor, and the revisions number fewer than one for every three pages of text; thus the claim to accuracy may summon up a vision of textual chaos that is, in this case, largely imaginary. Even after revising the fourth edition, Fielding left a number of inconsistencies unchanged; further, he regarded the efforts of Shakespeare’s editors with amused irony, he often failed to check the accuracy of his quotations, and he would probably have classified the editor’s labours with those of the amanuensis whom he derides in the prefatory chapter to Book II. But Fielding also promised that he would not require his readers to use the arts of divination to discover his meaning, and we hope we have corrected a few errors where such arts might have seemed necessary.
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	. Education at Eton. Among the students is George Lyttelton, a future patron




	1720

	12 April: Ralph Allen, HF’s future patron, signs his first contract to improve the postal service




	1721
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To the HONOURABLE
GEORGE LYTTELTON, ESQ.*
One of the Lords Commissioners
of the TREASURY.

SIR,

Notwithstanding your constant refusal, when I have asked leave to prefix your name to this dedication, I must still insist on my right to desire your protection of this work.

To you, sir, it is owing that this history was ever begun. It was by your desire that I first thought of such a composition. So many years have since passed, that you may have, perhaps, forgotten this circumstance; but your desires are to me in the nature of commands; and the impression of them is never to be erased from my memory.

Again, sir, without your assistance this history had never been completed. Be not startled at the assertion. I do not intend to draw on you the suspicion of being a romance writer. I mean no more than that I partly owe to you my existence during great part of the time which I have employed in composing it; another matter which it may be necessary to remind you of; since there are certain actions of which you are apt to be extremely forgetful; but of these I hope I shall always have a better memory than yourself.

Lastly, it is owing to you that the history appears what it now is. If there be in this work, as some have been pleased to say, a stronger picture of a truly benevolent mind than is to be found in any other, who that knows you, and a particular acquaintance of yours,* will doubt whence that benevolence hath been copied? The world will not, I believe, make me the compliment of thinking I took it from myself. I care not: this they shall own, that the two persons from whom I have taken it, that is to say, two of the best and worthiest men in the world, are strongly and zealously my friends. I might be contented with this, and yet my vanity will add a third to the number; and him one of the greatest and noblest, not only in his rank, but in every public and private virtue. But here, whilst my gratitude for the princely benefactions of the Duke of Bedford* bursts from my heart, you must forgive my reminding you that it was you who first recommended me to the notice of my benefactor.

And what are your objections to the allowance of the honour which I have solicited? Why, you have commended the book so warmly, that you should be ashamed of reading your name before the dedication. Indeed, sir, if the book itself doth not make you ashamed of your commendations, nothing that I can here write will, or ought. I am not to give up my right to your protection and patronage, because you have commended my book; for though I acknowledge so many obligations to you, I do not add this to the number; in which friendship, I am convinced, hath so little share; since that can neither bias your judgment, nor pervert your integrity. An enemy may at any time obtain your commendation by only deserving it; and the utmost which the faults of your friends can hope for is your silence; or, perhaps, if too severely accused, your gentle palliation.

In short, sir, I suspect, that your dislike of public praise is your true objection to granting my request. I have observed that you have, in common with my two other friends, an unwillingness to hear the least mention of your own virtues; that, as a great poet says of one of you (he might justly have said it of all three), you

Do good by stealth, and blush to find it fame*

If men of this disposition are as careful to shun applause, as others are to escape censure, how just must be your apprehension of your character falling into my hands; since what would not a man have reason to dread, if attacked by an author who had received from him injuries equal to my obligations to you!

And will not this dread of censure increase in proportion to the matter which a man is conscious of having afforded for it? If his whole life, for instance, should have been one continued subject of satire, he may well tremble when an incensed satirist takes him in hand. Now, sir, if we apply this to your modest aversion to panegyric, how reasonable will your fears of me appear!

Yet surely you might have gratified my ambition, from this single confidence, that I shall always prefer the indulgence of your inclinations to the satisfaction of my own. A very strong instance of which I shall give you in this address, in which I am determined to follow the example of all other dedicators, and will consider not what my patron really deserves to have written, but what he will be best pleased to read.

Without further preface then, I here present you with the labours of some years of my life. What merit these labours have is already known to yourself. If, from your favourable judgment, I have conceived some esteem for them, it cannot be imputed to vanity; since I should have agreed as implicitly to your opinion, had it been given in favour of any other man’s production. Negatively, at least, I may be allowed to say, that had I been sensible of any great demerit in the work, you are the last person to whose protection I would have ventured to recommend it.

From the name of my patron, indeed, I hope my reader will be convinced, at his very entrance on this work, that he will find in the whole course of it nothing prejudicial to the cause of religion and virtue, nothing inconsistent with the strictest rules of decency, nor which can offend even the chastest eye in the perusal. On the contrary, I declare, that to recommend goodness and innocence hath been my sincere endeavour in this history. This honest purpose you have been pleased to think I have attained; and to say the truth, it is likeliest to be attained in books of this kind; for an example is a kind of picture, in which virtue becomes, as it were, an object of sight, and strikes us with an idea of that loveliness, which Plato asserts there is in her naked charms.*

Besides displaying that beauty of virtue which may attract the admiration of mankind, I have attempted to engage a stronger motive to human action in her favour, by convincing men that their true interest directs them to a pursuit of her. For this purpose I have shown that no acquisitions of guilt can compensate the loss of that solid inward comfort of mind, which is the sure companion of innocence and virtue; nor can in the least balance the evil of that horror and anxiety which, in their room, guilt introduces into our bosoms. And again, that as these acquisitions are in themselves generally worthless, so are the means to attain them not only base and infamous, but at best uncertain, and always full of danger. Lastly, I have endeavoured strongly to inculcate, that virtue and innocence can scarce ever be injured but by indiscretion; and that it is this alone which often betrays them into the snares that deceit and villainy spread for them. A moral which I have the more industriously laboured, as the teaching it is, of all others, the likeliest to be attended with success; since, I believe, it is much easier to make good men wise, than to make bad men good.

For these purposes I have employed all the wit and humour of which I am master in the following history; wherein I have endeavoured to laugh mankind out of their favourite follies and vices. How far I have succeeded in this good attempt, I shall submit to the candid reader, with only two requests: first, that he will not expect to find perfection in this work; and secondly, that he will excuse some parts of it, if they fall short of that little merit which I hope may appear in others.

I will detain you, sir, no longer. Indeed I have run into a preface, while I professed to write a dedication. But how can it be otherwise? I dare not praise you; and the only means I know of to avoid it, when you are in my thoughts, are either to be entirely silent, or to turn my thoughts to some other subject.

Pardon, therefore, what I have said in this epistle, not only without your consent, but absolutely against it; and give me at least leave, in this public manner, to declare that I am, with the highest respect and gratitude,

SIR,                                       
Your most obliged,             

Obedient humble servant,
Henry Fielding
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PART I




BOOK I

Containing as much of the birth of the foundling as
is necessary or proper to acquaint the reader with
in the beginning of this history

CHAPTER I

The introduction to the work, or bill of fare to the feast

AN author ought to consider himself, not as a gentleman who gives a private or eleemosynary treat, but rather as one who keeps a public ordinary, at which all persons are welcome for their money. In the former case, it is well known that the entertainer provides what fare he pleases; and though this should be very indifferent, and utterly disagreeable to the taste of his company, they must not find any fault; nay, on the contrary, good breeding forces them outwardly to approve and to commend whatever is set before them. Now the contrary of this happens to the master of an ordinary. Men who pay for what they eat will insist on gratifying their palates, however nice* and whimsical these may prove; and if everything is not agreeable to their taste, will challenge a right to censure, to abuse, and to d—n their dinner without control.

To prevent, therefore, giving offence to their customers by any such disappointment, it hath been usual with the honest and well-meaning host to provide a bill of fare which all persons may peruse at their first entrance into the house; and having thence acquainted themselves with the entertainment which they may expect, may either stay and regale with what is provided for them, or may depart to some other ordinary better accommodated to their taste.

As we do not disdain to borrow wit or wisdom from any man who is capable of lending us either, we have condescended* to take a hint from these honest victuallers, and shall prefix not only a general bill of fare to our whole entertainment, but shall likewise give the reader particular bills to every course which is to be served up in this and the ensuing volumes.

The provision, then, which we have here made is no other than HUMAN NATURE. Nor do I fear that my sensible* reader, though most luxurious in his taste, will start, cavil, or be offended, because I have named but one article. The tortoise, as the alderman of Bristol, well learned in eating, knows by much experience, besides the delicious calibash and calipee,* contains many different kinds of food; nor can the learned reader be ignorant that in Human Nature, though here collected under one general name, is such prodigious variety that a cook will have sooner gone through all the several species of animal and vegetable food in the world than an author will be able to exhaust so extensive a subject.

An objection may perhaps be apprehended from the more delicate, that this dish is too common and vulgar;* for what else is the subject of all the romances, novels, plays, and poems, with which the stalls abound. Many exquisite viands might be rejected by the epicure, if it was a sufficient cause for his contemning of them as common and vulgar, that something was to be found in the most paltry alleys under the same name. In reality, true nature is as difficult to be met with in authors as the Bayonne ham or Bologna sausage is to be found in the shops.

But the whole, to continue the same metaphor, consists in the cookery of the author; for, as Mr Pope tells us,


True wit is nature to advantage dressed;

What oft’ was thought, but ne’er so well expressed.*



The same animal which hath the honour to have some part of his flesh eaten at the table of a duke, may perhaps be degraded in another part, and some of his limbs gibbeted, as it were, in the vilest stall in town. Where then lies the difference between the food of the nobleman and the porter, if both are at dinner on the same ox or calf, but in the seasoning, the dressing, the garnishing, and the setting forth. Hence the one provokes and incites the most languid appetite, and the other turns and palls that which is the sharpest and keenest.

In like manner, the excellence of the mental entertainment consists less in the subject than in the author’s skill in well dressing it up. How pleased, therefore, will the reader be to find that we have, in the following work, adhered closely to one of the highest principles of the best cook which the present age, or perhaps that of Heliogabalus,* hath produced. This great man, as is well known to all lovers of polite eating, begins at first by setting plain things before his hungry guests, rising afterwards by degrees as their stomachs may be supposed to decrease, to the very quintessence of sauce and spices. In like manner, we shall represent Human Nature at first to the keen appetite of our reader, in that more plain and simple manner in which it is found in the country, and shall hereafter hash and ragout it with all the high French and Italian seasoning of affectation and vice which courts and cities afford. By these means, we doubt not but our reader may be rendered desirous to read on forever, as the great person just above-mentioned is supposed to have made some persons eat.

Having premised thus much, we will now detain those who like our bill of fare no longer from their diet, and shall proceed directly to serve up the first course of our history for their entertainment.

CHAPTER II

A short description of Squire Allworthy, and a fuller account of Miss Bridget Allworthy, his sister

IN that part of the western division of this kingdom which is commonly called Somersetshire, there lately lived (and perhaps lives still) a gentleman whose name was Allworthy, and who might well be called the favourite of both Nature and Fortune; for both of these seem to have contended which should bless and enrich him most. In this contention, Nature may seem to some to have come off victorious, as she bestowed on him many gifts, while Fortune had only one gift in her power; but in pouring forth this, she was so very profuse, that others perhaps may think this single endowment to have been more than equivalent to all the various blessings which he enjoyed from Nature. From the former of these, he derived an agreeable person,* a sound constitution, a solid understanding, and a benevolent heart; by the latter, he was decreed to the inheritance of one of the largest estates in the county.

This gentleman had in his youth married a very worthy and beautiful woman, of whom he had been extremely fond; by her he had three children, all of whom died in their infancy. He had likewise had the misfortune of burying this beloved wife herself, about five years before the time in which this history chooses to set out. This loss, however great, he bore like a man of sense and constancy, though it must be confessed he would often talk a little whimsically on this head; for he sometimes said he looked on himself as still married, and considered his wife as only gone a little before him, a journey which he should most certainly, sooner or later, take after her; and that he had not the least doubt of meeting her again in a place where he should never part with her more. Sentiments for which his sense was arraigned by one part of his neighbours, his religion by a second, and his sincerity by a third.

He now lived, for the most part, retired in the country, with one sister, for whom he had a very tender affection. This lady was now somewhat past the age of thirty, an era at which, in the opinion of the malicious, the title of Old Maid may, with no impropriety, be assumed. She was of that species of women whom you commend rather for good qualities than beauty, and who are generally called by their own sex, very good sort of women—as good a sort of woman, madam, as you would wish to know. Indeed, she was so far from regretting want of beauty that she never mentioned that perfection (if it can be called one) without contempt; and would often thank God she was not as handsome as Miss such-a-one, whom perhaps beauty had led into errors which she might have otherwise avoided. Miss Bridget Allworthy (for that was the name of this lady) very rightly conceived the charms of person in a woman to be no better than snares for herself, as well as for others; and yet so discreet was she in her conduct, that her prudence was as much on the guard as if she had all the snares to apprehend which were ever laid for her whole sex. Indeed, I have observed (though it may seem unaccountable to the reader) that this guard of prudence, like the trained bands,* is always readiest to go on duty where there is the least danger. It often basely and cowardly deserts those paragons for whom the men are all wishing, sighing, dying, and spreading every net in their power; and constantly attends at the heels of that higher order of women for whom the other sex have a more distant and awful respect, and whom (from despair, I suppose, of success) they never venture to attack.

Reader, I think proper, before we proceed any farther together, to acquaint thee that I intend to digress, through this whole history, as often as I see occasion; of which I am myself a better judge than any pitiful critic whatever; and here I must desire all those critics to mind their own business, and not to intermeddle with affairs, or works, which no ways concern them; for till they produce the authority by which they are constituted judges, I shall plead to their jurisdiction.*

CHAPTER III

An odd accident which befell Mr Allworthy at his return home. The decent* behaviour of Mrs Deborah Wilkins, with some proper animadversions on bastards

I HAVE told my reader, in the preceding chapter, that Mr Allworthy inherited a large fortune; that he had a good heart, and no family. Hence, doubtless, it will be concluded by many that he lived like an honest man, owed no one a shilling, took nothing but what was his own, kept a good house, entertained his neighbours with a hearty welcome at his table, and was charitable to the poor, i.e., to those who had rather beg than work,* by giving them the offals from it; that he died immensely rich, and built an hospital.

And true it is that he did many of these things; but had he done nothing more I should have left him to have recorded his own merit on some fair freestone over the door of that hospital. Matters of a much more extraordinary kind are to be the subject of this history, or I should grossly mis-spend my time in writing so voluminous a work; and you, my sagacious friend, might, with equal profit and pleasure, travel through some pages which certain droll authors have been facetiously pleased to call The History of England*

Mr Allworthy had been absent a full quarter of a year in London, on some very particular business, though I know not what it was; but judge of its importance by its having detained him so long from home, whence he had not been absent a month at a time during the space of many years. He came to his house very late in the evening, and after a short supper with his sister, retired much fatigued to his chamber. Here, having spent some minutes on his knees, a custom which he never broke through on any account, he was preparing to step into bed, when, upon opening the clothes, to his great surprise he beheld an infant, wrapped up in some coarse linen, in a sweet and profound sleep, between his sheets. He stood some time lost in astonishment at this sight; but, as good nature had always the ascendant in his mind, he soon began to be touched with sentiments of compassion for the little wretch* before him. He then rung his bell, and ordered an elderly woman-servant to rise immediately and come to him; and in the mean time was so eager in contemplating the beauty of innocence, appearing in those lively colours with which infancy and sleep always display it, that his thoughts were too much engaged to reflect that he was in his shirt* when the matron came in. She had indeed given her master sufficient time to dress himself; for out of respect to him, and regard to decency, she had spent many minutes in adjusting her hair at the looking-glass, notwithstanding all the hurry in which she had been summoned by the servant, and though her master, for aught she knew, lay expiring in an apoplexy, or in some other fit.

It will not be wondered at, that a creature who had so strict a regard to decency in her own person should be shocked at the least deviation from it in another. She therefore no sooner opened the door, and saw her master standing by the bedside in his shirt, with a candle in his hand, than she started back in a most terrible fright, and might perhaps have swooned away, had he not now recollected his being undressed, and put an end to her terrors by desiring her to stay without the door till he had thrown some clothes over his back, and was become incapable of shocking the pure eyes of Mrs Deborah Wilkins,* who, though in the fifty-second year of her age, vowed she had never beheld a man without his coat. Sneerers and profane wits may perhaps laugh at her first fright; yet my graver reader, when he considers the time of night, the summons from her bed, and the situation in which she found her master, will highly justify and applaud her conduct; unless the prudence which must be supposed to attend maidens at that period of life at which Mrs Deborah had arrived, should a little lessen his admiration.*

When Mrs Deborah returned into the room, and was acquainted by her master with the finding the little infant, her consternation was rather greater than his had been; nor could she refrain from crying out, with great horror of accent as well as look, ‘My good sir! what’s to be done?’ Mr Allworthy answered, she must take care of the child that evening, and in the morning he would give orders to provide it a nurse. ‘Yes, sir,’ says she, ‘and I hope your worship will send out your warrant to take up the hussy its mother (for she must be one of the neighbourhood) and I should be glad to see her committed to Bridewell, and whipped at the cart’s tail. Indeed such wicked sluts cannot be too severely punished. I’ll warrant ‘tis not her first, by her impudence in laying it to your worship.’ ‘In laying it to me, Deborah,’ answered Allworthy, ‘I can’t think she hath any such design. I suppose she hath only taken this method to provide for her child; and truly I am glad she hath not done worse.’ ‘I don’t know what is worse,’ cries Deborah, ‘than for such wicked strumpets to lay their sins at honest men’s doors; and though your worship knows your own innocence, yet the world is censorious; and it hath been many an honest man’s hap to pass for the father of children he never begot; and if your worship should provide for the child, it may make the people the apter to believe; besides, why should your worship provide for what the parish is obliged to maintain? For my own part, if it was an honest man’s child, indeed; but for my own part, it goes against me to touch these misbegotten wretches, whom I don’t look upon as my fellow-creatures. Faugh, how it stinks! It doth not smell like a Christian. If I might be so bold to give my advice, I would have it put in a basket, and sent out and laid at the church-warden’s door. It is a good night, only a little rainy and windy; and if it was well wrapped up, and put in a warm basket, it is two to one but it lives till it is found in the morning. But if it should not, we have discharged our duty in taking proper care of it; and it is, perhaps, better for such creatures to die in a state of innocence, than to grow up and imitate their mothers; for nothing better can be expected of them.’

There were some strokes in this speech which, perhaps, would have offended Mr Allworthy, had he strictly attended to it; but he had now got one of his fingers into the infant’s hand, which by its gentle pressure, seeming to implore his assistance, had certainly out-pleaded the eloquence of Mrs Deborah, had it been ten times greater than it was. He now gave Mrs Deborah positive orders to take the child to her own bed, and to call up a maidservant to provide it pap and other things against it waked. He likewise ordered that proper clothes should be procured for it early in the morning, and that it should be brought to himself as soon as he was stirring.

Such was the discernment of Mrs Wilkins, and such the respect she bore her master, under whom she enjoyed a most excellent place, that her scruples gave way to his peremptory commands; and she took the child under her arms without any apparent disgust at the illegality of its birth; and declaring it was a sweet little infant, walked off with it to her own chamber.

Allworthy here betook himself to those pleasing slumbers which a heart that hungers after goodness is apt to enjoy when thoroughly satisfied. As these are possibly sweeter than what are occasioned by any other hearty meal, I should take more pains to display them to the reader, if I knew any air to recommend him to for the procuring such an appetite.

CHAPTER IV

The reader’s neck brought into danger by a description, his escape, and the great condescension of Miss Bridget Allworthy

THE Gothic style of building could produce nothing nobler than Mr Allworthy’s house. There was an air of grandeur in it that struck you with awe, and rivalled the beauties of the best Grecian architecture; and it was as commodious within as venerable without.

It stood on the southeast side of a hill, but nearer the bottom than the top of it, so as to be sheltered from the northeast by a grove of old oaks which rose above it in a gradual ascent of near half a mile, and yet high enough to enjoy a most charming prospect of the valley beneath.

In the midst of the grove was a fine lawn, sloping down towards the house, near the summit of which rose a plentiful spring, gushing out of a rock covered with firs, and forming a constant cascade of about thirty foot, not carried down a regular flight of steps, but tumbling in a natural fall over the broken and mossy stones till it came to the bottom of the rock; then running off in a pebbly channel, that with many lesser falls winded along, till it fell into a lake at the foot of the hill, about a quarter of a mile below the house on the south side, and which was seen from every room in the front. Out of this lake, which filled the centre of a beautiful plain, embellished with groups of beeches and elms, and fed with sheep, issued a river, that for several miles was seen to meander through an amazing variety of meadows and woods till it emptied itself into the sea, with a large arm of which, and an island beyond it, the prospect was closed.

On the right of this valley opened another of less extent, adorned with several villages, and terminated by one of the towers of an old ruined abbey, grown over with ivy, and part of the front, which remained still entire.

The left-hand scene presented the view of a fine park, composed of very unequal ground, and agreeably varied with all the diversity that hills, lawns, wood, and water, laid out with admirable taste, but owing less to art than to nature, could give. Beyond this, the country gradually rose into a ridge of wild mountains, the tops of which were above the clouds.

It was now the middle of May, and the morning was remarkably serene, when Mr Allworthy walked forth on the terrace, where the dawn opened every minute that lovely prospect we have before described to his eye. And now having sent forth streams of light, which ascended the blue firmament before him as harbingers preceding his pomp, in the full blaze of his majesty, up rose the sun; than which one object alone in this lower creation could be more glorious, and that Mr Allworthy himself presented; a human being replete with benevolence, meditating in what manner he might render himself most acceptable to his Creator, by doing most good to his creatures.

Reader, take care, I have unadvisedly led thee to the top of as high a hill as Mr Allworthy’s, and how to get thee down without breaking thy neck, I do not well know. However, let us e’en venture to slide down together; for Miss Bridget rings her bell, and Mr Allworthy is summoned to breakfast, where I must attend, and, if you please, shall be glad of your company.

The usual compliments having passed between Mr Allworthy and Miss Bridget, and the tea being poured out, he summoned Mrs Wilkins, and told his sister he had a present for her; for which she thanked him, imagining, I suppose, it had been a gown, or some ornament for her person. Indeed, he very often made her such presents; and she, in complaisance to him, spent much time in adorning herself. I say in complaisance to him, because she always expressed the greatest contempt for dress, and for those ladies who made it their study.

But if such was her expectation, how was she disappointed when Mrs Wilkins, according to the order she had received from her master, produced the little infant. Great surprises, as hath been observed, are apt to be silent; and so was Miss Bridget, till her brother began, and told her the whole story, which, as the reader knows it already, we shall not repeat.

Miss Bridget had always expressed so great a regard for what the ladies are pleased to call virtue, and had herself maintained such a severity of character, that it was expected, especially by Wilkins, that she would have vented much bitterness on this occasion, and would have voted for sending the child, as a kind of noxious animal, immediately out of the house; but on the contrary, she rather took the good-natured side of the question, intimated some compassion for the helpless little creature, and commended her brother’s charity in what he had done.

Perhaps the reader may account for this behaviour from her condescension to Mr Allworthy, when we have informed him that the good man had ended his narrative with owning a resolution to take care of the child, and to breed him up as his own; for, to acknowledge the truth, she was always ready to oblige her brother, and very seldom, if ever, contradicted his sentiments. She would, indeed, sometimes make a few observations, as that men were headstrong, and must have their own way, and would wish she had been blessed with an independent fortune; but these were always vented in a low voice, and at the most amounted only to what is called muttering.

However, what she withheld from the infant she bestowed with the utmost profuseness on the poor unknown mother, whom she called an impudent slut, a wanton hussy, an audacious harlot, a wicked jade, a vile strumpet, with every other appellation with which the tongue of virtue never fails to lash those who bring a disgrace on the sex.

A consultation was now entered into, how to proceed in order to discover the mother. A scrutiny was first made into the characters of the female servants of the house, who were all acquitted by Mrs Wilkins, and with apparent merit; for she had collected them herself, and perhaps it would be difficult to find such another set of scarecrows.

The next step was to examine among the inhabitants of the parish; and this was referred to Mrs Wilkins, who was to inquire with all imaginable diligence, and to make her report in the afternoon.

Matters being thus settled, Mr Allworthy withdrew to his study, as was his custom, and left the child to his sister, who, at his desire, had undertaken the care of it.

CHAPTER V

Containing a few common matters, with a very uncommon observation upon them

WHEN her master was departed, Mrs Deborah stood silent, expecting her cue from Miss Bridget; for as to what had passed before her master, the prudent housekeeper by no means relied upon it, as she had often known the sentiments of the lady in her brother’s absence to differ greatly from those which she had expressed in his presence. Miss Bridget did not, however, suffer her to continue long in this doubtful situation; for having looked some time earnestly at the child, as it lay asleep in the lap of Mrs Deborah, the good lady could not forbear giving it a hearty kiss, at the same time declaring herself wonderfully pleased with its beauty and innocence. Mrs Deborah no sooner observed this than she fell to squeezing and kissing, with as great raptures as sometimes inspire the sage dame of forty and five towards a youthful and vigorous bridegroom, crying out in a shrill voice, ‘O, the dear little creature, the dear, sweet, pretty creature! well, I vow, it is as fine a boy as ever was seen!’

These exclamations continued till they were interrupted by the lady, who now proceeded to execute the commission given her by her brother, and gave orders for providing all necessaries for the child, appointing a very good room in the house for his nursery. Her orders were indeed so liberal, that had it been a child of her own, she could not have exceeded them; but lest the virtuous reader may condemn her for showing too great regard to a base-born infant, to which all charity is condemned by law as irreligious,* we think proper to observe that she concluded the whole with saying, ‘Since it was her brother’s whim to adopt the little brat, she supposed little master must be treated with great tenderness; for her part, she could not help thinking it was an encouragement to vice; but that she knew too much of the obstinacy of mankind to oppose any of their ridiculous humours.’

With reflections of this nature, she usually, as hath been hinted, accompanied every act of compliance with her brother’s inclinations; and surely nothing could more contribute to heighten the merit of this compliance than a declaration that she knew, at the same time, the folly and unreasonableness of those inclinations to which she submitted. Tacit obedience implies no force upon the will, and consequently may be easily, and without any pains, preserved; but when a wife, a child, a relation, or a friend, performs what we desire, with grumbling, and reluctance, with expressions of dislike and dissatisfaction, the manifest difficulty which they undergo must greatly enhance the obligation.

As this is one of those deep observations which very few readers can be supposed capable of making themselves, I have thought proper to lend them my assistance; but this is a favour rarely to be expected in the course of my work. Indeed, I shall seldom or never so indulge him, unless in such instances as this, where nothing but the inspiration with which we writers are gifted can possibly enable anyone to make the discovery.

CHAPTER VI

Mrs Deborah is introduced into the parish with a simile. A short account of Jenny Jones, with the difficulties and discouragements which may attend young women in the pursuit of learning

MRS DEBORAH, having disposed of the child according to the will of her master, now prepared to visit those habitations which were supposed to conceal its mother.

Not otherwise than when a kite, tremendous bird, is beheld by the feathered generation soaring aloft, and hovering over their heads, the amorous dove and every innocent little bird spread wide the alarm, and fly trembling to their hiding places; he proudly beats the air, conscious of his dignity, and meditates intended mischief.

So when the approach of Mrs Deborah was proclaimed through the street, all the inhabitants ran trembling into their houses, each matron dreading lest the visit should fall to her lot. She with stately steps proudly advances over the field, aloft she bears her towering head, filled with conceit* of her own pre-eminence and schemes to effect her intended discovery.

The sagacious reader will not, from this simile, imagine these poor people had any apprehension of the design with which Mrs Wilkins was now coming towards them; but as the great beauty of the simile may possibly sleep these hundred years, till some future commentator shall take this work in hand, I think proper to lend the reader a little assistance in this place.

It is my intention, therefore, to signify that, as it is the nature of a kite to devour little birds, so is it the nature of such persons as Mrs Wilkins to insult* and tyrannize over little people. This being indeed the means which they use to recompense to themselves their extreme servility and condescension to their superiors; for nothing can be more reasonable than that slaves and flatterers should exact the same taxes on all below them, which they themselves pay to all above them.

Whenever Mrs Deborah had occasion to exert any extraordinary condescension to Miss Bridget, and by that means had a little soured her natural disposition, it was usual with her to walk forth among these people, in order to refine her temper, by venting, and, as it were, purging off all ill humours; on which account she was by no means a welcome visitant; to say the truth, she was universally dreaded and hated by them all.

On her arrival in this place, she went immediately to the habitation of an elderly matron; to whom, as this matron had the good fortune to resemble herself in the comeliness of her person, as well as in her age, she had generally been more favourable than to any of the rest. To this woman she imparted what had happened, and the design upon which she was come thither that morning. These two began presently to scrutinize the characters of the several young girls who lived in any of those houses, and at last fixed their strongest suspicion on one Jenny Jones, who, they both agreed, was the likeliest person to have committed this fact.

This Jenny Jones was no very comely girl, either in her face or person; but nature had somewhat compensated the want of beauty with what is generally more esteemed by those ladies whose judgment is arrived at years of perfect maturity; for she had given her a very uncommon share of understanding. This gift Jenny had a good deal improved by erudition. She had lived several years a servant with a schoolmaster, who, discovering a great quickness of parts in the girl, and an extraordinary desire of learning (for every leisure hour she was always found reading in the books of the scholars), had the good nature, or folly (just as the reader pleases to call it) to instruct her so far that she obtained a competent skill in the Latin language, and was, perhaps, as good a scholar as most of the young men of quality of the age. This advantage, however, like most others of an extraordinary kind, was attended with some small inconveniences: for as it is not to be wondered at, that a young woman so well accomplished should have little relish for the society of those whom fortune had made her equals, but whom education had rendered so much her inferiors; so is it matter of no greater astonishment that this superiority in Jenny, together with that behaviour which is its certain consequence, should produce among the rest some little envy and ill will towards her; and these had, perhaps, secretly burnt in the bosoms of her neighbours ever since her return from her service.

Their envy did not, however, display itself openly, till poor Jenny, to the surprise of everybody, and to the vexation of all the young women in these parts, had publicly shone forth on a Sunday in a new silk gown, with a laced cap, and other proper appendages to these.

The flame, which had before lain in embryo, now burst forth. Jenny had, by her learning, increased her own pride, which none of her neighbours were kind enough to feed with the honour she seemed to demand; and now, instead of respect and adoration, she gained nothing but hatred and abuse by her finery. The whole parish declared she could not come honestly by such things; and parents, instead of wishing their daughters the same, felicitated themselves that their children had them not.

Hence, perhaps, it was, that the good woman first mentioned the name of this poor girl to Mrs Wilkins; but there was another circumstance that confirmed the latter in her suspicion: for Jenny had lately been often at Mr Allworthy’s house. She had officiated as nurse to Miss Bridget, in a violent fit of illness, and had sat up many nights with that lady; besides which, she had been seen there the very day before Mr Allworthy’s return, by Mrs Wilkins herself, though that sagacious person had not at first conceived any suspicion of her on that account; for, as she herself said, ‘She had always esteemed Jenny as a very sober girl (though indeed she knew very little of her), and had rather suspected some of those wanton trollops, who gave themselves airs because, forsooth, they thought themselves handsome.’

Jenny was now summoned to appear in person before Mrs Deborah, which she immediately did; when Mrs Deborah, putting on the gravity of a judge, with somewhat more than his austerity, began an oration with the words ‘You audacious strumpet,’ in which she proceeded rather to pass sentence on the prisoner than to accuse her.

Though Mrs Deborah was fully satisfied of the guilt of Jenny, from the reasons above shown, it is possible Mr Allworthy might have required some stronger evidence to have convicted her; but she saved her accusers any such trouble by freely confessing the whole fact with which she was charged.

This confession, though delivered rather in terms of contrition, as it appeared, did not at all mollify Mrs Deborah, who now pronounced a second judgment against her, in more opprobrious language than before; nor had it any better success with the bystanders, who were now grown very numerous. Many of them cried out, ‘They thought what madam’s silk gown would end in;’ others spoke sarcastically of her learning. Not a single female was present, but found some means of expressing her abhorrence of poor Jenny, who bore all very patiently, except the malice of one woman, who reflected upon her person, and, tossing up her nose, said, ‘The man must have a good stomach, who would give silk gowns for such sort of trumpery.’ Jenny replied to this with a bitterness which might have surprised a judicious person, who had observed the tranquillity with which she bore all the affronts to her chastity; but her patience was perhaps tired out, for this is a virtue which is very apt to be fatigued by exercise.

Mrs Deborah, having succeeded beyond her hopes in her inquiry, returned with much triumph, and, at the appointed hour, made a faithful report to Mr Allworthy, who was much surprised at the relation; for he had heard of the extraordinary parts and improvements of this girl, whom he intended to have given in marriage, together with a small living, to a neighbouring curate. His concern, therefore, on this occasion, was at least equal to the satisfaction which appeared in Mrs Deborah, and to many readers may seem much more reasonable.

Miss Bridget blessed herself, and said, ‘For her part, she should never hereafter entertain a good opinion of any woman.’ For Jenny before this had the happiness of being much in her good graces also.

The prudent housekeeper was again dispatched to bring the unhappy culprit before Mr Allworthy, in order, not, as it was hoped by some and expected by all, to be sent to the house of correction, but to receive wholesome admonition and reproof, which those who relish that kind of instructive writing may peruse in the next chapter.

CHAPTER VII

Containing such grave matter that the reader cannot laugh once through the whole chapter, unless peradventure he should laugh at the author

WHEN Jenny appeared, Mr Allworthy took her into his study, and spoke to her as follows:

‘You know, child, it is in my power, as a magistrate, to punish you very rigorously for what you have done,* and you will perhaps be the more apt to fear I should execute that power, because you have, in a manner, laid your sins at my door.

‘But perhaps this is one reason which hath determined me to act in a milder manner with you: for, as no private resentment should ever influence a magistrate, I will be so far from considering your having deposited the infant in my house as an aggravation of your offence, that I will suppose, in your favour, this to have proceeded from a natural affection to your child; since you might have some hopes to see it thus better provided for than was in the power of yourself, or its wicked father, to provide for it. I should indeed have been highly offended with you, had you exposed the little wretch in the manner of some inhuman mothers, who seem no less to have abandoned their humanity than to have parted with their chastity. It is the other part of your offence, therefore, upon which I intend to admonish you; I mean the violation of your chastity. A crime, however lightly it may be treated by debauched persons, very heinous in itself, and very dreadful in its consequences.

‘The heinous nature of this offence must be sufficiently apparent to every Christian, inasmuch as it is committed in defiance of the laws of our religion, and of the express commands of him who founded that religion.

‘And here its consequences may well be argued to be dreadful; for what can be more so, than to incur the divine displeasure, by the breach of the divine commands; and that in an instance against which the highest vengeance is specifically denounced.

‘But these things, though too little, I am afraid, regarded, are so plain that mankind, however they may want to be reminded, can never need information on this head. A hint, therefore, to awaken your sense of this matter, shall suffice; for I would inspire you with repentance, and not drive you to desperation.

‘There are other consequences, not indeed so dreadful or replete with horror as this; and yet such as, if attentively considered, must, one would think, deter all, of your sex at least, from the commission of this crime.

‘For by it you are rendered infamous, and driven, like lepers of old, out of society; at least, from the society of all but wicked and reprobate persons; for no others will associate with you.

‘If you have fortunes, you are hereby rendered incapable of enjoying them; if you have none, you are disabled from acquiring any, nay, almost of procuring your sustenance; for no persons of character will receive you into their houses. Thus you are often driven by necessity itself into a state of shame and misery, which unavoidably ends in the destruction of both body and soul.

‘Can any pleasure compensate these evils? Can any temptation have sophistry and delusion strong enough to persuade you to so simple a bargain? Or can any carnal appetite so overpower your reason, or so totally lay it asleep, as to prevent your flying with affright and terror from a crime which carries such punishment always with it?

‘How base and mean must that woman be, how void of that dignity of mind, and decent pride, without which we are not worthy the name of human creatures, who can bear to level herself with the lowest animal, and to sacrifice all that is great and noble in her, all her heavenly part, to an appetite which she hath in common with the vilest branch of the creation! For no woman, sure, will plead the passion of love for an excuse. This would be to own herself the mere tool and bubble* of the man. Love, however barbarously we may corrupt and pervert its meaning, as it is a laudable, is a rational passion, and can never be violent but when reciprocal; for though the Scripture bids us love our enemies, it means not with that fervent love which we naturally bear towards our friends; much less that we should sacrifice to them our lives, and what ought to be dearer to us, our innocence. Now in what light, but in that of an enemy, can a reasonable woman regard the man who solicits her to entail on herself all the misery I have described to you, and who would purchase to himself a short, trivial, contemptible pleasure, so greatly at her expense! For by the laws of custom, the whole shame, with all its dreadful consequences, falls entirely upon her. Can love, which always seeks the good of its object, attempt to betray a woman into a bargain where she is so greatly to be the loser? If such corrupter, therefore, should have the impudence to pretend a real affection for her, ought not the woman to regard him, not only as an enemy, but as the worst of all enemies, a false, designing, treacherous, pretended friend, who intends not only to debauch her body, but her understanding at the same time?’

Here, Jenny expressing great concern, Allworthy paused a moment, and then proceeded: ‘I have talked thus to you, child, not to insult you for what is past and irrevocable, but to caution and strengthen you for the future. Nor should I have taken this trouble, but from some opinion of your good sense, notwithstanding the dreadful slip you have made; and from some hopes of your hearty repentance, which are founded on the openness and sincerity of your confession. If these do not deceive me, I will take care to convey you from this scene of your shame, where you shall, by being unknown, avoid the punishment which, as I have said, is allotted to your crime in this world; and I hope, by repentance, you will avoid the much heavier sentence denounced against it in the other. Be a good girl the rest of your days, and want shall be no motive to your going astray; and believe me, there is more pleasure, even in this world, in an innocent and virtuous life, than in one debauched and vicious.

‘As to your child, let no thoughts concerning it molest you; I will provide for it in a better manner than you can ever hope. And now nothing remains but that you inform me who was the wicked man that seduced you; for my anger against him will be much greater than you have experienced on this occasion.’

Jenny now first lifted her eyes from the ground, and with a modest look and decent voice thus began:

‘To know you, sir, and not love your goodness, would be an argument of total want of sense or goodness in anyone. In me it would amount to the highest ingratitude, not to feel, in the most sensible manner, the great degree of goodness you have been pleased to exert on this occasion. As to my concern for what is past, I know you will spare my blushes the repetition. My future conduct will much better declare my sentiments than any professions I can now make. I beg leave to assure you, sir, that I take your advice much kinder than your generous offer with which you concluded it. For as you are pleased to say, sir, it is an instance of your opinion of my understanding—’ Here her tears flowing apace, she stopped a few moments, and then proceeded thus: ‘Indeed, sir, your kindness overcomes me; but I will endeavour to deserve this good opinion; for if I have the understanding you are so kindly pleased to allow me, such advice cannot be thrown away upon me. I thank you, sir, heartily, for your intended kindness to my poor helpless child; he is innocent, and I hope will live to be grateful for all the favours you shall show him. But now, sir, I must on my knees entreat you not to persist in asking me to declare the father of my infant. I promise you faithfully you shall one day know; but I am under the most solemn ties and engagements of honour, as well as the most religious vows and protestations, to conceal his name at this time. And I know you too well to think you would desire I should sacrifice either my honour or my religion.’

Mr Allworthy, whom the least mention of those sacred words was sufficient to stagger,* hesitated a moment before he replied, and then told her she had done wrong to enter into such engagements to a villain; but since she had, he could not insist on her breaking them. He said, it was not from a motive of vain curiosity he had inquired, but in order to punish the fellow; at least, that he might not ignorantly confer favours on the undeserving.

As to these points, Jenny satisfied him by the most solemn assurances that the man was entirely out of his reach; and was neither subject to his power, nor in any probability of becoming an object of his goodness.

The ingenuity* of this behaviour had gained Jenny so much credit with this worthy man that he easily believed what she told him: for as she had disdained to excuse herself by a lie, and had hazarded his farther displeasure in her present situation, rather than she would forfeit her honour or integrity by betraying another, he had but little apprehension that she would be guilty of falsehood towards himself.

He therefore dismissed her, with assurances that he would very soon remove her out of the reach of that obloquy she had incurred; concluding with some additional documents,* in which he recommended repentance, saying, ‘Consider, child, there is one still to reconcile yourself to, whose favour is of much greater importance to you than mine.’

CHAPTER VIII

A dialogue between Mesdames Bridget and Deborah, containing more amusement, but less instruction, than the former

WHEN Mr Allworthy had retired to his study with Jenny Jones, as hath been seen, Miss Bridget, with the good housekeeper, had betaken themselves to a post next adjoining to the said study; whence, through the conveyance of a key-hole, they sucked in at their ears the instructive lecture delivered by Mr Allworthy, together with the answers of Jenny, and indeed every other particular which passed in the last chapter.

This hole in her brother’s study door was indeed as well known to Miss Bridget, and had been as frequently applied to by her, as the famous hole in the wall was by Thisbe of old. This served to many good purposes. For by such means Miss Bridget became often acquainted with her brother’s inclinations, without giving him the trouble of repeating them to her. It is true, some inconveniences attended this intercourse, and she had sometimes reason to cry out with Thisbe,* in Shakespeare, ‘O, wicked, wicked wall!’ For as Mr Allworthy was a justice of peace, certain things occurred in examinations concerning bastards, and such like, which are apt to give great offence to the chaste ears of virgins, especially when they approach the age of forty, as was the case of Miss Bridget. However, she had, on such occasions, the advantage of concealing her blushes from the eyes of men, and De non apparentibus, et non existentibus eadem est ratio* In English: ‘When a woman is not seen to blush, she doth not blush at all.’

Both the good women kept strict silence during the whole scene between Mr Allworthy and the girl; but as soon as it was ended, and that gentleman was out of hearing, Mrs Deborah could not help exclaiming against the clemency of her master, and especially against his suffering her to conceal the father of the child, which she swore she would have out of her before the sun set.

At these words Miss Bridget discomposed her features with a smile (a thing very unusual to her). Not that I would have my reader imagine that this was one of those wanton smiles which Homer would have you conceive came from Venus, when he calls her the laughter-loving goddess; nor was it one of those smiles which Lady Seraphina shoots from the stage-box, and which Venus would quit her immortality to be able to equal. No’, this was rather one of those smiles which might be supposed to have come from the dimpled cheeks of the august Tisiphone,* or from one of the misses, her sisters.

With such a smile, then, and with a voice sweet as the evening breeze of Boreas in the pleasant month of November, Miss Bridget gently reproved the curiosity of Mrs Deborah; a vice with which it seems the latter was too much tainted, and which the former inveighed against with great bitterness, adding, ‘That, among all her faults, she thanked heaven her enemies could not accuse her of prying into the affairs of other people.’

She then proceeded to commend the honour and spirit with which Jenny had acted. She said she could not help agreeing with her brother, that there was some merit in the sincerity of her confession, and in her integrity to her lover. That she had always thought her a very good girl, and doubted not but she had been seduced by some rascal, who had been infinitely more to blame than herself, and very probably had prevailed with her by a promise of marriage, or some other treacherous proceeding.

This behaviour of Miss Bridget greatly surprised Mrs Deborah; for this well-bred woman seldom opened her lips, either to her master or his sister, till she had first sounded their inclinations, with which her sentiments were always strictly consonant. Here, however, she thought she might have launched forth with safety; and the sagacious reader will not perhaps accuse her of want of sufficient forecast in so doing, but will rather admire with what wonderful celerity she tacked about, when she found herself steering a wrong course.

‘Nay, madam,’ said this able woman, and truly great politician, ‘I must own I cannot help admiring the girl’s spirit, as well as your ladyship. And, as your ladyship says, if she was deceived by some wicked man, the poor wretch is to be pitied. And to be sure, as your ladyship says, the girl hath always appeared like a good, honest, plain girl, and not vain of her face, forsooth, as some wanton hussies in the neighbourhood are.’

‘You say true, Deborah,’ said Miss Bridget; ‘if the girl had been one of those vain trollops, of which we have too many in the parish, I should have condemned my brother for his lenity towards her. I saw two farmers’ daughters at church, the other day, with bare necks.* I protest they shocked me. If wenches will hang out lures for fellows, it is no matter what they suffer. I detest such creatures; and it would be much better for them that their faces had been seamed with the small-pox; but I must confess, I never saw any of this wanton behaviour in poor Jenny; some artful villain, I am convinced, hath betrayed, nay, perhaps forced her; and I pity the poor wretch with all my heart.’

Mrs Deborah approved all these sentiments, and the dialogue concluded with a general and bitter invective against beauty, and with many compassionate considerations for all honest, plain girls who are deluded by the wicked arts of deceitful men.

CHAPTER IX

Containing matters which will surprise the reader

JENNY returned home well pleased with the reception she had met with from Mr Allworthy, whose indulgence to her she industriously made public; partly perhaps as a sacrifice to her own pride, and partly from the more prudent motive of reconciling her neighbours to her, and silencing their clamours.

But though this latter view, if she indeed had it, may appear reasonable enough, yet the event did not answer her expectation; for when she was convened before the justice, and it was universally apprehended that the house of correction would have been her fate, though some of the young women cried out, ‘It was good enough for her,’ and diverted themselves with the thoughts of her beating hemp in a silk gown,* yet there were many others who began to pity her condition; but when it was known in what manner Mr Allworthy had behaved, the tide turned against her. One said, ‘I’ll assure you, madam hath had good luck.’ A second cried, ‘See what it is to be a favourite.’ A third, ‘Ay, this comes of her learning.’ Every person made some malicious comment or other on the occasion, and reflected on the partiality of the justice.

The behaviour of these people may appear impolitic and ungrateful to the reader, who considers the power and the benevolence of Mr Allworthy; but as to his power, he never used it, and as to his benevolence, he exerted so much, that he had thereby disobliged all his neighbours; for it is a secret well known to great men, that by conferring an obligation they do not always procure a friend, but are certain of creating many enemies.

Jenny was, however, by the care and goodness of Mr Allworthy, soon removed out of the reach of reproach; when malice, being no longer able to vent its rage on her, began to seek another object of its bitterness, and this was no less than Mr Allworthy himself; for a whisper soon went abroad that he himself was the father of the foundling child.

This supposition so well reconciled his conduct to the general opinion, that it met with universal assent; and the outcry against his lenity soon began to take another turn, and was changed into an invective against his cruelty to the poor girl. Very grave and good women exclaimed against men who begot children and then disowned them. Nor were there wanting some, who, after the departure of Jenny, insinuated that she was spirited away with a design too black to be mentioned, and who gave frequent hints that a legal inquiry ought to be made into the whole matter, and that some people should be forced to produce the girl.

These calumnies might have probably produced ill consequences (at the least might have occasioned some trouble) to a person of a more doubtful and suspicious character than Mr Allworthy was blessed with; but in his case they had no such effect; and, being heartily despised by him, they served only to afford an innocent amusement to the good gossips of the neighbourhood.

But as we cannot possibly divine what complexion our reader may be of, and as it will be some time before he will hear any more of Jenny, we think proper to give him a very early intimation that Mr Allworthy was, and will hereafter appear to be, absolutely innocent of any criminal intention whatever. He had indeed committed no other than an error in politics, by tempering justice with mercy, and by refusing to gratify the good-natured disposition of the mob,1 with an object for their compassion to work on in the person of poor Jenny, whom, in order to pity, they desired to have seen sacrificed to ruin and infamy, by a shameful correction in a Bridewell.*

So far from complying with this their inclination, by which all hopes of reformation would have been abolished, and even the gate shut against her, if her own inclinations should ever hereafter lead her to choose the road of virtue, Mr Allworthy rather chose to encourage the girl to return thither by the only possible means; for too true I am afraid it is, that many women have become abandoned, and have sunk to the last degree of vice, by being unable to retrieve the first slip. This will be, I am afraid, always the case while they remain among their former acquaintance; it was therefore wisely done by Mr Allworthy, to remove Jenny to a place where she might enjoy the pleasure of reputation, after having tasted the ill consequences of losing it.

To this place, therefore, wherever it was, we will wish her a good journey, and for the present take leave of her, and of the little foundling her child, having matters of much higher importance to communicate to the reader.

CHAPTER X

The hospitality of Allworthy; with a short sketch of the characters of two brothers, a doctor and a captain, who were entertained by that gentleman

NEITHER Mr All worthy’s house nor his heart were shut against any part of mankind, but they were both more particularly open to men of merit. To say the truth, this was the only house in the kingdom where you was sure to gain a dinner by deserving it.

Above all others, men of genius and learning shared the principal place in his favour; and in these he had much discernment: for though he had missed the advantage of a learned education, yet, being blessed with vast natural abilities, he had so well profited by a vigorous, though late, application to letters, and by much conversation with men of eminence in this way, that he was himself a very competent judge in most kinds of literature.

It is no wonder that in an age when this kind of merit is so little in fashion, and so slenderly provided for, persons possessed of it should very eagerly flock to a place where they were sure of being received with great complaisance; indeed, where they might enjoy almost the same advantages of a liberal fortune as if they were entitled to it in their own right; for Mr Allworthy was not one of those generous persons who are ready most bountifully to bestow meat, drink, and lodging on men of wit and learning, for which they expect no other return but entertainment, instruction, flattery, and subserviency; in a word, that such persons should be enrolled in the number of domestics, without wearing their master’s clothes or receiving wages.

On the contrary, every person in this house was perfect master of his own time; and as he might at his pleasure satisfy all his appetites within the restrictions only of law, virtue, and religion, so he might, if his health required, or his inclination prompted him to temperance, or even to abstinence, absent himself from any meals, or retire from them, whenever he was so disposed, without even a solicitation to the contrary; for, indeed, such solicitations from superiors always savour very strongly of commands. But all here were free from such impertinence, not only those whose company is in all other places esteemed a favour from their equality of fortune, but even those whose indigent circumstances make such an eleemosynary abode convenient to them, and who are therefore less welcome to a great man’s table because they stand in need of it.

Among others of this kind was Dr Blifil, a gentleman who had the misfortune of losing the advantage of great talents by the obstinacy of a father, who would breed him to a profession he disliked. In obedience to this obstinacy the doctor had in his youth been obliged to study physic, or rather to say he studied it; for in reality books of this kind were almost the only ones with which he was unacquainted; and unfortunately for him, the doctor was master of almost every other science but that by which he was to get his bread; the consequence of which was, that the doctor at the age of forty had no bread to eat.

Such a person as this was certain to find a welcome at Mr Allworthy’s table, to whom misfortunes were ever a recommendation, when they were derived from the folly or villainy of others, and not of the unfortunate person himself. Besides this negative merit, the doctor had one positive recommendation. This was a great appearance of religion. Whether his religion was real, or consisted only in appearance, I shall not presume to say, as I am not possessed of any touchstone which can distinguish the true from the false.

If this part of his character pleased Mr Allworthy, it delighted Miss Bridget. She engaged him in many religious controversies, on which occasions she constantly expressed great satisfaction in the doctor’s knowledge, and not much less in the compliments which he frequently bestowed on her own. To say the truth, she had read much English divinity, and had puzzled more than one of the neighbouring curates. Indeed, her conversation was so pure, her looks so sage, and her whole deportment so grave and solemn, that she seemed to deserve the name of saint equally with her namesake, or with any other female in the Roman calendar.*

As sympathies of all kinds are apt to beget love, so experience teaches us that none have a more direct tendency this way than those of a religious kind between persons of different sexes. The doctor found himself so agreeable to Miss Bridget, that he now began to lament an unfortunate accident which had happened to him about ten years before; namely, his marriage with another woman, who was not only still alive, but what was worse, known to be so by Mr Allworthy. This was a fatal bar to that happiness which he otherwise saw sufficient probability of obtaining with this young lady; for as to criminal indulgences, he certainly never thought of them. This was owing either to his religion, as is most probable, or to the purity of his passion, which was fixed on those things which matrimony only, and not criminal correspondence, could put him in possession of, or could give him any title to.

He had not long ruminated on these matters, before it occurred to his memory that he had a brother who was under no such unhappy incapacity. This brother he made no doubt would succeed; for he discerned, as he thought, an inclination to marriage in the lady; and the reader perhaps, when he hears the brother’s qualifications, will not blame the confidence which he entertained of his success.

This gentleman was about thirty-five years of age. He was of a middle size, and what is called well built.* He had a scar on his forehead, which did not so much injure his beauty as it denoted his valour (for he was a half-pay officer). He had good teeth, and something affable, when he pleased, in his smile; though naturally his countenance, as well as his air and voice, had much of roughness in it, yet he could at any time deposit this, and appear all gentleness and good humour. He was not ungenteel, nor entirely void of wit, and in his youth had abounded in sprightliness, which, though he had lately put on a more serious character, he could, when he pleased, resume.

He had, as well as the doctor, an academic education; for his father had, with the same paternal authority we have mentioned before, decreed him for holy orders; but as the old gentleman died before he was ordained, he chose the church military, and preferred the king’s commission to the bishop’s.

He had purchased the post* of lieutenant of dragoons, and afterwards came to be a captain; but having quarrelled with his colonel, was by his interest obliged to sell; from which time he had entirely rusticated himself, had betaken himself to studying the Scriptures, and was not a little suspected of an inclination to Methodism.*

It seemed, therefore, not unlikely that such a person should succeed with a lady of so saint-like a disposition, and whose inclinations were no otherwise engaged than to the married state in general; but why the doctor, who certainly had no great friendship for his brother, should for his sake think of making so ill a return to the hospitality of Allworthy, is a matter not so easy to be accounted for.

Is it that some natures delight in evil, as others are thought to delight in virtue? Or is there a pleasure in being accessory to a theft when we cannot commit it ourselves? Or lastly (which experience seems to make probable), have we a satisfaction in aggrandizing our families, even though we have not the least love or respect for them?

Whether any of these motives operated on the doctor, we will not determine; but so the fact was. He sent for his brother, and easily found means to introduce him at Allworthy’s as a person who intended only a short visit to himself.

The captain had not been in the house a week before the doctor had reason to felicitate himself on his discernment. The captain was indeed as great a master of the art of love as Ovid* was formerly. He had besides received proper hints from his brother, which he failed not to improve to the best advantage.

CHAPTER XI

Containing many rules, and some examples, concerning falling in love; descriptions of beauty, and other more prudential inducements to matrimony

IT hath been observed by wise men or women, I forget which, that all persons are doomed to be in love once in their lives. No particular season is, as I remember, assigned for this; but the age at which Miss Bridget was arrived seems to me as proper a period as any to be fixed on for this purpose: it often, indeed, happens much earlier; but when it doth not, I have observed, it seldom or never fails about this time. Moreover, we may remark that at this season, love is of a more serious and steady nature than what sometimes shows itself in the younger parts of life. The love of girls is uncertain, capricious, and so foolish that we cannot always discover what the young lady would be at; nay, it may almost be doubted whether she always knows this herself.

Now we are never at a loss to discern this in women about forty; for as such grave, serious, and experienced ladies well know their own meaning, so it is always very easy for a man of the least sagacity to discover it with the utmost certainty.

Miss Bridget is an example of all these observations. She had not been many times in the captain’s company before she was seized with this passion. Nor did she go pining and moping about the house, like a puny, foolish girl, ignorant of her distemper: she felt, she knew, and she enjoyed the pleasing sensation, of which, as she was certain it was not only innocent but laudable, she was neither afraid nor ashamed.

And to say the truth, there is, in all points, great difference between the reasonable passion which women at this age conceive towards men, and the idle and childish liking of a girl to a boy, which is often fixed on the outside only, and on things of little value and no duration; as on cherry cheeks, small lily-white hands, sloe-black eyes, flowing locks, downy chins, dapper shapes; nay, sometimes on charms more worthless than these, and less the party’s own; such are the outward ornaments of the person, for which men are beholden to the tailor, the laceman, the periwig-maker, the hatter, and the milliner, and not to nature. Such a passion girls may well be ashamed, as they generally are, to own either to themselves or to others.

The love of Miss Bridget was of another kind. The captain owed nothing to any of these fop-makers in his dress, nor was his person much more beholden to nature. Both his dress and person were such as, had they appeared in an assembly or a drawing-room, would have been the contempt and ridicule of all the fine ladies there. The former of these was indeed neat, but plain, coarse, ill-fancied, and out of fashion. As for the latter, we have expressly described it above. So far was the skin on his cheeks from being cherry-coloured, that you could not discern what the natural colour of his cheeks was, they being totally overgrown by a black beard which ascended to his eyes. His shape and limbs were indeed exactly proportioned, but so large that they denoted the strength rather of a ploughman than any other. His shoulders were broad, beyond all size, and the calves of his legs larger than those of a common chairman. In short, his whole person wanted all that elegance and beauty which is the very reverse of clumsy strength, and which so agreeably sets off most of our fine gentlemen; being partly owing to the high blood of their ancestors—viz., blood made of rich sauces and generous wines—and partly to an early town education.

Though Miss Bridget was a woman of the greatest delicacy of taste, yet such were the charms of the captain’s conversation, that she totally overlooked the defects of his person. She imagined, and perhaps very wisely, that she should enjoy more agreeable minutes with the captain than with a much prettier fellow; and forewent the consideration of pleasing her eyes, in order to procure herself much more solid satisfaction.

The captain no sooner perceived the passion of Miss Bridget, in which discovery he was very quick-sighted, than he faithfully returned it. The lady, no more than her lover, was remarkable for beauty. I would attempt to draw her picture, but that is done already by a more able master, Mr Hogarth* himself, to whom she sat many years ago, and hath been lately exhibited by that gentleman in his print of a winter’s morning,* of which she was no improper emblem, and may be seen walking (for walk she doth in the print) to Covent-Garden church, with a starved foot-boy behind, carrying her prayer-book.

The captain likewise very wisely preferred the more solid enjoyments he expected with this lady, to the fleeting charms of person. He was one of those wise men who regard beauty in the other sex as a very worthless and superficial qualification; or, to speak more truly, who rather choose to possess every convenience of life with an ugly woman, than a handsome one without any of those conveniences. And having a very good appetite, and but little nicety, he fancied he should play his part very well at the matrimonial banquet, without the sauce of beauty.

To deal plainly with the reader, the captain, ever since his arrival, at least from the moment his brother had proposed the match to him, long before he had discovered any flattering symptoms in Miss Bridget, had been greatly enamoured; that is to say, of Mr Allworthy’s house and gardens, and of his lands, tenements, and hereditaments; of all which the captain was so passionately fond, that he would most probably have contracted marriage with them, had he been obliged to have taken the witch of Endor* into the bargain.

As Mr Allworthy, therefore, had declared to the doctor that he never intended to take a second wife, as his sister was his nearest relation, and as the doctor had fished out that his intentions were to make any child of hers his heir, which indeed the law, without his interposition, would have done for him; the doctor and his brother thought it an act of benevolence to give being to a human creature who would be so plentifully provided with the most essential means of happiness. The whole thoughts, therefore, of both the brothers were how to engage the affections of this amiable lady.

But Fortune, who is a tender parent, and often doth more for her favourite offspring than either they deserve or wish, had been so industrious for the captain, that whilst he was laying schemes to execute his purpose, the lady conceived the same desires with himself, and was on her side contriving how to give the captain proper encouragement, without appearing too forward; for she was a strict observer of all rules of decorum. In this, however, she easily succeeded; for as the captain was always on the lookout, no glance, gesture, or word escaped him.

The satisfaction which the captain received from the kind behaviour of Miss Bridget was not a little abated by his apprehensions of Mr Allworthy; for, notwithstanding his disinterested professions, the captain imagined he would, when he came to act, follow the example of the rest of the world, and refuse his consent to a match so disadvantageous, in point of interest, to his sister. From what oracle he received this opinion, I shall leave the reader to determine; but, however he came by it, it strangely perplexed him how to regulate his conduct so as at once to convey his affection to the lady and to conceal it from her brother. He at length resolved to take all private opportunities of making his addresses; but in the presence of Mr Allworthy to be as reserved and as much upon his guard as was possible; and this conduct was highly approved by the brother.

He soon found means to make his addresses, in express terms, to his mistress, from whom he received an answer in the proper form, viz., the answer which was first made some thousands of years ago, and which hath been handed down by tradition from mother to daughter ever since. If I was to translate this into Latin, I should render it by these two words, nolo episcopari,* a phrase likewise of immemorial use on another occasion.

The captain, however he came by his knowledge, perfectly well understood the lady, and very soon after repeated his application with more warmth and earnestness than before, and was again, according to due form, rejected; but as he had increased in the eagerness of his desires, so the lady, with the same propriety, decreased in the violence of her refusal.

Not to tire the reader by leading him through every scene of this courtship (which, though in the opinion of a certain great author,* it is the pleasantest scene of life to the actor, is perhaps as dull and tiresome as any whatever to the audience), the captain made his advances in form, the citadel was defended in form, and at length, in proper form, surrendered at discretion.

During this whole time, which filled the space of near a month, the captain preserved great distance of behaviour to his lady in the presence of the brother; and the more he succeeded with her in private, the more reserved was he in public. And as for the lady, she had no sooner secured her lover, than she behaved to him before company with the highest degree of indifference; so that Mr Allworthy must have had the insight of the devil (or perhaps some of his worse qualities) to have entertained the least suspicion of what was going forward.

CHAPTER XII

Containing what the reader may, perhaps, expect to find in it

IN all bargains, whether to fight, or to marry, or concerning any other such business, little previous ceremony is required to bring the matter to an issue, when both parties are really in earnest. This was the case at present, and in less than a month the captain and his lady were man and wife.

The great concern now was to break the matter to Mr Allworthy; and this was undertaken by the doctor.

One day then, as Allworthy was walking in his garden, the doctor came to him, and with great gravity of aspect, and all the concern which he could possibly affect in his countenance, said, ‘I am come, sir, to impart an affair to you of the utmost consequence; but how shall I mention to you what it almost distracts me to think of!’ He then launched forth into the most bitter invectives both against men and women; accusing the former of having no attachment but to their interest, and the latter of being so addicted to vicious inclinations, that they could never be safely trusted with one of the other sex. ‘Could I,’ said he, ‘sir, have suspected, that a lady of such prudence, such judgment, such learning, should indulge so indiscreet a passion; or could I have imagined that my brother—why do I call him so? He is no longer a brother of mine—’

‘Indeed but he is,’ said Allworthy, ‘and a brother of mine too.’

‘Bless me, sir,’ said the doctor, ‘do you know the shocking affair?’

‘Look’ee, Mr Blifil,’ answered the good man; ‘it hath been my constant maxim in life to make the best of all matters which happen. My sister, though many years younger than I, is at least old enough to be at the age of discretion. Had he imposed on a child, I should have been more averse to have forgiven him; but a woman upwards of thirty must certainly be supposed to know what will make her most happy. She hath married a gentleman, though perhaps not quite her equal in fortune; and if he hath any perfections in her eye which can make up for that deficiency, I see no reason why I should object to her choice of her own happiness; which I, no more than herself, imagine to consist only in immense wealth. I might, perhaps, from the many declarations I have made, of complying with almost any proposal, have expected to have been consulted on this occasion; but these matters are of a very delicate nature, and the scruples of modesty, perhaps, are not to be overcome. As to your brother, I have really no anger against him at all. He hath no obligations to me, nor do I think he was under any necessity of asking my consent, since the woman is, as I have said, sui juris,* and of a proper age to be entirely answerable only to herself for her conduct.’

The doctor accused Mr Allworthy of too great lenity, repeated his accusations against his brother, and declared that he should never more be brought either to see or to own him for his relation. He then launched forth into a panegyric on Allworthy’s goodness; into the highest encomiums on his friendship; and concluded by saying he should never forgive his brother for having put the place which he bore in that friendship to a hazard.

Allworthy thus answered: ‘Had I conceived any displeasure against your brother, I should never have carried that resentment to the innocent; but, I assure you, I have no such displeasure. Your brother appears to me to be a man of sense and honour. I do not disapprove the taste of my sister; nor will I doubt but that she is equally the object of his inclinations. I have always thought love the only foundation of happiness in a married state, as it can only produce that high and tender friendship which should always be the cement of this union; and, in my opinion, all those marriages which are contracted from other motives are greatly criminal; they are a profanation of a most holy ceremony, and generally end in disquiet and misery: for surely we may call it a profanation to convert this most sacred institution into a wicked sacrifice to lust or avarice; and what better can be said of those matches to which men are induced merely by the consideration of a beautiful person, or a great fortune!

‘To deny that beauty is an agreeable object to the eye, and even worthy some admiration, would be false and foolish. Beautiful is an epithet often used in Scripture, and always mentioned with honour. It was my own fortune to marry a woman whom the world thought handsome, and I can truly say I liked her the better on that account. But to make this the sole consideration of marriage, to lust after it so violently as to overlook all imperfections for its sake, or to require it so absolutely as to reject and disdain religion, virtue, and sense, which are qualities in their nature of much higher perfection, only because an elegance of person is wanting; this is surely inconsistent either with a wise man or a good Christian. And it is, perhaps, being too charitable to conclude that such persons mean anything more by their marriage than to please their carnal appetites, for the satisfaction of which, we are taught, it was not ordained.

‘In the next place, with respect to fortune. Worldly prudence, perhaps, exacts some consideration on this head; nor will I absolutely and altogether condemn it. As the world is constituted, the demands of a married state, and the care of posterity, require some little regard to what we call circumstances. Yet this provision is greatly increased beyond what is really necessary, by folly and vanity, which create abundantly more wants than nature.

Equipage for the wife, and large fortunes for the children, are by custom enrolled in the list of necessaries; and to procure these, everything truly solid and sweet, and virtuous, and religious, are neglected and overlooked.

‘And this in many degrees; the last and greatest of which seems scarce distinguishable from madness. I mean where persons of immense fortunes contract themselves to those who are, and must be, disagreeable to them—to fools and knaves—in order to increase an estate already larger even than the demands of their pleasures. Surely such persons, if they will not be thought mad, must own, either that they are incapable of tasting the sweets of the tenderest friendship, or that they sacrifice the greatest happiness of which they are capable, to the vain, uncertain, and senseless laws of vulgar opinion, which owe as well their force as their foundation to folly.’

Here Allworthy concluded his sermon, to which Blifil had listened with the profoundest attention, though it cost him some pains to prevent now and then a small discomposure of his muscles. He now praised every period of what he had heard, with the warmth of a young divine who hath the honour to dine with a bishop the same day in which his lordship hath mounted the pulpit.

CHAPTER XIII

Which concludes the first book, with an instance of ingratitude, which we hope will appear unnatural

THE reader, from what hath been said, may imagine that the reconciliation (if indeed it could be so called) was only matter of form; we shall therefore pass it over, and hasten to what must surely be thought matter of substance.

The doctor had acquainted his brother with what had passed between Mr Allworthy and him; and added with a smile, ‘I promise you, I paid you off; nay, I absolutely desired the good gentleman not to forgive you: for you know, after he had made a declaration in your favour, I might, with safety, venture on such a request with a person of his temper; and I was willing, as well for your sake as for my own, to prevent the least possibility of a suspicion.’

Captain Blifil took not the least notice of this, at that time; but he afterwards made a very notable use of it.

One of the maxims which the devil, in a late visit upon earth, left to his disciples, is, when once you are got up, to kick the stool from under you. In plain English, when you have made your fortune by the good offices of a friend, you are advised to discard him as soon as you can.

Whether the captain acted by this maxim, I will not positively determine; so far we may confidently say, that his actions may be fairly derived from this diabolical principle; and indeed it is difficult to assign any other motive to them: for no sooner was he possessed of Miss Bridget, and reconciled to Allworthy, than he began to show a coldness to his brother which increased daily; till at length it grew into rudeness, and became very visible to everyone.

The doctor remonstrated to him privately concerning this behaviour, but could obtain no other satisfaction than the following plain declaration: ‘If you dislike anything in my brother’s house, sir, you know you are at liberty to quit it.’ This strange, cruel, and almost unaccountable ingratitude in the captain absolutely broke the poor doctor’s heart: for ingratitude never so thoroughly pierces the human breast as when it proceeds from those in whose behalf we have been guilty of transgressions. Reflections on great and good actions, however they are received or returned by those in whose favour they are performed, always administer some comfort to us; but what consolation shall we receive under so biting a calamity as the ungrateful behaviour of our friend, when our wounded conscience at the same time flies in our face, and upbraids us with having spotted it in the service of one so worthless?

Mr Allworthy himself spoke to the captain in his brother’s behalf, and desired to know what offence the doctor had committed; when the hard-hearted villain had the baseness to say that he should never forgive him for the injury which he had endeavoured to do him in his favour; which, he said, he had pumped out of him, and was such a cruelty that it ought not to be forgiven.

Allworthy spoke in very high terms upon this declaration, which, he said, became not a human creature. He expressed, indeed, so much resentment against an unforgiving temper, that the captain at last pretended to be convinced by his arguments, and outwardly professed to be reconciled.

As for the bride, she was now in her honeymoon, and so passionately fond of her new husband that he never appeared, to her, to be in the wrong; and his displeasure against any person was a sufficient reason for her dislike to the same.

The captain, at Mr Allworthy’s instance, was outwardly, as we have said, reconciled to his brother; yet the same rancour remained in his heart; and he found so many opportunities of giving him private hints of this, that the house at last grew insupportable to the poor doctor, and he chose rather to submit to any inconveniences which he might encounter in the world, than longer to bear these cruel and ungrateful insults from a brother for whom he had done so much.

He once intended to acquaint Allworthy with the whole; but he could not bring himself to submit to the confession, by which he must take to his share so great a portion of guilt. Besides, by how much the worse man he represented his brother to be, so much the greater would his own offence appear to Allworthy, and so much the greater, he had reason to imagine, would be his resentment.

He feigned, therefore, some excuse of business for his departure, and promised to return soon again; and took leave of his brother with so well-dissembled content, that, as the captain played his part to the same perfection, Allworthy remained well satisfied with the truth of the reconciliation.

The doctor went directly to London, where he died soon after of a broken heart; a distemper which kills many more than is generally imagined, and would have a fair title to a place in the bill of mortality, did it not differ in one instance from all other diseases, viz., that no physician can cure it.

Now, upon the most diligent inquiry into the former lives of these two brothers, I find, besides the cursed and hellish maxim of policy above-mentioned, another reason for the captain’s conduct: the captain, besides what we have before said of him, was a man of great pride and fierceness, and had always treated his brother, who was of a different complexion, and greatly deficient in both these qualities, with the utmost air of superiority. The doctor, however, had much the larger share of learning, and was by many reputed to have the better understanding. This the captain knew, and could not bear. For though envy is at best a very malignant passion, yet is its bitterness greatly heightened by mixing with contempt towards the same object; and very much afraid I am, that whenever an obligation is joined to these two, indignation, and not gratitude, will be the product of all three.
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