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Introduction

One might imagine the present book as gloss for a single line of Clarissa. “I am but a cypher, to give him significance, and myself pain.” The words are Clarissa’s, written at Sinclair’s, in the midst of her evil time. And “he” of course is Lovelace—jailer, bogey, courtier—fixer of that intimate, brutal anguish she is made to suffer. Clarissa leaves her remark unexplained, almost a throwaway line. It is subsumed in a plangent cry of grief to Anna Howe, the only friend, it seems, who will not “grudge” her her sadness. Yet Clarissa’s startling image—the body as cipher—stays with the reader. Once again, as so often in reading Clarissa, we may feel the heroine has said more than she knows.

And indeed, what has she said? Clarissa’s words register distress. They mark the fact of pain. They also figure, however, the dialectic of pain. In the midst of crisis, Clarissa finds a trope—a syllepsis—for catastrophe. Uncovering the crucial metaphor of reading, she stumbles, half-consciously, on a precise symbol for her bondage. She has become a cipher to Lovelace, a sort of text—and he, her exegete. “Clarissa Harlowe” is but a sign—the letter—from which, obscurely, he takes away significance. She herself receives nothing from this act of penetration—nothing, that is, except grief. She remains the subject of his interpretation, without pleasure or power as such: a hermeneutic casualty.

This book is an attempt to elaborate Clarissa’s fateful metaphor, to measure the range of its power, both within and without Clarissa. The heroine’s trope has a twofold interest, it seems to me: for how we approach the inner drama of the novel—and Clarissa’s peculiar, wrenching agon—and for our own relationship to Richardson’s massive, yet often baffling text. Clarissa remains a “cypher” to those who surround her in the fictional world, a subject for countless interpreters. With only a few exceptions, the interpretations others place on her are variously self-serving, banal, unjust. They have tragic consequences. But the fiction bearing her name, Richardson’s beguiling, fragmented “History of a Young Lady,” is another sort of cipher. It opens itself equally to interpretation, that of real readers. I have been concerned here, above all, to enlarge on this fundamental correspondence—to say what it might mean to decipher, both inside the fiction and outside. My subject is the matter of exegesis: how it operates within Clarissa, both as a mode of human contact and as a mode of violence, the ways in which it may be said to condition the heroine’s fate, and ultimately, how this internal revelation affects reading outside the text, our confrontation with the fiction itself.

Clarissa’s remarkable form—the intricate, clumsy, strangely beautiful “Epistolary Manner of Writing”—allows for such movement between inner and outer dimensions of the text. It invites a jump between levels. Indeed, the unique power of Richardson’s justly celebrated epistolary mode is that it creates the illusion of a palimpsest of reading. There are at once decipherers within the fiction—the myriad correspondents who, through the medium of the letter, swerve together, argue, flirt, cajole, and torment each other—and decipherers without, real readers: anyone willing to plunge into the vast “Series of Letters” and pull out of it Clarissa’s “Story.” By its form Clarissa simultaneously alludes to hundreds of fictional acts of interpretation and demands still another—our own.

Traditionally, criticism of Samuel Richardson’s masterpiece has turned upon either inner or outer dimension—on specific aspects of “content” or “form,” “plot” or “style.” Since Richardson’s own day, a plethora of readers and critics have tried to say exactly what goes on “inside” Clarissa. Not least among these was the author himself, who, even before he had finished composing, had begun to explain to anyone who would listen what he intended to convey in the fiction. Clarissa was to be his revelation of “the highest and most important Doctrines not only of Morality, but of Christianity,” and its heroine “an Exemplar to her Sex.”1 But similarly, from Diderot to Dorothy Van Ghent, a host of interpreters have explicated the “cypher” posed by the novel—by delineating, first of all, what the heroine’s puzzling “Story” in fact is, and beyond this, what it all means.

Paralleling the discussion of Clarissa’s meaning, but seldom intersecting with it, has been an extended discussion of form, and of the uses of the epistolary mode as narrative technique. Treatments of form in the novel have usually been historical in nature—focusing, variously, on Richardson’s reasons for choosing the epistolary “Manner,” its literary provenance and prototypes, the relation between the strategies and ideology of fictional correspondence and those of actual correspondence in the eighteenth century, or (as in Ian Watt’s classic discussion in The Rise of the Novel) on those more intangible cultural and intellectual changes that made the letter form seem to contemporary readers an eminently plausible and indeed preferred mode of narrative art.

What has been missing until very lately has been an investigation of the basic link between “inside” and “outside” in Clarissa, between story and shape: the matter of interpretation itself. Even in several excellent studies that, emerging in the mid-1970s, heralded a reinvigoration of Richardson scholarship (Mark Kinkead-Weekes’s Samuel Richardson: Dramatic Novelist and Margaret Doody’s A Natural Passion: A Study of the Novels of Samuel Richardson, for example), the issue of hermeneutics is not really raised. Kinkead-Weekes sees the complicated epistolary transactions going on throughout Clarissa as a formal analogue to the “dramatic” psychological interplay between characters, but does not explore specifically the significance of those fictionalized gestures of interpretation which at once motivate and are recorded in the epistolary sequence. What these might have to do with Clarissa’s shocking “Story”—or indeed with the role of the real reader—is left unexamined. Margaret Doody’s work, again, has been primarily historical in approach, more concerned with the contemporary iconographic dimensions of certain scenic moments in the text than with hermeneutic issues.2

The most recent commentary on Clarissa may represent, however, a shift in critical focus. A short yet prescient essay by John Preston in The Created Self: The Reader’s Role in Eighteenth-Century Fiction suggests a different direction for scholarship on the novel by proposing a new thematics for consideration: the function of the written artifact in the fiction, the ontological status of the letter itself. In a similar vein, William B. Warner takes up and develops the subject of reading in Reading Clarissa: The Struggles of Interpretation.3 Richardson criticism has begun to reflect, finally, the work of European scholars on the epistolary novel generally—in particular the theoretical investigations of Tzvetan Todorov and François Jost.4 I place my own examination of hermeneutic questions raised by Clarissa in the context of this larger discussion.

In what follows I begin inside, with what one could call the thematicization of interpretation, that drama of exegesis to which the great chain of correspondence alludes. In a technical sense, of course, everyone in Clarissa is an exegete; everyone is caught up in a world of “cyphers.” Clarissa, Lovelace, Anna, Belford and the rest—these characters are present to us first as readers of texts: they exist in that they participate in a vast system of epistolary exchange. Their own letters preserve interpretations of previous texts: those of their correspondents. Thus the letter, the basic textual unit in Clarissa, is a writing which is also, paradoxically, a reading. It registers its author’s acts of textual exegesis.

But Richardson’s correspondents are readers in another, larger sense. They are decipherers of the great “Book of Nature” itself. As many commentators have pointed out, that “writing to the moment” in which characters in the fiction obsessively engage is weighted with phenomenological importance: it represents an ongoing effort to inscribe a vision—an interpretation—of the world. The prolific “scribbling” of Clarissa, Lovelace, and the others reflects a will to define experience, to transform the elusive moment into discourse. Letter writing is always existentially motivated in Clarissa. To borrow Patricia Meyer Spacks’ phrase, it is a way of “imagining a self”: of capturing the truth of the personal, suspending oneself and one’s sense of things—in language.5

What Clarissa reveals, however, is that this great project shared by each fictional correspondent—the inscription of subjective experience—is a shockingly compromised (and compromising) activity. It is fraught with dangers, and thrusts one into complex, potentially destructive human transactions. This revelation has several layers. The basic form of reading going on within the fictional world, actual textual interpretation, is, first of all, a curiously suspect and arbitrary operation. Letters fail to disclose transparent meanings in Clarissa: again and again we watch readers construe them variously—misreading according to desires and prejudices, extracting private meanings, none of which may have anything to do with the letter writer’s intentions. Estranged from its authorial source, the letter becomes a profoundly indeterminate structure: it conveys no essential significance, but allows itself to be perused creatively—its “Hints” drawn out, its meaning(s) supplied—by its reader. Letters elicit multiple interpretations; each new reader may decipher differently.

This indeterminacy is always paradigmatic, however, for the text of human experience itself is likewise lacking in transparency. The significance of human actions in Clarissa does not inhere, seemingly, in the actions themselves, but is promoted, retroactively, by interpreters, those who witness and comment on action. Characters in Clarissa insistently make “constructions”—of letters, of each other, and finally of Nature itself.6 These “constructions” tend to subsume the realm of events, to become events in themselves. The great “Book” of human nature comes into being, paradoxically, as it is deciphered; in explicating, Richardson’s characters define the “cyphers” that surround them. They read into the world, shape its significance actively, according to their lights. To use Lovelace’s favorite dichotomy, the “Art” of the exegete replaces the “Nature” of experience.

The tragedy is that this opacity in the realm of events, the inaccessibility of any single human truth, breeds a kind of hermeneutic anarchy. The license with which Clarissa’s readers read meaning into things (and into each other) has violent consequences. A ground for human conflict opens up. The fiction is just this, after all: a cacophony of voices, a multiplicity of exegetes struggling to articulate different “constructions” of the world. Clarissa and Lovelace obviously are the most important of these antagonists: through the crucial medium of the letter, each strives to voice an interpretation of events, each other, and of the grotesque, convulsive sexual dynamic in which they are caught. As Clarissa sometimes suspects, their “constructions” are painfully at odds, “different in essentials.” For Clarissa reads naively, deciphering both letter and experience by dint of a compulsive benevolism. She reads into Lovelace, for instance, a sincerity that is not there, a susceptibility to imminent reformation. Blindly she falls victim to Lovelace’s forgeries and stratagems, his parodies of authenticity. He, on the other hand, holds the nature of things to be deceptive, sullied, everywhere open to corruption—including, cynically enough, the “Angel” Clarissa herself. With its abrupt shifts and jerks, the epistolary text mimics the underlying semantic struggle between them: the real reader receives the “constructions” first of one, then the other. Epistemologically speaking, our perspective on the fictional world is dialectical.

The conflict of “constructions” thematized within Clarissa—revealed most starkly by the textual juxtaposition of Clarissa’s “whitened” and Lovelace’s “blackened” glosses on each other—does not remain simply epistemological: it quickly becomes a political struggle. And as I try to show here in some detail, it is a conflict in which Clarissa, the child-woman, is inevitably the loser. She is “broken” by it. Throughout this book I will maintain not only that Clarissa’s experience is fundamentally tragic, but that her tragic status is inseparable from her representation, within Richardson’s fiction, as an exemplary victim of hermeneutic violence. Across the text, hers is that voice which repeatedly fails to make itself heard.

Clarissa’s victimization is figured several ways. At the most primitive level, she is excluded from speech by those around her. She must struggle to speak, to tell her own “Story.” This “Story”—the one Anna requests in the first letter of Clarissa—is doomed to suppression, interruption, incompletion. At Harlowe-Place and again at Mrs. Sinclair’s brothel, Clarissa is “shut up” in two senses: she is imprisoned by those who wield power over her, and she is also subject to various acts of silencing: interruption when she tries to speak out, prohibition of her correspondence, interception and violation of those letters she does manage to write clandestinely (as when Lovelace tampers with the letters to and from Anna), and finally that literal silencing—crudely, by an opiate—which results in the violation of her body itself. In contrast, the rights of her oppressors to language go unquestioned. Lovelace’s powers of expression, for instance, are not subject to limit. Unlike his victim, he has control over what one might call the basic “modes of production” in the epistolary world—free access to pens, paper, and so on. Moreover, he has the wherewithal, the prestige, to send letters openly, to disrupt the correspondence of others, to exploit the system of exchange. What Roland Barthes has written of the very different relations to language exhibited by libertine and victim in the Marquis de Sade’s novels might apply equally to Lovelace and Clarissa. “Aside from murder there is but one trait the libertines themselves possess and never share, in any form whatever: speech. The master is he who speaks, who disposes of the entirety of language; the object is [one] who is silent, who remains separate, by a mutilation more absolute than any erotic torture, from any access to discourse.”7 Again, witnessing Clarissa’s predicament, we may be reminded of one of Simone Weil’s characteristic observations—“the basic loss of the afflicted is the loss of the voice.”8

Clarissa’s struggle for language marks off at a basic level, however, the nature of her larger struggle: to make meaning itself out of her experience, to articulate a reading of events. In the midst of duress, she preserves a will to interpret. She wants to understand the horrific and bizarre dislocations she is being made to endure. Her will to “make sense,” however, leads her further into trouble: she is everywhere poignantly susceptible to those various deceitful texts—both literal and figurative—“written” and presented to her by Lovelace, the “author of her sufferings.” Lovelace plays neatly on the heroine’s frustrated (and preeminently naive) desire to “construct” meaning by thrusting her repeatedly into uncanny situations that invite her interpretation. She invariably does so incorrectly, however, for he sets up her readings in advance, anticipates her responses, controls the way she sees things. The libertine takes charge of what Barthes, again speaking of Sade’s novels, calls the “direction of meaning.” In the protracted critical scenes at Mrs. Sinclair’s, therefore, when Clarissa works to make sense of the upsetting, surreal events in which she is caught, the results are disastrous: Lovelace has already manipulated those signs she attempts to decipher, and has shaped her conclusions ahead of time—to his own advantage.

At the same time that Clarissa’s own acts of interpretation are constrained by others, she is also, as I suggested at the outset, a text for everyone else’s maniacal, irrepressible exegesis—their “cypher.” According to their enigmatic desires, the Harlowes inscribe her with a range of oppressive meanings: “ungrateful” daughter, “perverse” sister, “fallen” woman. For Lovelace of course she is the reification of his banal fantasy “Woman”—weak, hypersexual, secretly enamored of the machinations of the “Rakish Confraternity.” None of these readings of the heroine has any necessary connection to the body in question; Lovelace’s infantile fiction of “Woman,” for instance, has nothing to do with Clarissa, the woman. Each is strictly a function of private vision. Yet she is powerless to contravert these “constructions” of her nature—a hermeneutic victim.

In Reading Clarissa William B. Warner has written eloquently of the “struggles of interpretation” taking place between Clarissa and Lovelace. One must disagree with his central claim, however, that the heroine’s interpretative gestures represent a “powerful rhetorical system evolved to meet the exigencies of the struggle her life has become.”9 The excruciating situation Clarissa dramatizes is that a rhetorical system is not “powerful” unless grounded in political power. Clarissa’s “Story” everywhere lacks underlying authority. It is without social and material force. Hence it remains a fragmentary, futile utterance subject to the radical incursions of a more potent collective rhetoric—the patriarchal discourse of the Harlowes and Lovelace.

Clarissa’s vulnerability to Lovelace’s rhetorical affronts and semantic deceptions must be linked ultimately to the sexual exploitation she suffers at his hands. As she revolts, albeit vainly, against what is being done to her, the inner drama of reading moves inexorably to its tragic close. Her rape is the most chilling consequence of that hermeneutic conflict shaping Clarissa. It elaborates, on the plane of the physical, the semantic violation she has already suffered. For by the act of sexual violence Lovelace enforces his “construction” of the heroine directly upon her. He penetrates the “cypher” in the most bitter manner possible. Rape is the crowning proof of his thesis, the despicable yet perversely logical extension of his reading of her. As such, this “black transaction” at the heart of the text confirms the political shape of the struggle between them. In Clarissa’s bleak inner landscape, those constructions prevail which are grounded in power, a capacity to brutalize—what Lovelace blandly calls “force.” Clarissa is without force: as a woman she is without the kinds of power available to Lovelace—all those perquisites of masculinity institutionalized within the “old Patriarchal system,” including a certain basic physical freedom, the power to defend oneself from abuse. Lacking such “authority,” Clarissa is made to enact the fantasies of her persecutor, his endlessly obsessive, endlessly destructive fiction of her nature. Her experience finally is a paradigm of oppression: subject first to the debasing conceptualizations of others—above all the tyranny of a sexual ideology that inscribes the female body itself—she is made to submit ultimately to the physical violence that implicitly underpins this ideology. The relation between “Male-Delinquent” Lovelace and his “bauble” Clarissa replicates the classic division Frantz Fanon, in The Wretched of the Earth, saw between colonizer and colonized: “This world cut in two is inhabited by two different species,” of which the former, “the agents of government,” “speak the language of pure force.”10 With the act of rape Lovelace speaks such a language.

Clarissa’s response is of a piece with that of the political victim: self-condemnation, demoralization, vast anomie of the spirit. Lacking consciousness of the sources of her suffering, she internalizes guilt. After the rape she accuses herself violently—most poignantly, for the original wish for discourse itself. “My crime,” she writes, “was the corresponding with [Lovelace] at first, when prohibited so to do by those who had a right to my obedience” (vi, 138). Her long and weirdly complicated dying may be thought of as a curving movement, a swerve, out of the realm of human interpretation into silence. Clarissa foregoes discourse—and by extension leaves behind the world of reading. She will no longer seek out significance in the deceitful “Book of Nature.” She chooses instead a kind of autism, indistinguishable finally from death itself. Gradually Clarissa enters that state which Weil describes as the lot of “those who have suffered too many blows”—the condition in which “that place in the heart from which the infliction of evil evokes a cry of surprise may seem to be dead. But it is never quite dead; it is simply unable to cry out any more. It has sunk into a state of dumb and ceaseless lamentation.”11 As the heroine ceases to cry out, and hence exits from the world of reading, the fiction bearing her name also begins to shut down.

In the last part of this book I turn to what this exemplary drama may imply for us—witnesses to the great hermeneutic débâcle played out in the fictional world, Clarissa’s real readers. What do the internal dynamics of “construction” and “force” suggest about our own reading? Clarissa’s “Story” is what never really gets told in Clarissa; it is that text which is always interrupted, suspended, fragmented by the texts of others. That which we might at first assume to be her “Story”—the vast collection of letters, the fiction itself—is obviously no story in any conventional sense. Rather, it is a contradictory, roiling, multivocal system: more a concatenation of possible narratives told by different tellers, of whom the heroine is only one. The multiple-correspondent epistolary text is not a simple discourse—never, as Richardson himself held it to be, the transparent “History of a Young Lady,” but a congeries, a cluster of disparate discourses.

This conflict of discourses embodied by the text complicates the reader’s role in several ways. The pressure of multiple constructions within Clarissa enforces on us, first of all, a pervasive sense of the subjective nature of meaning itself—both with regard to the text and to the world. By proposing alternate accounts of the same putatively “real” phenomena, Clarissa constantly shifts attention away from the phenomena to the account-making process, to the way readers organize significance. As Ian Watt was one of the first to note, by its very diffuseness Clarissa impels its reader toward a revolutionary epistemology: a view that Nature, truth, indeed the “real” itself, exist first as private constructs, functions of subjective determination.12 Within the fictional world “reality” is continuously inscribed and reinscribed by individual interpreters. Confronting this dissolution of claritas, the replacement of a single so-called objective narrative by a multiplicity of interpretative events, we are made conscious in turn of our own subjectivity, the arbitrariness of the ways we try to make sense out of contradictory accounts—in short, of what Barthes has called the productive nature of our reading.

Clarissa’s thematicization of interpretation is not without other implications, however. Because of the intricate fashion in which the fiction formalizes the hermeneutic conflict between the heroine and her persecutor—above all, because it equates the triumph of “artful” Lovelace’s constructions over Clarissa’s with his ultimate sexual triumph over her—it hints at a politics of criticism. Clarissa’s sacrificial relation to Lovelacean “force” raises a certain inescapable question about our own meaning-making activities. What ideologies, what desires, what hidden relations of “force,” condition the way we, as individual readers, make sense out of Clarissa? Given the mysterious and sensational nature of the text, whose account of things do we tend to favor? Most important, perhaps, whose letters—Clarissa’s or Lovelace’s—do we read sympathetically, and on what grounds? The fiction raises an obvious question, for instance, having to do with the relation between reading and sexuality: Clarissa tends, often in very subtle ways, to polarize male and female readers. This is part of its continuing interest; by taking sexual violence as its central action, it encourages us to examine the ways in which the gender of the reader (along with resulting differences of socialization and power) may condition those meanings he or she finds in the text. Do male and female readers respond differently to the “black transaction” at the heart of the text? My suspicion is that they do, at least initially. I have been concerned here, tangentially, to see whether or not Clarissa’s male critics have in fact tended to give implicitly “Lovelacean” casts to their readings—either consciously or unconsciously undermining the heroine’s point of view and elevating that of her pursuer. I have likewise been interested to discover if an explicitly feminist reversal of such a tendency is possible.

Clarissa has implications finally, I would claim, which are nothing other than moral—but not in any vulgar didactic sense. Contrary to Richardson’s own expectations, the novel’s moral impact lies not in any simple programmatic “message”; the text is, after all, a plethora of contradictory messages. Rather, the moral dimension of Clarissa shows up in the way it compels a certain readerly self-examination. By tracing so searchingly the patterns of abuse and exploitation which occur when meanings are routinely and arbitrarily inscribed and reinscribed by interpreters, it invites us to examine the grounds of our own hermeneutic activity. Granting the reader recognition—through what one could call the cathartic moment of Clarissa’s death—of the “constructive” (and potentially destructive) nature of the meanings he or she lives by, Clarissa opens up a space for judgment. It returns us to the matter of human suffering—the pain expressed by Clarissa in that line with which we began, the pain of being made a “cypher.” Which human constructs exploit, turn others to mere “cyphers”? Which indeed, like Lovelace’s “Rake’s Creed,” are grounded in tyrannical desires? By raising such questions, Clarissa allows for a mode of ethical self-consciousness. The fiction dramatizes, remarkably, a subtle argument about the troubling, intricate relations between semantic “constructions” and human “force.” But it leaves to its reader the task of judging the relation of these operations, in turn, to human pain.

In approaching Clarissa and its ciphers, I have been less concerned than some with possible authorial dimensions to the text, and deal only briefly with the fascinating issue of Richardson’s own wishes regarding readerly interpretation of his seductive “History.” Twentieth-century criticism of Clarissa has in large part bound itself to matters of authorial intention—what Richardson meant to convey by his richly perverse text, the precise nature of his didactic concerns, what one might call archaeological dimensions of the fiction: its relation to the moral, social, and theological thought of its age. From the point of view of literary history, this recovery of Clarissa’s biographical and sociohistorical context has been invaluable. Every Richardsonian owes a great debt to the classic studies of A. D. McKillop, William Sale, and Ian Watt. Similarly, more recent scholarship by T. C. Duncan Eaves and Ben D. Kimpel, Doody and Kinkead-Weekes, Cynthia Griffin Wolff, and William B. Warner, among others, has clarified further what we know of Richardson, his beliefs and compulsions, and the complicated compositional history of the triumphant imaginative fiction he produced.13

My own interest, however, lies not so much with any voice of the author speaking through the text, as with the many voices of reading that Clarissa activates. I have tried to delineate at once the epistemological and ideological complexities of this multivocality. In attempting such description, I have drawn on several aspects of contemporary critical theory. Regarding the all-important matter of “construction” in the novel—and the fictional exposure of interpretation as an active process—I have benefited obviously from the recent proliferation of reader-oriented approaches to narrative: the writings, for example, of the late Roland Barthes, Tzvetan Todorov, Paul de Man, Wolfgang Iser, and Stanley Fish. Barthes’s S/Z in particular has been of much relevance here. His virtuoso demonstration of a new critical practice—in which the critic sets out not to espouse a single reading of a text but to indicate how various readers might read it, to show, in effect, what desires, ideological constraints, and structures of power inform interpretation—has influenced my own “deconstruction” of the dynamics of reading within and without Clarissa. At the same time, however, in an effort to link the hermeneutic question to the issue of power relations in the fictional world and show that Clarissa’s experience has a politicosexual aspect, I have drawn on recent feminist critiques of the novel. Essays by Nancy K. Miller, Janet Todd, and Rachel Brownstein have been helpful in sorting out the sexual dimensions of “authority” within the fiction. More generally, recent feminist writing on the subject of women’s speech and the constraints that historically have limited the power of women to articulate freely has influenced my account of the various “interruptions,” literal and otherwise, Clarissa is made to suffer. Tillie Olsen’s Silences, Michelle Cliffs essay “The Resonance of Interruption,” and Adrienne Rich’s writings in On Lies, Secrets, and Silence turn attention to the relation between the “interruption,” censoring, and self-censoring of female discourse and the larger pattern of women’s oppression. These authors have been concerned with the internal and external situations that have kept women from telling their own “stories.” Cliffs remarks in particular, I think, have an unmistakable resonance for the feminist reader of Clarissa: “If we multiply one woman’s silence of self across space and over time, we may see that the cultural history of women takes the form of an interrupted sequence of silences: outright silence, the inability to speak; or silence about the self, the inability to reveal.” Interruptions and silences (including self-imposed silences such as Clarissa’s ultimate rejection of language) result, most profoundly, from “violent invasions—invasions of the self, invasions of the group.”14

I consider the book that follows more an experiment in criticism, finally, than a reading in the conventional sense. Regarding the interpretative choices I have made, I can only hope, with Clarissa, that the reader will put the best and not the worst construction on what it is I do.



1. Preface, Clarissa. All references are to the Shakespeare Head Press edition of the novel, 8 vols. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1943). Parenthetical notations following quotations show volume and page number.

2. Mark Kinkead-Weekes, Samuel Richardson: Dramatic Novelist (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973); Margaret Doody, A Natural Passion: A Study of the Novels of Samuel Richardson (London: Oxford University Press at the Clarendon Press, 1974).

3. John Preston, The Created Self: The Reader’s Role in Eighteenth-Century Fiction (London: Heinemann, 1970); William B. Warner, Reading Clarissa: The Struggles of Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979). Warner’s study (which came to my attention as I finished the first draft of this manuscript) shares certain methodological assumptions with my own. We reach, however, very different conclusions regarding the internal drama of reading in Clarissa. For an extended discussion of Warner’s book, see the Bibliographic Postscript.

4. See, for example, Todorov’s “The Discovery of Language: Les Liaisons dangereuses and Adolphe,” Yale French Studies, 45 (1970), 113–26, as well as François Jost’s “Le Roman épistolaire et la technique narrative au XVIIIe siècle,” Comparative Literature Studies, 3 (1966), 397–427, and “L’Evolution d’un genre: le roman èpistolaire dans les lettres occidentales,” in Essais de littérature comparée, vol. 2 (Fribourg: Editions Universitaires, 1964).

5. Patricia Meyer Spacks, Imagining a Self: Autobiography and Novel in Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1976).

6. Throughout this book certain key words—“construction,” “penetration,” “cypher,” “authority,” “Art,” and the like—appear in double quotes, at once to mark their origination in the Richardsonian text and to give them special emphasis. Rich in potential meaning, these words carry talismanic force for Richardson’s characters, and they should carry a similar force, I think, for Clarissa’s readers.

7. Roland Barthes, Sade—Fourier—Loyola, trans. Richard Miller (New York: Hill & Wang, 1976), p. 31.

8. Michelle Cliff, “The Resonance of Interruption,” Chrysalis: A Magazine of Women’s Culture, no. 8 (1979), 29–37. See also Simone Weil’s essay “Human Personality” in The Simone Weil Reader, ed. George A. Panichas (New York: David McKay, 1977).

9. Warner, p. 268.

10. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, trans. Constance Farrington (New York: Grove Press, 1963), p. 38.

11. Weil, “Human Personality,” p. 316.

12. Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1957), chap. 6, “Private Experience and the Novel.”

13. For a summary of recent Richardson scholarship see Bibliographic Postscript.

14. Cliff, p. 35. See also Nancy K. Miller, The Heroine’s Text: Readings in the French and English Novel 1722–1782 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980); Janet Todd, Women’s Friendship in Literature

OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
CLARISSA’S
< CIPHERS =

Meaning and Disruption
in Richardson’s Clarissa

TERRY CASTLE








OEBPS/Images/logo.png





