
“In this superb anthology, both learned and lively, Cheryl Nixon provides a
thoughtful and theoretically informed introduction to the critical commentaries that

shaped the debate over the meaning of the ‘new’ novel. Authors and critics became
cultural commentators, members of a cultural community all too aware of what was
at stake in their new form. Nixon supplies wonderful examples of authors like Behn,
Richardson, Fielding, Burney, and Scott, directing their readers through works they

labor to control. Her wide-ranging commentaries also give voice to the readers
struggling against authorial control, all part of the highly contested development

of the novel. This collection is invaluable for a study of the novel and of
eighteenth-century British culture.”

“Cheryl Nixon’s invaluable Novel Definitions gathers vast and rich commentary
that expands our understanding of eighteenth-century novels. With a superb

introduction, Novel Definitions is intelligently designed and thoughtfully organized,
schematizing its numerous materials into formal and thematic categories that

foreground the experimental and provocative nature of the genre in its earliest
incarnations. Students of the eighteenth-century novel will want to read all these

prefaces, critical essays, commentaries and book reviews, for they illuminate
the important controversies and vexing debates that preoccupied the eighteenth-

century reading public. Novel Definitions is an outstanding edition of
rarely-collected material that should be required reading.”

Novel Definitions captures the lively critical debate surrounding the invention of
the English novel, showing how the rise of the novel was accompanied by a rise
in popular literary criticism. The anthology collects over 135 primary sources that
chart the long eighteenth century’s interpretation of the novel. These sources—
many newly-discovered—include essays, prefaces, reviews, and sermons written
by authors ranging from Aphra Behn to Walter Scott. Novel Definitions brings together
authors’ prefatory analyses of their work; essayists’ debates concerning the
novel’s formal qualities; commentators’ questions concerning the novel’s cultural
position, including whether or not women and children should read novels; reviewers’

definitions of the qualities that make a novel
successful; and literary historians’ first attempts
to write the history of the novel.
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1 Oprah Winfrey’s influential book club is detailed at <www.oprah.com/books/books_land-
ing.jhtml>. A book selected for inclusion in Winfrey’s book club can reach sales of more
than a million copies, while a typically successful literary work might sell 20,000 copies
(Edward Wyatt, “Oprah’s Book Club to Add Contemporary Authors,” New York Times,
September 23, 2005).

The National Endowment for the Art’s Reading at Risk research report found a correla-
tion between literary reading and civic engagement as expressed in activities such as volun-
teer work and arts museum attendance. The report examines declining rates in literary read-
ing. See National Endowment for the Arts, Reading at Risk: A Survey of Literary Reading
in America (Washington, DC: National Endowment for the Arts, 2004). The report is avail-
able online at <www.arts.gov>.

Most colleges and universities have a “general education” program that requires humanis-
tic and often specifically literary study. Harvard is known for its core curriculum program;
historically, it has emphasized the study of great works of literature (Paul H. Buck et al.,
General Education in a Free Society [Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1946]). As a result of influ-
ential debates in the 1920s concerning the place of great works of Western thought in liber-
al arts study, Columbia and Chicago are also known for their “great books” curricula.
Columbia’s and Chicago’s required literature courses can be found at <www.college.colum-
bia.edu/students/academics/core> and <collegecatalog.uchicago.edu/pdf_09/Curr.pdf>.

Introduction

I. Contesting the power of the novel

In 1800, fourteen-year-old Elizabeth Parker won an essay-writing contest on
the subject of “Whether such a Love of Novels as excludes all other reading,
or no reading at all, is most to be condemned?” (252). Asked to choose which
alternative was worse, Parker decided that reading nothing is preferable to
reading only novels. Her essay opens with the strongly-worded explanation
that “The love of Novels is, without doubt, extremely pernicious, as it intro-
duces false ideas into the mind, vitiates the taste, and has a tendency to cor-
rupt the heart” (252). Parker’s argument that novel reading is a dangerous
pastime is probably not one that modern readers can sympathize with or
expect to hear coming from a student. Indeed, today, novel reading is consid-
ered an intellectual, educational, and even ennobling activity; it is recom-
mended as a form of self-improvement by Oprah Winfrey’s television book
club, defined as an activity essential to civic culture by the National Endow-
ment of the Arts in its Reading at Risk report, and positioned as a route to
knowledge in core curriculum-type programs at schools such as Harvard Uni-
versity, Columbia University, and the University of Chicago.1

Parker’s critique of the novel makes more sense, however, when we under-
stand that the novel functioned as both a form of literature and a form of pop-
ular culture, and that those roles were undergoing simultaneous creation and

15
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evaluation in the eighteenth century. At that time, the English novel was a
new literary form and it was a new text-based experience. The “new” novel
encouraged a growing audience to engage in reading fiction, to reflect on its
ideal shape, to question its entertainment or educational purpose, to form
opinions on this experience, and to put those opinions in writing to be shared
with other readers. Crucially, the popular literary culture of the novel was
created not by the novel alone, but was also generated by criticism of the
novel. As seen in Parker’s essay, reading the novel seems to automatically
encourage writing back to the novel. In the eighteenth century, the new genre
is defined by debate, and that debate often takes a remarkably participatory
form, blurring the line between the writer and reader, between the novelist
and critic.

Parallels to this understanding of the novel as both a textual form and a cul-
tural experience can be found in the world of today’s readers. With the rise of
the internet, still-developing debates question how new forms of technology
are creating new forms of reading, writing, and thinking that, in turn, are cre-
ating new forms of individual intelligence, social relationships, and commu-
nity structures. In the eighteenth century, the novel is a similarly new “tech-
nology,” exercising new powers. As Clifford Siskin argues in The Work of
Writing (1998), the expansion of cheap, popular print in the period means
that writing itself acted as a new technology; writing of all types proliferated
in surplus amounts, with writers becoming interested in writing about writing
and readers learning to think of themselves as writers.1 John Brewer explains
that the eighteenth century witnesses a similar re-shaping of reading practices;
a new “reading public” emerges in this period, Brewer argues, one that prac-
tices a new form of “varied reading” that combines “intensive reading”
(repeated, intense re-reading) and “extensive reading” (cursory, wide-ranging
reading).2 Tracing the culmination of these developments, William St. Clair
focuses on the explosion of literary print in the late eighteenth century and
shows how literary “reading influences attitudes, opinions, states of mind,
and ultimately behaviour,” making England a “reading nation.”3 These new
activities of reading and writing are focused on and developed by the novel,
coming together to form what George Justice calls “novel culture.”4 Indeed,
these activities appear to become dependent on the novel; Siskin coins the
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1 Clifford Siskin, The Work of Writing: Literature and Social Change in Britain, 1700-1830
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 1998), 2-7, 38-39. Subsequent citations are noted parentheti-
cally within the text.

2 John Brewer, The Pleasures of the Imagination: English Culture in the Eighteenth Century
(New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 1997), 169.

3 William St. Clair, The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (Cambridge: Cambridge UP,
2004), 434. Subsequent citations are noted parenthetically within the text.

4 George Justice, The Manufacturers of Literature: Writing and the Literary Marketplace in
Eighteenth-Century England (Newark: U of Delaware P, 2002), 154-57. Subsequent cita-
tions are noted parenthetically within the text.
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provocative term “novelism,” for instance, to explain how the term “writing”
starts to automatically mean “novel writing” (172-75). With their emphases
on surplus writing, varied reading, and changing opinions, these critics’
descriptions can be applied to Parker’s activity of writing back to the novel.

These critics’ definitions of interactive reading and writing can be usefully
applied to today’s internet user’s activities of chatting, messaging, blogging,
scanning, and posting because, like the novel, the internet asserts its power
through the invention of new forms of text and the encouragement of new
forms of reading and writing. The internet user easily understands that these
new forms lead to thinking new ideas and to thinking in new ways, and this
understanding of how reading and writing can re-shape culture can be used in
an examination of the eighteenth century. A new technology, circulating new
ideas to new audiences, encouraging new thoughts, and creating new rela-
tionships, is potentially dangerous. If Parker’s anti-novel discourse sounds
familiar to today’s readers, then, the reason is that it echoes current critiques
of the internet. To Parker, the novel is dangerous because it encourages enter-
tainment over knowledge; her essay explains that readers will desire books
that “afford amusement” rather than “solid and useful information” (252).
Not merely entertaining, the novel tempts readers with immoral imaginings,
rendering them incapable of separating the “precious ore of morality” from
“the useless soil of frivolity” (252). The novel allows readers to live in an
alternate reality, in which their “greatest ambition” is “to resemble some
favorite character,” leaving “the duties of [their] station [...] neglected” (252).
Moreover, Parker argues, novel reading is addictive (“the reading of Novels
has natural tendency to create a partiality for them” [252-53]) and shortens
the attention span (because readers will invariably select books that “excite
interest for a short time” [252]). Entering a contest designed to question the
novel and cast it in a negative light, Parker responds with a meditation that
makes overt a larger cultural anxiety about the novel’s dangers. Not surpris-
ingly, today’s students can enter similar debates concerning the dangers of the
internet, including a “kids improving security” poster contest run by the US
Government and video and essay contests run by website-based organizations
with names such as “i-Safe” and “Cybersmart.”1

Novel Definitions collects materials that chart the eighteenth century’s
invention of the novel and emphasizes the period’s simultaneous invention of
a new form of literary criticism. This literary criticism is new because it is pop-
ular; it seeks a widespread audience, appears in a broad range of accessible
textual forms, encourages participatory reading and writing, and combines
formal and social judgment. Any investigation of the contemporary under-
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1 The “security” poster contest, held in 2002, was sponsored by the FBI; for the announce-
ment of this contest, see <www.wi-infragard.com/kis.html>. “i-Safe” and “Cybersmart” are
organizations that specialize in internet safety education; more information on their efforts
can be found at <www.isafe.org> and <www.cybersmart.org/home>.
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standing of the novel’s contested cultural position and evolving formal struc-
ture must turn to this popular critical discourse. Novel Definitions expands
the notion of eighteenth-century novel culture, showing how it necessarily
encompasses what could be termed a “commenting culture” created by pop-
ular literary criticism that investigates and assesses the new novel.

In the eighteenth century, England engaged in intense debate concerning the
definition of the novel, questioning its social influence, aesthetic qualities, and
narrative structures. Writers and readers wrestled with the unique conceptual
issues central to the novel, debating questions raised by its genre (is the novel
comedy or tragedy?), form (how can a novel create a unified plot?), purpose
(should the novel’s primary goal be moral instruction?), and history (where
did the novel come from?). The first goal of this anthology is to locate these
debates and to draw attention to the issues that intrigued eighteenth-century
writers and readers. What are the ideas about the novel that mattered? What
elements of the novel most interested critics of the period? For example, many
critics discuss character, focusing on the novel’s presentation of “mixed” char-
acters—characters that mix virtue and vice—and judging characters as
“good” if they are moral, irrespective of aesthetic qualities such as writing
style. The second goal of this anthology is to capture these contested issues as
they are expressed by a wide variety of voices from the period. Rather than
emphasizing today’s scholarly interpretation of the novel, Novel Definitions
reprints contemporary commentary in order to capture the terminology used
to explain and explore the novel as it was being developed. For example, in
eighteenth-century criticism, the novelistic goal of imitating reality is defined
not as “realism” but is described instead in terms of “probability” and “pos-
sibility,” as is explained in detail below. The third goal of this anthology is to
indicate the many textual spaces created for debating and criticizing literature,
including prefaces, reviews, essays, commentaries, lectures, and sermons.
Novel Definitions presents both well-known and little-known commentary on
the novel from a variety of forums. For example, in the selected excerpts from
the book-reviewing periodicals the Monthly Review and Critical Review, the
anthology reprints both “good” and “bad” reviews of novels, some famous
and some forgotten. Novel Definitions provides a sense of the lively exchange
of ideas occurring around the novel in the eighteenth century, an exchange
that creates a uniquely popular form of literary criticism that encompasses a
surprising variety of voices and spaces.

The “rise of the novel” has long been a topic of scholarly interest. Ian
Watt’s influential study, The Rise of the Novel (1957), set the terms for the
study of the eighteenth-century novel as an artistic and social phenomenon.1

Although Watt’s work has been much debated, it continues to encourage
scholars to see the development of this new genre as a multi-faceted “rise”

18 Novel Definitions

1 Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding (1957; Berkeley:
U of California P, 2001). Subsequent citations are noted parenthetically within the text.
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that is connected with the development of new social activities (such as read-
ing for leisure-time entertainment), the development of new conceptual ideas
(such as “individualism”), and the development of new formal qualities in
writing (especially “realism”). As a result of Watt’s work, the study of the
development of the novel must encompass its social, ideological, and formal
aspects; Novel Definitions addresses these concerns.

The rise of the novel raises obvious questions. What did authors think they
were doing when they wrote a novel? What were novel readers told to look
for in the novel and did such instruction differ by gender and age? What qual-
ities of the novel were emphasized by critics over the century? How were sub-
genres such as the gothic defined at the time? This anthology collects the
answers provided by the eighteenth century to these and many other ques-
tions, using primary source materials that capture the period’s conceptualiza-
tion of these issues. This introduction seeks to highlight that conceptualiza-
tion by comparing current and eighteenth-century definitions of the novel,
explaining modern scholarship on the rise of the novel and print culture, and
exploring eighteenth-century interest in the form, history, and morality of the
novel.

II. Defining the eighteenth-century novel and popular literary criticism

Today, the novel is well understood, evidencing the triumph not only of a lit-
erary form solidified in the eighteenth century, but also the critical commen-
tary that defined and regularized that form. In simplest terms, the novel is
defined by three essential qualities: it is fiction, it is written in prose, and it is
long. To this foundational definition, many other characteristics can be added,
revealing what have become well known but often unspoken “rules” of the
novel. For example, we know that the novel uses the formal building blocks
inherent to narrative (plot, character, and causation) and emphasizes particu-
lar elements such as point of view, time, and space. Twentieth-century schol-
arly debates defining the novel have filtered into commonly held understand-
ings of the form. Following E.M. Forster, modern readers routinely compare
and contrast “flat” and “round” characters; following Wayne Booth, they
understand that “reliable” and “unreliable” narrators can shape the story we
are being told; following Frank Kermode, they pay close attention to the end-
ing or “closure” of a plot.1 We not only know what the novel is, but know
what qualities of the novel to examine closely; we have been trained to be
good readers of the novel.

In order to capture the eighteenth-century understanding of the novel, we
must put aside what modern scholarship has taught us and return to a time
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1 E.M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (1927; New York: Harvest Books, 1957); Wayne Booth,
The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961; Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1983); Frank Kermode, The Sense
of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of Fiction (1967; New York: Oxford UP, 2000).
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when the novel’s “rules” were non-existent and critical debate was just start-
ing to shape readers’ expectations. In the eighteenth century, even the most
basic qualities of the novel are questioned: is the novel fact or fiction, does it
differ from poetry, and how long should it be? Elements of the novel that we
do not consider essential today, such as the need to depict a moral hero, are
hotly debated, while elements of the novel that we feel are important, such as
the structuring of dialogue or use of symbolism, are little discussed, if at all.
Explanations of the evolving novel in the period remind us just how con-
structed the novel is and how constructed our current criteria for what makes
a novel “good” are. More importantly, surveying eighteenth-century com-
mentary allows us to see this process of construction as it occurs, letting us
witness the creation of both a new literary form and a new literary under-
standing. Recovering these materials allows us to experience the invention of
the novel and the invention of popular literary criticism.

Novel Definitions spans the years 1688 to 1815. This time period opens with
Aphra Behn’s*1 introductory writing to her proto-novel Oroonoko* (1688),
which is most concerned with defining its fictional prose as fact (63-65), and
William Congreve’s* preface to Incognita (1692), which assesses the novel
according to the rules of dramatic unity (77-79); it ends with Walter Scott’s*
1815 Quarterly Review essay on Jane Austen’s* Emma (1816),2 which posi-
tions the novel as a serious literary form (306-10), and William Hazlitt’s* 1815
Edinburgh Review essay, which argues that the novel represents real life better
than poetry or drama (162-64). Behn’s commentary appears in the dedication
and first paragraphs to her proto-novel, and thus seems to be quite literally
carving out a new space for literary criticism and then trying to determine the
purpose of that commentary. Congreve positions his prefatory writing as a crit-
ical guide to the reader but, because he has no novel-specific commentary to
draw on, must shoehorn the novel into a critical tradition focused on drama. In
contrast, both Walter Scott and Hazlitt write for periodicals that reserve space
for serious criticism of the novel, employ a well-developed vocabulary of formal
and cultural criticism, and usher in nineteenth-century literary criticism and its
more conceptual, meditative, and lengthier style. These important dates in lit-
erary criticism are paralleled by important events in the publishing business; in
1695, the Printing Act lapses, allowing printing to expand by removing licens-
ing barriers and creating an environment in which printers have a chance to suc-
ceed financially, and in 1814, the invention of steam-mechanized printing sig-
nals the start of a new period of truly mass publication. The works reprinted in
Novel Definitions populate the intervening “long” eighteenth century.

20 Novel Definitions

1 An asterisk (*) in the text refers the reader to the “Glossary of Authors and Texts.”
2 Walter Scott’s review was included in the Quarterly Review dated October 1815, but that

issue, the fourteenth, did not appear until March 1816. Jane Austen’s Emma was published
in December 1815, but its title page lists the year 1816, and so it is typically cited as an
1816 publication.
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Because the shape and purpose of eighteenth-century popular literary criti-
cism are often defined by the textual spaces in which it appears, Novel Defi-
nitions organizes these works according to their popular print forms: prefaces
or introductions attached to the novel; essay-like commentary within the
novel; essays in popular periodicals, pamphlets, or short printed commen-
taries; essays in collections of letters or meditations; assessments in sermons
or lectures; and critiques in monthly book-reviewing periodicals. Even this
quick listing demonstrates that thinking about the novel permeates many
forms of eighteenth-century print culture. The authors of these works are sim-
ilarly diverse and include novel writers, social commentators, book reviewers,
scholarly critics, religious leaders, and, as Elizabeth Parker’s contest essay
reveals, everyday readers of the novel.

In addition to being organized according to the forms popular literary criti-
cism takes in the eighteenth century, this anthology is organized by the concerns
expressed in that criticism. A general division is made between essays offering
analyses of the formal elements of the novel and commentary on the cultural
uses of the novel. Within the materials collected as examples of each textual
form, central issues of debate are highlighted. For example, Part I is devoted to
authors’ prefaces, and its texts are organized according to their interest in ques-
tions of fact and fiction, genre definition, and formal structure; in contrast, Part
III is devoted to cultural commentary, and its texts are organized according to
their interest in the issues of popularity, morality, children’s reading, women’s
reading, and religion. Novel Definitions thus attempts an organization that
simultaneously highlights the forms taken by popular critical debate as well as
the content of that debate. Its materials are arranged by date within these sub-
divisions and in a list in the Chronological List of Texts in order to allow read-
ers to chart the chronological development of the literary criticism.

The organization of the anthology seeks to capture the multi-faceted criti-
cal conversation that emerges in the period. The rise of the novel and its com-
menting culture is not a monolithic phenomenon; rather, different types of
conversations develop differently, shaped by different textual forms (such as
the preface or review) and critical goals (such as formal definition or social
regulation). Some eighteenth-century criticism reveals a continuity of ideas.
Most notably, throughout the century, writers try to place the novel within a
classical tradition, citing the literary criticism of Aristotle* and Horace,* and
the epic plots of Homer* and Virgil,* among many other classical writers.
This neoclassical criticism relies heavily—and consistently—on the formal dis-
cussions provided by Aristotle’s Poetics1 and Horace’s Art of Poetry,2 devel-
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1 Aristotle, Poetics [Peri poietikes], trans. Malcolm Heath (New York: Penguin, 1996). Subse-
quent citations are to this text, following the numbering of sections and paragraphs Heath
employs.

2 Horace, Ars poetica [Art of Poetry], trans. H. R. Fairclough (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP,
1999). Subsequent citations are to this text, following the line numbers Fairclough employs.
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oping a vocabulary that becomes increasingly novel-specific as the century
progresses. This terminology includes criticism of plot, focusing on “unity”
and the order of “incidents”; character, focusing on the “conservation of char-
acter”; and the larger goal of novelistic “imitation,” focusing on the need to
meet expectations of “possibility” and “probability” and blend “profit” (or
instruction) and “pleasure” (or entertainment). Other aspects of this criticism
are circular and repetitive in nature; the century cannot settle on one name for
the novel, for instance, and shifts among terms such as “romance,” “history,”
“biography,” and “fable,” in addition to “novel.” This search for correct ter-
minology characterizes both early and late criticism, seeming to make no
progress, with some authors using these terms interchangeably and others tak-
ing pains to distinguish among them. Still other aspects of this criticism seem
best characterized as an unresolved debate; the question of the novel’s social
influence, for example, is one that never goes away. Anti-novel arguments
position the novel as culturally dangerous, typically connecting that danger to
the novel’s influence over young women; these fears are never put to rest and
appear throughout the century. Counter-arguments praising the lessons pro-
vided by the novel are similarly long-standing; Jane Barker’s* 1715 preface
explains that her novel presents “worthy Characters” to help its readers avoid
dangerous love affairs (80); almost a century later in 1810, Anna Letitia
[Aikin] Barbauld* makes a similar argument, praising the novel for offering
the female reader “some knowledge of the world” and helping to “arm her-
self with proper reserve against the ardour of her lover” (367). These differ-
ing trajectories of eighteenth-century criticism are discussed below and, more
importantly, can be seen in the criticism itself as it is organized in the various
sections of the anthology.

As the organization of Novel Definitions attempts to capture, no one devel-
opmental trend characterizes the novel criticism of the “long” eighteenth cen-
tury. However, if the materials in the anthology were to be given an overarch-
ing, chronological order, the mid-century could be positioned as a significant
turning point in the development of the novel. The major works of Samuel
Richardson* and Henry Fielding* are published in the 1740s, including
Richardson’s Pamela* (1740) and Clarissa* (1747-48) and Fielding’s Joseph
Andrews* (1742) and Tom Jones* (1749). These novels solidify the status of
the novel as a popular, culturally influential form, while their prefatory com-
mentaries solidify the status of the novel as an important, aesthetically chal-
lenging form. Crucially, as discussed below, later eighteenth-century histories
of the novel see the publication of these works as watershed moments, and
reviews and essays hold up these authors as both originators and masters of
the form, using their works as the basis for judging later writers. The mid-
century publication of these novels is accompanied by the publication, in
1750, of one the most important critical commentaries on the novel: Samuel
Johnson’s* Rambler* No. 4 essay. Johnson’s essay articulates what would

22 Novel Definitions
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become reoccurring themes in eighteenth-century criticism of the novel, most
notably the need to recognize and use the didactic potential of the form.

As Johnson’s essay indicates, the mid-century marks a moment when a
novel’s most important criticism starts to occur “outside” the text (in essays
written by a critic) in addition to “inside” it (in prefatory material written by
the author). This development is best captured in the mid-century creation of
a new textual space for a new form of popular literary criticism. In May 1749,
Ralph Griffiths* launched the Monthly Review (1749-1844), the first period-
ical to focus specifically on the book review. In making reviewing its only con-
cern, the Monthly Review aimed to assess every new printed book, critiquing
titles ranging from history to science to literary writing. The success of Grif-
fiths’s periodical spurred the creation of Tobias Smollett’s* Critical Review
(1756-91), Johnson’s Literary Magazine (1756-58), and William Kenrick’s
London Review (1775-80). Periodical reviews created a literary culture of
their own, with different “monthlies” assuming different political personali-
ties, such as Thomas Christie’s progressive Analytical Review (1788-99) and
Robert Nares and William Beloe’s reactionary British Critic (1793-1826).
Although the idea that the novel had arrived by 1750 can certainly be debat-
ed—the term “novel,” after all, was still undergoing definition—mid-century
developments in popular criticism had already begun to grant legitimacy to
the novel as a category of literature.

As a result of these developments, differing issues can be seen as defining
the novel in the first and second half of the century. For example, Ioan
Williams opens the introduction to his 1970 anthology Novel and Romance,
1700-1800 with the statement, “[e]ighteenth-century criticism of prose fiction
in England falls into two sections, dividing at the year 1740.”1 According to
Williams, “[t]he first forty years was a period of great activity and experi-
ment, but was marked by a lack of confidence on the part of the novelist,”
while after 1740, “a great deal of discussion went on and very positive
advances were made towards the serious consideration of prose fiction as a
branch of literature on equal terms with poetry and drama” (1). Williams sees
the pre-1740 period as focusing on differentiating the novel from the
romance, and the post-1740 period as developing conservative commentary
on the morality of the novel and theories of how to categorize types of nov-
els. In A New Species of Criticism (1994), Joseph Bartolomeo argues that, by
mid-century, after the success of Richardson and Fielding, “[t]he novel had
attained a certain status but not a lasting security” in which the genre is “insti-
tutionalize[d],” if not universally admired.2 As Bartolomeo explains, while the
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1 Ioan Williams, ed., Novel and Romance, 1700-1800: A Documentary Record (London:
Routledge, 1970), 1. Subsequent citations are noted parenthetically within the text.

2 Joseph Bartolomeo, A New Species of Criticism: Eighteenth-Century Discourse on the
Novel (Newark: U of Delaware P, 1994), 88. Subsequent citations are noted parenthetically
within the text.
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first half of the century is characterized by “elaborate prefatory definitions or
defenses to convince readers that novels should not be dismissed out of hand,”
the second half of the century is characterized by writers’ attempts to “estab-
lish their credentials as legitimate heirs” of Richardson and Fielding or to
“foreground the uniqueness that distinguished their work” from that of hack
writers (88). The latter part of the century becomes, as Bartolomeo persua-
sively demonstrates, “a revealing barometer of the shifting place of the novel
in literary culture,” in which issues of “morality, probability, and originality”
start to “predominate over [...] formal concerns” (88). Frank Donoghue’s The
Fame Machine (1996) also positions the mid-century as a turning point, argu-
ing that the monthly reviews reshape the “emergent literary marketplace” by
granting validity to the idea of the professional novelist; he advances the claim
that, “from 1750 onwards, literary careers were chiefly described, and indeed
made possible, by reviewers.”1

In general, then, the writings of the first half of the century are characterized
by authors’ prefatory writings in which the form of the novel is examined, if not
always clearly defined. Much of the early writing attempts to orient this new
unknown form in the larger, known literary landscape: what is its relationship
to fact, to poetry, to epic, to romance, to history, to classical writing, to French
writing? Simply because the novel and preface are written by the author, the act
of writing or “editing” or “translating” the novel is often the focus of this crit-
icism. In contrast, the second half of the century accepts the novel as a new fic-
tional form and focuses more clearly on evaluating both the formal elements
and cultural influences of the novel. The second half of the century also wit-
nesses the proliferation of many sub-genres of the novel and, as a result, criti-
cism’s definitional activity addresses the gothic, oriental, sentimental, political,
and historical novel. With much of this later criticism appearing in the month-
ly reviews, the second half of the century emphasizes the act of reading in addi-
tion to the act of writing the novel, and the cultural effects of that reading
become a significant concern. The second half of the century sees an explosion
of didactic literature focusing on reading practices. For example, educational
guides for children and women attempt to define the novel’s proper place in
these readers’ lives, becoming a sub-genre of popular literary criticism.

Across this mid-century divide, however, a number of continuities can be
found. Even the new monthlies devoted to book reviewing are part of a much
larger periodical culture that spans the century. Essay-based commentary on
literature, including the novel under its various names, occurs in well-known
periodicals such as John Dunton’s* Athenian Mercury (1691-97), Joseph
Addison* and Richard Steele’s* Spectator* (1711-12, 1714), Edward Cave’s
Gentleman’s Magazine (1731-1914), and Johnson’s Rambler (1750-52). Later
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titles include Edward Moore’s* The World (1753-56), George Colman (the
Elder)* and Bonnell Thornton’s* Connoisseur (1754-56), Henry Macken-
zie’s* Lounger (1785-86), and George Canning’s* Microcosm (1786-87).
Later periodical essays discuss the novel as “the novel” more overtly than
early essays, but the issues they consider—fictional narrative’s relationship to
reality, popular literature’s need to maintain morality, and the female reader’s
misapplication of romance—are concerns central to the literary criticism of
earlier periodicals. As the materials in Novel Definitions demonstrate, critical
interest in questions of novelistic form and social utility remains constant
throughout the century.

Analyses of the novel’s generic identification, structural elements, and
claims to realism also appear in both early and late criticism. Early prefaces
initiate generic assumptions that continue to be used in later essays and
reviews. For example, early criticism often defines the novel against the
romance, but then applies the romance’s defining characteristics (such as the
hero, the idealized love affair, and the impossible event) to the novel; this
simultaneous aversion to and reliance on the romance can also be located in
the reviews. Literary historians writing at the end of the century, such as Hugh
Blair* and Clara Reeve,* attempt to trace the evolution of the novel from the
romance, a relationship also analyzed in the earliest prefaces collected here.
Although later criticism engages in a more detailed application of Aristotelian
concepts to the novel, these concepts are equally central to early criticism. As
mentioned, Congreve’s 1692 preface to Incognitia compares the novel to
drama in order to engage in an Aristotelian discussion of imitation (77-79); in
1785, Mackenzie’s essay in The Lounger does much the same, seeing the novel
through the lens of comedy and tragedy and questioning the reader’s desire to
imitate its action (174-77). Much early criticism examines the factual/fiction-
al status of the novel, a concern that is resolved by the latter half of the cen-
tury. But, in emphasizing the “truth” and “facts”—what we would today call
the “realism”—of their fiction, Behn’s and Daniel Defoe’s* concerns can be
aligned with those of Richardson, Fielding, Austen, and Walter Scott, who dis-
cuss the “possibility” and “probability” of their works.

Continuities are not limited to formal evaluations of the novel. Although
the morality of the novel garners much attention in the second half of the cen-
tury, those same concerns are expressed in early criticism. A 1692 short essay
appearing in the Athenian Mercury decries the romance reader’s “softening of
the Mind” and “fooling away so many hours,” arguing that “Vulgar” readers
will be given “extravagant Idea’s of practice, and think themselves some King
or Queen” (142). Over one hundred years later, in 1800, Elizabeth Parker
makes the same argument in her prize-winning essay, contending that the
female reader will want to “resemble some favourite character, or perhaps to
select the principal beauties from several, to unite them in herself, that thus
she may resemble a Venus de Medicis” (252). Thus, although criticism of the

25 Introduction

00-front.qxd  20/11/2008  3:56 PM  Page 25

Review Copy



novel can be characterized as undergoing a developmental progression over
the course of the century and a large shift at mid-century, the trajectories of
specific critical concerns must be examined closely and many continuities,
repeated claims, and unresolved concerns echo across the century. Novel Def-
initions enables that close examination, fostering an understanding of the rise
of the novel and its criticism, while complicating the idea of that rise.

III. Charting the rise of the novel within the rise of print culture

The formal, thematic, and chronological organization of Novel Definitions
indicates that there are differing but equally compelling ways of approaching
the development of the novel and its criticism. Following the work of Ian
Watt, the formal development of the novel has been seen as intertwined with
eighteenth-century social developments. Watt’s work advances a much-debat-
ed “triple rise” thesis: the rise of a middle class leads to a rise in literacy and
leisure reading, which in turn leads to the invention of the novel. As it devel-
ops, the novel captures emerging social ideologies in a new literary form that
uniquely reflects these economic, political, and psychological concerns. Watt
emphasizes two essential concepts that connect social and formal develop-
ments. First, he defines formal realism as the novelistic conventions by which
verisimilitude is achieved: “formal realism [...] is the narrative embodiment of
[...] the premise [...] that the novel is a full and authentic report of human
experience, and is therefore under an obligation to satisfy the reader with such
details of the story as the individuality of the actors concerned, the particulars
of the times and places of their actions, details which are presented through a
[...] referential use of language” (32). Second, he defines economic individu-
alism as a concept that “posits a whole society mainly governed by the idea
of every individual’s intrinsic independence both from other individuals and
from that multifarious allegiance to past modes of thought and action denot-
ed by the word ‘tradition’” (60). According to Watt, “such a society [...]
depends [...] on an economic and political organisation which allows its mem-
bers a wide range of choices”—or, in other words, on a capitalist social struc-
ture that prioritizes economic self-determination (60). With these concepts of
formal realism and economic individualism, Watt analyzes and connects for-
mal and social commentary on the novel. With its formal and social
emphases, Novel Definitions follows this understanding of the novel.

The power of Watt’s thesis is indicated by the productive arguments it has
provoked in works by critics such as Nancy Armstrong, John Bender, Leonard
Davis, and John Richetti.1 Preeminent among the re-evaluation of the “triple
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rise” thesis is Michael McKeon’s The Origins of the English Novel (1987),
which replaces Watt’s linear model of the rise of the novel with a dialectical
formulation of genre.1 In McKeon’s model, the novel develops by creating a
dialogue between formal questions of “truth” (how to depict the true and
real) and social questions of “virtue” (individual morality and social order).
McKeon emphasizes the novel’s debt to romance, countering Watt’s position-
ing of the novel’s “realism” as a replacement for the romance, and the novel’s
interest in aristocratic culture, countering Watt’s emphasis on the middle class.

In addition to this type of critique of Watt’s “genre-ing” of the novel, much
criticism has focused on his gendering of the novel. By analyzing only Defoe,
Richardson, and Fielding, Watt depicts the novel as a male creation. Feminist
critics such as Catherine Gallagher, Ruth Perry, Patricia Spacks, Jane Spencer,
and Janet Todd, among many others, provide strong critiques of Watt’s histo-
ry by offering groundbreaking analyses of women writers and reintroducing
figures such as Behn, Sarah Fielding,* Elizabeth Inchbald,* and Charlotte
Smith* to the literary canon.2 The focus on women novelists has led to sig-
nificant reconsiderations of the evolution and meaning of the novel, including
Ros Ballaster’s tracing of the early novel’s relationship to amatory fiction and
scandal chronicles and Armstrong’s theorizing of the novel’s interest in domes-
ticity and the sexual contract.3

Critics have used Watt’s argument as a springboard for a more precise
examination of the social developments affecting the novel, with much of the
most thought-provoking work focusing on the publication and circulation of
the novel. Although Watt’s specific story of a middle-class rise of the novel is
much contested, a more general “rise” in eighteenth-century print culture—
encompassing the activities of writing, publishing, selling or lending, and
reading the printed text—is widely agreed upon. Current research is creating
a striking picture of the place of the novel in this print culture, examining
trends in both the consumption of literature (including literacy rates, reading
practices, and novel buying) and the production of literature (including writ-
ing, publishing, and marketing the novel). Obviously, these concerns, central
to the development of the novel, also define its criticism.

Most importantly, the “long” eighteenth century is framed by two crucial
trends: it is preceded by a rise in general literacy in the seventeenth century
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and closes with an explosion in literature-specific reading that continues to
grow in the Romantic period. Over the course of the eighteenth century, an
ability to read becomes notionally entangled with a desire to read novels. The
period opens with no clear idea of what a novel is and closes with a demand
for more novels than are being produced; through the novel and its criticism,
a popular literary reading culture is created.

Summarizing literacy research, Vivian Jones explains that, in 1640, 10 per-
cent of women and 33 percent of men could sign their names (the traditional
indicator of literacy); by 1700, these figures had risen to 30 percent of women
and 50 percent of men; and by 1760, the figures had risen again to 40 percent
of women and 60 percent of men, at which levels they remain until the end of
the century.1 “Broadly speaking, then,” Jones concludes, “the most rapid
increase in literacy—for both men and women—appears to have taken place
in the seventeenth century, continued slowly during the first half of the eigh-
teenth century, and actually stagnated in the second half of the century—the
period during which publication levels really took off” (3). Recent research
has tried to determine what these literacy rates mean for novel reading, as the
rise of the novel follows but does not seem to encourage literacy. For exam-
ple, in Before Novels (1990), J. Paul Hunter details these literacy rates and
questions what “readers did while they were waiting for the novel to rise.”2

Hunter investigates a wide variety of print materials—including journalistic
pamphlets focused on current events, pseudo-scientific meditations focused on
the strange and marvelous, and didactic how-to books focused on religious
and family life—and demonstrates how these materials prepare the reader for
the new genre of the novel.

These earlier literacy trends and literary forms anticipate a popular culture
of print-based reading and writing, one in which the novel becomes increas-
ingly institutionalized as well as an increasingly powerful conveyer of social
meaning. This larger rise of print culture—on which the rise of the novel and
the rise of literary criticism are dependent—can be charted. As James Raven
succinctly states, “[t]he fundamental story remains that of the complex pene-
tration of print throughout eighteenth-century society”; he explains that,
“[p]rior to 1700 up to about 1800 different printed titles were produced
annually; by 1800 this had risen to over 6000.”3 Alvin Kernan cites figures
that show the number of printing presses in London rising from 65 in 1668
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to 625 in 1818.1 Moreover, newspaper circulation more than doubles between
1753 and 1792, rising to a circulation of over 15 million.2 This increase in
print simply could not have occurred without a growth in reading-centered
practices among literate peoples, such as an increase in regular reading and an
increase in the purchase of print. Barbara Benedict sees a growth in new kinds
of readers who, she argues, “belonged not merely to the traditional elite, but
to all classes of professionals, merchants, farmers, tradespeople, and skilled
artisans, together with many servants and laborers and, of course, women of
all ranks.”3 This growth in print culture is due, in large part, to changes in the
regulation of the publishing industry. For example, the Printing Act, which
limited the number of printers, lapsed in 1695 and created an environment
that allowed for the expansion of the press, and the 1763 trial of John Wilkes
for blasphemy and libel led to a relaxation of censorship. Most importantly,
in 1774, the Donaldson v. Beckett case heard by the House of Lords finally
enforced the spirit of the 1710 Copyright Act, ending publishers’ profitable
“perpetual copyright” powers which had been keeping print runs low and
prices high.4

Applying these trends in print culture, readership growth, and publishing
events to literature, and to the novel in particular, yields complex results. As St.
Clair shows in his groundbreaking The Reading Nation in the Romantic Peri-
od (2004), print in general (consisting of newspapers, legal documents, adver-
tisements, and pamphlets) expands in the eighteenth century whereas “book
production in England” for much of the same period (1700-74) “showed at best
only a modest increase” (88). St. Clair argues that the slow growth in printed
books, when expressed in relation to England’s expanding population, shows
that book publication—which includes the novel—does not grow, but declines.
The 1774 decision to abolish perpetual copyright, he demonstrates, is the cru-
cial event that reverses this trend and triggers a new explosion in book pub-
lishing and reading, as it ends what he terms the publishers’ “high monopoly
period”: “after 1774, a huge, previously suppressed, demand for reading was
met by a huge surge in the supply of books, and was soon caught up in a vir-
tuous circle of growth” (115). Late eighteenth-century and Romantic period
conditions allow book culture to flourish: “after 1774, we see a sharp rise in the
annual growth rate of book titles published nationally” (118).
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Thus, although the mid-eighteenth-century publication of Richardson and
Fielding marks an important moment in the arrival of the novel, the last quar-
ter of the century marks an important expansion in the publishing and read-
ing of the novel. Just as the seventeenth-century increase in literacy rates
seems to have created a market for new forms of popular writing and helped
to invent the novel in the early eighteenth century, the increase in non-book
print culture in the period seems to have created a demand for literary writ-
ing, which in turn helped to solidify the popularity and importance of the
novel in the late eighteenth century. These print culture developments reveal
that, for most of the period, periodical and pamphlet essays about the novel
were easier to publish than the novel itself. Exploring the early and mid-cen-
tury profitability problems of the book business, Siskin argues that the peri-
odical as a literary form “prospered even during the contraction” (161, orig-
inal italics). As is clear from the popularity of the book reviews in the
monthlies and assessments of the novel in periodicals such as the weekly The
World, the novel’s commenting culture expands at mid-century before the
novel itself undergoes its biggest boom. These trends lead to the surprising
conclusion that the development of a popular literary criticism in the eigh-
teenth century actually precedes rather than follows the expansion of novel
publishing in the period.

Within these larger print trends, the printing of the novel itself can be exam-
ined. Much of the century’s expanding print culture is non-literary, and the
numbers of new novels expressed as a percentage of popular print is surpris-
ingly small, although it does increase over the century. Raven estimates prose
fiction as comprising only 1.1 percent of total book and pamphlet production
in the 1720s, a number that rises to 4 percent in 1770.1 Raven finds that a
“handful of works, recognizable as novels” are published in 1700, “over fifty
works of fiction” in 1759, and “nearly one hundred self-proclaimed ‘novels’”
in 1769 (British Fiction 3). In The English Novel, 1770-1829 (2000), Raven
provides a decade-by-decade breakdown of the production of new novel titles,
charting a “steep decline in novel production in the late 1770s followed by a
strong rally from the late 1780s. A slight dip in the mid 1790s precedes a late-
century surge in novel output.”2 After a peak of 60 new novel titles published
in 1771, publication rates hover around 20 titles per year from 1776 to 1784,
with as few as 16 titles published in 1778; these numbers rebound to between
71 and 80 titles being published each year from 1788 to 1791, followed by a
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slight decline of between 45 and 58 titles being published each year from 1792
to 1795, followed by another rebound of between 75 and 99 titles being pub-
lished each year from 1796 to 1799 (Raven, “Historical Introduction” 26).
During the 1770-99 period, a total of 1,421 new titles are printed (Raven, “His-
torical Introduction” 26); similarly, during the 1800-29 period, a total of 2,061
new novel titles are printed.1 Working with these numbers, St. Clair concludes
that “about 3,000 new prose titles [are] known to have been published between
1790 and 1830, with many reprints both of new and older titles” (172-73). It
is difficult to estimate the cultural influence of the novel purely on the basis of
publishing numbers, but these figures do reveal a general, if inconsistent, rise in
the production of the novel in the late eighteenth century.

The number of copies printed of each new novel was small. The typical print
run for a new title was typically 500 to 750 copies, with new editions of pop-
ular titles enjoying print runs of 1000 to 1500 copies (St. Clair 471-74). The
print run of 6,500 copies for Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742), in three edi-
tions, was considered a huge success (Donoghue 2). Frances Burney’s* popu-
lar Evelina* (1778) was printed in a first edition of 500 copies, appearing in
January and selling out in July of 1778; the first three editions of the novel,
printed in 1778-79, total somewhere between 2,300 and 2,500 copies.2 It must
be noted that these numbers, in their focus on new titles, do not indicate the
novel’s larger circulation, as they ignore reprints of earlier novels for new gen-
erations of readers, which can be substantial; Smollett’s Roderick Random*
(1748), to take one example, was reprinted 41 times by 1800 (Raven, British
Fiction 15). The explosion of literary print after 1774, as St. Clair shows,
involved the reprinting of an older canon of literature, including the collected
novels of Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett, Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe*
(1719), Oliver Goldsmith’s* The Vicar of Wakefield (1766), Johnson’s Rasse-
las (1759), and Laurence Sterne’s* Tristram Shandy* (1759-67) (130). Nor do
these numbers take into consideration translations of French novels, which are
significant. As Raven finds, “between 1750 and 1769, [...] ten of the leading
thirty writers were French” (British Fiction 21). Finally, these numbers fail to
capture the many types of novelistic writing available, including memoirs and
biographies, books styled as letters or meditations, and books collecting
excerpts of novels. The post-1774 print explosion relies on the anthologizing,
abridging, and adapting of literature, including novels, a trend analyzed by
Leah Price.3 For example, from 1785 on, novels are serialized in James Harri-
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son’s Novelists Magazine, with editions running to 12,000 copies (Pearson 12).
Thus, large amounts of novelistic writing are in circulation, even if the num-
bers of new novels seem to suggest otherwise.

Expanding print signals an expanding audience, re-introducing the question
of readership. During the “long” eighteenth century, a novel is read by more
than one reader. For example, in the early nineteenth century, the Edinburgh
Review estimated that one book is read by four people (St. Clair 235). A cru-
cial development is the institutionalization of the circulating library; book-
sellers ran these for-profit libraries that allowed fee-paying members to bor-
row rather than purchase novels. St. Clair charts the estimated growth of
circulating libraries in London; the first opened in the 1730s, and they rise in
number from 9 in 1740-50, to 19 in 1770-80, to 26 in 1790-1800 (665). The
subscription library or book society (a non-commercial, member-owned form
of library) allowed members to purchase books collectively; St. Clair locates
fourteen such libraries founded in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth cen-
turies (667-71).

The increase in the number of new and reprinted novels and the increase in
the circulation of the novel are certainly matched by a growing printed com-
mentary on the novel. The commenting culture charted by Novel Definitions
can be seen as preceding and even outstripping that of the novel, and this
argument is borne out when the circulation of periodicals is examined.
Donoghue provides a wealth of evidence to establish the expansion of the
periodical industry in the eighteenth century: more than 30 different non-
newspaper, magazine-like periodicals exist in 1745, more than 50 in 1755,
and more than 75 in 1765 (2). Periodicals also appear in numbers exceeding
the typical novel’s print run. For instance, the London Magazine sold 4,000
copies a month in 1734 and 8,000 copies, including reprints of earlier edi-
tions, in 1739 (St. Clair 572); the Gentleman’s Magazine sold roughly 3,000
copies in 1746 (Donoghue 21) and is estimated as rising as high as 10,000 at
mid-century (St. Clair 572); and the weekly periodical The World enjoyed
print runs of 2,500 copies from 1753 to 1756 (St. Clair 572). In addition, St.
Clair lists nine monthly magazines in print in 1797 with a circulation total of
28,000. Within this total, the Critical Review, devoted to monthly book
reviewing, has a print run of 3,500. The most important book review, the
Monthly Review, experienced a steady rise in readership over the course of the
century, selling 1,000 copies per month in 1749, 1,500 in 1753, 2,500 in
1756, 3,000-4,000 in 1777, and 5,000 in 1797, before falling to 1,500 in
1825 (St. Clair 572). Selections from each of these periodicals are reprinted in
Novel Definitions, evidencing the popular literary criticism that circulates in
large print runs throughout the century.

Examining records of two booksellers and circulating libraries outside of
London, Jan Fergus shows that fiction reading increases after 1770—that is,
after the print explosion St. Clair describes, but not before. Providing a crucial

32 Novel Definitions

00-front.qxd  20/11/2008  3:56 PM  Page 32

Review Copy



assessment of provincial readership, Fergus finds that “the development of the
novel between 1746 and 1770 does not seem to be associated with an expan-
sion of the reading public for fiction. By about 1770, the availability of cheap-
er, more ephemeral, and more specialized sources of fiction [...] did seem to
enlarge both the male and female fiction-buying public, which then began to
include women of the ‘middling classes.’”1 Focusing on women readers, Fergus
finds that novels were not the most popular form of reading material for
women; magazines were the most popular, followed by novels and then drama.2

This expansion of the novel’s literary criticism and its commenting culture
can be seen as a generally linear rise punctuated by explosions of debate. As
William Warner has influentially argued, the rise of the novel is organized by
the “media events” that eighteenth-century print culture creates around certain
novels. In Licensing Entertainment (1998), Warner examines the media event
triggered by the 1740 publication of Richardson’s Pamela, exploring the “anti-
Pamela” criticism it triggered—including Fielding’s Shamela (1741), Eliza Hay-
wood’s* Anti-Pamela (1741), and the anonymous Pamela Censured (1741)—
and Richardson’s need to write an “official” sequel to the novel to counter
John Kelly’s unofficial sequel, Pamela’s Conduct in High-Life (1741).3 A cru-
cial component of the novel as “media event” is the self-generating function of
literary criticism, in which commentary on a novel leads to more and more
debate that, in turn, threatens to overwhelm the novel itself. As Warner shows,
the reaction to Pamela reveals how popular literary criticism “feeds upon itself,
producing a sense that this media event has become an ambient, pervasive phe-
nomenon”; at its height, the “media event triggers repetitions and simulations,
and becomes the focus of critical commentary and interpretation” (178). Eigh-
teenth-century novel reading is a media-saturated and media-heightened expe-
rience; the prefaces, reviews, essays, and commentaries collected in Novel Def-
initions attempt to capture that experience.

In his emphasis on how debates about Pamela function as a larger debate
about novel reading, Warner provides a compelling model for reading criti-
cism of the novel in the period: criticism is always engaged in a dialogue with
the novel, forcing the novel to self-reflect, self-defend, and innovate, working
to propagate both the novel and itself ever more quickly. The materials in
Novel Definitions must be read as contributing to this larger development of
a print-defined, novel-centered media culture.
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IV. Highlighting the notable qualities of criticism of the novel

The novel constitutes a small but growing portion of this exploding print cul-
ture; crucially, it takes on a power and meaning larger than its numbers. One
source of the novel’s increasing importance is its criticism. Hunter describes
the “nearly universal perception in England at mid-century that a literary rev-
olution was taking place”; eighteenth-century writers understood that “new
readers, new modes of literary production, changing tastes [...] [meant] that
much modern writing was taking radical new directions,” most notably in the
“‘new province’ of narrative fiction” (10-11, 18-22). In this respect, com-
mentary on the novel plays a particularly important role in the solidification
of the novel as an important indicator of literary culture, both good and bad.
The selections collected in Novel Definitions allow this commentary to be
clearly defined, providing access to the ways in which criticism developed
alongside and was incorporated into the novel, created the terminology and
history of the novel, built a literary culture of and market for the novel, and
remained concerned with the social prestige and morality of the novel. The
defining characteristics of criticism can be summarized as follows:

1) Simultaneity with the novel: the rise of the novel is accompanied by a
simultaneous rise in literary criticism.
2) Incorporation into the novel: the developing novel is intertwined with
its criticism; it not only generates, but reacts to and incorporates this criti-
cism.
3) Development of terminology: eighteenth-century criticism articulates
meaningful terminology to define the novel and its generic and formal
structure.
4) Explication of history: criticism creates historical accounts of the devel-
opment of the novel.
5) Creation of culture: a new culture of reading, writing, and debating lit-
erature is created, in part, by criticism.
6) Participation in markets: criticism participates in the economics of
print culture, positioning literature as a marketed good.
7) Questioning of prestige: criticism embodies the tension between deni-
grating and elevating the novel and its reading public.
8) Concern with morality: criticism of the novel conflates artistic and
moral judgment.

Each of these aspects of eighteenth-century criticism can be examined in turn.
Simultaneity: because the rise of the novel occurs hand-in-hand with the rise

of popular literary criticism, the eighteenth century offers a unique opportu-
nity to chart the interdependent development of a literary form and its com-
mentary. In general, the growth of criticism of the novel is part of a much
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larger growth of all kinds of literary criticism in the eighteenth century. As
James Engell argues in Forming the Critical Mind (1989), “Of the many vari-
eties of criticism, all flourishing by the 1770s, virtually none existed to an exten-
sive degree in [...] the mid-seventeenth century.”1 In a similar vein, Simon Jarvis
calls literary criticism “one of the central areas of achievement of the period’s
literary production.”2 Criticism becomes its own practice that “happens not
only in essays, reviews, philosophical dialogues, lecture courses, treatises; but
also in novels, epigrams, plays, and theatrical prologues and epilogues, long
poems, editions of texts, conversations, duels, gardens” (Jarvis 25). Many of the
forms on this list (but, alas, not the duels and gardens) appear in Novel Defin-
itions. Simply because the novel itself did not fully exist in English in the seven-
teenth century, it is the literary genre most overtly shaped by this expansion in
criticism. Even when the novel was embryonic in form, readers and writers
thought widely about its defining characteristics, historical development, and
social effects. As this new genre was being invented, so too were new forms of
debating it; the creation of new ways of critiquing literature can be easily illus-
trated, for example, by pointing to the institutionalization of the periodical that
includes literary essays and, later, the institutionalization of book reviewing.

Incorporation: the novel does not just develop alongside its criticism, but it
also understands itself through and internalizes the findings of its criticism.
This occurs, in part, because novel writers are also engaged in writing criti-
cism, providing a clear record of what they were thinking about as they
invented this new literary form. Prefaces to novels, written by the novels’
authors, provide one of the century’s most important sources of commentary
on the novel. To take the best-known example, Fielding wrestles with the def-
inition of the novel in his preface to Joseph Andrews (1742) (83-86) and
incorporates literary criticism—and attacks on literary critics—in the chapters
that open each book of Tom Jones (1749) (90-92, 110-14, 318-20). Prefaces
to Pamela (1740) (67-70) and Clarissa (1747-48) (109-10) contain letters
written to and reprinted by Richardson, mimicking the novels’ epistolary
form and making this novelistic space one of exchange between author and
reader. Eighteenth-century book reviews act out a similar conflation of criti-
cism and fiction with their inclusion of lengthy plot summaries and extensive
excerpts from the novel being critiqued. The equation of “novel writer” and
“novel critic” is obvious in the cases of Smollett, John Cleland,* Goldsmith,
Mary Wollstonecraft,* and Walter Scott, novelists who also served as literary
reviewers for magazines. Moreover, criticism is not limited to essays that pro-
claim themselves as such; the novel is filled with recurring images of reading
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the novel. In Regulating Readers (1999), Ellen Gardiner explores how such
images of reading cause the novel to function, in and of itself, “as literary crit-
icism.”1 Criticism collected in Novel Definitions often praises literature that
self-referentially depicts the dangers of novel reading by women, as was the
case with, for instance, the play Polly Honeycombe* (1760) and the novel The
Female Quixote* (1752).

Terminology: eighteenth-century criticism of the novel is centrally con-
cerned with developing the terminology of the novel. A set of repeated
“names” is applied to the novel, including romance, history, biography, and
fable, among others; such nomenclature is confusingly and inconsistently
applied, with the novel often being called by all of these names in one essay.
Yet, these terms deserve critical attention because they reveal what eighteenth-
century writers considered to be the generic lineage of the novel as well as
which generic aspects of the novel were considered most crucial; for example,
the novel is often compared to comedy and tragedy, to the epic, and to poet-
ry. Williams explains that, as these Aristotelian terms reveal, “[w]riters who
were familiar with the long history of epic criticism turned naturally to Aris-
totle’s Poetics” (1); according to Williams, these critics treat prose fiction as
“poetry without the ornament of verse,” create a “theory of kinds” that aligns
the novel with non-serious comedy, burlesque, and anti-romance, and consid-
er plot to be the novel’s “design-bearing element” (2). Eighteenth-century crit-
icism also defines the sub-genres of the novel, ranging from the gothic to his-
torical novel. In addition to naming the novel, the criticism of the period also
defines the formal goals of the novel, including its virtuous imitation of real-
ity, its adherence to the “possible” and the “probable,” and its reliance on a
unified design. The understanding of these qualities evolves throughout the
period, with critics increasingly lauding the novel’s imitation of “manners” or
everyday life and the “originality” of that imitation. Character is discussed in
terms of the “mixed” character and the “conservation of character”; plot is
discussed in terms of the structure of “fable” and the relationship between the
“incidents” and whole. In the eighteenth century, the novel is read through a
neoclassical lens, and its critics reformulate neoclassical terms to fit the novel
and to bestow on the new form the prestige of neoclassicism.

History: popular literary criticism is also centrally concerned with telling
the story of the development of the English novel. The “rise of the novel,” like
the novel itself, is an eighteenth-century invention. The historians of the novel
collected in Novel Definitions—including Reeve, Blair, James Beattie,* John
Moore,* and Barbauld—describe the genre’s evolution, tracing it through
ancient Greek and Roman heroic histories, Arabian and Persian romances,
medieval French chivalric romances, and sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
French, Spanish, and English heroic romances. In this linear narrative, the
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novel is a “next step” revision of the romance, replacing the latter form’s
emphasis on the fantastic with an emphasis on the everyday. For example,
Blair explains that the medieval romance transformed into the heroic
romance, and “from the magnificent Heroic Romance, dwindled down into
the Familiar Novel [...]. Imitations of life and character have been made their
principal object” (345). These histories typically trace the trajectory of the
genre by naming specific writers as its key originators, engaging almost imme-
diately in the process of canonization of works and authors. Predictably,
Richardson and Fielding are central figures. Laying the foundation for how
we understand the novel today, these histories offer a narrative of the novel
overcoming romance not dissimilar to Watt’s emphasis on realism or McK-
eon’s dialectic of truth and virtue, and provide a narrative of individual
accomplishment not dissimilar to modern criticism’s focus on Richardson and
Fielding. As the eighteenth century solidifies the narrative form of novel, it
solidifies a narrative of the novel’s history.

Culture: criticism of the novel helps to create a new conversational com-
munity, one that places literature at the center of an interactive reading, writ-
ing, and debating culture. Literary criticism is the glue of this culture; it con-
nects individual reaction to group opinion, private experience to public
debate, and the act of reading to the act of writing. Justice argues that the
eighteenth century is unique in that its “marketplace of ideas focuses on Lit-
erature and the literary life”; “‘Literature’ becomes ‘culture’ as we now under-
stand it,” he explains, “and this culture shapes and re-forms the private indi-
viduals who come together in the public sphere” (24-25). Offering concrete
examples of a public culture built around literature, Moyra Haslett argues
that the eighteenth century witnesses “a culture beginning to think of itself as
a culture of reading,” and describes both real literary groups, such as the
Scriblerians and bluestockings, and “imagined communities” of readers in
which individuals are connected through their literary reading, writing, and
conversation.1 A new type of culture is created when literature exhibits a “self-
consciousness, and self-reflexivity,” as Haslett explains (52), and “writing
becomes about itself” (Justice 25). Criticism allows literature to engage in this
self-reflexivity; it provides a space for writing about writing. In addition, crit-
icism is self-reflexive, often commenting on or quoting other critics and
essays, and not just novels. Essays such as Sarah Fielding’s Remarks on Claris-
sa (1749) go as far as depicting scenes of average readers sharing ideas and
energetically arguing about the novel. Perhaps even more than the novel itself,
this commenting culture plays an essential role in creating a new sense that the
reader is not just a reader, but is also a reflective participant in and critic of
the act of reading. The reader expects to participate in a public conversation
about what he or she has read, whether that conversation takes place in per-
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son or in print. A half-way point between the author and reader, the critic
embodies the new relationships to the text created by this new culture—rela-
tionships that he or she captures in print, but which any reader can assume.
Through criticism, reading the novel is situated within a larger social conver-
sation and is not considered complete without it.

Market: as captured in the image of a literary “marketplace,” the novel and
its commentary participate in an expanding print culture characterized by the
pressures of buying, selling, marketing, and profiting. When seen through an
economic lens, criticism is a savvy attempt to generate as much saleable prod-
uct as possible out of the popular novel. Although today we typically read
eighteenth-century novels as isolated texts, an examination of the criticism of
the period reminds us that the novel needs to be read in the context of the cen-
tury’s exploding, increasingly professionalized publishing industry. As Bene-
dict reminds us, “[t]he evolution of the book trade into a profit-making
machine—into big business—changed the way literature was quite literally
produced: how it was conceived, written, printed, and sold” (8). Criticism is
part of this big business. As was previously discussed, Warner focuses on the
publication of Pamela (1740) as a “media event,” calling attention to the
advertising campaign that promoted the novel, the critical reviews and essays
that it generated, and the subsequent parodies, sequels, and rewritings that
followed in its wake. Pat Rogers provides a similar assessment of how classic
novels such as Robinson Crusoe (1719) are shaped by market forces and
transformed into chapbooks and abridgements.1 Very aware of the market in
which it is operating, criticism does not limit itself to an artistic evaluation or
historical description of the novel; rather, criticism often comments on the
authorial production and readerly consumption of the novel. This assumption
that the novel operates within a larger market-driven economy is one way in
which the novel represents a “new” development in literature. As Jonathan
Kramnick explains, “[t]he commerce in books did not just foster rational dis-
cussion of matters of taste; it led also to a mordant concern about the dis-
semination of literary goods.”2 Criticism of the novel understands that if the
novel generates debate, then it generates inherently profitable debate.

Prestige: criticism in the eighteenth century is a fraught form because it has
contradictory aims: it seeks to be both a widely read, opinion-making form
and an intellectual, status-giving form. Criticism often disparages the novel on
social grounds, censoring it because it is popular and read by a general audi-
ence—and yet those characteristics could easily be used to define criticism
itself. Similarly, when critics condemn the novel as a new, “low” artistic genre,
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unequal to genres such as epic and tragedy, that complaint can be lodged
against criticism itself. Moreover, criticism can be formally critiqued, like the
novel it critiques, for its unclear language, non-unified argument, and mixed
moral messages. Thus a central concern of the novel—its “generic prestige”—
was equally a concern of its criticism (Jarvis 36). Although dependent on the
novel, criticism attempted to position itself “above” the novel it was evaluat-
ing. As Bartolomeo explains, review essays worked to “stratify the genre [of
the novel] and its audience, in order to establish and maintain authority over
an elite class of readers” (114). In contrast, prefatory-type criticism appearing
within the novel itself, of course, defends the novel, searching for “both crit-
ical acceptance and commercial success” (Bartolomeo 88). Even if split
between denigrating and elevating the novel, all criticism ultimately bestowed
on the novel new cultural and artistic power simply by deeming it worthy of
commentary. In the same way, criticism is both conservative and progressive
in its definition of the reading public, making arguments to extend or limit
access to the novel or specific types of novels, especially to women, children,
and the middle classes. Criticism thus generated a reading public that it then
struggled to define, instruct, and regulate.

Morality: due to this focus on audience, criticism of the novel mixes artis-
tic and moral judgment, creating cultural rather than purely aesthetic com-
mentary. Eighteenth-century commentary on the novel helped to institution-
alize a stance towards popular culture still taken today: the moral is
considered inseparable from the artistic act. Donoghue finds, for example,
that the Critical Review “resituated its exasperation with readers and the
books they purchased within a general campaign against luxury and the cor-
ruption of taste. All the public’s undisciplined [...] desires in reading posed a
threat [...] to the cultural and moral stability of the nation” (40). Criticism not
only diagnoses this problem—the reader’s undiscriminating desire for enter-
taining fiction is leading to the moral decay of England—but attempts to
resolve it. Thus, in addition to applying neoclassical terminology to the novel,
criticism employs didactic terminology, using stock “social” phrases that
emphasize the instructive potential and capture the perceived cultural influ-
ence of the novel. Critical essays employ terms that define the novel as an
exemplary tool, including well-known assertions that the novel must instruct
as it entertains, reward virtue and punish vice, select the best examples for
imitation, and foster good social and familial conduct. Novel writers rely on
criticism to claim the mantle of morality for their works, often using their
prefaces to inoculate themselves against charges of immorality by criticizing
other novels’ immorality and defining theirs as a corrective. Even when dis-
cussing novelistic form, criticism often aims to regulate the social world rather
than cultivate aesthetic sensibilities. Criticism of the period thus takes on the
roles it ascribes to the novel; it becomes a moral instructor, protector, and
guide, rather than an artistic expression.
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V. Labeling the novel: romance and history

Eighteenth-century criticism created new critical nomenclature for the novel;
as this vocabulary differs from that used today, it is necessary to examine and
trace that vocabulary and its usage. As they attempted to define the novel,
eighteenth-century critics relied on pre-existing literary genres and modes,
calling the novel a romance, history, biography, epic, fable, story, or tale. The
novel is variously considered to be one of these many forms, a mixture of
these forms, or a contrast to these forms. The use of these names as defini-
tional categories for the novel is made all the more confusing because these
names are themselves not clearly defined. As a result, in much of this popular
criticism of the novel, there is a sense of grasping for a new conceptualization
of literary genre while working with terminology that cannot quite capture
the essential qualities of it. Even basic distinctions—such as that between
prose, poetry, and drama—are called into question by the novel. For example,
in 1766, Richard Hurd* questioned if a work of fiction, written in prose
rather than verse and following the rules of the epic poem, “may deserve the
name of POEM, or not” (169); in 1785, Richard Cumberland* looked to
drama for a model, arguing that “A Novel [...] is, in effect, a protracted com-
edy, not divided into acts” (197). In one of the most famous definitions of the
novel, Fielding labeled Joseph Andrews (1742) a “comic Epic-Poem in Prose”
(84). This awkward reliance on terms drawn from poetry, drama, and the epic
to define a form that is none of those genres captures the definitional struggle
of the eighteenth-century critic.

Rather than approach this lack of clear terminology with frustration,
today’s readers can see this question-filled and cobbled-together labeling as
capturing the experimental energy that gives birth to the novel. This termi-
nology reveals what literary elements the critic was trained to look for and
reveals what types of writing the eighteenth-century reader does and, perhaps
most interestingly, does not understand. The most common term used in con-
junction with the novel in criticism of the period is “romance,” followed by
“history” or “biography”; each of these terms deserves a closer look. In addi-
tion, the novel is often labeled a “fable,” using the Aristotelian term for plot
or narrative; consequently, the term “fable” is examined in the discussion of
plot below. Modern critics often emphasize the tensions between the romance
and history, seeing the romance as aligning the novel with a feminized genre
that indulges in the fantastic depictions of courtly love, and history as align-
ing the novel with a masculine genre that practices journalistic-like attention
to the real. Crucially, while these terms were placed in opposition throughout
the eighteenth century, they were also often used interchangeably and simul-
taneously. For example, Sarah Fielding, in the advertisement to the first edi-
tion (1744) of David Simple,* calls her work a “Moral Romance” (86), while
Henry Fielding’s preface to that novel’s second edition (1744) describes it
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using his label “comic-Epic” and praises the work’s “Fable” (87). Even at the
end of the century, in a lecture that aims to define the novel and trace its his-
tory, Blair uses the terms romance and history interchangeably; one of his Lec-
tures on Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783) is titled “Fictitious History,” but
within its first sentence, the lecture defines its topic as being “Romances and
Novels” (343). In its rotating use of “history” and “romance” as terms of
both comparison and contrast, eighteenth-century criticism gets at the novel’s
unique mixing of elements of fact and fiction, realism and imagination; the
criticism of the period notably describes this mixing in generic (romance vs.
history) rather than conceptual (imagination vs. realism) terms.

Almost every essay collected in Novel Definitions uses the term romance in
conjunction with the novel. Many eighteenth-century critics equate the novel
with a modified form of the romance, using terms such as the “modern”
romance or “familiar” romance, and contrast the novel with the “heroic” or
“chivalric” romance. While a non-academic understanding of “romance”
aligns it with a love or courtship plot, an academic analysis traces the form
back to its medieval roots and aligns the term with heroic adventure in addi-
tion to courtly love. Generally, the romance features adventurous quests by
heroic figures such as knights, fantastic elements such as giants, and exotic
settings such as castles placed in the remote past. The unrealistic qualities of
the romance are typically emphasized as a way of differentiating it from the
realistic novel. By the seventeenth century, the romance is typically seen as a
“French” form featuring aristocratic characters and emphasizing courtly love
rather than heroic adventure. Well known to English readers in the original
French or through translations, these romances dominate the early eighteenth-
century understanding of what imaginative prose fiction is and can be.

The exploration of the difference between the novel and romance becomes
a repetitive feature of literary criticism in the period. In his 1692 articulation
of this contrast, Congreve explains that “Romances are generally composed
of the Constant Loves and invincible Courages of Hero’s” featuring “lofty
Language, miraculous Contingencies and impossible Performances”; in con-
trast, “Novels are of a more familiar nature” (77). Similarly, Defoe defends
Robinson Crusoe (1719) from the term a romance—“All the Endeavors of
envious People to reproach it with being a Romance [...] have proved
abortive” (66)—revealing that readers’ intuitive response to the novel in the
first decades of the “long” eighteenth century is that anything fictional, even
a story that features no love affairs, court, or aristocrats, is a romance. At the
end of the eighteenth century, Reeve still feels the need to differentiate
between the romance and the novel; in her Progress of Romance (1785), the
character Euphrasia exclaims, “No writings are more different than the
ancient Romance and modern Novel, yet they are frequently confounded
together, and mistaken for each other” (351). She then offers a clear defini-
tion of each: “The Romance is an heroic fable, which treats of fabulous per-
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sons and things.—The Novel is a picture of real life and manners, and of the
times in which it is written. The Romance in lofty and elevated language,
describes what never happened nor is likely to happen.—The Novel gives a
familiar relation of such things, as pass every day before our eyes, such as may
happen to our friend, or to ourselves” (353). In 1815, Walter Scott opens his
review of Emma (1816) with a similar comparison between the romance and
novel, praising Austen for finding such “spirit and originality” within “com-
mon incidents” that the reader never misses the “excitation [...] of uncommon
events” found in the romance (309).

Today, critics such as April Alliston, Ros Ballaster, and Joan DeJean empha-
size the French romance’s influence on the emerging English novel, and they
signal that influence by advancing new terminology, calling early novels
“amatory fiction.”1 Additionally, critics such as Homer Obed Brown trace
how the romance re-emerges in the late eighteenth century in the influential
forms of the gothic novel and novel of sensibility, terming this development a
romance “revival.”2 The gothic novel, with its supernatural stories of castles
and ghosts, and the novel of sensibility, with its emphasis on excessive emo-
tional display, make the label “romance” relevant to the novel just as that
term is being discarded. For example, in his preface to the second edition of
The Castle of Otranto* (1765), Horace Walpole* describes his gothic story as
“an attempt to blend the two kinds of Romance, the ancient and the modern,”
or blend “imagination” and “nature” in a story featuring realistic characters
placed in unrealistic situations (127-28). Eighteenth-century criticism thus
continually revisits and rewrites the idea that the novel is a new form of the
old romance.

Capturing a very different understanding of the novel than that signaled by
the term “romance,” the novel is often labeled a “fictitious history” or “biog-
raphy.” History creates a definitional category that emphasizes the factual
nature of the form, specifically its attempt to tell a realistic story about a non-
heroic character in a factual setting. Opening the century’s criticism in 1705,
Delariviere Manley* calls the new form “Little Histories” that have “taken
[the] place of Romances,” and which thus appeal much more to the “Impetu-
ous Humor of the English”; the author of such works is repeatedly called an
“historian” (99). Like Manley, in 1774, Philip Dormer Stanhope* uses the
term “Historical Novel” in order to capture the sense of a story that has a
“true,” if “embellished” “foundation” (173). The critic’s desire to see the
novel as a form of history highlights the novel’s interest in creating a fiction-
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al world that feels factual. Yet, just as the term romance is equated with exces-
sive fictiveness, the term history is equated with the truly factual, as it is today.
For example, in 1767, the Gentleman’s Magazine offered history as the cure
for romance, arguing against the “horrible mass of hurtful insignificance” of
the “familiar romance” and recommending instead “history in general,”
“English history,” and “natural history” (239-40). Thus, the term “history”
can be applied to the novel or used to distinguish the novel from factual
accounts of historical events and persons. As early as 1713, John Dennis*
contrasted history and fiction and saw fiction as more pleasurable, arguing
that “a Man of Judgment [...] may in forming a Fable [...] please more that an
Historian can do. For the just Fiction of a Fable moves us more than an His-
torical Relation can do [...]” (165).

The novel’s alignment with history rather than romance is bolstered by Field-
ing’s titles, The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews (1742) and The
History of Tom Jones (1749), his use of the term “biography” to describe Joseph
Andrews (Book 3, Chapter 1) and his use of the term “historian” to describe the
novelist in Tom Jones (Book 9, Chapter 1). Criticism of Fielding follows his lead
and attempts to explain how his history- or biography-like writing, with its
depiction of “low” characters and factual settings, offers an alternative to the
romance. In her Dialogues of the Dead essay (1760), Elizabeth Montagu* terms
Fielding a writer of “imaginary Histories” and lauds his works’ “exact repre-
sentation of Nature” (232). Similarly, An Essay on the New Species of Writing
founded by Mr. Fielding (1751) repeatedly uses the term “history” and explains
that Fielding is writing a “new kind of Biography” (189). Such attempts to align
the novel with a factual rather than fictional tradition are contested, however.
Published in the same year as An Essay on the New Species of Writing founded
by Mr. Fielding, Cleland’s Monthly Review essay on Smollett’s Peregrine Pickle*
(1751) explains that “to this new species of writing, the title of biography [...]
assumed by the first ingenious author [Fielding] has however too lightly contin-
ued, since it certainly conveys a false idea”; Cleland rejects the term “biogra-
phers” and offers the term “comic-romance-writers” (299).

Eighteenth-century criticism of the novel thus seeks a middle ground
between the pre-existing forms of history and romance; the modification of
either term in the direction of the other—the “familiar” romance or the “imag-
inary” history—signals this generic uncertainty. The novel of this period devel-
ops out of these forms but increasingly defines itself in opposition to them; this
sense that the novel is both indebted to and different from the romance and
history characterizes criticism of the novel in the eighteenth century.

VI. Giving the novel a history: lineage, nationality, and paternity

Although the names applied to the novel often remain unclear, the story of the
historical evolution of the novel out of these forms becomes increasingly clear
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over the course of the eighteenth century. Throughout the period, critics
define the current state of the novel by constructing a narrative of its past. In
these histories, the novel is given its own story, creating a “rise of the novel”
trajectory that remains influential today. In 1715, Pierre-Daniel Huet’s* Trait-
té de l’origine des romans (1670) is translated into English as The History of
Romances. Becoming a standard reference in later criticism and histories of
the novel, Huet’s work ensures that the historicizing of the novel occurs side-
by-side with the actual creation of the form. In the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, a series of British histories of the novel appear: Blair’s
“Fictitious History” (1783), Beattie’s “On Fable and Romance” (1783),
Reeve’s The Progress of Romance (1785), John Moore’s “A View of the Com-
mencement and Progress of Romance” (1797), and Barbauld’s “On the Ori-
gin and Progress of Novel-Writing” (1810). These histories define the novel’s
rise, including its international lineage, its evolution into a new British genre,
and its development by specific authors; they also offer unexpected echoes of
the concerns of modern critics. By tracing the novel back to classical and inter-
national roots, they look forward to the type of history offered by current crit-
ics such as Margaret Anne Doody;1 by emphasizing the national claims of the
novel, they anticipate the theorizing of nationhood in works by Homer Obed
Brown, Laura Brown, and Felicity Nussbaum; and, by emphasizing Richard-
son and Fielding, they create a canon that remains at the heart of works by
Watt, McKeon, and Richetti.2

These histories are most interested in tracing the novel’s generic lineage
through its national lineage. They emphasize a surprisingly international evo-
lution of the form, generally agreeing that Greek and Roman heroic epics
intermingled with Persian love stories, and then developed into French, Span-
ish, and British romances. Barbauld opens her essay by tracing the origins of
“fictitious tales and adventures” to Persia and Arabia, claiming that “[t]he
East is emphatically the country of invention” and explaining that these love
stories traveled to and proved popular with ancient Greek and Roman audi-
ences (362). John Moore dates the European importation of these narratives
to the Crusades, explaining that “a large cargo of the fictions of the Arabian
imagination was brought to Europe by the crusaders, consisting of genii,
enchanters, giants, golden palaces, amaranthine gardens, and all the splendid
wonders of those romances which were read with eagerness in all the coun-
tries of Europe” (359). In charting the evolution of the European romance,
these histories cite and repeat Huet’s emphasis on French romance, which
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brings the form’s development up to the eighteenth century. For example,
Blair cites Huet’s discussion of the troubadour, Barbauld cites Huet’s evalu-
ation of French and Spanish romances, and Reeve provides a “brief extract
of Huet” and quotes from his history. By reading and referencing Huet,
these histories work together, furthering what looks like a larger project of
creating an “official” history of the novel that offers narrative elements
repeated by each critic. For example, Miguel de Cervantes’s* Don Quixote*
(1605-15), famous for its relentless critique of magical tales of knight-
errantry, is positioned as a crucial turning point in the increasing realism of
the form. As Moore argues, “the immortal Cervantes, by the magic of his
wit, banished all other magicians [...] Don Quixote drove knights-errant,
giants, dwarfs, dragons, and their historians, entirely out of Spain” (359).
Similarly, Barbauld explains that “Cervantes drove them off the field, and
they have never since been able to rally their forces” (364).

These histories typically position the French romance as the immediate
precursor to the British novel, citing works such as Madeleine de Scudéry’s*
Grand Cyrus* (1648-53) and Alain-René Lesage’s* Gil Blas* (1715-35).
However, they are also careful to emphasize England’s contribution to the
developing romance, finding a parallel to the French romance in the British
stories of King Arthur and the Round Table. According to Barbauld, “[t]he
first Gothic romances appeared under the venerable guise of history. Arthur
and the knights of the round table, Charlemagne and his peers, were their
favourite heroes” (364). Beattie similarly situates the gothic romance in Eng-
land, connecting it to feudal structures of property, law, and monarchy. These
histories also locate more recent romances in England. Focusing on Sir Philip
Sidney’s* Arcadia* (1590), John Moore calls it a “a kind of pastoral
romance, intermingled with adventures of chivalry,” with Sidney himself
embodying the romance “in his heroic and amiable character” (359). Bar-
bauld uses the exact same phrasing as Moore, labeling Sidney’s work “a kind
of pastoral romance” (365), while Blair cites Sidney as a practitioner of the
“Heroic Romance,” a form that provides the foundation for the “Familiar
Novel” (345).

As these chronological surveys move closer to the eighteenth century, these
critics attempt to explain what makes the novel new; although they create a
history of continuity, they must also create a history of contrast. The histori-
ans claim that something modern happens to reformulate the romance into
the novel, and that something is the genius of the British writer. For example,
Blair’s lecture overtly states that the British are “inferior to the French” in
writing romances, but claims that the newest forms of fiction “discover the
strength of the British genius” (346). He then highlights the genius of Defoe,
Richardson, and Fielding: Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719) is praised for its
“appearance of truth and simplicity”; Fielding is praised for his “humour
which, if not of the most refined and delicate kind, is original and peculiar to
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himself”; and Richardson earns the praise of being the “most moral of all
our novel Writers” and is proclaimed a writer of “very considerable capac-
ity and genius” (346). Essential to making a claim for the importance of the
British novel, then, is making a claim for the genius of specific British writ-
ers. Richardson and Fielding are preeminent; eighteenth-century critics
engage in an immediate canonization of these authors as fathers of the
novel. Reeve labels Richardson and Fielding “the most eminent writers of
our country” (354). “To praise the works of Mr. Richardson,” she effuses,
“is to hold a candle to the Sun” (354); turning to Fielding, Reeve empha-
sizes his “wit and learning” (355). In a similar vein, John Moore argues in
his appraisal of Richardson and Fielding that “Richardson introduced a new
species of romance” that allowed him to “describe the operation of the pas-
sions with a truth and minuteness that evinces a great knowledge of human
nature” (360), whereas Fielding is applauded for “his knowledge of human
nature, and the powers of his invention,” and his ability to capture “the
imagination of the reader” with “a variety of interesting scenes and charac-
ters” (360).

Perhaps not surprisingly, the two female critics Reeve and Barbauld trace
a maternal in addition to paternal lineage for the English novel. Their
account of women’s writing is vexed; although they name Behn, Manley,
and Haywood as practitioners of the form, they dismiss these writers as
immoral. Reeve awards the label “genius” to Behn but immediately takes it
away: “There are strong marks of Genius in all this lady’s works, but unhap-
pily, there are some parts of them, very improper to be read by, or recom-
mended to virtuous minds” (353). She criticizes Manley for “hoard[ing] up
all the public and private scandal within her reach” (354), and she also dis-
approves of Haywood’s early romances, although she praises Haywood’s
“repent[ing] of her faults” (354). Barbauld similarly dismisses Manley’s
writing as “filled with fashionable scandal” (365) and proclaims that
“Behn’s novels were licentious; they are also fallen” (365). Haywood, mean-
while, is briefly praised, earning the label “prolific genius” (365). Bringing
their histories into the present day, both Reeve and Barbauld discuss con-
temporary women writers. Reeve lists many works—including those by
Frances Brooke,* Elizabeth Griffith,* Sarah Scott,* and Frances Sheridan,*
—but offers little or no commentary on them. Barbauld goes one step fur-
ther and compares a list of contemporary women authors to Richardson and
Fielding, concluding that “it may safely be affirmed that we have more good
writers in this walk living at the present time, than at any period since the
days of Richardson and Fielding. A very great proportion of these are ladies:
and surely it will not be said that either taste or morals have been losers by
their taking the pen in hand. The names of D’Arblay [i.e., Burney], [Maria]
Edgeworth,* Inchbald, [Ann] Radcliffe,* and a number more will vindicate
this assertion” (368).
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These histories of the novel should give us pause: eighteenth-century narra-
tives of the novel prove to be at least as international, interested in related
genres, and inclusive of women as those written in the twentieth century, if
not more so. They capture what was seen as important about the still-evolv-
ing novel in the period; they emphasize aspects of the novel that are both
familiar (the form’s increasing realism, invention in England, and creation by
Richardson and Fielding) and unexpected (its continuity with romance, its
reliance on Greco-Roman, Asian, and European forms, and its inclusion of
women writers). Thus, just as these histories helped to create the “rise of the
novel” as we know it, they are likely to help today’s critics generate still other
new narratives of the novel.

VII. Defining the formal elements of the novel: probability, character, and plot

Eighteenth-century critics repeatedly emphasize three aspects of the novel: 1)
its imitative nature, in which the probability of a story must be maintained;
2) its need to create moral characters, in which a character maintains coher-
ence and refrains from mixing virtue and vice; and 3) its goal of unity, in
which a story’s parts are organically ordered into a unified whole. These three
concerns raise issues that echo modern critical interest in realism, individual-
ism, and narrative causality. Yet, these concerns are also resolutely back-
wards-looking, relying on Aristotle’s Poetics and its emphasis on imitation
and plot. These goals of realistic imitation, moral characters, and a unified
plot seem straight-forward, but they can quickly become contradictory—for
example, a novel that accurately imitates reality would have to portray char-
acters that exhibit both virtue and vice, and thus break the stricture against
presenting immoral or “mixed” characters—and thinking through those con-
tradictions becomes central to formal criticism of the novel. In the eighteenth
century, these three issues are often articulated through critics’ analyses of the
novels of Richardson and Fielding, with these authors being used to highlight
differing goals for the novel. Richardson’s own prefaces emphasize his cre-
ation of virtuous characters and Fielding’s introductory writings draw atten-
tion to the creation of an orderly plot, leaving critics to argue over which type
of focus allows a better imitation of nature.

Eighteenth-century critics see the novel as centrally concerned with what we
would today call realism, asking how a novel can maintain truth within the
falsity of fiction. For example, Huet’s History of Romances (1670) claims that
epic poems are “true in the Main and false in some Parts”; in contrast, the
romance, which he defines as a “love adventure,” is “false in the gross and
true in some Particulars” (338). Early prefatory comments position the novel
as fact, dismissing any reference to fiction. In his preface to Robinson Crusoe
(1719), Defoe claims the work “to be a just History of Fact; neither is there
any Appearance of Fiction in it” (65); this opens the novel to the critique of
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Charles Gildon* who searches out unrealistic details and accuses Defoe of
being “very fond on all Occassions of throwing in needless Absurdities to
make the Truth of your Story still the more doubted” (147). Similarly, in his
preface to Roderick Random (1748), Smollett claims, “I have not deviated
from nature, in the facts, which are all true in the main, although the circum-
stances are altered and disguised, to avoid personal satire” (90). Even
Richardson and Fielding make formulaic claims to truth: introductory mater-
ial to Pamela (1740) explains that the novel has its “Foundation in Truth and
Nature” (68), and, at the end of his preface to Joseph Andrews (1742), Field-
ing falls back on the claim, “every thing is copied from the Book of Nature,
and scarce a Character or Action produced which I have not taken from my
own Observations and Experience” (86).

Questions of truth become increasingly framed by the Aristotelian notions
of “probability” and “possibility,” as critics assert that the novel must remain
not just within the bounds of possibility, but within the bounds of probabili-
ty. In his first chapter in Book 8 of Tom Jones (1749), Fielding provides a
satiric meditation on probability; although he mocks the idea of only record-
ing what is probable, he ultimately argues that the “Historian” of “private
Characters” should “keep within the Limits not only of Possibility, but of
Probability too” (112). Critics repeatedly use probability to define the novel,
to differentiate it from the romance, and to judge its success. For example,
John Hawkesworth* explains that the novel is “confined within the narrow-
er bounds of probability” but perhaps answers the reader’s love of “truth”
(154); George Wright* critiques the novel as a form that pursues the mar-
velous and “lose[s] even the most distant view of the probable” (161); Stan-
hope similarly defines the novel by stating that “modern Romances keep with-
in the bounds of possibility, but not of probability” (174); and Canning sees
the novel as “shackled” by the demands of reason and “bounded in her most
excursive flights by the limits of probability” (178). By 1815, Walter Scott can
refer to probability as a well-known goal, explaining that the novelist is
“expected to tread pretty much in the limits between the concentric circles of
probability and possibility” (308).

The argument that fiction should strive for truth evolves, over the course of
the century, into the argument that the novel should not only copy nature, but
improve upon it. Johnson’s famous 1750 Rambler No. 4 essay provides the
most important formulation of this idea, asserting that popular fiction’s pur-
pose is to modify fact to make it more moral (148-52). In his praise of the
didactic potential of fiction, Johnson favors the work of Richardson over Field-
ing. Johnson’s essay opens with the statement that modern fiction “exhibit[s]
life in its true state” (148) in order to lay the groundwork for the larger argu-
ment that fiction must provide moral instruction through selective imitation:
“[t]he chief advantage which these fictions have over real life is, that their
authors are at liberty, though not to invent, yet to select objects, and to cull
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from the mass of mankind those individuals upon which the attention ought
most be employed; as a diamond, though it cannot be made, may be polished
by art” (150). Johnson continues to argue that this “polishing” must be done in
the service of the larger truth of morality. Johnson’s influential essay is not the
only way of seeing fiction’s “polishing,” however. Essays and reviews do often
praise novels that polish truth in order to provide entertainment and not just
instruction. For example, in his review of Almoran and Hamet (1761), Owen
Ruffhead* argues that “[t]he Writer may adorn the Probable [...] with every
incident to make it agreeable, and to charm and surprise the Reader. We must
copy Nature, it is true; but Nature in the most perfect and elegant form in which
conception can paint her” (301). Similarly, in “On the Origin and Progress of
Novel-Writing,” Barbauld makes the following confession: “when I take up a
novel, my end and object is entertainment; and as I suspect that to be the case
with most readers, I hesitate not to say that entertainment is their legitimate end
and object;” “if they do no harm,” she continues, “the entertainment they give
is a sufficient good [...] we ask nothing of a flower beyond its scent and its
colour. The unpardonable sin in a novel is dullness” (367). These metaphors—
polishing, painting, and flower cultivation—capture the sense that the novel
offers an artistic and not only a didactic shaping of reality.

Character is the crucial space in which this authorial imitation can become
readerly imitation: the author imitates nature, transforming real life into a fic-
tional character, and the reader imitates the fictional character, copying it in
his or her real life. Novelists were quick to emphasize the benefits of the read-
er’s identification with their characters. In her 1705 Preface, Manley argues
that the reader becomes emotionally invested in realistic characters; although
the reader of heroic romances is not affected by their “unnatural” characters,
“[t]he Heroes of the Modern Romances are better Characteriz’d, they give
them Passions, Vertues, or Vices, which resemble Humanity; thus all the
World will find themselves represented in these Descriptions” (101). In the
Preface to The Fortune Foundlings (1744), Haywood emphasizes her presen-
tation of “real Characters,” asserting that “there are few fairer, or more wor-
thy [of] Imitation. —The Sons and Daughters of the greatest Families may
give additional Lustre to their Nobility, by forming themselves by the Model
here presented to them” (71). As late as 1793, “Thomas Thoughtless” argues
that his characters are “an unexaggerated Description of Persons and Char-
acters really existing” designed “to guard unthinking Youth against the
Progress of Error” (76).

Critics generally approved of the reader’s imitation of character—as long as
that character was uniformly moral, virtuous, benevolent, and kind. In his
1787 essay, Humphry Repton* claims that Richardson’s Clarissa (1747-48)
offers both realistic characters and the perfected character of Clarissa. “An
accurate observer of life and manners,” he explains, “must have many times
beheld very exact resemblances of every character in Clarissa,” but Clarissa
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herself will not be encountered in reality, as Richardson has “meant to hold
up the portrait of Clarissa” as a “bright example of female virtue” to a soci-
ety whose “ardour for Virtue is grown pallid, and sick” (201). By praising
Clarissa because she is a “perfect” example of virtue, Repton enters into a
larger debate concerning “mixed” character and its influence on the reader.
The mixed character combines virtue and vice, and was thought dangerous
because it allows the reader to see models of vice in action, vice balanced but
not erased by virtue, and vice rewarded when the character reforms. In his
preface to Pamela (1740), Richardson claims to have avoided this mixing by
aiming to “paint VICE in its proper Colours, to make it deservedly Odious;
and to set VIRTUE in its own aimiable Light, to make it truly Lovely” (68).
The mixed character does not offer such clarity. As a result, critics who want
novels to provide moral guidance, such as Johnson and Repton, find the
mixed character particularly threatening. In his 1752 Adventurer essay,
Hawkesworth describes authors who intend “a moral lecture, have yet defeat-
ed their own purpose, by taking from virtue every accidental excellence, and
decorating vice with the spoils”; he illustrates this argument by constructing
two characters—Florio and Benevolus—and showing how the swashbuckling
but vice-ridden Florio appears more attractive to the reader than the boring
but virtuous Benevolus (226). Mackenzie’s 1785 Lounger essay, meanwhile,
proclaims that he finds most “reprehensible” “that character of mingled
virtue and vice which is to be found in some of the best of our Novels.
Instances will readily occur to every reader, where the hero of the performance
has violated, in one page, the most sacred laws of society, to whom, by the
mere turning of the leave, we are to be reconciled [...] [by] the brilliancy of
some heroic action” (238).

A character can be assessed in a less didactic and more aesthetic manner;
earlier in the century, the neoclassical critic often applies the language of prob-
ability to character, and later in the century, the critic informed by sensibility
often analyzes the emotional impact of character. In Tom Jones (1749), Field-
ing explains the theory of “Conservation of Character” that connects the neo-
classical criteria of probability and uniformity (113). In the first chapter of
Book 8, he explains that a character must be kept uniform within that char-
acter’s unique boundaries of probable action; “the Actions should be such as
may not only be within the Compass of human Agency [...] but they should
be likely for the very [...] characters themselves to have performed: For what
may be only [...] surprising in one Man, may become improbable, or indeed
impossible” in another (113). The writer’s need to create orderly probability
within a character becomes a standard demand in the monthly reviews, as
seen in, for example, those of Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) (294-97).
From the 1780s onwards, criticism exhibits a growing emphasis on the read-
er’s emotional response to and sympathy for the character. A successful char-

50 Novel Definitions

00-front.qxd  20/11/2008  3:56 PM  Page 50

Review Copy



acter allows the reader to feel—at a remove that allows for analysis—what the
character him- or herself would be feeling. The Monthly Review essay on
Radcliffe’s Mysteries of Udolpho* (1794) explicitly traces the emotional con-
nections between reader and character; for example, the essayist explores how
“the reader is made acquainted with” the novel’s characters and “has accom-
panied them through a number of interesting circumstances, sufficient to dis-
pose him to the exercise of tender sympathy” for the heroine (293). As this
review reveals, the ideal novel will somehow meet the approval of readers
with a taste for both neoclassicism and sensibility: one must tell a story that
remains “within the limits of nature and probability” and that “agitate[s] the
soul with strong emotions of sympathetic terror” (294).

If character is typically the focus of moral criticism, then plot is typically the
focus of formal criticism. Fielding is repeatedly praised for his orderly plot,
and, as a result, criticism of his work gives a clear indication of eighteenth-
century expectations concerning plot. For example, An Essay on the New
Species of Writing founded by Mr. Fielding (1751) uses Fielding’s work to gen-
erate a basic definition of plot: “In the Beginning the Plan of his Story must
be clearly open’d, and the principal Characters should appear; towards the
middle his Plot should thicken, and Affairs be brought to a Crisis; and then
be gradually unravell’d to the Reader, ’till the Piece is concluded” (190).
Arthur Murphy’s* Introduction to The Works of Henry Fielding (1762)
locates Fielding’s genius in his ability to organize a plot’s incidents into an
organic whole (192-93). He points to the “unity” of Tom Jones’s (1749),
which “turns upon a single incident,” praising the way in which Fielding has
planted “the seeds of everything that shoots up,” so that subordinate incidents
are arranged “naturally to grow out of those passages which preceded” (192).
The essay continues to repeat these terms of praise, describing the novel’s
“regular and uniform” plan, “unity of design,” “beginning, middle, and end,”
and its “uniformity amidst variety” (192-93).

The novel’s unified plot revises the traditional understanding of the dramat-
ic unities of time, place, and action. The Critical Review essay on Memoirs of
Miss Sidney Bidulph* (1761) explains how the novel’s unity is a more difficult
formal practice: “If the writer is not confined to the unities of time and place,
he labours under other inconveniences, from which the strict dramatist is
exempted. He supports a character through life, the other through one partic-
ular action; he observes probability in the transactions possibly of half a cen-
tury, the other only of a day [...]” (302-03). The orderly plot becomes a crite-
rion of success in the periodical reviews, which seem uncertain how to judge
novels that are uninterested in plot. When faced with Tristram Shandy (1759-
67), the Critical Review exclaims that the novel “seems to have been written
without any plan, or any other design than that of shewing the author’s wit [...]
in an unconnected effusion of sentiments and remarks, thrown out indiscrimi-
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nately as they rose in his imagination” (287); similarly, when examining Caleb
Williams* (1794), the Analytical Review grumbles, “[t]o us it appears, that the
author is not sufficiently aware of the necessity of drawing a general outline of
the plot of any work of imagination, before narrative is entered upon” (305).

In these discussions of plot, critics often call the novel a “fable,” revealing
their assumption that the novel as a form is most defined by plot. For exam-
ple, in “On Fable and Romance” (1783), Beattie outlines several forms of the
fable and romance and explains how the novel combines these forms (347-
50). In its eighteenth-century meaning, the term “fable” is best understood as
loosely equated with “plot” or “narrative.” The modern definition of “fable”
as a short Aesop-type tale with a clearly illustrated moral is also employed in
the eighteenth century, but the larger sense of the term as “plot” dominates.
The term “fable” becomes clearer when it is recognized as yet another exam-
ple of the critic’s attempt to apply Aristotle’s Poetics to the novel. Singling out
plot or “the structure of incidents” as the most important element of tragedy,
the Poetics employs the Greek term “mythos,” translated into Latin as “fab-
ula”; in the eighteenth century, the translation of “mythos” into “fabula” into
the English word “fable” creates a widely used label for the novel. The equa-
tion of the novel with plot—the element Aristotle labeled most important to
tragedy—works to elevate the novel as a genre. Thus, this application of the
Poetics to the novel can be read as an attempt to both fit the novel into a pre-
existing critical framework and legitimize the novel as an important form by
connecting it to classical criticism.

VIII. Creating the novel’s social meaning: morality, sensibility, and gender

Popular literary criticism of the novel creates a vocabulary that often collaps-
es the evaluation of these specific formal elements into general social com-
mentary, defining the novel in moral rather than aesthetic terms. As seen in
the criticism of mixed character, for example, the formal evaluation of char-
acter becomes a discussion of vice and virtue. Criticism focuses on the novel’s
didacticism, emphasizing its ability to “instruct,” to “educate,” to inculcate
“virtue,” and to reward “innocence” and “propriety.” The preface to Pene-
lope Aubin’s* Collection of Entertaining Histories and Novels (1739), typi-
cally attributed to Richardson, provides a revealing example of the prioritiz-
ing of a moral over formal evaluation of the novel (107-09). The preface lists
five “Rules” for the novel; while the last rule is “probability,” the first four
emphasize morality, explaining that the novel must display the enactment of
a “Purity of Style and Manners,” the inculcation of “Benevolence to
Mankind,” the punishment of “guilty Character,” and the reward of “Virtue
or Innocence” (107). Although basic, this terminology of propriety, benevo-
lence, virtue, and innocence articulates a clear moral agenda for the novel.
Few writers, too, question or refuse to engage in a moral evaluation of the
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novel. The political thinker William Godwin* provides a notable exception;
in his criticism of the novel in The Enquirer (1797), his radical sentiments are
translated into the argument that the “intellectual tendency of any book is
perhaps a consideration of much greater importance, than its direct moral ten-
dency” (249).

Eighteenth-century critics’ moral understanding of the novel, like their for-
mal understanding, can be traced to Aristotle, whose Poetics emphasizes that
“Imitation comes naturally to human beings from childhood” because every-
one “learn[s] their earliest lessons through imitation,” inculcating a “univer-
sal pleasure in imitations” (3.1). Horace explains that “Poets aim either to
benefit, or to amuse, or to utter words at once pleasing and helpful to life,”
and praises works that blend “profit and pleasure” (479). The injunction that
art both instruct and delight is thus a cornerstone of eighteenth-century criti-
cism. The introductory material to Pamela (1740) opens with the premise that
the novel should “divert and Entertain, and at the same time to Instruct, and
Improve the Minds of the YOUTH of both SEXES” (67). The novel’s poten-
tial for didacticism, specifically its ability to dress education in the clothes of
entertainment, is lauded by critics as one of its most important traits. In Ram-
bler No. 4 (1750), Johnson explains that readers will be attracted to fiction,
and “familiar histories may perhaps be made of greater use than the solemni-
ties of professed morality, and convey the knowledge of vice and virtue with
more efficacy than axioms and definitions” (150). The reader will make
“greater use” of novels than lectures, and thus the novel writer should make
greater use of them to portray, as Johnson concludes, “virtue” that is “the
highest and purest that humanity can reach” (154). Cleland’s review of Pere-
grine Pickle (1751) builds on Johnson’s position, arguing that the novel will
attract readers “who would not care to be dragged through a dry, didactic sys-
tem of morality,” and asking, “[h]ow many readers may be taught to pursue
good and to avoid evil, to refine their morals, and to detest vice, who are prof-
itably decoyed into the perusal of these writings by the pleasure they expect
to be paid with for their attention?” (299). His questioning sets up an unex-
pected assertion: “it is rather to be concluded that we have so few [novels],
than that there are too many” (300). The novel is a worthy form precisely
because it can serve as a tool of moral instruction.

Later in the century, critical understanding of the moral possibility of fiction
is tested by the novel of sensibility or sentiment. The novel of sensibility would
seem to fulfill the novel’s didactic potential; relying on the reader’s emotional
response, its overt goal is to display and inspire benevolent, charitable feelings
of sympathy. Yet, in “An Enquiry into Those Kinds of Distress which excite
Agreeable Sensations” (1773), John Aikin* and Barbauld question the belief
that a novel can encourage useful sympathy precisely because it is called up but
not put to use; “in these writings,” they argue, “our sensibility is strongly
called forth without any possibility of exerting itself in virtuous action [...].
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Nothing is more dangerous than to let virtuous impressions [...] pass through
the mind without producing their proper effect” (160). Mackenzie makes a
similar argument in his Lounger No. 20 of 1785. He singles out “that species
[of novels] called the Sentimental” for criticism, claiming that such works
“degrade” common virtues in favor of more heroic virtues: virtues that are
“common [...] have an appearance less dignified and heroic than the others,
which, as they come forth only on extraordinary occasions, are more apt to
excite the admiration of beholder” (237). He concludes that these novels’ “cre-
ation of refined and subtle feeling [...] has an ill effect, not only on our ideas
of virtue, but also on our estimate of happiness” (237). The novel is placed in
a no-win situation: criticism demands that the novel encourage readerly imita-
tion and provide moral instruction, but often seems intent on finding the many
ways in which the novel cannot bring these two goals together.

While the novel can reform the potentially dangerous imagination of read-
ers, the novel itself can be seen as potentially dangerous and in need of
reform. In anti-novel discourse, the newly-influential novel threatens to use
its pleasurable control over the imagination of the reader to instill immoral
thoughts and thus encourage immoral action. This threatening potential
must be controlled and criticism puts itself into that policing position. Liter-
ary criticism focuses on those readers most in need of protection, and, pre-
dictably, the morality of the novel is scrutinized in virtually every discussion
of children’s and women’s novel reading. For example, in their essay ”Books”
(1798), Maria Edgeworth and Richard Lovell Edgeworth warn, “With
respect to sentimental stories, and books of mere entertainment, we must
remark, that they should be sparingly used, especially in the education of
girls. This species of reading cultivates what is called the heart prematurely,
lowers the tone of mind, and induces indifference to those common pleasures
and occupations which [...] constitute by far the greatest portion of our daily
happiness” (250).

Readers most threatened by the novel, the critics imagine, are female,
young, middle-class, or uneducated, and in particular those readers who are
so unfortunate as to occupy many or all of these categories. As Jacqueline
Pearson has shown, the anxieties provoked by the new reading culture in the
eighteenth century become focused on the figure of the reading woman. Under
the influence of the novel, the woman loses mental, moral, and bodily control
as well as the ability to separate fiction from reality, and as a result she for-
feits her social status and power. Research examining women’s reading habits,
predictably, has found little basis to support this image; Fergus finds “no evi-
dence of a middle-class female public addicted to fiction in any form” and
rejects “the cliché that women made up the majority of the audience for fic-
tion” (“Women Readers” 159, 165). Ironically, this image of a woman addict-
ed to novel reading is often constructed by the novel itself, with a young hero-
ine who attempts to live her life according to a fictional plot serving as the
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central character in a novel such as The Female Quixote (1752). Even the crit-
ical essay, when it turns to such a figure, creates a fictional story out of her
novel-reading flaw. Richard Berenger’s* 1754 essay in The World tells the
story of the unmarried, novel-reading Clarinda to offer a warning against
“putting ROMANCES into the hands of young ladies”; the result of this mis-
take is that “unmarried ladies” have their “imaginations [...] perverted with
the chimerical ideas of romantic love,” which ultimately leads them to reject
the “real blessings” of marriage (261). This problem of romance-reading has
grave consequences, Berenger warns, as “society is interrupted in forming its
general system of happiness” (261). Similarly, Ann Wingrove’s* Letters,
Moral and Entertaining (1795) tells the story of Maria, a young woman hop-
ing to find a husband as perfect as Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison* (271-
73). Maria never meets “such a lover as her romantic imagination had repre-
sented as absolutely necessary to render her happy in the marriage state,”
refuses several offers of marriage, and ends her days in “obscurity and dis-
content” (271-72). Wingrove concludes with the recommendation that young
women abstain from novels and read histories instead.

Not every critic sees the young woman as unable to understand the differ-
ence between reality and fiction. In A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(1792), Wollstonecraft provides anecdotes illustrating both women who would
benefit from novel reading and women who remain uneducated by novel read-
ing (269-70), while Erasmus Darwin’s* 1797 essay describes a woman who
wishes she had the benefit of insights provided by novels before choosing her
spouse (246). Similarly, in her 1810 essay, Barbauld provides an extended med-
itation on the young female novel reader and sees the novel as a safe form of
education for women. “Some knowledge of the world,” she explains, “is also
gained by these writings, imperfect indeed, but attained with more ease, and
attended with less danger, than by mixing in real life. If the stage is a mirror of
life, so is the novel, and perhaps a more accurate one [...]. At any rate, it is safer
to meet with a bad character in the pages of a fictitious story, than in the pol-
luted walks of life” (367). Ultimately, she concludes that “the effect of novel-
reading must depend, as in every other kind of reading, on the choice which is
made” (367-68). It is here that popular literary criticism claims and exerts its
power: it can shape the reader’s choice in novels. This choice, of course, is one
that criticism argues has the power to shape society.

IX. Contesting the power of criticism

Austen’s Northanger Abbey (1818), known for its lovingly satirical treatment
of the novel, also satirizes popular literary criticism of the novel.1 Because
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Northanger Abbey was written in 1798, revised in 1802 and 1816, and final-
ly published in late 1817, its development parallels that of the early nine-
teenth-century literary and critical forms it mocks. By the time of its publica-
tion, the critical debates represented in Novel Definitions are well understood,
firmly entrenched, and ready for the reformulation that will come with a new
generation of writers such as Walter Scott, Mary Shelley, and Charles and
Mary Lamb. In its mocking use of the language of criticism of the novel,
Northanger Abbey captures the sense of a well-known, and perhaps too well-
worn, eighteenth-century critical tradition.

Northanger Abbey’s famous defense of novel reading mimics the device of
authorial defense seen in many prefaces collected in Novel Definitions. Austen
starts with an explanation that her heroine reads novels, “for I will not adopt
that ungenerous and impolitic custom so common with novel writers, of
degrading by their contemptuous censure the very performances, to the num-
ber of which they are themselves adding” (36). She then overtly critiques the
novel’s critics: “Let us leave it to the Reviewers to abuse such effusions of
fancy at their leisure, and over every new novel to talk in threadbare strains
of the trash with which the press now groans” (36). Notably, it is the review-
ers, not the novelists, who are trading in threadbare writing. Austen then con-
tinues to mock the activity of such a review, applying the critic’s standards for
the novel to the well-regarded Spectator papers; she criticizes the Spectator for
its “improbable circumstances, unnatural characters, and topics of conversa-
tion, which no longer concern any one living,” and ends by calling its lan-
guage, its age, and by implication its morals, “coarse” (37).

This satirical repetition of criticism’s evaluative terms continues throughout
the novel. Under the influence of too many gothic novels, Catherine Moreland
believes that Northanger Abbey must contain a horrible family secret; she is
convinced that the Mrs. Tilney, the deceased mother of the family she is stay-
ing with, must have been killed or is being imprisoned by the father, General
Tilney. As she forms this idea, she employs the language of probability and
possibility used in criticism of the novel: she asks, “Could it be possible?”
(148). Next, she decides on the “probability that Mrs. Tilney yet lived,” and,
concluding that such a horrible crime “not unlikely,” she decides to search the
Abbey “in support of the plausibility” of the story she has created (148-49).
When Henry Tilney unexpectedly finds Catherine in his mother’s apartments,
where she has been searching for clues, he chastises her with this same lan-
guage, asking, “What have you been judging from? [...] Consult your under-
standing, your own sense of the probable” (156-57). 

As a result of this confrontation, Catherine decides to reform her reading of
reality, and that decision is framed as a re-evaluation of the critical terms of
mixed character. She admits that mixed characters might exist in reality, if not
in the novel. Referencing the gothic works of Radcliffe and their typical set-
ting of the Alps, she concludes, 
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Among the Alps and Pyrenees, perhaps, there were no mixed characters.
There, such as were not as spotless as an angel, might have the disposition
of a fiend. But in England it was not so; among the English, she believed, in
their hearts and habits, there was a general though unequal mixture of good
and bad. Upon this conviction, she would not be surprized if even in Henry
and Eleanor Tilney, some slight imperfection might hereafter appear. (158)

Justifying Catherine’s new sense of how fiction does not imitate reality, the
next scene features a betrayal by her once best friend Isabella, who proves to
be a very mixed character.

In addition to its obvious mock-romance and mock-gothic elements,
Northanger Abbey is filled with references to contemporary critical under-
standings of the novel. The extended meditations on book reviews, “probabil-
ity,” and “mixed character” are but a few among many. Austen repeatedly uses
the vocabulary of popular literary criticism: she describes Catherine piecing
together “examples” and attempting to “unravel” the plot of the supposedly
murdered Mrs. Tilney (148-49); she refers to herself as Catherine’s “biograph-
er” (184); and, at the very end of the novel, she explains a minor character and
states that “the rules of composition forbid the introduction of a character not
connected with my fable” (198). Austen understands her novel through the
familiar terms of eighteenth-century criticism of the novel—not only the image
of the novel-reading heroine, but the critical ideas of probability, possibility,
mixed character, incidents, unified plot, biography, and fable—and assumes
that her readers can engage with her in a knowing, winking conversation about
them. Novel Definitions draws today’s readers’ attention to the terms, formu-
lations, and understandings of eighteenth-century popular literary criticism,
helping them to engage in that same type of knowing conversation and to
experience that same sense of a new commenting culture.
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A Note on the Text

The majority of the selections reprinted in Novel Definitions have been tran-
scribed from the first edition of each text. As is noted in the Bibliography, a
few selections have been transcribed from later editions. Periodical works
have been transcribed from the first periodical run or the first multi-volume
collection of the title.

For ease of reference, the titles used in the Table of Contents and the body
of the anthology are often shortened (The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling,
for example, is listed as Tom Jones). The full titles of all selections are listed
in the Bibliography.

An asterisk (*) marking a name or a title refers the reader to the Glossary
of Authors and Texts. A Glossary entry provides brief introductory informa-
tion on the author or text under consideration. Within each Novel Definitions
selection, an author or text that appears in the Glossary is marked with an
asterisk the first time it appears, and is left unmarked afterwards. Each author
included in the anthology appears in the Glossary. In addition, the selections
collected in the anthology often repeatedly reference specific titles and specif-
ic romance and novel writers; any text or author named more than once
appears in the Glossary. These shared references reveal that critics of the novel
in the period were engaged in the construction of a popular reading canon,
and the Glossary gives some indication of that canon.

The selections collected in Novel Definitions are organized by form of pub-
lication (preface, essay, review, or history) and by theme. Conversely, the
Chronological List allows readers to see the selections according to date of
publication.

In an effort to capture the language, style, and printing conventions of the
period (and to allow a tracing of the changes in those conventions over the
period), the anthology maintains all original spelling, punctuation, capital-
ization, abbreviation, and sentence structure. When editorial corrections
were necessary for sense, all such changes have been indicated by placing
them in square brackets ([ ]). In the area of typography, one significant
change has been made: any preface or essay originally printed entirely in
italics has been changed into plain font for ease of reading. In such
instances, any typographical emphasis placed on a word in the original text
has been maintained, although italics are substituted for the plain font of the
original.

Since the primary goal of Novel Definitions is to provide a representative
rather than a comprehensive survey of novel criticism of the “long” eighteenth
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century, many of the selections are excerpts from longer essays, with deletions
being indicated by ellipses placed in brackets ([...]). In particular, well-known,
readily-available texts (such as the prefatory and introductory writing in the
works of Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding) have often been excerpted
in order to create space for a diverse selection of lesser-known texts.
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Part I: Prefatory Writing

The preface, dedication, advertisement (a short note appearing at the beginning of a
text), introduction, and opening chapter of a novel provide obvious opportunities for
the author to define the novel yet to come—and, in the eighteenth century, to define
the qualities of a new genre that is also yet-to-come. These “paratextual” spaces, as
they are labeled by Gerard Genette,1 allow the author to explain what he or she hopes
to accomplish in the novel that follows, including defining the formal structures being
employed, the themes being explored, and the readerly reactions being provoked. This
paratextual or prefatory writing highlights the issues that are seen as being so central
to the novel that they must be addressed by the author and understood by the reader
before the novel can commence. Prefatory writing reveals not only the goals an author
has for his or her individual text, but also the cultural understandings of the novel—
the foundational discourse of the novel—that must be employed to explain that text.

Authorial self-explanation is an expected part of eighteenth-century literary writing
and, as a result, prefatory writing plays a dominant role in the literary criticism of the
period. This provides a notable contrast to modern literary practice, when explanato-
ry prefaces are rare and a work is typically expected to stand on its own without
authorial commentary. In the eighteenth century, the writer is often both author and
critic of his or her text, understanding those positions to be fluid and not inherently
contradictory. Authorial explanation is, of course, countered by commentaries written
by external critics; however, the critical space “outside” the novel is preceded by and
can be seen as modeled on the critical essay written “within” the frame of the novel,
in the space of the preface, dedication, or opening chapter.

The prefatory writings collected in Part I of Novel Definitions chart the general
trends in authorial explanation of the new novel. Generally, over the course of the cen-
tury, authors move from being most concerned with defending the factual, non-fic-
tional nature of their story to defending the moral correctness of their story. The ear-
liest prefaces, such as those by Aphra Behn* (63-65) and Daniel Defoe* (65-66), place
the novels in relation to fact, emphasizing the “truth” of their tale; in later prefaces,
such as those by Tobias Smollett* (88-90) and Sarah Scott* (119-20), “truth” is rede-
fined to emphasize the “truth” of the moral virtues being depicted. Notably, through-
out the century, the preface places the novel in relation to a higher “good”—whether
it be fact or morality—and argues that the novel proves its value by providing that
good.

Never simply a defensive or apologetic gesture, the preface can also be a playful
space for the subversion of these very ideals of truth and virtue. The preface often calls
attention to its formulaic nature in order to undermine it; indeed, the predictable claim
that the novel is “original” seems to encourage the author to make the preface origi-
nal. For example, the preface itself can become an elaborate fiction claiming that the
novel is a factual text, found in an unexpected location, translated by various hands,
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and edited by the author. Even this playful use of the preface becomes a formula to be
satirized. Charles Johnstone’s* over-the-top preface positions Chrysal (1760-65) as a
“found text” rescued from being used as a butter dish (72-73). Due to its prefatory
function, literary criticism in the period is often aligned with rather than removed from
the activity of fiction-making.

The eighteenth-century author often uses prefatory writing to wrestle with the
nomenclature appropriate to this new form of prose fiction. “Romance” is of overrid-
ing concern, followed by “history,” “biography,” and “epic.” “Romance” functions as
the fixed term, while the understanding of the novel changes; for example, early prefa-
tory writing by Jane Barker* (79-81) and Sarah Fielding* (86) define the novel as a
form of romance, while later writing by Thomas Holcroft* (93-94) and Walter Scott*
(135-38) position their work against romance. Prefaces often engage in more specific
definitional acts by explicating sub-genres of the novel; selections collected here provide
authorial definitions of the gothic, eastern, sentimental, political, and historical novel.

Because it is interested in defining the formal structures of fiction, prefatory writing
often fits the novel into pre-existing categories of literary analysis by employing neo-
classical terminology. This is perhaps most clearly seen in Henry Fielding’s* famous
preface to Joseph Andrews* (1742), in which the novel is termed a “comic Epic-Poem
in Prose” and neoclassical understandings of the comic, epic, and poem are applied to
a form that does not quite fit into any of those categories (84). As discussed in the Intro-
duction (15-57), much criticism attempts to understand the novel in terms of Aristo-
tle’s* Poetics and its emphasis on fiction’s proper imitation of reality. The terminology
of “probability” signals that attempt, and many authors, including Fielding, claim that
their fiction is “probable” and not merely “possible.” The novel’s “probability” fosters
an attendant fear: the reader might try to imitate fiction in the real world. Authors
encourage their readers to feel real sympathy for their characters, as Smollett does in his
preface to Roderick Random* (1748) (88-90), and yet must defend the portrayal of
complex, immoral characters lest they provide unclear models for the reader, as Smol-
lett does in his dedication to Ferdinand Count Fathom* (1753) (114-16).

The simple fact that the author is the explicator of his or her own novel results in a
focus on the act of writing in prefatory criticism. Prefatory writing can be self-cen-
tered, allowing the author to define him- or herself in addition to the novel. Early writ-
ers such as Behn (63-65) and Defoe (65-66) define the novel as a record of something
they witnessed or experienced; later writers define the novel as a unique expression of
their imagination, such as Horace Walpole’s* explanation of his invention of the goth-
ic novel (127-29). Authorial intention is an overriding concern in many such prefaces,
as the author attempts to explain how to interpret the novel correctly. The concern
with proper interpretation is heightened in discussions of morality; Samuel Richard-
son’s* prefaces to Pamela* (1740) (67-70) and Clarissa* (1747-48) (109-10) direct the
reader to a moral lesson when an immoral one could be gleaned.

Functioning as an instruction manual to the novel that follows, prefatory writing
offers a clear record of the unique concerns of eighteenth-century literary criticism: its
interest in aligning the novel with fact or truth while often playfully aligning itself with
fiction, its attempt to read the novel in the familiar terms of neoclassical criticism, and
its expression of the writer’s belief that he or she can serve as author, critic, and read-
er’s guide.
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A. The Novel’s Relationship to Fact, Fiction, 
and Truth

1. Aphra Behn, Dedication and Opening of Oroonoko (1688)

[In her dedication and opening, Behn* defines Oroonoko* as an “Eye-Witness”
“History” that records “Truth.” She carefully explains that it is not a romantic
story and that she heard much of it “from the Mouth” of the hero himself.]

To the Right Honorourable The Lord Maitland.1

My Lord, 
Since the World is grown so Nice and Critical upon Dedications, and will
Needs be Judging the Book by the Wit of the Patron; we ought, with a great
deal of Circumspection, to chuse a person against whom there can be no
Exception; and whose Wit and Worth truly Merits all that one is capable of
saying upon that Occasion.

The most part of Dedications are charg’d with Flattery; and if the World
knows a Man has some Vices, they will not allow one to speak of his Virtues.
This, my Lord, is for want of thinking Rightly; if Men wou’d consider with
Reason, they wou’d have another sort of Opinion, and Esteem of Dedications;
and wou’d believe almost every Great Man has enough to make him Worthy
of all that can be said of him there. My Lord, a Picture-drawer, when he
intends to make a good Picture, essays2 the Face many Ways, and in many
Lights, before he begins; that he may chuse from the several turns of it, which
is most Agreeable, and gives it the best Grace; and if there be a Scar, an
ungrateful Mole, or any little Defect, they leave it out; and yet make the Pic-
ture extreamly like: But he who has the good Fortune to draw a Face that is
exactly Charming in all its Parts and Features, what Colours or Agreements
can be added to make it Finer? All that he can give is but its due; and Glories
in a Piece whose Original alone gives it its Perfection. An ill Hand may dimin-
ish, but a good Hand cannot augment its Beauty. A Poet is a Painter in his
way; he draws to the Life, but in another kind, we draw the Nobler part, the
Soul and Mind; the Pictures of the Pen shall out-last those of the Pencil, and
even Worlds themselves. ’Tis a Short Chronicle of those Lives that possibly
wou’d be forgotten by other Historians, or lye neglected there, however
deserving an immortal Fame; for Men of eminent Parts are as Exemplary as

1 Richard Maitland, 4th Earl of Lauderdale (1653-95), a strong Tory supporter of King James
II and a member of his court in exile. A fellow Tory, Behn admires Maitland’s Jacobite poli-
tics and Catholic religion.

2 Test, practice by way of trial (OED). Behn’s choice of the word “essays” emphasizes her
comparison between drawing and writing.
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even Monarchs themselves; and Virtue is a noble Lesson to be learn’d, and ’tis
by Comparison we can Judge and Chuse. ’Tis by such illustrious Pre[cedents]
as your Lordship the World can be Better’d and Refin’d; when a great part of
the lazy Nobility shall, with Shame, behold the admirable Accomplishments
of a Man so Great, and so Young.

Your Lordship has Read innumerable Volumes of Men, and Books, not
Vainly for the gust of Novelty, but Knowledge, excellent Knowledge: Like the
industrious Bee, from every Flower you return Laden with the precious Dew,
which you are sure to turn to the Publick Good. You hoard no one Perfection,
but lay it all out in the Glorious Service of your Religion and Country; to both
which you are a useful and necessary Honour [...].

My Lord, the Obligations I have to some of the Great Men of your nation,
particularly to your Lordship, gives me an Ambition of making my Acknowl-
edgements, by all the Opportunities I can; and such humble Fruits, as my
Industry produces, I lay at your Lordship[’]s feet. This is a true Story, of a
Man Gallant enough to merit your Protection; and, had he always been so
Fortunate, he had not made so Inglorious an end: The Royal Slave I had the
Honour to know in my Travels to the other World; and though I had none
above me in that Country, yet I wanted power to preserve this Great Man.1 If
there be any thing that seems Romantick,2 I beseech your Lordship to con-
sider, these Countries do, in all things, so far differ from ours, that they pro-
duce unconceivable Wonders; at least, they appear so to us, because New and
Strange. What I have mention’d I have taken care shou’d be Truth, let the
Critical Reader judge as he pleases. ’Twill be no Commendation to the book
to assure your Lordship I writ it in a few Hours, though it may serve to Excuse
some of its Faults of Connexion; for I never rested my Pen a Moment for
Thought: ’Tis purely the Merit of my Slave that must render it worthy of the
Honour it begs; and the Author of that of Subscribing herself,

My Lord, Your Lordship’s most obliged and obedient Servant, A. BEHN.

The HISTORY of the Royal Slave.

I do not pretend, in giving you the history of this Royal Slave, to entertain
my Reader with the Adventures of a feign’d Hero, whose Life and Fortunes
Fancy may manage at the Poet[’]s Pleasure; nor in relating the Truth, design
to adorn it with any Accidents,3 but such as arriv’d in earnest to him: And it
shall come simply into the World, recommended by its own proper Merits,
and natural Intrigues; there being enough of Reality to support it, and to ren-
der it diverting, without the Addition of Invention.
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1 Oronooko’s hero is a “royal slave”; the proto-novel is set in Surinam, an English colony in
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2 Behn references the eighteenth-century understanding of “romance” as an exotic, unrealistic
adventure tale that features military heroics and amorous exploits.

3 Incidents (OED).
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I was my self an Eye-Witness to a great part, of what you will find here
set down; and what I cou’d not be Witness of, I receiv’d from the Mouth
of the chief Actor in this History, the Hero himself, who gave us the whole
Transactions of his Youth; and though I shall omit, for Brevity’s sake, a
thousand little Accidents of his Life, which, however, pleasant to us, where
History was scarce, and Adventures very rare, yet might prove tedious and
heavy to my Reader, in a World where he finds Diversions for every
Minute, new and strange: But we who were perfectly charm’d with the
Character of this great Man, were curious to gather every Circumstance of
his Life. [...]

2. Daniel Defoe, Preface to Robinson Crusoe (1719)

[Defoe* equates the novel with an edited history, pointedly labeling his work
“Fact,” not “Fiction.”]

The PREFACE.

If ever the Story of any private Man’s Adventures in the World were worth
making Publick, and were acceptable when Publish’d, the Editor of this
Account thinks this will be so.

The Wonders of this Man’s Life exceed all that (he thinks) is to be found
extant; the Life of one Man being scarce capable of a greater Variety.

The Story is told with Modesty, with Seriousness, and with a religious
Application of Events to the Uses to which wise Men always ap[ply] them
(viz.) to the Instruction of others by his Example, and to justify and honour
the Wisdom of Providence in all the Variety of our Circumstances, let them
happen how they will.

The Editor believes the thing to be a just History of Fact; neither is there
any Appearance of Fiction in it: And however thinks, because all such
things are dispatch’d, that the Improvement of it, as well to the Diversion,
as to the Instruction of the Reader, will be the same; and as such, he thinks,
without farther Compliment to the World, he does them a great Service in
the Publication.

3. Daniel Defoe, Preface to The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe
(1719)

[Defoe* uses his preface to defend Robinson Crusoe,* focusing on the “mali-
cious” label, “Romance.” He also uses his preface to confront his critics,
deride abridgements of the novel, and assert the moral and religious useful-
ness of his work.]

65 Prefatory Writing
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The PREFACE.

The Success the former Part of this Work has met with in the World, has yet
been no other than is acknowledg’d to be due to the surprising Variety of the
Subject, and to the agreeable Manner of the Performance.

All the Endeavours of envious People to reproach it with being a Romance,
to search it for Errors in Geography, Inconsistency in the Relation, and Con-
tradictions in the Fact, have proved abortive, and as impotent as malicious.1

The just Application of every Incident, the religious and useful Inferences
drawn from every Part, are so many Testimonies to the good Design of mak-
ing it publick, and must legitimate all the Part that may be call’d Invention, or
Parable in the Story.

The Second Part, if the Editor’s Opinion may pass, is (contrary to the Usage
of Second Parts,) every Way as entertaining as the First, contains as strange and
surprising Incidents, and as great a Variety of them; nor is the Application less
serious, or suitable; and doubtless will, to the sober, as well as ingenious Read-
er, be every way as profitable and diverting; and this makes the abridging this
Work,2 as scandalous, as it is knavish and ridiculous; seeing, while to shorten
the Book, that they may seem to reduce the Value, they strip it of all those
Reflections, as well religious as moral, which are not only the greatest Beautys
of the Work, but are calculated for the infinite Advantage of the Reader.

By this they leave the Work naked of its brightest Ornaments; and if they
would, at the same Time pretend, that the Author has supply’d the Story out
of his Invention, they take from it the Improvement, which alone recommends
that Invention to wise and good Men.

The Injury these Men do the Proprietor of this Work, is a Practice all 
honest Men abhor; and he believes he may challenge them to shew the Dif-
ference between that and Robbing on the Highway, or Breaking open a
House.

If they can’t shew any Difference in the Crime, they will find it hard to shew
why there should be any Difference in the Punishment: And he will answer for
it, that nothing shall be wanting on his Part, to do them Justice.

4. Penelope Aubin, Preface to The Strange Adventures of the Count de
Vinevil and his Family (1721)

[Asserting that her novel is a serious endeavor, Aubin* seeks to inculcate a
love of truth and virtue in the reader. She pointedly compares her novel to
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Robinson Crusoe* (1719), explaining that her virtuous heroine is more real-
istic than Daniel Defoe’s* hero.]

PREFACE TO THE READER.

Since serious things are, in a manner, altogether neglected, by what we call the
Gay and Fashionable Part of Mankind, and Religious Treatises grow mouldy
on the Booksellers Shelves in the Back-Shops; [...] the few that honour Virtue,
and wish well to our Nation, ought to study to reclaim our Giddy Youth; and
since Reprehensions fail, try to win them to Vertue,1 by Methods where
Delight and Instruction may go together. With this Design I present this Book
to the Publick, in which you will find a Story, where Divine Providence man-
ifests itself in every Transaction, where Vertue is try’d with Misfortunes, and
rewarded with Blessings: In fine, where Men behave themselves like Chris-
tians, and Women are really vertuous, as such as we ought to imitate.

As for the Truth of what this Narrative contains, since Robinson Cruso has
been so well receiv’d, which is more improbable, I know no reason why this
should be thought a Fiction. I hope the World is not grown so abandon’d to
Vice, as to believe that there is no such Ladies to be found, as would prefer
Death to Infamy; or a Man that, for Remorse of Conscience, would quit a
plentiful Fortune, retire, and chuse to die in a dismal Cell. [...] I hardly dare
hope for Encouragement, after having discover’d, that my Design is to per-
suade you to be vertuous; but if I fail in this, I shall not [fail] in reaping that
inward Satisfaction of Mind, that ever accompanies good Actions. If this Tri-
fle sells, I conclude it takes, and you may be sure to hear from me again; so
you may be innocently diverted, and employ’d to my Satisfaction.

5. Samuel Richardson, Preface to Pamela (1740)

[Richardson* claims to be the editor, not author, of Pamela,* which is com-
prised of letters “which have their Foundation in Truth and Nature.” Repli-
cating the novel’s epistolary structure in his preface, Richardson includes a let-
ter from a reader who praises the novel’s style and characters—and who also
seems to believe that the novel is a rewriting of factual people and incidents.]

PREFACE BY THE EDITOR.

IF to Divert and Entertain, and at the same time to Instruct, and Improve the
Minds of the YOUTH of both Sexes:

67 Prefatory Writing
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IF to inculcate Religion and Morality in so easy and agreeable a manner, as
shall render them equally delightful and profitable to the younger Class of
Readers, as well as worthy of the Attention of Persons of maturer Years and
Understandings:

IF to set forth in the most exemplary Lights, the Parental, the Filial, and the
Social Duties, and that from low to high Life:

IF to paint VICE in its proper Colours, to make it deservedly Odious; and
to set VIRTUE in its own amiable Light, to make it truly Lovely:

IF to draw Characters justly, and to support them equally:
IF to raise a Distress from natural Causes, and to excite Compassion from

proper Motives:
IF to teach the Man of Fortune how to use it; the Man of Passion how to

subdue it; and the Man of Intrigue, how gracefully, and with Honour to him-
self, to reclaim[:]

IF to give practical Examples, worthy to be followed in the most critical and
affecting Cases, by the modest Virgin, the chaste Bride, and the obliging Wife:

IF to effect all these goods Ends, in so probable, so natural, so lively a man-
ner, as shall engage the Passions of every sensible Reader, and strongly inter-
est them in the edifying Story:

AND all without raising a single Idea throughout the Whole, that shall
shock the exactest Purity, even in those tender Instances where the exactest
Purity would be most apprehensive:

IF these (embellished with a great Variety of entertaining Incidents) be laud-
able or worthy Recommendations of any Work, the Editor of the following
Letters, which have their Foundation in Truth and Nature, ventures to assert,
that all these desirable Ends are obtained in these Sheets: And as he is there-
fore confident of the favourable Reception which he boldly bespeaks for this
little Work; he thinks any further Preface or Apology for it, unnecessary: And
the rather for two Reasons, 1st. Because he can Appeal from his own Passions,
(which have been uncommonly moved in perusing these engaging Scenes) to
the Passions of Every one who shall read them with the least Attention: in the
next place, because an Editor may reasonably be supposed to judge with an
Impartiality which is rarely to be met with in an Author towards his own
Works.

The Editor.

To the Editor of the Piece titled, PAMELA; or, VIRTUE Rewarded.

Dear SIR.
I HAVE had inexpressible Pleasure in the Perusal of your PAMELA. It intire-
ly answers the Character you give of it in your Preface; nor have you said one
Word too much in Commendation of a Piece that has Advantages and Excel-
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lencies peculiar to itself. For, besides the beautiful Simplicity of the Style, and
a happy Propriety and Clearness of Expression (the Letters being written
under the immediate Impression of every Circumstance which occasioned
them, and that to those who had a Right to know the fair Writer’s most secret
Thoughts)1 the several Passions of the Mind must, of course, be more affect-
ingly described, and Nature may be traced in her undisguised Inclinations
with much more Propriety and Exactness, than can possibly be found in a
Detail of Actions long past, which are never recollected with the same Affec-
tions, Hopes, and Dreads, with which they were felt when they occurred.

This little Book will infallibly be looked upon as the hitherto much-wanted
Standard or Pattern for this Kind of Writing. For it abounds with lively
Images and Pictures; with Incidents natural, surprising, and perfectly adapted
to the Story; with Circumstances interesting to Persons in common Life, as
well as to those in exalted Stations. The greatest Regard is every-where paid
in it to Decency, and to every Duty of Life: There is a constant Fitness of the
Style to the Persons and Characters described; Pleasure and Instruction here
always go hand in hand: Vice and Virtue are set in constant Opposition, and
Religion every-where inculcated in its native Beauty and cheerful Amiable-
ness[;] not dressed up in stiff, melancholy, or gloomy Forms, on one hand; nor
yet, on the other, debased below its due Dignity, and noble Requisites, in
Compliment to a fashionable but depraved Taste. And this I will boldly say,
that if its numerous Beauties are added to its excellent Tendency,2 it will be
found worthy a Place, not only in all Families, (especially such as have in them
young Persons of either Sex) but in the Collections of the most curious and
polite Readers. For, as it borrows none of its Excellencies from the romantick
Flights of unnatural Fancy, its being founded in Truth and Nature, and built
upon Experience, will be a lasting Recommendation to the Discerning and
Judicious; while the agreeable Variety of Occurrences and Characters, in
which it abounds, will not fail to engage the Attention of the gay and more
sprightly Readers.

The moral Reflections and Uses to be drawn from the several Parts of this
admirable History, are so happily deduced from a Croud of different Events
and Characters, in the Conclusion of the Work, that I shall say the less on that
Head. But I think, the Hints you have given me, should also prefatorily be
given to the Publick; viz. That it will appear from several Things mentioned
in the Letters, that the Story must have happen’d within these Thirty Years
past; That you have been obliged to vary some of the Names of Persons,
Places, &c. and to disguise a few of the Circumstances, in order to avoid giv-
ing Offence to some Persons, who would not chuse to be pointed out too

69 Prefatory Writing

1 The conceit of Richardson’s novel is that Pamela is writing “to the moment,” penning let-
ters about events as they happen.

2 I.e., if Pamela is praised for its aesthetic beauties as well as its moral tendency.
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plainly in it; tho’ they would be glad it may do the Good so laudably intend-
ed by the Publication. And as you have in Confidence submitted to my Opin-
ion some of those Variations, I am much pleased that you have so managed
the Matter, as to make no Alteration in the Facts; and, at the same time, have
avoided the digressive Prolixity too frequently made use of on such Occasions.

Little Book, charming PAMELA! face the World, and never doubt of find-
ing Friends and Admirers, not only in thine own Country, but far from Home;
where thou may’st give an Example of Purity to the Writers of a neighbouring
Nation;1 which now shall have an Opportunity to receive English Bullion in
Exchange for its own Dross, which has so long passed current among us in
Pieces abounding with all the Levities of its volatile Inhabitants. The reigning
Depravity of the Times has yet left Virtue many Votaries. Of their Protection
you need not despair. May every head-strong Libertine2 whose Hands you
reach, be reclaimed; and every tempted Virgin who reads you, imitate the
Virtue, and meet the Reward, of the high-meriting, tho’ low-descended,
PAMELA. I am, Sir,

Your most Obedient, and Faithful Servant, J.B.D.F.3 [...]

6. Eliza Haywood, Preface to The Fortunate Foundlings (1744)

[Haywood* claims that her novel is a collection of “Original Letters” and
“Private Memorandums” written by “real Characters” and attested to by
“Living Witnesses.”]

THE PREFACE.

The many Fictions which have been lately imposed upon the World, under the
specious Titles of Secret Histories, Memoirs, &c. &c.4 have given but too
much room to question the Veracity of every Thing that has the least Ten-
dency that way: We therefore think it highly necessary to assure the Reader,
that he will find nothing in the following Sheets, but what has been collected
from Original Letters, Private Memorandums, and the Accounts we have
been favoured with from the Mouths of Persons too deeply concerned in
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1 I.e., France and, more specifically, writers of the French romance. In eighteenth-century Eng-
land, constant comparisons were made between English and French dress, dance, food, and
manners, almost invariably to show England’s moral superiority.

2 A man who is not restrained by moral law, especially in his relations with the female sex;
one who leads a dissolute, licentious life (OED).

3 Jean Baptiste de Freval (fl. 1740), a French translator who lived in London and engaged in
correspondence with Richardson.

4 The formulaic titles of popular proto-novels featuring amorous intrigues; for one such
example, see Delariviere Manley’s* Secret History, of Queen Zarah, and the Zarazians
(1705), the preface of which is reprinted in selection 22.
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many of the chief Transactions not to be perfectly acquainted with the Truth,
and of too much Honour and Integrity to put any false Colours upon it.

The Adventures are not so long passed as to be wholly forgotten by many
Living Witnesses, nor yet so recent as to give any Reason to suspect us of Flat-
tery in the Relation given of them, the Motive of their Publication being only
to encourage Virtue in both sexes, by shewing the Amiableness of it in real
Characters. And if it be true (as certainly it is) that Example has more Effica-
cy than Precept,1 we may be bold to say there are few fairer, or more worthy
[of] Imitation.—The Sons and Daughters of the greatest Families may give
additional Lustre to their Nobility, by forming themselves by the Model here
presented to them; and those of lower Extraction, attain Qualities to attone
for what they want in Birth:—So that we flatter ourselves this Undertaking
will not fail of receiving the Approbation of all who wish well to a Reforma-
tion of Manners, and more especially those who have Youth under their
Care.—As for such who may take it up merely as an Amusement, it is possi-
ble they will find something, which, by interesting their Affections, may make
them better without designing to be so.—Either way will fully recompence the
Pains taken in Compiling by 

The EDITORS.

7. John Cleland, Opening of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748-49)

[Writing in the persona of his heroine, Fanny Hill, Cleland* provocatively
claims that this story, often considered the first pornographic novel, is “stark
naked truth.”]

MADAM,
I sit down to give you an undeniable proof of my considering your desires as
indispensable orders: ungracious then as the task may be, I shall recall to view
those scandalous stages of my life, out of which I emerg’d at length, to the
enjoyment of every blessing in the power of love, health, and fortune to
bestow; whilst yet in the flower of youth, and not too late to employ the
leisure afforded me by great ease and affluence, to cultivate an understanding
naturally not a despicable one, and which had, even amidst the whirl of loose
pleasures I had been tost in, exerted more observation on the characters and
manners of the world, than what is common to those of my unhappy profes-
sion, who looking on all thought or reflexion as their capital enemy, keep it
at as great a distance as they can, or destroy it without mercy.

Hating, as I mortally do, all long unnecessary prefaces, I shall give you good

71 Prefatory Writing

1 I.e., readers will learn more from the examples provided in a novel than from moral instruc-
tions or rules.
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quarter in this, and use no farther apology, than to prepare you for seeing the
loose part of my life, wrote with the same liberty that I lead it.

Truth! stark naked truth, is the word, and I will not so much as take the
pains to bestow the strip of a gauze-wrapper on it, but paint situations such
as they actually rose to me in nature, careless of violating those laws of decen-
cy, that were never made for such unreserved intimacies as ours; and you have
too much sense, too much knowledge of the originals themselves, to snuff
prudishly, and out of character, at the pictures of them. The greatest men,
those of the first and most leading taste, will not scruple adorning their pri-
vate closets1 with nudities, though, in compliance with vulgar prejudices they
may not think them decent decorations of the stair-case or saloon.

This, and enough, premised, I go souse2 into my personal history. My maid-
en name was Francis Hill. [...]

8. Charles Johnstone, Preface to Chrysal (1760-65)

[Johnstone* uses his preface to create a humorous story of the novel’s origins:
Chrysal is discovered, he informs the reader, because one of its pages is being
used as a butter plate. Johnstone mocks—and employs—prefatory writing
that creates an elaborately fictional account of finding a supposedly factual
tale.]

PREFACE, By the PUBLISHER.

To acquit myself of the suspicion of presuming to aim at particular characters,
in the following work, should any fancied likeness be thought to direct any
application; as well as to do justice to the real author of it, I think it my duty
to make known the manner by which it happened to come into my hands.

As I was walking one morning, last summer, along White Chapel,3 I was
obliged to take shelter from a shower of rain, in a cottage near the Turn-pike.
The family were at Breakfast, at their tea, and as the rain continued, I had
leisure to reflect on the advantages of commerce, which thus in a manner joins
the opposite extremities of the earth, by bringing their products together: at
the same time, that the variety of the equipage of the tea table, or indeed stool,
on which there was nothing of a piece,4 suggested a just ridicule on the vani-
ty of luxury.
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1 A room for privacy or retirement; an inner chamber (OED). This room is often used for
reading or, as Cleland reveals, looking at prints.

2 To plunge or immerse deeply or thoroughly; to descend with speed and force (OED).
3 Whitechapel is an eastern district in the city of London. Whitechapel High Street, turning

into Whitechapel Road, is a main thoroughfare out of London to Colchester.
4 I.e., the tea table is a stool set with mismatched dishes.
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This last reflection was extended to all the pursuits of man, on the sight of
a piece of written paper that served instead of a plate, to hold their butter,—
“Who knows (thought I) but the writer of this, bestowed time and care upon
it, and promised himself both profit and fame, in reward for his labour?”

This thought prompted curiosity to look at the paper, which, by this time,
was scraped quite clean.1 I therefore, after a few words of conversation, to
introduce my request, desired leave to see it, which was readily granted, when
I was surprised to find my conjectures, as I imagined, confirmed, by its
appearing to be part of some regular work.

Curiosity had now a stronger motive, than idle gratification! I asked where
they had got that paper; and on their telling me, at the chandler’s2 shop next
door, though this discouraged me a good deal, I resolved to pursue my
enquiry, and went to the shop, as if for some snuff, which, as I expected, was
given me on a piece of the same paper.

The rain still giving me a pretence for delaying there, I entered into dis-
course with the woman, and among other idle questions, asked here where she
usually got paper to wrap her wares in, to which she answered, “Sometimes
from the public offices, and sometimes from the booksellers and printers; and,
when she was disappointed at those places, she was forced to buy brown
paper, which was much dearer; though at present, she made use of some old
stuff that had lain a great while, lumbering3 her garret, having belonged to a
lodger of her mother’s, who died many years ago.”

I then changed the discourse, for fear she should perceive my design; but
presently seeing her going to tear more, for somebody else that came in, I
could not forbear any longer, but offered her brown paper for all the written
paper she had, as that was most proper for some work I designed, which she
readily agreed to, and sold me her whole stock for eighteen-pence.

This adventure put an end to my walk, so I took the first coach that went
by, and hurried home to examine my purchase, which I found to consist of a
number of fragments, upon various subjects, whether originally left unfin-
ished, or torn thus in the chandler’s shop, it was impossible to say: and among
the rest, the following work, which seemed to have undergone a different,
though not much better fate, being blotted in many places, often paragraphs,
and sometimes whole pages being erased; and, what was worst, this havoc
was made in the most curious and entertaining part of the whole, the philos-
ophy of the nature and agency of spirits. [...]

73 Prefatory Writing

1 Having been used as a butter dish (and, it is discovered, all-purpose wrapping paper), the
paper is now scraped clean and reveals itself to be a page of the novel.

2 One whose trade it is to make or sell candles (OED).
3 To cover or fill up; to heap or place together as lumber, without order or method (OED).
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9. Elizabeth Griffith, Preface to The Delicate Distress (1769)

[Griffith* asserts her novel’s connection to “truth,” explaining that she pre-
sents “real life” stories, altering their details only to conceal their connection
to real persons.]

PREFACE.

The following work is submitted to the perusal of the public, with infinite
timidity, and apprehension, as it is a species of writing, which I had never
attempted before, from a consciousness of my d[e]ficiency, in the principal
article of such compositions, namely invention.

The generality of NOVEL READERS may, therefore, probably, be disap-
pointed in not meeting with any extraordinary adventure, or uncommon sit-
uation, in the following pages; while persons of a more natural taste,1 will, I
flatter myself, be rather pleased at finding the stories and incidents, here relat-
ed, such as might, for I affirm they did, and most of them to my own knowl-
edge, certainly happen, in the various contingencies of real life.

But though I have not attempted to feign any fable, I acknowledge that I
have endeavoured to conceal some truth, by changing scenes, and altering cir-
cumstances, in order to avoid too marked an application, of the several sto-
ries and characters, to the real persons, from whom I have taken my drama.
We have no right, over other persons secrets, come they to our knowledge
through whatsoever medium of intelligence, they may.—Accident confers
none, and confidence forbids it.

As there is no fictitious memoir here related, neither is there any factitious2

moral displayed, to the incredulous reader, amongst all the various sentiments
of this recital. I write not of puppets, but of men. I have endeavoured to
describe the feelings, nay the foibles, of the human heart, such as we are nat-
urally conscious of, in ourselves; but meddle not with the wires of the stoicks,
which only render us machines, by helping us to perform a part, of which we
have no sensation.3

I know not whether [the] novel, like the epopee,4 has any rules, peculiar to
itself[.]—If it has I may have innocently erred against them all, and drawn
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1 Griffith explains that her novel will appeal to those with a taste for natural rather than
exotic stories. Taste, or the ability to perceive quality and display aesthetic discernment, is a
faculty highly desired and heavily debated in the eighteenth century.

2 Made by or resulting from art; artificial (OED).
3 The stoics are a school of Greek philosophers who emphasized austere ethical principles. In

stoic philosophy, the heart is imagined as braced by heart-strings or wires, which, according
to Griffith, would make the individual machine-like; the image also depicts the individual as
a puppet.

4 An epic poem; the epic species of poetry (OED).
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upon myself the envenomed rage of that tremendous body, the minor crit-
ics.—But if I have spread a table for them, they shall be welcome to the treat,
and let them feed upon it, heartily.—Sensibility is, in my mind, as necessary,
as taste, to intitle us to judge of a work, like this; and a cold criticism, formed
upon rules for waiting, can, therefore, be of no manner of use but to enable
the stupid to speak, with a seeming intelligence, of what they neither feel, nor
understand.

L’Abbe Troublet, in his essays, on literature and morals, says, “Si un
ouvrage sans defaut ètoit possible, il ne le seroit qu’á un homme mediocre.
And in another place, “Il n’y a rien de plus different, qu’un ouvrage sans
defaut, & un ouvrage parfait.”1

I shall only add, that I sincerely wish the subsequent pages had fewer faults
to exercise the good, or ill nature, of my several readers; but I must, now,
throw myself, and my book, with all its imperfections on its head, upon the
indulgence of the public, from whom I have received many favours, and to
whom I am a truly grateful, and 

Most obedient servant, FRANCES.2

10. Thomas Thoughtless [pseudonym], Advertisement to The Fugitive of
Folly (1793)

[Calling itself a “Narrative of Facts [...] blended with Reflections,” The Fugi-
tive of Folly asserts that “fact” contains more entertainment and instruction
than fiction.]

ADVERTISEMENT.

Novel writing and Novel reading seem the Taste of the present Age, and
admitting the Fact is no otherwise censurable than in its abuse.—A well writ-
ten Novel, seldom fails to exhibit a Picture of human Manners, that may be
useful in the Conduct of human Life; and of all Modes of Instruction, it is
assuredly the most insinuating and impressive upon the Mind; this is evident
from the Avidity with which every tolerable Production of this kind is received
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1 French: “If one works without fault as much as possible, he will never be a mediocre man”;
“There is not much difference between one who works without fault and one who works
perfectly.” Griffith cites Abbe Nicholas-Charles-Joseph Trublet’s (1697-1770) Essais sur
divers sujets de littérature et de morale (Essays on Diverse Literary and Moral Subjects
[1735-54]).

2 Griffith is pretending her preface is written by “Frances,” her novel’s main character. The
Delicate Distress blurs fact and fiction on many levels; published in Two Novels in Letters
by the Authors of Henry and Frances (1769), it is a continuation of A Series of Genuine
Letters between Henry and Frances (1757), a collection containing real courtship letters
passed between Griffith and her husband Richard Griffith.*
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by the Public, in preference to any other Species of Writing—it is however,
rather remarkable, that the Authors of these Productions should so universal-
ly resort to the Regions of Fiction, when Matter of Fact lies so open before
them, and would afford more Entertainment as well as Instruction, than could
possibly be culled from Works of the brightest Fancy decorated with the rich-
est Wardrobe of Words. The Impression upon the Mind, which Truth invari-
ably gives to Narrative, by bringing every Incident home to Life, must, out of
all Reach of Comparison, be greater, and of Course, the Work more beneficial
and extensive in its Influence.

The following little Production, although it somewhat assumes the more
enchanting Form of Romance, is a simple Narrative of Facts, that have actu-
ally occurred, blended with Reflections they naturally produce, and an unex-
aggerated Description of Persons and Characters really existing, neither
coloured nor caricatured, although some few extraneous Circumstances are
introduced to prevent the Identity of personal Application.—It is written prin-
cipally to guard unthinking Youth against the Progress of Error, by Examples
drawn from modern Manners, endeavouring at the same time to inforce a
Maxim that cannot be too often inculcated, (namely.)—“That Prudence and
Economy are the great, if not the only Safeguards of Virtue—the Palladium of
Peace and Happiness, and that Prodigality and Intemperance are the Fathers
of Misery and Vice; leading almost inevitably to the Road to Ruin!” Lucky
Casualties may save one in an hundred, but this disproportionate Majority of
Infortunates, will generally be found, on Investigation of the Fact.—It may be
therefore taken as a Principle, “That every Life commenced or continued at
least, in Dissipation and Extravagance, terminates in Want and Sorrow.”—
The Readers’ Feelings too it is hoped will not remain unanimated, against the
sordid and vicious Dispositions of worldly Men.—

Care has been taken in this short Sketch of modern Manners, to shew the
usual, and more prevalent Progress of Error among young Men of Family and
Fortune of the present Day, and in particular to guard them against the first,
by a faithful Delineation of its too probable Consequences, founded on
Observations that are the result of Experience. [...]
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B. The Novel’s Definition as a Romance, History,
Biography, or Other Form

11. William Congreve, Preface to Incognita (1692)

[Congreve* contrasts the novel to romance, explaining how he has employed
dramatic “Unity” in the plot structure of his novel.]

THE PREFACE TO THE READER.

Reader,
Some Authors are so fond of a Preface, that they will write one though there
be nothing more in it than an Apology for its self. But to show thee that I am
not one of those, I will make no Apology for this, but do tell thee that I think
it necessary to be prefix’d to this Trifle, to prevent thy overlooking some lit-
tle pains which I have taken in the Composition of the following Story.
Romances are generally composed of the Constant Loves and invincible
Courages of Hero’s, Heroin[e]s, Kings and Queens, Mortals of the first Rank,
and so forth; where lofty Language, miraculous Contingencies and impossible
Performances, elevate and surprize the Reader into a giddy Delight, which
leaves him flat upon the Ground whenever he gives of, and vexes him to think
how he has suffer’d himself to be pleased and transported, concern’d and
afflicted at the several Passages which he has Read, viz. these Knights Success
to their Damosels Misfortunes, and such like, when he is forced to be very
well convinced that ’tis all a lye. Novels are of a more familiar Nature; Come
near us, and represent to us Intrigues in practice, delight us with Accidents
and odd Events, but not such as are wholly unusual or unpre[ce]dented, such
which not being so distant from our Belief bring also the pleasure nearer us.
Romances give more of Wonder, Novels more Delight. And with reverence be
it spoken, and the Parallel kept at due distance, there is something of equali-
ty in the Proportion which they bear in reference to one another, with that
between Comedy and Tragedy;1 but the Drama is the [one] long extracted
from Romance and History; ’Tis the Midwife to Industry, and brings forth
alive the Conceptions of the Brain. Minerva walks upon the Stage before us,
and we are more assured of the real presence of Wit when it is delivered viva
voce2—.

1 As this passage indicates, Congreve sees romances and novels in classical terms, applying the
generic distinctions between comedy and tragedy made by Aristotle* in his Peri poietikes
(Poetics, 3.3-3.4).

2 Latin: by word of mouth; in speech (OED).
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Segnius irritant animos demissa per aurem,
Quam qua sunt oculis subjecta fidelibus, & qua
Ipse sibi tradit spectator.—1                                                Horace*

Since all Traditions must indisputably give place to the Drama, and since there
is no possibility of giving that life to the Writing or Repetition of a Story
which it has in the Action, I resolved in another beauty to imitate Dramatick
Writing, namely, in the Design, Contexture and Result of the Plot. I have not
observed it before in a Novel. Some I have seen begin with an unexpected
accident, which has been the only surprising part of the Story, cause enough
to make the Sequel look flat, tedious and insipid; for ’tis but reasonable the
Reader should expect it not to rise, at least to keep upon a level in the enter-
tainment;2 for so he may be kept on in hopes that at some time or other it may
mend; but the ’tother is such a balk to a Man, ’tis carrying him up stairs to
show him the Dining-Room, and after forcing him to make a Meal in the
Kitchin. This I have not only endeavoured to avoid, but also have used a
Method for the contrary purpose. The design of the Novel is obvious, after
the first meeting of Aurelian and Hippolito with Incognita and Leonora,3 and
the difficulty is in bringing it to pass, ma[nag]e all apparent obstacles, within
the compass of two Days. How many probable Casualties intervene in oppo-
sition to the main Design, viz. of marrying two Couple[s] so oddly engaged in
an intricate Amour, I leave the Reader at his leisure to consider: As also
whether every Obstacle does not in the progress of the Story act as subservient
to that purpose, which at first it seems to oppose. In a Comedy this would be
called the Unity of Action;4 here it may pretend to no more than an Unity of
Contrivance. The Scene is continued in Florence from the commencement of
the Amour; and the time from first to last is but three days. If there be any
thing more in particular resembling the Copy which I imitate (as the Curious
Reader will soon perceive) I leave it to show it self, being very well satisfy’d
how much more proper it had been for him to have found out this himself,
than for me to prepossess him with an Opinion of something extraordinary in
an Essay began and finished in the idler hours of a fortnight’s time: For I can
only esteem it a laborious idleness, which is Parent to so inconsiderable a
Birth. I have gratified the Bookseller in pretending an occasion for a Preface;
the other two Persons concern’d are the Reader and my self, and if he be but
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1 Latin: “Less vividly is the mind stirred by what finds entrance through the ears than by
what is brought before the trusty eyes, and what the spectator can see for himself” (Horace,
Ars poetica [Art of Poetry], 180-82).

2 Congreve explains the reader’s desire for rising action, in which a plot’s incidents continue
to evolve rather than remain flat.

3 The four main characters of Congreve’s novel.
4 One of Aristotle’s three dramatic “unities” (action, time, and place); Aristotle argues that a

play should consist of one central action, unfold in one day, and occur in one place (5.1-
5.5). Congreve discusses preserving a unity of action in his “main Design” of marrying his
couples.
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pleased with what was produced for that end, my satisfaction follows of
Course, since it will be proportion’d to his Approbation or Dislike.

12. Jane Barker, Preface to Exilius (1715)

[Arguing that it contains valuable lessons in love, virtue, and morality, Bark-
er* aligns her novel with the romance; indeed, she gives her novel the subtitle
“A New Romance.” She also assesses her work according to criteria that
counter the romance, including emotional realism, historical accuracy, and
familiarity of language.]

THE PREFACE.

Tho’ I cannot Fee1 my Fancy with the Hopes of Praise or Profit from the fol-
lowing Book, yet I am willing to plead its Cause, and deliver it with as fair a
Title as I can to my Readers Approbation, to which (’tis said) Books of this
Kind have very little Right; for the Grave dislike them for treating on so Gay
a Subject, and the Sparks for confining the Subject to such strict Rules of Virtue
and Honour: So that a Romance is like the Husband in the Fable, whose
Young Wife pull’d out all his gray Hairs, and his Old one the black [hairs].2

Thus it has far’d with this kind of Heroick Love of late; it has been as it were
rallied out of Practice, and its Professors laughed out of Countenance, whilst
Interest and loose Gallantry have been set up in its Place, and monopolized all
its Business and Effects.3 [...] [B]ut to those who aim at a happy Marriage, by
the way of Virtue and Honour, need consider but very little, to find that it lyes
through, or borders upon, Heroick Love; so that Romances (which common-
ly treat of this virtuous Affection) are not to be discarded as wholly useless.

In the next Place, the study of these Books help[s] to open the Understand-
ings of young Readers, to distinguish between real Worth and superficial
Appearances, and makes them discern that it is not a laced Coat, or a large
Wig, that makes a Caesar or a Scipio;4 nor all the Utensils of the Toilet,5 can
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1 To give a fee to; to bribe (OED).
2 A reference to Aesop’s* fable in which a man has two wives. In the fable, the young wife

does not want to be married to an old husband and so pulls out his gray hairs; the old wife,
conversely, does not want to be married to a young husband (and be mistaken as his moth-
er) and so pulls out his black hairs. In trying to fulfill both wives’ wishes, the man goes
bald. The moral of the story is “yield to all and soon you will have nothing to yield.” Mary
Davys* references this same fable; see selection 13.

3 Barker complains that heroic love has been replaced by fashionable love built on intrigue
and self-advancement.

4 Gaius Julius Caesar (100-44 BC) and Publius Cornelius Scipio Africanus Major (236-181
BC), both celebrated Roman generals and statesmen.

5 The articles required in dressing (OED). Barker refers to a woman’s toilette, which includes
the make-up and accessories used in grooming.
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make a compleat Heroine, but true Virtue and Honour; wherefore one may
reasonably conclude, that it is many times want of Helps to make this Dis-
tinction, which causes young People to make shipwreck of their Fortune: The
hopeful young Heir brings home a Player, or Exchange-Maid,1 wherewith to
bless his Father’s Gray Hairs; and the young Lady recompences her Mother’s
careful Education with some beggarly Bean, or Rake-hell Gamester, who per-
haps never had Luck in his Life but in winning her: Whereas, ’tis to be hoped,
that a View of those worthy Characters which Romances represent, might
assist them to avoid such dangerous Naufrages,2 and fix their Affections
where Duty and Merit require; and not only so, but even in a regular Affec-
tion, they may find Assistance from these kind[s] of Writings to demean them-
selves gracefully: for since Love is the Passion which generally attends Youth,
it is very hard they shou’d be the only Part of Mankind that must act a Scene
on this World’s Theatre, without being permitted to con3 their Part before-
hand. But besides these Love Lectures, the young Readers may also reap many
Handfulls of good Morality, and likewise gather some Gleanings of History,
and Acquaintance with the Ancient Poets. [...]

Now, after what has been alledg’d in general, something may be expected
of this in particular; but that’s very difficult; it being as nauseuous to praise
one’s own Writing as to complement one’s own Face; and to dispraise it is to
hinder the Bookseller, and affront the Reader, in offering him a Book not
worth ones own Suffrage. However, one may venture (without Offence) to use
the Words of some that have read it in Manuscript.4 First, that the Author was
certainly in Love when ’twas writ; so ’tis to be hop’d, that that Passion is
rightly represented. In the next place ’twas liked because ’twas free from long
Speeches, and tedious Descriptions of Towns, Places, Sieges, Battles, Horses
and their Trappings, &c. Nevertheless, I have since put in one Description,
(and but one) which is pretty long, and that is of a Garden; but it being added
since the Book was compos’d, those who love not Descriptions may pass it
over unread, without any Prejudice to the substantial part of the Story.

Another reader was pleas’d to say, it was a Mark of great Virtue in the
Author, that could render such an idle Subject both pure and useful; so ’tis to
be hop’d there is nothing opposite to real Virtue; I am sure, if I knew or
thought there were, I would burn both the Copy and my Fingers, rather than
employ them towards its Publication: But I trust it is such, as no body need
fear to read, nor the Author blush to own. ’Tis true, there are the Characters
of two or three ill Persons, but they are inserted by way of Abhorrence. [...]
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1 A shop woman working at London’s Royal Exchange, a space of concentrated trade com-
prised of arcaded shops and merchant offices surrounding a courtyard.

2 Ruin, misadventure (OED).
3 To study or learn, especially by repetition (OED).
4 As these lines suggest, Barker circulated her novel among readers in manuscript before 

having it printed.
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As to the Historical Part, I suppose the Reader does not expect much Exact-
ness, it being a Romance, not an History; So it matters not who, or who, were
Co-temporaries, but there having seen such, and such Names, and Families,
one may reasonably suppose that some of the Children or Branches of those
Families, flourish’d all at the same time, which is sufficient to vindicate the
Book in that Point from extream Absurdity.

The Language, I hope the Reader will accept as it is; it being the familiar
Stile of the age, neither so obsolete, nor so refin’d, as to render it obstruse; at
least I design’d it so; but if in this, or any thing else I have fail’d, to gratify the
Reader’s Expectation, I am very ready to beg Pardon, correct and amend. In
the mean time, Adieu.

13. Mary Davys, Preface to The Works of Mrs. Davys (1725)

[Davys* describes the novel as re-designed romance that works to “order” the
incidents of plot, creating a unity of action, maintaining probability, and
rewarding virtue.]

PREFACE.

’Tis now for some time, that those Sort of Writings call’d Novels have been a
great deal out of Use and Fashion, and that the Ladies (for whose Service they
were chiefly design’d) have been taken up with Amusements of more Use and
Improvement; I mean History and Travels: with which the Relation of Prob-
able Feign’d Stories can by no means stand in competition. However, these are
not without their Advantages, and those considerable too; and it is very like-
ly, the chief Reason, that put them out of vogue, was the World’s being sur-
feited with such as were either flat and insipid, or offensive to Modesty and
Good-manners; or that they found them only a Circle or Repetition of the
same Adventures.

The French, who have dealt most in this kind, have, I think, chiefly con-
tributed to put them out of countenance: who, tho’ upon all Occasions, and
where they pretend to write true History, give themselves the utmost Liberty
of feigning, are too tedious and dry in their Matter, and so impertinent in their
Harangues, that the Readers can hardly keep themselves awake over them. I
have read a French Novel of four hundred Pages, without the least Variety of
Events, or any Issue in the Conclusion, either to please or amuse the Reader,
yet all Fiction and Romance; and the commonest Matters of Fact, truly told,
would have been much more entertaining. Now this is to lose the only Advan-
tage of Invention, which gives us room to order Accidents1 better than For-
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tune will be at the Pains to do; so to work upon the Reader’s Passions, some-
times keep him in Suspence between Fear and Hope, and at last send him sat-
isfy’d away. This I have endeavour’d to do in the following Sheets. I have in
every Novel propos’d one entire Scheme or Plot, and the other Adventures are
only incident or collateral to it; which is the great Rule prescribed by the Cri-
ticks, not only in Tragedy, and other Heroick Poems, but in Comedy too. The
Adventures, as far as I could order them, are wonderful and probable; and I
have with the utmost Justice rewarded Virtue, and punish’d Vice. The Lady’s
Tale1 was writ in the Year 1700, and was the Effect of my first Flight to the
Muses, it was sent about the World as naked as it came into it, having not so
much as one Page of Preface to keep it in Countenance[.] What Success it met
with, I never knew; for as some unnatural Parents sell their Offspring to Beg-
gars, in order to see them no more, I took three Guineas for the Brat of my
Brain, and then went a hundred and fifty Miles Northward,2 to which Place
it was not very likely its Fame should follow: But meeting with it some time
ago, I found it in a sad ragged Condition, and had so much Pity for it, as to
take it home, and get it into better Clothes, that when it made a second Sally,
it might with more Assurance appear before its Betters.

My whole Design both in that and the Cousins,3 is to endeavour to restore
the Purity and Empire of Love, and correct the vile Abuses of it; which, could
I do, it would be an important Service to the Publick: for since Passions will
ever have a Place in the Actions of Men, and Love a principal one, what can-
not be removed or subdu’d, ought at least to be regulated; and if the Refor-
mation would once begin from our Sex, the Men would follow it in spight of
their Hearts; for it is we have given up our Empire, betray’d by Rebels among
ourselves.

The two Plays4 I leave to fight their own Battles; and I shall say no more,
than that I never was so vain, as to think they deserv’d a Place in the first
Rank, or so humble, as to resign them to the last.

I have been so anxious for the Credit of my Modern Poet,5 that I shew’d
it to several of my Friends, and earnestly begg’d their impartial Opinion of
it. Every one separately told me his Objection, but not two among them
agreed in any one Particular; so that I found, to remove all the Faults, would
be to leave nothing behind, and I could not help thinking my Case parallel
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1 Davys’s The Amours of Alcippus and Lucippe (1704) was re-titled The Lady’s Tale in her
Works (1725).

2 Davys moved “northward” from London to York in 1704.
3 Davys’s The False Friend, or, The Treacherous Portugueze (1700) was re-titled The Cousins

in her Works.
4 The Northern Heiress (1715) and The Self-Rival (1725), two plays also reprinted in Davys’s

Works.
5 The Modern Poet (1725), a poem depicting an impoverished poet, first appears in Davy’s

Works.
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with the Man in the Fable, whose two Wives disliking, one his grey Hairs,
and the other his black, pick’d both out, till they left him nothing but a bald
Pate.1

Perhaps it may be objected against me, by some more ready to give
Reproach than Relief, that as I am the Relict of a Clergy-man, and in Years, I
ought not to publish Plays, &c. But I beg of such to suspend their uncharita-
ble Opinions, till they have read what I have writ, and if they find any thing
there offensive either to God or Man, any thing either to shock their Morals
or their Modesty, ’tis then time enough to blame. And let them f[u]rther con-
sider, that a Woman left to her own Endeavours for Twenty-seven Years
together, may well be allow’d to catch at any Opportunity for that Bread,
which they that condemn her would very probably deny to give her.

14. Henry Fielding, Preface to Joseph Andrews (1742)

[Henry Fielding’s* famous preface defines the novel as a “comic Epic-Poem in
Prose,” inserting the novel into a classical hierarchy of literary genres that
includes the epic, tragedy, comedy, romance, and burlesque.]

PREFACE.

As it is possible the mere English Reader may have a different Idea of
Romance with the Author of these little Volumes; and may consequently
expect a kind of Entertainment, not to be found, nor which was even intend-
ed, in the following Pages; it may not be improper to premise a few Words
concerning this kind of Writing, which I do not remember to have seen hith-
erto attempted in our Language.

The EPIC as well as the DRAMA is divided into Tragedy and Comedy.
Homer,* who was the father of this Species of Poetry, gave us a Pattern of
both these, tho’ that of the latter kind is entirely lost; which Aristotle* tells us,
bore the same relation to Comedy which his Iliad* bears to Tragedy.2 And
perhaps, that we have no more Instances of it among the Writers of Antiqui-
ty, is owing to the loss of this great Pattern, which, had it survived, would
have found its Imitators equally with the other Poems of this great Original.

And farther, as this Poetry may be Tragic or Comic, I will not scruple to say
it may be likewise either in Verse or Prose:3 for tho’ it wants one particular,
which the Critic enumerates in the constituent Parts of an Epic Poem, name-
ly Metre; yet, when any kind of Writing contains all its other Parts, such as
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1 Jane Barker* references the same fable; see selection 12.
2 In his Peri poietikes (Poetics), Aristotle claims that Homer wrote a comedy (3.2).
3 Although he calls the epic “poetry,” Fielding claims it can appear in either verse or prose.
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Fable,1 Action, Characters, Sentiments, and Diction, and is deficient in Metre
only; it seems, I think, reasonable to refer it to the Epic; at least, as no Critic
hath thought proper to range it under any other Head, nor to assign it a par-
ticular Name to itself. [...]

Now a comic Romance is a comic Epic-Poem in Prose; differing from Com-
edy, as the serious Epic from Tragedy: its Action being more extended and
comprehensive; containing a much larger Circle of Incidents, and introducing
a greater Variety of Characters. It differs from the serious Romance in its
Fable and Action, in this; that as in the one these are grave and solemn, so in
the other they are light and ridiculous: it differs in its Characters, by intro-
ducing Persons of inferior Rank, and consequently of inferior Manners,
whereas the grave Romance, sets the highest before us; lastly in its Sentiments
and Diction[,] by preserving the Ludicrous instead of the Sublime. In the Dic-
tion2 I think, Burlesque3 itself may be sometimes admitted; of which many
Instances will occur in this Work, as in the Descriptions of the Battles, and
some other Places, not necessary to be pointed out to the Classical Reader; for
whose Entertainment those Parodies or Burlesque Imitations are chiefly cal-
culated.

But tho’ we have sometimes admitted this in our Diction, we have careful-
ly excluded it from our Sentiments and Characters: for there it is never poor-
ly introduced, unless in Writings of the Burlesque kind, which this is not
intended to be. Indeed, no two Species of Writing can differ more widely than
the Comic and the Burlesque: for as the latter is ever the Exhibition of what
is monstrous and unnatural, and where our Delight, if we examine it, arises
from the surprizing Absurdity, as in appropriating the Manners of the highest
to the lowest, or è converso;4 so in the former, we should ever confine our-
selves strictly to Nature from the just Imitation of which, will flow all the
Pleasure we can this way convey to a sensible Reader. And perhaps, there is
one Reason, why a Comic Writer should of all others be the least excused for
deviating from Nature, since it may not always be so easy for a serious Poet
to meet with the Great and Admirable; but Life every where furnishes an accu-
rate Observer with the Ridiculous.

[...] But to return—The Ridiculous only, as I have before said, falls within
my Province in the present Work. [...]

The only Source of the true Ridiculous (as it appears to me) is Affectation.
But tho’ it arises from one Spring only, when we consider the infinite Streams
into which this one branches, we shall presently cease to admire at the copi-
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1 Throughout this preface, Fielding uses the term “fable” to indicate plot; as is explained in
the Introduction (52), this is a common usage of the term in the period.

2 Choice or selection of words and phrases; verbal style (OED).
3 Derisive imitation; that species of literary composition which aims at exciting laughter by

caricature of the manner or spirit of serious work (OED).
4 Latin: “In converse,” or in reverse; here, from lowest to highest.
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ous Field it affords to an Observer. Now Affectation proceeds from one of
these two Causes, Vanity, or Hypocrisy: For as Vanity puts us on affecting
false Characters, in order to purchase Applause; so Hypocrisy sets us on an
Endeavour to avoid Censure by concealing our Vices under an Appearance of
their opposite Virtues. And tho’ these two Causes are often confounded, (for
they require some Difficulty in distinguishing;) yet, as they proceed from very
different Motives, so they are as clearly distinct in their Operations: For
indeed, the Affectation which arises from Vanity is nearer to Truth than the
other; as it hath not that violent Repugnancy of Nature to struggle with,
which that of the Hypocrite hath. [...]

From the Discovery of this Affectation arises the Ridiculous—which always
strikes the Reader with Surprize and Pleasure; and that in a higher and
stronger Degree when the Affectation arises from Hypocrisy, than when from
Vanity: for to discover any one to be the exact Reverse of what he affects, is
more surprizing, and consequently more ridiculous, than to find him a little
deficient in the Quality he desires the Reputation of. I might observe that our
Ben Jonson,1 who of all Men understood the Ridiculous the best, hath chiefly
used the hypocritical Affectation.

Now from Affectation only, the Misfortunes and Calamities of Life, or the
Imperfections of Nature, may become the Objects of Ridicule. Surely he hath
a very ill-framed Mind, who can look on Ugliness, Infirmity, or Poverty, as
ridiculous in themselves: nor do I believe any Man living who meets a dirty
Fellow riding through the Streets in a Cart, is struck with an Idea of the
Ridiculous from it; but if he should see the same Figure descend from his
Coach and Six, or bolt from his Chair with his Hat under his Arm, he would
then begin to laugh, and with Justice. [...]

[...] 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.

But perhaps it may be objected to me, that I have against my own Rules
introduced Vices, and of a very black Kind into this Work. To which I shall
answer: First, that it is very difficult to pursue a Series of human Actions and
keep clear from them. Secondly, That the Vices to be found here, are rather the
accidental Consequences of some human Frailty, or Foible, than Causes habit-
ually existing in the Mind. Thirdly, That they are never set forth as the Objects
of Ridicule but Detestation. Fourthly, That they are never the principal Figure
at that Time on the Scene; and lastly, they never produce the intended Evil.

Having thus distinguished Joseph Andrews* from the Productions of
Romance Writers on the one hand, and Burlesque Writers on the other, and given
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1 Ben Jonson (1572-1637), famous playwright, poet, and actor, often considered England’s
first poet laureate. Jonson’s plays are known for their biting satire, typically aimed at other
writers or character types such as Puritans or merchants (as in his comedy, The Alchemist
[1610]).
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some few very short Hints (for I intended no more) of this Species of writing,
which I have affirmed to be hitherto unattempted in our Language; I shall leave
to my good-natur’d Reader to apply my Piece to my Observations, and will
detain him no longer than with Word concerning the Characters of this Work.

And here I solemnly protest, I have no Intention to vilify or asperse any one:
for tho’ every thing is copied from the Book of Nature, and scarce a Charac-
ter or Action produced which I have not taken from my own Observations
and Experience, yet I have used the utmost Care to obscure the Persons by
such different Circumstances, Degrees, and Colours, that it will be impossible
to guess at them with any degree of Certainty; and if it ever happens other-
wise, it is only where the Failure characterized is so minute, that it is a Foible
only which the Party himself may laugh at as well as any other. [...]

15. Sarah Fielding, Advertisement to The Adventures of David Simple
(1744)

[Sarah Fielding* briefly defines her novel as a “Moral Romance,” indicating
the uncertainty of such a label by encouraging her readers to call it whatever
they like. She also apologizes for writing the novel out of “Distress,” or for
money, an “Excuse” often used by women authors in the period.]

ADVERTISEMENT TO THE READER.

The following Moral Romance (or whatever Title the Reader shall please to
give it) is the Work of a Woman, and her first Essay; which, to the good-natured
and candid Reader will, it is hoped, be a sufficient Apology for the many Inac-
curacies he will find in the Style, and other Faults of the Composition.

Perhaps the best Excuse that can be made for a Woman’s venturing to write
at all, is that which really produced this Book; Distress in her Circumstances:
which she could not so well remove by any other Means in her Power.

If it should meet with Success, it will be the only Good Fortune she ever has
known; but as she is very sensible, That must chiefly depend upon the Enter-
tainment the World will find in the Book itself, and not upon what she can say
in the Preface, either to move their Compassion, or bespeak their Good-will,
she will detain them from it no longer.

16. Henry Fielding, Preface to Sarah Fielding, The Adventures of David Sim-
ple, 2nd ed. (1744)

[Henry Fielding* aligns his sister’s writing with the neoclassical definition of
the novel that he developed in his preface to Joseph Andrews* (1742). After
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labeling David Simple* a “comic Epic Poem,” he praises it for its unified plot,
natural characters, and delicate sentiments, and explains that its diction or
style needs improvement.]

THE PREFACE.1

[...] I have attempted in my Preface to Joseph Andrews to prove, that every
Work of this kind is in its Nature a comic Epic Poem, of which Homer* left
us a Precedent, tho’ it be unhappily lost.

The two great Originals of a serious Air, which we have derived from that
mighty Genius, differ principally in the Action, which in the Iliad* is entire
and uniform; in the Odyssey,* is rather a Series of Actions, all tending to pro-
duce one great End. Virgil* and Milton* are, I think, the only pure Imitators
of the former; most of the other Latin, as well as Italian, French, and English
Epic Poets, chusing rather the History of some War, as Lucan* and Silius Itali-
cus;2 or a Series of Adventures, as Ariosto,* &c. for the Subject of their
Poems.

In the same manner the Comic Writer may either fix on one Action, as the
Authors of Le Lutrin,3 the Dunciad,* &c. or on a Series, as Butler4 in Verse,
and Cervantes* in Prose have done.

Of this latter kind is the Book now before us, where the Fable consists of a
Series of separate Adventures detached from, and independent o[f] each other,
yet all tending to one great End; so that those who should object want of
Unity of Action here, may, if they please, or if they dare, fly back with their
Objection, in the Face even of the Odyssey itself.

This Fable hath in it these three difficult Ingredients, which will be found
on Consideration to be always necessary to Works of this kind, viz. that the
main End or Scope be at once amiable, ridiculous and natural. [...]

I might farther observe, that as the Incidents arising from this Fable, tho’
often surprizing, are every where natural, (Credibility not being once shocked
through the whole) so there is one Beauty very apparent, which hath been
attributed by the greatest of Critics to the greatest of Poets, that every Episode
bears a manifest Impression of the principal Design, and chiefly turns on the
Perfection or Imperfection of Friendship; of which noble Passion, from its
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1 Fielding opens this preface by explaining that he is not the author of David Simple, as many
of its readers conjectured.

2 Tiberius Catius Asconius Silius Italicus (25-101 AD), Roman poet best known for his 
Punica (The Punic War), an epic account of the Second Punic War and the longest poem in
Latin literature.

3 Le lutrin (The Lectern [1674-83]), a mock-heroic epic by Nicholas Boileau (1636-1711)
that features ecclesiastics quarrelling about where to place a lectern in a chapel.

4 Samuel Butler (1612-80), poet and author of the popular Hudibras (1663-78), a mock hero-
ic poem that satirizes religion and politics by detailing the comic misadventures of the Pres-
byterian knight Hudribras and his squire Ralpho.
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highest Purity to its lowest Falshoods and Disguises, this little Book is, in my
Opinion, the most exact Model.

As to the Characters here described, I shall repeat the Saying of one of the
greatest Men of this Age, That they are as wonderfully drawn by the Writer,
as they were by Nature herself. There are many Strokes in Orgueil, Spatter,
Varnish, Le-vif, the Balancer,1 and some others, which would have shined in
the Pages of Theophrastus,* Horace,* or La Bruyere.* Nay, there are some
Touches, which I will venture to say might have done honour to the Pencil of
the immortal Shakespear* himself.

The Sentiments are in general extremely delicate; those particularly which
regard Friendship, are, I think, as noble and elevated as I have any where met
with: Nor can I help remarking, that the Author hath been so careful, in just-
ly adapting them to her Characters, that a very indifferent Reader, after he is
in the least acquainted with the Character of the Speaker, can seldom fail of
applying every Sentiment to the Person who utters it. Of this we have the
strongest Instance in Cynthia and Camilla,2 where the lively Spirit of the for-
mer, and the gentle Softness of the latter, breathe through every Sentence
which drops from either of them.

The Diction I shall say no more of, than as it is the last, and lowest Perfec-
tion in a Writer, and one which many of great Genius seem to have little
regarded; so I must allow my Author to have the least Merit on this Head:
Many Errors in Style existing in the first Edition, and some, I am convinced,
remaining still uncured in this; but Experience and Habit will most certainly
remove this Objection; for a good Style, as well as a good Hand in Writing, is
chiefly learn’d by Practice.

I shall here finish these short Remarks on this little Book, which have been
drawn from me by those People, who have very falsely and impertinently
called me its Author. [...]

17. Tobias Smollett, Preface to The Adventures of Roderick Random (1748)

[Smollett* presents his novel as a combination of satire and “reformed”
romance, modeled on the work of Cervantes* and Lesage* while keeping his
plot within the bounds of probability. He emphasizes the reader’s desire to feel
“sympathy” for a character and find “entertainment” in human nature.]

THE PREFACE.

Of all kinds of satire, there is none so entertaining, and universally improv-
ing, as that which is introduced, as it were, occasionally, in the course of an
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1 The names of several characters in David Simple.
2 The names of two more characters in David Simple.
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interesting story, which brings every incident home to life; and by represent-
ing familiar scenes in an uncommon and amusing point of view, invests them
with all the graces of novelty, while nature is appealed to in every particular.

The reader gratifies his curiosity, in pursuing the adventures of a person in
whose favour he is prepossessed; he espouses his cause, he sympathizes with
him in distress, his indignation is heated against the authors of his calamity;
the humane passions are inflamed; the contrast between dejected virtue, and
insulting vice, appears with greater aggravation, and every impression having
a double force on the imagination, the memory retains the circumstance, and
the heart improves by the example. The attention is not tired with a bare Cat-
alogue of characters, but agreeably diverted with all the variety of invention;
and the vicissitudes of life appear in their peculiar circumstances, opening an
ample field for wit and humour.

Romance, no doubt, owes its origin to ignorance, vanity and superstition. In
the dark ages of the world, when a man had rendered himself famous for wis-
dom or valour, his family and adherents availed themselves of his superior
qualities, magnified his virtues, and represented his character and person as
sacred and supernatural. The vulgar easily swallowed the bait, implored his
protection, and yielded the tribute of homage and praise even to adoration; his
exploits were handed down to posterity with a thousand exaggerations; they
were repeated as incitements to virtue; divine honours were paid, and altars
erected to his memory, for the encouragement of those who attempted to imi-
tate his example; and hence arose the heathen mythology, which is no other
than a collection of extravagant Romances.—As learning advanced, and genius
received cultivation, these stories were embellished with the graces of poetry,
that they might the better recommend themselves to the attention; they were
sung in publick, at festivals, for the instruction and delight of the audience; and
rehearsed before battle, as incentives to deeds of glory. Thus tragedy and the
epic muse were born, and, in the progress of taste, arrived at perfection.—It is
no wonder, that the ancients could not relish a fable in prose, after they had
seen so many remarkable events celebrated in verse, by their best poets; we
therefore, find no romance among them, during the [e]ra of their excellence,
unless the Cyropedia of [X]enophon* may be so called; and it was not till arts
and sciences began to revive, after the irruption of the Barbarians into Europe,
that any thing of this kind appeared. But when the minds of men were
debauched by the imposition of priest-craft to the most absurd pitch of creduli-
ty; the authors of romance arose, and losing sight of probability, filled their
performances with the most monstrous hyperboles. If they could not equal the
ancient poets in point of genius, they were resolved to excel them in fiction,
and apply to the wonder rather than the judgment of their readers. Accordingly
they brought ne[c]romancy to their aid, and instead of supporting the charac-
ter of their heroes, by dignity of sentiment and practice, distinguished them by
their bodily strength, activity and extravagance of behaviour. Although noth-
ing could be more ludicrous and unnatural than the figures they drew, they did
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not want patrons and admirers, and the world actually began to be infected
with the spirit of knight-errantry, when Cervantes,* by an inimitable piece of
ridicule, reformed the taste of mankind, representing chivalry in the right point
of view, and converting romance to purposes far more useful and entertaining,
by making it assume the s[t]ock, and point out the follies of ordinary life.

The same method has been practiced by other Spanish and French authors,
and by none more successfully than by Monsieur Le Sage,* who in his adven-
tures of Gil Blas,* has described the knavery and foibles of life, with infinite
humour and sagacity.—The following sheets I have modelled on his plan, tak-
ing the liberty, however, to differ from him in the execution, where I thought
his particular situations were uncommon, extravagant, or peculiar to the
country in which the scene is laid.—The disgraces of Gil Blas, are for the most
part, such as rather excite mirth than compassion; he himself laughs at them;
and his transitions from distress to happiness, or at least ease, are so sudden,
that neither the reader has time to pity him, nor himself to be acquainted with
affliction.—This conduct, in my opinion, not only deviates from probability,
but prevents that generous indignation, which ought to animate the reader,
against the sordid and vicious disposition of the world.

I have attempted to represent modest merit struggling with every difficulty
to which a friendless orphan is exposed, from his own want of experience, as
well as from the selfishness, envy, malice, and base indifference of mankind.—
To secure a favourable prepossession, I have allowed him the advantages of
birth and education, which in the series of his misfortunes, will, I hope, engage
the ingenuous more warmly in his behalf; and though I foresee, that some peo-
ple will be offended at the mean scenes in which he is involved, I persuade
myself the judicious will not only perceive the necessity of describing those sit-
uations to which he must of course be confined, in his low estate; but also find
entertainment in viewing those parts of life, where the humours and passions
are undisguised by affectation, ceremony, or education; and the whimsical
peculiarities of disposition appear as nature has implanted them.—But I
believe I need not trouble myself in vindicating a practice authorized by the
best writers in this way, some of whom I have already named.

Every intelligent reader will, at first sight, perceive I have not deviated from
nature, in the facts, which are all true in the main, although the circumstances
are altered and disguised to avoid personal satire. [...]

18. Henry Fielding, from Book 9, Chapter 1 of Tom Jones (1749)

[Henry Fielding* defines the novel as a type of history, and explains that the
historian must meet five essential “qualifications”: he or she must exhibit
genius, learning, the ability to engage in “conversation” with other people, the
ability to interact with both high and low people, and a feeling heart.]
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Of those who lawfully may, and those who may not 
write such Histories as this.

Among other good Uses for which I have thought proper to institute these sev-
eral introductory Chapters, I have considered them as a Kind of Mark or
Stamp, which may hereafter enable a very indifferent Reader to distinguish,
what is true and genuine in this historic kind of Writing, from what is false
and counterfeit. Indeed it seems likely that some such Mark may shortly
become necessary, since the favourable Reception which two or three Authors
have lately procured for their Works of this Nature from the Public, will prob-
ably serve as an Encouragement to many others to undertake the like. Thus a
Swarm of foolish Novels, and monstrous Romances will be produced, either
to the great impoverishing of Booksellers, or to the great Loss of Time, and
Depravation of Morals in the Reader; nay often to the spreading of Scandal
and Calumny, and to the Prejudice of the Characters of many worthy and
honest People. [...]

[A]ll the Arts and Sciences (even Criticism itself) require some little Degree
of Learning and Knowledge. Poetry indeed may perhaps be thought an Excep-
tion; but then it demands Numbers,1 or something like Numbers; whereas to
the Composition of Novels and Romances, nothing is necessary but Paper,
Pens and Ink, with the manual Capacity of using them. This, I conceive, their
Productions shew to be the Opinion of the Authors themselves; and this must
be the Opinion of their Readers, if indeed there be any such.

Hence we are to derive that universal Contempt, which the World, who
always denominate the Whole from the Majority, have cast on all historical
Writers, who do not draw their Materials from Records.2 And it is the 
Apprehension of this Contempt, that hath made us so cautiously avoid 
the Term Romance, a Name with which we might otherwise have been 
well enough contented. [O]ur Labours have sufficient Title to the Name of
History. [...]

To prevent therefore for the future, such intemperate Abuses of Leisure, of
Letters, and of the Liberty of the Press, especially as the World seems at pre-
sent to be more than usually threat[e]ned with them, I shall here venture to
mention some Qualifications, every one of which are in a pretty high Degree
necessary to this Order of Historians.

The first is Genius, without a rich Vein of which, no Study, says Horace,*3

can avail us. By Genius I would understand that Power, or rather those Pow-
ers of the Mind, which are capable of penetrating into all Things within our
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1 I.e., meter.
2 I.e., factual sources.
3 Ars poetica (Art of Poetry), 409-10.
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Reach and Knowledge, and of distinguishing their essential Differences. These
are no other than Invention and Judgment; and they are both called by the
collective Name of Genius, as they are of those Gifts of Nature which we
bring with us into the World. [...]

But tho’ they should be so, [Invention and Judgement] are not sufficient for
our Purpose without a good Share of Learning; for which I could again cite
the Authority of Horace,1 and of many others, if any was necessary to prove
that Tools are of no Service to a Workman, when they are not sharpened by
Art, or when he wants Rules to direct him in his Work, or hath no Matter to
work upon. All these Uses are supplied by Learning: For Nature can only fur-
nish us with Capacity, or as I have chose to illustrate it, with the Tools of our
Profession; Learning must fit them for Use, must direct them in it; and lastly,
must contribute, Part at least, of the Materials. [...]

Again, 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 under-
standing 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. [...]

Now this Conversation in our Historian must be universal, that is, with all
Ranks and Degrees of Men; For the Knowledge of what is called High-Life,
will not instruct him in low, nor e converso,2 will his being acquainted with
the inferior Part of Mankind, teach him the Manners of the superior. And
though it may be thought that the Knowledge of either may sufficiently enable
him to describe at least that in which he hath been conversant; yet he will even
here fall greatly short of Perfection: for the Follies of either Rank do in reali-
ty illustrate each other. For instance, the Affectation of High-Life appears
more glaring and ridiculous from the Simplicity of the Low[.] [...]

Nor will all the Qualities I have hitherto given my Historian avail him,
unless he have what is generally meant by a good Heart, and be capable of
feeling. The Author who will make me weep, says Horace,3 must first weep
himself. In reality, no Man can paint a Distress well, which he doth not feel
while he is painting it; nor do I doubt, but that the most pathetic and affect-
ing Scenes have been writ with Tears. In the same Manner it is with the
Ridiculous. I am convinced I never make my Readers laugh heartily, but where
I have laughed before him, unless it should happen at any Time, that instead
of laughing with me, he should be inclined to laugh at me. Perhaps this may
have been the Case at some passages in this Chapter, from which Apprehen-
sion I will here put an End to it.

92 Novel Definitions

1 Ars poetica (Art of Poetry), 304-22.
2 Latin: “In converse,” or in reverse.
3 Ars poetica (Art of Poetry), 102-03.
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19. Thomas Holcroft, Preface to Alwyn (1780)

[After providing a history and a definition of the romance, Holcroft* distin-
guishes it from the novel by emphasizing the latter’s unity of design.]

PREFACE.

Works of the imagination have ever been the ornament of civilized nations.
The progress from barbarism to politeness is always accompanied by a similar
gradation in the perfection of literary amusements. The easiest, consequently
the earliest, of these amusements was fable: among the various kinds of which,
the narrative, as the most simple and natural, was the first. In the ruder ages
men listened, with avidity, to tales of the utmost simplicity; the story of the
Belly and the Members1 could calm the rage of a mutinous people. Writers
who wish, at present, to teach Morality by fiction, have greater difficulties to
encounter: the shallow artifices of the wolf, the fox, and the lion are too easi-
ly discovered, and are only, now, devoted to the instruction and recreation of
children. Character, incident, design, diction, probability, &c. are requisite to
attract the attention of readers, beyond a certain sphere. It would be, perhaps,
a useless, as well as a difficult task to discover, whether the ancients possessed
any species of writing that may be classed with what is meant by the word
Novel. The want of a quality which seems peculiar to modern Europe, and is
distinguished by the name GALLANTRY, must have given such compositions
a turn very different from the productions of the present time.

In the dark ages, when bigotry and zeal had, almost, obliterated every trace
of ancient literature, the only writings, meant for amusement, were the leg-
ends of saints; in which the marvellous was, alone, predominant. Secure from
criticism, by the tremendous alliance between their works and THE FAITH,
the more improbable the story, the greater was its merit, with this species of
writers. Their imaginations thus emancipated, their saints became warriors,
the extravagant fables of the old poets were out-done, and the champions of
Christendom rivalled the worthies of Greece. They overcame monsters and
giants; pursued necromancers through lakes of fire; till by their prowess, and
prayers, they sent the inchanters, blaspheming through the air, on the backs
of fiery dragons, and made their castles vanish. [...]

These miraculous tales were succeeded by romances of voluminous magni-
tude, in which the passion of love was drawn in the most hyperbolical man-
ner; such were Clelia,* the [G]rand Cyrus,* &c. A sameness of character, of
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1 A fable by Aesop,* “The Belly and the Members” features members of the body—hands,
mouth, and legs—who believe the belly is getting all of the food without having to perform
any work. The members refuse to feed the belly; they become weak and realize that the
belly does, after all, perform needed work. The moral of the story is that all the members
must work together as a body.
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incident, of language, pervaded the whole. Plot they had none, and but one
moral distributed through the endless pages of endless volumes: yet these were
the entertainment of the gay and polite, and were held in estimation so late as
at the end of the last century.

MODERN writers use the word Romance, to signify a fictitious history of
detached and independent adventures; and under that idea, call the Tele-
maque* of Fenelon,* and Cyrus of Ramsay,* Romances. Le Sage’s* Gil Blas,*
and Smollet’s* Roderick Random,* though of a different species, come under
the same denomination. A Novel is another kind of work. Unity of design is
its character. In a Romance, if the incidents be well marked and related with
spirit, the intention is answered; and adventures pass before the view for no
other purpose than to amuse by their peculiarity, without, perhaps, affecting
the main story, if there should be one. But in a Novel, a combination of inci-
dents, entertaining in themselves, are made to form a whole; and an unneces-
sary circumstance becomes a blemish, by detaching from the simplicity which
is requisite to exhibit that whole to advantage. Thus, as in dramatic works,
those circumstances which do not tend, either to the illustration, or forward-
ing the main story, or, which do not mark some character, or person in the
drama, are to be esteemed unnecessary.

Hence it appears, the legitimate Novel is a work much more difficult than the
Romance, and justly deserves to be ranked with those dramatic pieces whose
utility is generally allowed. Novels have fallen into disrepute. Love-sick girls
and boys are supposed to be the only persons capable of being amused by them:
and, while a poverty of stile, a want of knowledge of the human heart, of men
and manners; while a puny tale of love and misfortune, cross fathers, and
unhappy children, unnatural rigour, and unaccountable reconciliation, without
discrimination of character, without variety of incident, with but one set of
phrases, one languid, inanimate description, with scarce a single ray of imagi-
nation to comfort the disconsolate reader, are their great characteristics, Novels
shall continue to want admirers: but Tom Jones* shall never want admirers.

20. [Maria Edgeworth and Richard Lovell Edgeworth], Preface to Maria
Edgeworth, Castle Rackrent (1800)

[This preface, usually thought to be collectively written by Edgeworth* and
her father, uses the term “biography” to define the novel, explaining that these
“memoirs,” unlike a history, allow a “behind the scenes” account of a great
family.]

PREFACE.

The prevailing taste of the public for anecdote has been censured and ridiculed
by critics who aspire to the character of superior wisdom: but if we consider
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it in a proper point of view, this taste is an incontestable proof of the good
sense and profoundly philosophic temper of the present times. Of the num-
bers who study, or at least who read history, how few derive any advantage
from their labours! The heroes of history are so decked out by the fine fancy
of the professed historian; they talk in such measured prose, and act from such
sublime or such diabolical motives, that few have sufficient taste, wickedness
or heroism, to sympathize in their fate. Besides, there is much uncertainty even
in the best authenticated antient or modern histories; and that love of truth,
which in some minds is innate and immutable, necessarily leads to a love of
secret memoirs and private anecdotes. We cannot judge either of the feelings
or of the characters of men with perfect accuracy from their actions or their
appearance in public; it is from their careless conversations, their half-finished
sentences, that we may hope with the greatest probability of success to dis-
cover their real characters. The life of a great or of a little man written by him-
self, the familiar letters, the diary of any individual published by his friends or
by his enemies after his decease, are esteemed important literary curiosities.
We are surely justified, in this eager desire to collect the most minute facts rel-
ative to the domestic lives, not only of the great and good, but even of the
worthless and insignificant, since it is only by a comparison of their actual
happiness or misery in the privacy of domestic life, that we can form a just
estimate of the real reward of virtue, or the real punishment of vice. That the
great are not as happy as they seem, that the external circumstances of for-
tune and rank do not constitute felicity, is asserted by every moralist; the his-
torian can seldom, consistently with his dignity, pause to illustrate this truth;
it is therefore to the biographer we must have recourse. After we have beheld
splendid characters playing their parts on the great theatre of the world, with
all the advantages of stage effect and decoration, we anxiously beg to be
admitted behind the scenes, that we may take a nearer view of the actors and
actresses.

Some may perhaps imagine that the value of biography depends upon the
judgment and taste of the biographer; but on the contrary it may be main-
tained, that the merits of a biographer are inversely as the extent of his intel-
lectual powers and of his literary talents. A plain unvarnished tale is prefer-
able to the most highly ornamented narrative. Where we see that a man has
the power, we may naturally suspect that he has the will to deceive us, and
those who are used to literary manufacture know how much is often sacrificed
to the rounding of a period or the pointing of an antithesis.

That the ignorant may have their prejudices as well as the learned cannot be
disputed; but we see and despise vulgar errors; we never bow to the authority of
him who has no great name to sanction his absurdities. The partiality which
blinds a biographer to the defects of his hero, in proportion as it is gross ceases
to be dangerous; but if it be concealed by the appearance of candour, which men
of great abilities best know how to assume, it endangers our judgment some-
times, and sometimes our morals. If her Grace the Duchess of Newcastle, instead
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of penning her lord’s elaborate eulogium, had undertaken to write the life of Sav-
age,1 we should not have been in any danger of mistaking an idle, ungrateful lib-
ertine, for a man of genius and virtue. The talents of a biographer are often fatal
to his reader. For these reasons the public often judiciously countenances those,
who without sagacity to discriminate character, without elegance of style to
relieve the tediousness of narrative, without enlargement of mind to draw any
conclusions from the facts they relate, simply pour forth anecdotes and retail
conversations, with all the minute prolixity of a gossip in a country town.

The author of the following memoirs has upon these grounds fair claims to
the public favour and attention; he was an illiterate old steward, whose par-
tiality to the family in which he was bred and born must be obvious to the
reader. He tells the history of the Rackrent family in his vernacular idiom, and
in the full confidence that Sir Patrick, Sir Murtagh, Sir Kit, and Sir Condy
Rackrent’s2 affairs, will be as interesting to all the world as they were to him-
self. Those who were acquainted with the manners of a certain class of the
gentry of Ireland some years ago, will want no evidence of the truth of hon-
est Thady’s narrative [...].

21. Sarah Green, Preface to Romance Readers and Romance Writers (1810)

[Green* satirizes the “modern romance,” critiquing its sentimentalism as bor-
ing, its mixture of fact and fiction as confusing, and its reliance on old plots
as disingenuous recycling.]

LITERARY RETROSPECTION
RUDUS INDIGESTAQUE.3

ROMANCE proved favourable to the cause of gallantry and heroism during
the dark ages, but we, thank heaven! live in more enlightened days[...]. [...]
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1 Margaret Cavendish,* Duchess of Newcastle wrote a biography of her husband, The Life of
the Trice Noble, High, and Puissant Prince William Cavendishe, Duke, Marquess, and Earle
of Newcastle (1675); Richard Savage (1697/98-1743) is an English poet and playwright
who claimed to have been the illegitimate offspring of Richard Savage, 4th Earl of Rivers (c.
1654-1712), and Anne Gerard, Countess of Macclesfield (1667/68-1753). A notoriously
ambiguous figure accused of treason and murder, Savage is remembered today largely
because Samuel Johnson wrote a sympathetic biography of him (An Account of the Life of
Mr. Richard Savage [1744]). Edgeworth implies that had Savage’s life been written by
Cavendish (a transparently eulogistic writer) instead of Johnson (a writer, in Edgeworth’s
estimation, of much greater skill), readers would be inclined to detest rather than sympa-
thize with Savage.

2 Characters in the novel; her unreliable narrator, Thady Quirk, provides the family history of
the Rackrents by narrating the lives of the last four lords of the estate (Sir Patrick, Sir
Murtagh, Sir Kit, and Sir Condy).

3 Latin: Undigested fragments. “Rudis indigestaque moles,” or “a rude, undigested mass,” is
a commonly used Latin phrase from Ovid’s Metamorphoses (1.7).
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Would that, like the monster BRIAREUS,1 I could strike a hundred blows
in the same instant, and that all the vampers of romance, who merit annihi-
lation, were in my presence!—they are the vermin of literature—their spawn
creep to our fire-sides, and cover our tables, our chairs, our sofas and our
mantle-pieces; we find them in the bed-chambers of our daughters; nay, not
unfrequently are they placed beneath their pillows, to occupy their minds at
day-break, or to beguile a sleepless night. [...]

The style of very few modern romances suggests a favourable opinion of the
writer’s genius: almost every auteur romanesque2 makes use of the same ingre-
dients in the composition of his work: “Crimine ab uno disce omnes.”3 Some
of these legends are compounded of violent and irritable drugs, which occa-
sion transports of an alarming nature; and I know a youth who was affected
to that violent degree, by perusing one of them, that he threw the offensive
volume into the fire, and his pocket had in consequence to atone for the irri-
table state of his nerves. But by far the greater part of these “tales of times
past,” are known to partake most potently of a soporific ingredient called sen-
timental passion: this I aver I have frequently found irresistible: an author
who has no very tender regard for his reputation, may with safety, make use
of this drug, for it disarms criticism by wrapping the passive and unconscious
mind in the elysium of a sound nap. [...]

A celebrated French Historical Romance Writer of our own day is very anx-
ious, on all occasions, that the reader should not do what she herself has done,
that is, confound historical with fictitious incidents. To effect this, she partic-
ularises that which she takes from authentic sources, thus—“Historique.”
Does she imagine for one moment, that, after closing the book, the reader can
separate those incidents that are historical, from those which are invented?—
then why trouble herself to point out what is historical and what fictitious?—
but is it not rather probable that the reader will retain a recollection of that,
which is the most interesting and romantic (and it usually happens that such
incidents are of imagination), and, connecting such events with historical
characters, imagine that to be historical which is invented, and forget entire-
ly that which is true? [...]

The modern system of book-making ought to be put down; it mars genius
that is tempted to engage in it, disgusts men of taste, and puts bread into the
mouths of those who have no brains. Historical romances are manufactured
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1 In Greek mythology, Briareus is a Hecatochires, or a hundred-handed and fifty-headed
giant. Because of their ugliness, the Hecatochires are thrown into Tartarus by their father
Uranus. They are rescued by Zeus and help him overthrow the Titans by throwing hundreds
of rocks at once.

2 French: “Romantic author.”
3 Latin: “From one crime know the nation” (Virgil,* Aeneid,* 2.65). Green uses this quota-

tion to assert that from one “modern romance,” the reader can know the ingredients of all
romance novels. In the Aeneid, this quotation refers to Sinon’s betrayal of the Trojans in the
Trojan war.
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weekly—French novels1 and tales of romance translated and published as
originals—and old novels republished,2 without being acknowledged as such.

Heaven knows! we have more authors now than ever: if a father writes, the
son is straightway attacked with the cacoethes scribendi,3 and thinks to
become—a greater man than his father!—As for the female part of the com-
munity, I verily believe that every third woman in these happy united king-
doms, considers herself a genius—nay, I have heard, and readily believe it,
that there are many thick-headed female dames of fortune who sacrifice hun-
dreds to establish—the reign of dullness and of folly! [...]

In one part of this novel, which is now offered to the world, to shew the
effects of romance-reading on the weak and ductile mind of youth, the Author
has, while endeavouring to keep morality strictly in view, interspersed the
pages with a few authentic allusions. Our modern writers of romance blend
HISTORY and fiction: in that, she has shewn herself an imitator [...]. [...]
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1 Author’s footnote: “Vide ‘DANGERS THROUGH LIFE,’ published by Mrs. Plunkett, as
original. This novel is a translation of ‘LES MALHEURS DE L’INCONSTANCE.’” Green
cites Elizabeth Gunning Plunkett’s Dangers through Life; or the Victim of Seduction (1810)
as a translation of Claude Joseph Dorat’s Les Malheurs de L’Inconstance (The Misfortunes
of Inconstancy) (1772).

2 Author’s footnote: “On reading ‘Part the Second’ of ‘The Morlands,’ I was inexpressibly
surprised to discover that the respectable Mr. Dallas had been guilty of a most violent act of
plagiarism, in actually republishing, sometimes verbatim, an old novel, entitled ‘He would
be a PEER.’” Green labels Robert Dallas’s novel The Morlands (1805) a plagiarism of the
anonymously authored He Would Be a Peer (1798).

3 Latin: “Compulsion to write.”
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C. The Novel’s Structuring of Plot, Character, Style,
and Morality

22. Delariviere Manley, Preface to The Secret History, of Queen Zarah, 
and the Zarazians (1705)

[A translation of earlier sources,1 Manley’s* preface offers one of the most
complete and complex guides to the concerns foremost in the early novel-
writer’s mind: the probability of events, resemblance of characters to “Human-
ity,” style of conversation, and structuring of beginnings and endings.]

TO THE READER.

The Romances in France have for a long Time been the Diversion and Amuse-
ment of the whole World; the People both in the City and at Court have given
themselves over to this Vice, and all Sorts of People have read these Works
with a most surprising Greediness; but that Fury is very much abated, and
they are all fallen off from this Distraction: The Little Histories of this Kind
have taken [the] Place of Romances, whose Prodigious Number of Volumes
were sufficient to tire and satiate such whose Heads were most fill’d with
those Notions.

These little Pieces which have banish’d Romances are much more agreeable
to the Brisk and Impetuous Humour of the English, who have naturally no
Taste for long-winded Performances, for they have no sooner begun a Book
but they desire to see the End of it: The Prodigious Length of the Ancient
Romances, the Mixture of so many Extraordinary Adventures, and the Great
Number of Actors that appear on the Stage, and the Likeness which is so lit-
tle managed, all [of] which has given a Distaste to Persons of good Sense, and
has made Romances so much cry’d down, as we find ’em at present. The
Authors of Historical Novels, who have found out this Fault, have run into
the same Error, because they take for the Foundation of their History no more
than one Principal Event, and don’t overcharge it with Episodes, which wou’d
extend it to an Excessive Length; but they are run into another Fault, which I
cannot Pardon, that is, to please by Variety the Taste of the Reader, they mix

1 As John L. Sutton explains, Manley’s preface is a “literal translation of an essay on prose
fiction” appearing in Jean Baptiste Morvan, Abbe de Bellegarde’s Lettres curieuses de litté-
rature et de morale (Interesting Letters on Literature and Morals [1702]); Bellegarde’s book
is itself “a paraphrase” of Sieur du Plaisir’s Sentiments sur les lettres et sur l’histoire (Senti-
ments on Letters and History [1683]), a work considered “an event of major importance in
the development of a coherent theory of the novel” (John L. Sutton, “The Source of Mrs.
Manley’s Preface to Queen Zarah,” Modern Philology 82.2 [1984]: 167).
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particular Stories with the Principal History, which seems to me as if they rea-
son’d Ill; in Effect the Curiosity of the Reader is deceiv’d by this Deviation
from the Subject, which retards the Pleasure he wou’d have in seeing the End
of an Event; it relishes of a Secret Displeasure in the Author, which makes him
soon lose Sight of those Persons with whom he began to be in Love; besides
the vast Number of Actors who have such different Interests, embarrasses his
Memory, and causes some Confusion in his Brain, because ’tis necessary for
the Imagination to labour to recal the several Interests and Characters of the
Persons spoken of, and by which they have interrupted the History.

For the Reader’s better Understanding, we ought not to chuse too Ancient
Accidents, nor unknown Heroes, which are sought for in a Barbarous Coun-
try, and too far distant in Time, for we care little for what was done a Thou-
sand Years ago among the Tartars or Abyssines.1

The Names of Persons ought to have a Sweetness in them, for a Barbarous
Name disturbs the Imagination; as the Historian describes the Heroes to his
Fancy, so he ought to give them Qualities which affect the Reader, and which
fixes him to his Fortune; but he ought with great Care to observe the Proba-
bility of Truth, which consists in saying nothing but what may Morally be
believed.

For there are Truths that are not always probable; as for Example, ’tis an
allowed Truth in the Roman History, that Nero put his Mother to Death,2 but
’tis a Thing against all Reason and Probability that a Son shou’d embrue his
Hand in the Blood of his own Mother; it is also no less probable that a Single
Captain shou’d at the Head of a Bridge stop a whole Army, although ’tis prob-
able that a small Number of Soldiers might stop, in Defiles, Prodigious
Armies, because the Situation of the Place favours the Design, and renders
them almost Equal. He that writes a True History ought to place the Accidents
as they Naturally happen, without endeavouring to sweeten them for to pro-
cure a greater Credit, because he is not obliged to answer for their Probabili-
ty; but he that composes a History to his Fancy, gives his Heroes what Char-
acters he pleases, and places the Accidents as he thinks fit, without believing
he shall be contradicted by other Historians, therefore he is obliged to Write
nothing that is improbable; ’tis nevertheless allowable that an Historian
shows the Elevation of his Genius, when advancing Improbable Actions, he
gives them Colours and Appearances capable of Perswading.

One of the Things an Author ought first of all to take Care of, is to keep
up to the Characters of the Persons he introduces. The Authors of Romances
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1 Tartars are Turkish-speaking peoples of Eastern Europe and Central Asia; “Abyssines”
refers to the people of Ethiopia, historically known as Abyssinia.

2 Nero Claudium Caesar Augustus Germanicus (37-68 AD), the last emperor of the Julio-
Claudian dynasty to rule Rome; he is famous for fiddling while Rome burned. Nero’s moth-
er, Agrippina, fell out of favor with him and then supported his rival, Britannicus; as a
result, Nero ordered the execution of his mother and framed it as a suicide in 59 AD.
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gave Extraordinary Virtues to their Heroin[e]s, exempted from all the Weak-
ness of Humane Nature, and much above the Infirmities of their Sex; ’tis Nec-
essary they shou’d be Virtuous or Vicious to Merit the Esteem or Disesteem
of the Reader; but their Virtue ought to be spared, and their Vice exposed to
every Trial: It wou’d in no wise be probable that a Young Woman fondly
beloved by a Man of great Merit, and for whom she had a Reciprocal Ten-
derness, finding her self at all Times alone with him in Places which favour’d
their Loves, cou’d always resist his Addresses; there are too Nice Occasions;
and an Author wou’d not enough observe good Sense, if he therein exposed
his Heroin[e]s; ’tis a Fault which Authors of Romances commit in every Page;
they would Blind the Reader with this Miracle, but ’tis necessary the Miracle
should be feisable, to make an Impression in the Brain of Reasonable Persons;
the Characters are better managed in the Historical Novels, which are writ
now-a-days; they are not fill’d with great Adventures, and extraordinary
Accidents, for the most simple Action may engage the Reader by the Circum-
stances that attend it; it enters into all the Motions and Disquiets of the Actor,
when they have well express’d to him the Character. If he be Jealous, the Look
of a Person he Loves, a Mouse, a turn of the Head, or the least Complaisance
to a Rival, throws him into the greatest Agitations, which the Readers per-
ceive by a Counter-blow; if he be very Vertuous, and falls into a Mischance by
Accident, they Pity him and Commiserate his Misfortunes; for Fear, and Pity
in Romance as well as Tragedies are the Two Instruments which move the Pas-
sions; for we in some Manner put our selves in the Room of those we see in
Danger; the Part we take therein, and the fear of falling into the like Misfor-
tunes, causes us to interest our selves more in their Adventures, because that
those sort of Accidents may happen to all the World; and it touches so much
the more, because they are the Common Effects of Nature.

The Heroes in the Ancient Romances have nothing in them that is Natural;
all is unlimited in their Character; all their Advantages have Something Prodi-
gious, and all their Actions Something that’s Marvellous; in short, they are not
Men: A single Prince attack’d by a great Number of Enemies, is so far from
giving Way to the Croud, that he does Incredible Feats of Valour, beats them,
puts them to flight, delivers all the Prisoners, and kills an infinite Number of
People, to deserve the title of Heroe. A Reader who has any Sense does not
take part with these Fabulous Adventures, or at least is but slightly touch’d
with them, because they are not natural, and therefore cannot be believ’d. The
Heroes of the Modern Romances are better Characteriz’d, they give them Pas-
sions, Vertues or Vices, which resemble Humanity; thus all the World will find
themselves represented in these Descriptions, which ought to be exact, and
mark’d by Tracts which express clearly the Character of the Heroe, to the end
we may not be deceiv’d, and may presently know our predominant Quality,
which ought to give the Spirit all the Motion and Action of our Lives; ’tis that
which inspires the Reader with Curiosity, and a certain impatient Desire to see
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the End of the Accidents, the reading of which causes an Exquisite Pleasure
when they are Nicely handled; the Motion of the Heart gives yet more, but
the Author ought to have an Extraordinary Penetration to distinguish them
well, and not to lose himself in this Labyrinth. Most Authors are contented to
describe Men in general, they represent them Covetous, Courageous and
Ambitious, without entering into the Particulars, and without specifying the
Character of their Covetousness, Valour or Ambition; they don’t perceive
Nice Distinctions, which those who know it Remark in the Passions; in Effect,
the Nature, Humour and Juncture, give New Postures to Vices; the Turn of
the Mind, Motion of the Heart, Affection and Interests, alter the very Nature
of the Passions, which are different in all Men; the Genius of the Author mar-
velously appears when he Nicely discovers those Differences, and exposes to
the Reader’s Sight those almost unperceivable Jealousies which escape the
Sight of most Authors, because they have not an exact Notion of the Turnings
and Motions of Humane Understanding; and they know nothing but the gross
Passions, from whence they make but general Descriptions.

He that Writes either a True or False History, ought immediately to take
Notice of the Time and Sense where those Accidents happen’d, that the Read-
er may not remain long in Suspence; he ought also in few Words describe the
Person who bears the most Considerable Part in his Story to engage the Read-
er; ’tis a Thing that little conduces to the raising the Merit of a Heroe, to
Praise him by the Beauty of his Face; this is a mean and trivial Detail, that dis-
courages Persons of good Taste; ’tis the Qualities of the Soul which ought to
render him acceptable; and there are those Qualities likewise that ought to be
discourag’d in the Principle Character of a Heroe, for there are Actors of a
Second Rank, who serve only to bind the Intrigue, and they ought not to be
compar’d with those of the First Order, nor be given Qualities that may cause
them to be equally Esteem’d; ’tis not by Extravagant Expressions, nor Repeat-
ed Praises, that the Reader’s Esteem is acquired to the Character of the
Heroe’s, their Actions ought to plead for them; ’tis by that they are made
known, and describe themselves; altho’ they ought to have some Extraordi-
nary Qualities, they ought not all to have ’em in an equal degree; ’tis impos-
sible they shou’d not have some Imperfections seeing they are Men, but their
Imperfections ought not to destroy the Character that is attributed to them; if
we describe them Brave, Liberal and Generous, we ought not to attribute to
them Baseness or Cowardice, because that their Actions wou’d otherwise belie
their Character, and the Predominant Virtues of the Heroes: ’Tis no Argument
that Salust,1 though so Happy in the Description of Men, in the Description
of Cataline does not in some manner describe him Covetous also; for he says
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1 Gaius Sallustius Crispus (86-34 BC), Roman historian and author of Bellum catilinae (Cati-
line’s War), a history of the Catiline Conspiracy that emphasizes the depravity of Lucius
Sergius Catilina (108-62 BC), the leader of the failed attempt to overthrow the Roman lead-
ership as a result of not achieving a consulship.
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this Ambitious Man spent his own Means Profusely, and raged after the
Goods of another with an Extream Greediness, but these Two Motions which
seem contrary were inspired by the same Wit; these were the Effects of the
Unbounded Ambition of Cataline, and the desire he had to Rise by the help
of his Creatures on the Ruins of the Roman Republick; so vast a Project cou’d
not be Executed by very great Sums of Money, which obliged Cataline to
make all Sorts of Efforts to get it from all Parts.

Every Historian ought to be extremely uninterested; he ought neither to
Praise nor Blame those he speaks of; he ought to be contented with Exposing
the Actions, leaving an entire Liberty to the Reader to judge as he pleases,
without taking any Care not to blame his Heroes, or make their Apology; he
is no Judge of the Merit of his Heroes, his Business is to represent them in the
same Form as they are, and describe their Sentiments, Manners and Conduct;
it deviates in some manner from his Character, and that perfect uninterested-
ness, when he adds to the Names of those he introduces Epithets either to
Blame or Praise them; there are but few Historians who exactly follow this
Rule, and who maintain this Difference, from which they cannot deviate
without rendring themselves guilty of Partiality.

Although there ought to be a great Genius required to Write a History per-
fectly, it is nevertheless not requisite that a Historian shou’d always make use
of all his Wit, nor that he shou’d strain himself, in Nice and Lively Reflexions;
’tis a Fault which is reproach’d with some Justice to Cornelius Tacitus,* who
is not contented to recount the Feats, but employs the most refin’d Reflexions
of Policy to find out the secret Reasons and hidden Causes of Accidents; there
is nevertheless a Distinction to be made between the Character of the Histo-
rian and the Heroe, for if it be the Heroe that speaks, then he ought to express
himself Ingeniously, without affecting any Nicety of Points or Syllogisms,
because he speaks without any Preparation; but when the Author speaks of
his Chief, he may use a more Nice Language, and chuse his Terms for the bet-
ter expressing his Designs; Moral Reflexions, Maxims and Sentences are more
proper in Discourses for Instructions than in Historical Novels, whose chief
End is to please; and if we find in them some Instructions, it proceeds rather
from their Descriptions than their Precepts.

An Acute Historian ought to observe the same Method at the Ending as at
the Beginning of his Story, for he may at first expose Maxims relating but a
few Feats, but when the End draws nigher, the Curiosity of the Reader is aug-
mented, and he finds in him a Secret Impatience of desiring to see the Dis-
covery of the Actions; an Historian that amuses himself by Moralizing or
Describing, discourages an Impatient Reader, who is in haste to see the End
of Intrigues; he ought also to use a quite different Sort of Stile in the main Part
of the Work, than in Conversations, which ought to be writ after an easie and
free Manner: Fine Expressions and Elegant Turns agree little to the Stile of
Conversation whose Principal Ornament consists in the Plainness, Simplicity,
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Free and Sincere Air, which is much to be preferr’d before a great Exactness:
We see frequent Examples in Ancient Authors of a Sort of Conversation which
seems to clash with Reason; for ’tis not Natural for a Man to entertain him-
self, for we only speak that we may communicate our Thoughts to others;
besides, ’tis hard to comprehend how an Author that relates Word for Word,
the like Conversation cou’d be instructed to repeat them with so much Exact-
ness; these Sort of Conversations are much more Impertinent when they run
upon strange Subjects, which are not indispensably allied to the Story han-
dled: If the Conversations are long they indispensably tire, because they drive
from our Sight those People to whom we are engaged, and interrupt the
Sequel of the Story.

’Tis an indispensable Necessity to end a Story to satisfie the Disquiets of the
Reader, who is engag’d to the Fortunes of those People whose Adventures are
described to him; ’tis depriving him of a most delicate Pleasure, when he is hin-
dred from seeing the Event of an Intrigue, which has caused some Emotion in
him, whose Discovery he expects, be it either Happy or Unhappy; the chief End
of History is to instruct and inspire into Men the Love of Virtue, and Abhor-
rence of Vice, by the Examples propos’d to them; therefore the Conclusions of
a Story ought to have some Tract of Morality which may engage Virtue; those
People who have a more refin’d Vertue are not always the most Happy; but yet
their Misfortunes excite their Reader’s Pity, and affects them; although Vice be
not always punish’d yet ’tis describ’d with Reasons which shew its Deformity,
and makes it enough known to be worthy of nothing but Chastisements.

23. Daniel Defoe, Preface to Moll Flanders (1722)

[Defoe* discusses the style of Moll’s first person narrative, explaining that he
had to clean up her language and remove some of the “vicious part[s] of her
Life.”]

THE PREFACE.

The World is so taken up of late with Novels and Romances, that it will be
hard for a private History to be taken for Genuine, where the Names and
other Circumstances of the Person are concealed, and on this Account we
must be content to leave the Reader to pass his own Opinion upon the ensu-
ing Sheets, and take it just as he pleases.

The Author is here suppos’d to be writing her own History, and in the very
beginning of her Account, she gives the Reasons why she thinks fit to conceal
her true Name, after which there is no Occasion to say any more about that.

It is true, that the original of this Story is put into new Words, and the stile
of the famous Lady we here speak of is a little alter’d, particularly she is made

104 Novel Definitions

01-part.qxd  06/11/2008  1:05 PM  Page 104

Review Copy



to tell her own Tale in modester Words than she told it at first; the Copy
which came first to Hand, having been written in Language, more like one still
in Newgate,1 than one grown Penitent and Humble, as she afterwards pre-
tends to be.

The Pen employ’d in finishing her Story, and making it what you now see
it to be, has had no little difficulty to put it into a Dress fit to be seen, and to
make it speak Language fit to be read: When a Woman debauch’d from her
Youth, nay, even being the Off-spring of Debauchery and Vice, comes to give
an Account of all her vicious Practices, and even to descend to the particular
Occasions and Circumstances, by which she first became wicked, and of all
the progressions of Crime, which she run through in threescore Year, an
Author must be hard put to wrap it up so clean, as not to give room, espe-
cially for vicious Readers, to turn it to his Disadvantage.

All possible Care however has been taken to give no leud Ideas, no immod-
est Turns in the new dressing up this Story, no not to the worst part of her
Expressions; to this Purpose some of the vicious part of her Life, which cou’d
not be modestly told, is quite left out, and several other Parts, are very much
shortn’d; what is left ’tis hoped will not offend the chastest Reader, or the
modestest Hearer; and as the best use is to be made even of the worst Story,
the Moral ’tis hoped will keep the Reader serious, even where the Story might
incline him to be otherwise: To give the History of a wicked Life repented of,
necessarily requires that the wick’d Part should be made as wicked, as the real
History of it will bear; to illustrate and give a Beauty to the Penitent part,
which is certainly the best and brightest, if related with equal Spirit and Life.

It is suggested there cannot be the same Life, the same Brightness and Beau-
ty, in relateing the penitent Part, as is in the criminal Part: If there is any Truth
in that Suggestion, I must be allow’d to say, ’tis because there is not the same
taste and relish in the Reading, and indeed it is too true that the difference lyes
not in the real worth of the Subject; so much as in the Gust and Palate of the
Reader.

But as this Work is chiefly recommended to those who know how to Read
it, and how to make the good Uses of it, which the Story all along recom-
mends to them; so it is to be hop’d that such Readers will be much more
pleas’d with the Moral, than the Fable; with the Application, than with the
Relation, and with the End of the Writer, than with the Life of the Person writ-
ten of.

There is in this Story abundance of delightful Incidents, and all of them use-
fully apply’d. There is an agreeable turn Artfully given them in the relating,
that naturally Instructs the Reader, either one way, or other. The first part of
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ed and held in Newgate, which she describes as “an emblem of Hell.” She is threatened
with execution but repents her crimes and is transported to Virginia as punishment.
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her leud Life with the young Gentleman at Colchester,1 has so many happy
Turns given it to expose the Crime, and warn all whose Circumstances are
adapted to it, of the ruinous End of such things, and the foolish Thoughtless
and abhorr’d Conduct of both the Parties, that it abundantly attones for all
the lively Description she gives of her Folly and wickedness.

The Repentance of her Lover at the Bath, and how brought by the just
alarm of his fit of Sickness to abandon her; the just Caution given there
against even the lawful Intimacies of the dearest Friends, and how unable they
are to preserve the most solemn Resolutions of Vertue without divine Assis-
tance; these are Parts, which to a just Discernment will appear to have more
real Beauty in them, than all the amorous Chain of Story, which introduces it.

In a Word, as the whole Relation is carefully garbl’d2 of all the Levity and
Looseness that was in it: So it is all applied, and with the utmost care to ver-
tuous and religious Uses. None can without being guilty of manifest Injustice,
cast any Reproach upon it, or upon our Design in publishing it.

The Advocates for the Stage, have in all Ages made this the great Argument
to persuade People that their Plays are useful, and that they ought to be
allow’d in the most civil[i]z’d, and in the most religious Government; Name-
ly, That they are applyed to vertuous Purposes, and that by the most lively
Representations, they fail not to recommend Vertue, and generous Principles,
and to discourage and expose all sorts of Vice and Corruption of Manners;
and were it true that they did so, and that they constantly adhered to that
Rule, as the Test of their acting on the Theatre, much might be said in their
Favour.

Throughout the infinite variety of this Book, this Fundamental is most
strictly adhered to; there is not a wicked Action in any part of it, but is first
and last rendered Unhappy and Unfortunate: There is not a superlative Villain
brought upon the Stage, but either he is brought to an unhappy End, or
brought to be a Penitent: There is not an ill thing mentio[n]’d but it is con-
demn’d, even in the Relation, nor a vertuous just Thing, but it carries its
Praise along with it: What can more exactly answer the Rule laid down, to
recommend, even those Representations of things which have so many other
just Objections lying against them? Namely, of Example, of bad Company,
obscene Language, and the like.

Upon this Foundation this Book is recommended to the Reader, as a Work
from every part of which something may be learned, and some just and reli-
gious Inference is drawn, by which the Reader will have something of Instruc-
tion, if he pleases to make use of it. [...]
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1 Defoe previews his novel’s plot, revealing that Moll Flanders lives a “lewd life” as a kept
mistress. Here and in the next paragraph, he emphasizes her affairs with men from Colch-
ester and Bath, two well-known English towns.

2 To remove the garble or refuse from, to sift (OED).
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24. Anonymous [attributed to Samuel Richardson], Preface to Penelope
Aubin, A Collection of Entertaining Histories and Novels (1739)

[Although this preface maintains that a story’s probability must be main-
tained, it makes it clear that the moral structuring of plot, style, and charac-
ter is most important. A “good Novel,” the author argues, is one that dis-
seminates good values.]

PREFACE.

We present the Publick with a Collection of NOVELS, written by the late
ingenious Mrs. PENELOPE AUBIN, and published by her, at different times,
singly, and with no small Success.

AMUSEMENTS of this Kind have always been highly approved of in the
most polite Nations, both of Europe and Asia: For such is the Nature of the
human Mind, that it cannot be satisfied without Variety; and religious Sub-
jects themselves, though the noblest Entertainments of all others, will some-
times lose their Force and Efficacy, even on serious Minds, when too strictly
imposed or pursued, and if nothing be admitted to diversify and amuse. Much
more may Subjects of Diversion be needful to regale the gay and sprightly
Fancies of the Youth of both Sexes, the Vivacity of whose Tempers, so natur-
al to their Time of Life, require somewhat to allure, to amuse, and to enter-
tain; and who cannot be long kept to any one Subject, though ever so noble
or important in itself.

As these Kinds of Writings, then are principally of Use to divert and enter-
tain the Minds of young Persons, the following Rules ought to be inviolably
observed in them. First, A Purity of Style and Manners, that nothing may be
contained in them that has the least Tendency to pollute or corrupt the unex-
perienced Minds, for whose Diversion they are intended. Secondly, That the
Subjects should be such as naturally recommend all the Duties of social Life,
and inforce an universal Benevolence to Mankind. Thirdly, That when a
guilty Character is introduced, it should in the Conclusion appear to be sig-
nally punished or distressed, that others may be deterred from the Pursuits of
those Follies, or Mistakes, which have been the Occasion of its Misfortunes.
Fourthly, That Virtue or Innocence, on the contrary, be not finally permitted
to suffer; but that a Prospect at least should be opened, either here or here-
after, for its Reward, in order to encourage every one who reads it to Imita-
tion. And, lastly, the whole have, at least, an Air of Probability, that the
Example may have the greater Force upon the Minds it is intended to inform.

If these, among others that might be enumerated, may be said to be the
indispensable Requisites of a good Novel, we must confess, with Concern,
that they have been too seldom observed by those who have undertaken this
Species of Writing, insomuch that it has brought a Disreputation on the very
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Name. And we are still more sorry to have Reason to say, That those of the
Sex, who have generally wrote on these Subjects, have been far from preserv-
ing that Purity of Style and Manners, which is the greatest Glory of a fine
Writer on any Subject; but, like the fallen Angels,1 having lost their own Inno-
cence, seem, as one would think by their Writings, to make it their Study to
corrupt the Minds of others, and render them as depraved, as miserable, and
as lost as themselves.

Our Design is not to attempt to establish this Collection at the Expense of
others, or, indeed, on any other Footing, than that of its own Merit: We will
not therefore point out the particular Pieces of others, which we think dan-
gerous to be perused by unguarded Youth, and, of Consequence, unfit to be
recommended by such as would instil into their Minds the Principles of Virtue
and Honour, and that at a Time when they are most susceptible of such
Impressions as may be attended with either happy or pernicious Effects on
their future Lives and Morals.

We shall only therefore observe, that Mrs. AUBIN had a far happier Man-
ner of Thinking and Acting. She disdained to paint the guilty Scenes of Folly
and Vanity in such Colours as might conceal their natural Deformity, and
make the most unlovely and pernicious Vices amiable. She had no con-
temptible Share of Learning, surpassing what is usual in her Sex: She had
excellent natural Talents, which were improved by Reading and Observation,
as well as by Conversation with Persons as much distinguished by their Rank
as for their good Understanding. She was Mistress of a polite and unaffected
Style, and aimed not at the unnatural Flights, and hyperbolical Flourishes,
that catch the weaker and more glittering Fancies of some of her Sex, and give
their Performances too romantick an Air for Probability; and yet, at the same
Time, it is lifted up above that tiresome and heavy Kind of narrative Prolixi-
ty, which affords no Entertainment to a brilliant Imagination. In short, she has
the Felicity to hit and preserve that happy Medium between both Extremes,
in this Particular, in which so few of her Sex, or our own, have succeeded; and
which, at the same Time that it gives an Air of Probability to her Stories,
equally delights and informs the youthful Mind. Her Relations are inter-
spersed with a very entertaining Variety of Incidents, which flow naturally
from her Subjects, and keep the Mind attentive and delighted; so that the
longest of them cannot tire: And she mingles every where, as Occasions offer,
very instructive Observations and Reflections, all tending to that one uniform
End which was the principal Scope of her Writings; the mending of the Hearts
of her Readers; the Encouragement of Religion and Virtue; and the discoun-
tenancing of Impiety and Vice. And so well has she observed the Rules above
set down for constituting a good Novel, that her Heroes and Heroines are
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cast out of heaven for disobeying God.
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generally made successful or unsuccessful, happy or unhappy, according to
their Merit: Or, if an innocent Person suffers, it is but for a Time, and then she
draws from their Afflictions such Arguments as become a good Christian and
wise Moralist. And, on the contrary, as she generally inflicts an exemplary
Punishment on the premeditatedly guilty; so she raises from it such a Doctrine
as may caution others to avoid the Crimes and Mistakes which have subject-
ed them to the Calamities under which they labour. [...]

25. Samuel Richardson, Preface to Clarissa (1747-48)

[Richardson* describes the benefits of the epistolary novel, including its
“instantaneous” writing and its depiction of multiple views of one event.]

PREFACE.

The following History is given in a Series of Letters, written principally in a
double, yet separate, Correspondence;1

Between Two young Ladies of Virtue and Honour, bearing an inviolable
Friendship for each other, and writing upon the most interesting Subjects: And

Between Two Gentlemen of free Lives; one of them glorying in his Talents
for Stratagem and Invention, and communicating to the other, in Confidence,
all the secret Purposes of an intriguing Head, and resolute Heart.

But it is not amiss to premise, for the sake of such as may apprehend Hurt
to the Morals of Youth from the more freely-written Letters, That the Gen-
tlemen, tho’ professed Libertines2 as to the Fair Sex, and making it one of
their wicked Maxims, to keep no Faith with any of the Individuals of it who
throw themselves into their Power, are not, however, either Infidels or
Scoffers: Nor yet such as think themselves freed from the Observance of other
moral Obligations.

On the contrary, it will be found, in the Progress of the Collection, that they
very often make such Reflections upon each other, and each upon himself, and
upon his Actions, as reasonable Beings, who disbelieve not a future State of
Rewards and Punishments (and who one day propose to reform) must some-
times make:—One of them actually reforming, and antidoting the Poison
which some might otherwise apprehend would be spread by the gayer Pen,
and lighter Heart, of the other.

And yet that other, (altho’ in unbosoming himself to a select Friend, he dis-
cover[s] Wickedness enough to intitle him to general Hatred) preserves a
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1 Clarissa is an epistolary novel, featuring the correspondences between Clarissa Harlowe and
Anna Howe, and between Robert Lovelace and John Belford.

2 A man who is not restrained by moral law, especially in his relations with the female sex;
one who leads a dissolute, licentious life (OED).
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Decency, as well in his Images, as in his Language, which is not always to be
found in the Works of some of the most celebrated modern Writers, whose
Subjects and Characters have less warranted the Liberties they have taken.

Length will be naturally expected, not only from what has been said, but
from the following Considerations:

That the Letters on both Sides are written while the Hearts of the Writers
must be supposed to be wholly engaged in their Subjects: The Events at the
Time generally dubious:—So that they abound, not only with critical Situa-
tions; but with what may be called instantaneous Descriptions and Reflec-
tions; which may be brought home to the Breast of the youthful Reader:—As
also, with affecting Conversations; many of them written in the Dialogue or
Dramatic Way.

To which may be added, that the Collection contains not only the History
of the excellent Person whose Name it bears, but includes The Lives, Charac-
ters, and Catastrophes, of several others, either principally or incidentally
concerned in the Story. [...]

26. Henry Fielding, from Book 8, Chapter 1 of Tom Jones (1749)

[Although Henry Fielding’s* chapter describes itself as exploring the “Mar-
vellous,” it provides a comprehensive analysis of the probability and possibil-
ity of plot, the public and private nature of characters, and the goal of con-
servation of character.]

A wonderful long Chapter concerning the Marvellous; 
being much the longest of all our introductory Chapters.

As we are now entering upon a Book, in which the Course of our History will
oblige us to relate some Matters of a more strange and surprizing Kind than
any which have hitherto occurred, it may not be amiss in the prolegomenous,1

or introductory Chapter, to say something of that Species of Writing which is
called the Marvellous.2 To this we shall, as well for the Sake of ourselves, as of
others, endeavour to set some certain Bounds; and indeed nothing can be more
necessary, as Criticks3 of different Complexions4 are here to apt to run into
very different Extremes; for while some are, with M. Dacier,5 ready to allow,
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1 Given to making tedious preliminary statements; long-winded (OED).
2 That which is wonderful, astonishing, having remarkable or extraordinary (and as if super-

natural) properties (OED).
3 Author’s footnote: “By this Word here, and in most other Parts of our Work, we mean every

Reader in the World.”
4 Constitution or habit of mind, temperament (OED).
5 André Dacier (1661-1722), French scholar who, with his wife Anne Dacier,* translated

many Latin classics, including Aristotle’s* Peri poietikes (Poetics). As Sheridan Baker’s edi-
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that the same Thing which is impossible may be yet probable,1 others have so
little Historic or Poetic Faith, that they believe nothing to be either possible or
probable, the like to which hath not occurred to their own Observation.

First then, I think, it may very reasonably be required of every Writer, that
he keeps within the bounds of Possibility; and still remembers that what it is
not possible for Man to perform, it is scarce possible for Man to believe he
did perform. This Conviction, perhaps, gave Birth to many Stories of the
antient Heathen Deities (for most of them are of poetical Original). The Poet,
being desirous to indulge a wanton and extravagant Imagination, took Refuge
in that Power, of the Extent of which his Readers were no Judges, or rather
which they imagined to be infinite, and consequently they could not be
shocked at any Prodigies related of it. This hath been strongly urged in
Defence of Homer’s* Miracles; and it is, perhaps, a Defence; not, as Mr.
Pope* would have it, because Ulysses told a Set of foolish Lies to the Phæa-
cians, who were a very dull Nation;2 but because the Poet himself wrote to
Heathens, to whom poetical Fables were Articles of Faith. [...] 

But I have rested too long on a Doctrine which can be of no Use to a Chris-
tian Writer: For as he cannot introduce into his Works any of that heavenly
Host which make a Part of his Creed; so is it horrid Puerility to search the
Heathen Theology for any of those Dieties who have been long since
dethroned from their Immortality. [...]

The only supernatural Agents which can in any Manner be allowed to us
Moderns,3 are Ghosts; but of these I would advise an Author to be extreme-
ly sparing. These are indeed like Arsenic, and other dangerous Drugs in
Physic, to be used with the utmost Caution; nor would I advise the Introduc-
tion of them at all in those Works, or by those Authors to which, or to whom
a Horse-Laugh in the Reader, would be any great Prejudice or Mortification.

As for Elves and Fairies, and other such Mummery,4 I purposely omit the
Mention of them, as I should be very unwilling to confine within any Bounds
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tion of Tom Jones* explains, “In the English translation of Dacier, Aristotle’s famous pas-
sage reads: “The Poet ought rather to chuse Impossibilities, provided they have a Resemb-
lence to the Truth, than the Possible, which are Incredible with all their Possibility” (Aristo-
tle’s Art of Poetry [1705], 25.9.407). See Henry Fielding, Tom Jones, ed. Sheridan Baker
(New York: Norton: 1973), 256-57.

1 Author’s footnote: “It is happy for M. Dacier that he was not an Irishman.” Dacier’s com-
ments seem oxymoronic; Fielding engages in the eighteenth century’s mocking of the Irish,
suggesting that if an Irishman made such a confused statement, it would be dismissed as
foolishness.

2 A reference to William Broome’s (1689-1745) preface to Alexander Pope’s translation of the
Odyssey* (1725-26), which emphasizes the Phaeacian’s ignorant belief in Odysseus’s mirac-
ulous stories. Fielding explains that Homer’s own audience credulously believed such stories.

3 I.e., contemporary writers; in the eighteenth century, the “moderns” are frequently contrast-
ed with the “ancients” (or classical writers), whom neoclassical writers strove to imitate.

4 Ridiculous ceremony, especially of religious ritual regarded as pretentious or hypocritical
(OED).
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those surprizing Imaginations, for whose vast Capacity that Limits of human
Nature are too narrow; whose Works are to be considered as a new Creation;
and who have consequently just Right to do what they will with their own.

Man therefore is the highest Subject (unless on very extraordinary Occas-
sions indeed) which presents itself to the Pen of our Historian, or of our Poet;
and in relating his Actions, great Care is to be taken, that we do not exceed
the Capacity of the Agent we describe.

Nor is Possibility alone sufficient to justify us, we must keep likewise with-
in the Rules of Probability. It is, I think, the Opinion of Aristotle; or if not, it
is the Opinion of some wise Man, whose Authority will be as weighty, when
it is as old; “that it is no Excuse for a Poet who relates what is incredible, that
the thing related is really Matter of Fact.”1 This may perhaps be allowed true
with regard to Poetry, but it may be thought impracticable to extend it to the
Historian: For he is obliged to record Matters as he finds them; though they
may be of so extraordinary a Nature, as will require no small Degree of his-
torical Faith to swallow them. [...]

Such Facts, however, as they occur in the Thread of the Story; nay, indeed,
as they constitute the essential Parts of it, the Historian is not only justifiable
in recording as they really happened; but indeed would be unpardonable,
should he omit or alter them. [...]

It is by falling into Fiction therefore, that we generally offend against this
Rule, of deserting Probability, which the Historian seldom if ever quits, till he
forsakes his Character, and commences a Writer of Romance. In this, howev-
er, those Historians who relate publick Transactions, have the Advantage of
us who confine ourselves to Scenes of private Life. The Credit of the former
is by common Notoriety supported for a long Time; and public Records, with
the concurrent Testimony of many Authors bear Evidence to their Truth in
future Ages. Thus a Trajan and an Antoninus, a Nero and a Caligula,2 have
all met with the Belief of Posterity; and no one doubts but that Men so very
good, and so very bad, were once the Masters of Mankind.

But we who deal in private Characters, who search into the most retired
Recesses, and draw forth Examples of Virtue and Vice, from Holes and Cor-
ners of the World, are in a more dangerous Situation. As we have no publick
Notoriety, no concurrent Testimony, no Records to support and corroborate
what we deliver, it becomes us not only to keep within the Limits of Possibil-
ity, but of Probability too; and this more especially in painting what is great-
ly good and amiable. Knavery and Folly, though never so exorbitant, will
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1 A paraphrase of Aristotle’s Peri poietikes (Poetics, 10.5).
2 Marcua Ulpinus Nerva Traianus (53-117 AD) and Marcus Aurelius Antoninus Augustus

(121-180 AD), Roman emperors who were heroically good, being two of the “five good
emperors,” whereas Nero Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus (37-68 AD) and Gaius
Julius Caesar Augustus Germanicus (12-41 AD), or Caligula, were notoriously evil.
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more easily meet with Assent; for Ill-nature adds great Support and Strength
to Faith. [...]

In the last Place, the Actions should be such as may not only be within the
Compass of human Agency, and which human Agents may probably be sup-
posed to do; but they should be likely for the very Actors and Characters
themselves to have performed: For what may be only wonderful and surpriz-
ing in one Man, may become improbable, or indeed impossible, when related
of another.

This last Requisite is what the dramatic Critics call Conservation of Char-
acter;1 and it requires a very extraordinary Degree of Judgment, and a most
exact Knowledge of human Nature.

It is admirably remarked by a most excellent Writer, That Zeal can no more
hurry a Man to act in direct Opposition to itself, than a rapid Stream can
carry a Boat against its own Current.2 I will venture to say, that for a Man to
act in direct Contradiction to the Dictates of Nature, is, if not impossible, as
improbable and as miraculous as any Thing which can well be conceived.
Should the best Parts of the Story of M. Antoninus be ascribed to Nero, or
should the worst Incidents of Nero’s Life be imputed to Antoninus, what
would be more shocking to Belief than either Instance; whereas both these
being related of their proper Agent, constitute the Truly Marvellous.

Our modern Authors of Comedy have fallen almost universally into the
Error here hinted at: Their Heroes generally are notorious Rogues, and their
Heroines abandoned Jades, during the first four Acts; but in the fifth, the for-
mer become very worthy Gentlemen, and the latter, women of Virtue and Dis-
cretion: Nor is the Writer often so kind as to give himself the least Trouble, to
reconcile or account for this monstrous Change and Incongruity. [...]

Within these few Restrictions, I think, every Writer may be permitted to
deal as much in the Wonderful as he pleases; nay, the more he can surprise the
Reader, if he thus keeps within the Rules of Credibility, the more he will
engage his Attention, and the more he will charm him. As a Genius of the
highest Rank observes in his 5th Chapter of the Bathos, “The great Art of all
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1 A classical rule appearing in both Aristotle’s Peri poietikes (Poetics, 8.1) and Horace’s* Ars
poetica (Art of Poetry, 119-27); conservation of character emphasizes the importance of
maintaining a consistent, credible character and meeting the audience’s expectations con-
cerning character. According to this precept, when inventing a new character, playwrights
must “conserve” the character by keeping him consistent from beginning to end, and when
using a known character, playwrights must maintain that character’s role and the audience’s
pre-existing understanding of it.

2 George Lyttelton,* 1st Baron Lyttelton, Observations on the Conversion and Apostleship of
St. Paul (1747): “The Power of Imagination in enthusiastical Minds is no doubt very strong,
but it always acts in Conformity to the Opinions imprinted upon it at the Time of its work-
ing, and can no more act against them, than a rapid River can carry a Boat against the Cur-
rent of its own Stream” (62).
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Poetry is to mix Truth with Fiction; in order to join the Credible with the Sur-
prizing.”1

For though every good Author will confine himself within the Bounds of
Probability, it is by no means necessary that his Characters, or his Incidents,
should be trite, common, or vulgar; such as happen in every Street, or in every
House, or which may be met with in the home Articles of a News-Paper. Nor
must he be inhibited from shewing many Persons and Things, which may pos-
sibly have never fallen within the Knowledge of [a] great Part of his Readers. If
the Writer strictly observes the Rules abovementioned, he hath discharged his
Part; and is then intitled to some Faith from his Reader, who is indeed guilty of
critical Infidelity if he disbelieves him. For want of a Portion of such Faith, I
remember the Character of a young Lady of Quality, which was condemned on
the Stage for being unnatural, by the unanimous Voice of a very large Assembly
of Clerks and Apprentices; tho’ it had had the previous Suffrages of many
Ladies of the first Rank; one of whom, very eminent for her Understanding,
declared it was the Picture of half the young People of her Acquaintance.

27. Tobias Smollett, Dedication to The Adventures of Ferdinand Count
Fathom (1753)

[Smollett’s* dedication argues that a successful plot is structured around a
“principal personage” and defends his decision to place an immoral character
in that position.]

TO DOCTOR ******
[...] We live in a censorious age; and an author cannot take too much precau-
tion to anticipate the prejudice, misapprehension and temerity of malice, igno-
rance and presumption.

I therefore think it incumbent upon me, to give some previous intimation of
the plan which I have executed in the subsequent performance, that I may not
be condemned upon partial evidence; and to whom can I with more propriety
appeal in my explanation, than to you, who are so well acquainted with all
the sentiments and emotions of my breast?

A Novel is a large diffused picture, comprehending the characters of life,
disposed in different groupes, and exhibited in various attitudes, for the pur-
poses of an uniform plan, and general occurrence, to which every individual
figure is subservient. But this plan cannot be executed with propriety, proba-
bility or success, without a principal personage to attract the attention, unite
the incidents, unwind the clue of the labyrinth, and at last close the scene by
virtue of his own importance.
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1 From Alexander Pope’s satirical Peri Bathos, or Of the Art of Sinking in Poetry (1727).
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Almost all the heroes of this kind, who have hitherto succeeded on the Eng-
lish stage, are characters of transcendent worth, conducted through the vicis-
situdes of fortune, to that goal of happiness, which ever ought to be the repose
of extraordinary desert.1—Yet the same principle by which we rejoice at the
remuneration of merit, will teach us to relish the disgrace and discomfiture of
vice, which is always an example of extensive use and influence, because it
leaves a deep impression of terror upon the minds of those who were not con-
firmed in the pursuit of morality and virtue, and while the balance wavers,
enables the right scale to preponderate.

In the Drama, which is a more limited field of invention, the chief person-
age is often the object of our detestation and abhorrence; and we are as well
pleased to see the wicked schemes of a RICHARD blasted, and the perfidy of
a MASKWELL exposed, as to behold a BEVIL happy, and an EDWARD vic-
torious.2

The impulses of fear, which is the most violent and interesting of all the pas-
sions, remain longer than any other upon the memory; and for one that is
allured to virtue, by the contemplation of that peace and happiness which it
bestows, an hundred are deterred from the practice of vice, by that infamy and
punishment to which it is liable, from the laws and regulations of mankind.

Let me not therefore be condemned for having chosen my principal char-
acter from the purlieus3 of treachery and fraud, when I declare my purpose is
to set him up as a beacon for the benefit of the inexperienced and unwary,
who from the perusal of these memoirs, may learn to avoid the manifold
snares with which they are continually surrounded in the paths of life; while
those who hesitate on the brink of iniquity, may be terrified from plunging
into that irremediable gulph, by surveying the deplorable fate of FERDI-
NAND Count FATHOM.

That the mind might not be fatigued, nor the imagination disgusted by a
succession of vi[c]ious objects, I have endeavoured to refresh the attention
with occasional incidents of a different nature; and raised up a virtuous char-
acter, in opposition to the adventurer, with a view to amuse the fancy, engage
the affection, and form a striking contrast which might heighten the expres-
sion, and give a Relief to the moral of the whole.

If I have not succeeded in my endeavours to unfold the mysteries of fraud,
to instruct the ignorant, and entertain the vacant; if I have failed in my
attempts to subject folly to ridicule, and vice to indignation; to rouse the spir-
it of mirth, wake the soul of compassion, and touch the secret springs that

115 Prefatory Writing

1 Deserving; worthiness of recompense (OED).
2 Various dramatic characters: King Richard III appears in Shakespeare’s* Richard III (1597),

Maskwell in William Congreve’s* The Double Dealer (1694), Bevil in Richard Steele’s* The
Conscious Lovers (1722), and Edward in William Shirley’s (fl. 1739-77) Edward the Black
Prince (1750).

3 A place which one habitually frequents (OED).
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move the heart; I have at least, adorned virtue with honour and applause;
branded iniquity with reproach and shame, and carefully avoided every hint
or expression which could give umbrage to the most delicate reader: circum-
stances which (whatever may be my fate with the public) will with you always
operate in favour of,

Dear Sir, Your very affectionate friend and servant, The AUTHOR.

28. Jane Collier and Sarah Fielding, Introduction to The Cry (1754)

[Articulating what we today would call a psychological approach to charac-
ter, Collier* and Sarah Fielding* emphasize the “inward mind” and the
“recesses in the heart of man,” arguing that they must be “free” from rules
when creating such a character.]

INTRODUCTION.

Our address is to the candid reader; to the morose critic we know that all
address is vain; to such as are willing to understand, we will endeavour to be
perspicuous;1 and to those who are desirous of being pleased, we shall great-
ly miss of our aim, if we give no entertainment. Nay, we will venture to affirm,
that every reader by his own disposition, in a great measure, contributes to his
own entertainment. [...]

[S]tories and novels have flowed in such abundance for these last ten years,
that we would wish, if possible, to strike a little out of a road already so much
beaten. There are two obvious reasons for such a deviation. One is the real
excellence of some of those writings, both as to humour, character, moral, and
every other proper requisite, which (without an affected humility) we by no
means promise fully to equal, much less to surpass; and the other reason is,
that we may not be thrown aside as increasing the number of that set of tri-
fling performances, whose names we presume are most of them already devot-
ed to oblivion. For although a decent modesty of not boasting ourselves equal
to the best, may not be misbecoming; yet the same modesty would restrain us
from imposing on the public what we thought below their consideration. [...]

But in plain prose, we beg to inform our readers, that our intention in the
following pages, is not to amuse them with a number of surprising incidents
and adventures, but rather to paint the inward mind. [...]

If the heroine of a romance was to travel through countries, where the cas-
tles of giants rise to her view; through gloomy forests, amongst the dens of sav-
age beasts, where at one time she is in danger of being torn and devour’d, at
another, retarded in her flight by puzzling mazes, and falls at last into the hands
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1 Easily understood, clearly expressed (OED).
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of a cruel giant; the reader’s fears will be alarm’d for her safety; his pleasure
will arise on seeing her escape from the teeth of a lion, or the paws of a fierce
tiger: if he hath conceived any regard for the virtuous sufferer, he will be
delighted when she avoids being taken captive, or is rescued by the valour of
some faithful knight; and with what joy will he accompany her steps when she
finds the right road, and gets safely out of the enchanted dreary forest! —But
the puzzling mazes into which we shall throw our heroine, are the perverse
interpretations made upon her words; the lions, tigers, and giants, from which
we endeavour to rescue her, are the spiteful and malicious tongues of her ene-
mies. In short, the design of the following work is to strip, as much as possi-
ble, Duessa or Falshood,1 of all her shifts and evasions; to hunt her like a fox
through all her doublings and windings; to shew, that, let her imitate Truth
ever so much, yet is she but a phantom; and, in a word, to expose her defor-
mity, in hopes to persuade mankind to shun so odious a companion. Nor can
this be effected, unless we could awaken the judgment to exert itself, so as to
reject all the alluring bribes which the passions, assisted by the imagination,
can offer. Unless we could prove that to moderate, and not to inflame the pas-
sions, is the only method of attaining happiness; and that it is the interest of
man at once to use and to be thankful for his reason, and not absurdly by dis-
use to weaken its force, and at the same time vainly to boast of its strength.

Thoroughly to unfold the labyrinths of the human mind, is an arduous task;
and notwithstanding the many skilful and penetrating strokes which are to be
found in the best authors, there seem yet to remain some intricate and
unopen’d recesses in the heart of man. In order to dive into those recesses, and
lay them open to the reader in a striking and intelligible manner, ’tis necessary
to assume a certain freedom in writing, not strictly perhaps within the limits
prescribed by rules. Yet we desire only to be free, and not licentious. We wish
to give our imagination leave to play; but within such bounds as not to grow
mad. And if we step into allegory, it shall not be out of sight of our reader.
The liberty we desire, is to bring one or more persons before an allegorical
assembly, in order for them truly to relate their actions and sentiments
throughout their past lives. If it should sometimes be found that our imagi-
nary allegorical phantoms talk exactly the language of this world, let it be
remember’d that human nature is the picture we intend to paint. If it should
be objected, that our mortal persons confess to their audience, what one mor-
tal is not apt to confess to another, let us plead in our defence, that our audi-
ence are meerly allegorical. In short, as the machinery of heathen poetry is at
present deny’d the defect can no otherwise be supply’d to the writer of imag-
ination, but by the good-humour of the reader.
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1 Author’s footnote: “Spenser’s Fairy Queen, book i. canto vii.” In Edmund Spenser’s (1552?-
99) multi-layered allegory The Fairie Queene (1590-96), the character of Duessa represents
falsehood, including false religion, in contrast to Una, who represents truth and true 
religion.
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As we shall constitute an audience to hear the stories of those who shall be
brought before them, instead of the common divisions of books and chapters,
we beg to be indulged in borrowing from the stage the name of scenes. In
which we will not promise that every interruption shall always strictly or vis-
ibly require a change of scene, but may be sometimes made only in order to
give the same respite as is given to the reader, by the common contrivance of
chapters, as aforesaid. But besides the avoiding a worn-out practice, and the
plea of variety, which we make for this our method (whose novelty perhaps
may give offence rather than pleasure to some sort of critics) we cannot help
flattering ourselves, that we shall be the better enabled by these means to give
life and action to our history.

Altho’ we have borrow’d from the stage the name of scenes, and generally
its dialogue, yet have we kept the privilege of being our own chorus,1 in order
not only to point out the behaviour of our actors, which for want of a real
stage representation could sometimes not otherwise be understood; but to
express or relate some things which are not proper to be spoken by our prin-
cipal characters; or, according to the author of Tom Jones,* to tell what we
cannot prevail on any of our actors to tell our readers for us.

It must be allow’d that characters should be animated to gain our attention,
and some degree of sympathy is necessary to raise a desire of our farther
acquaintance with them. The motives to actions, and the inward turns of
mind, seem in our opinion more necessary to be known than the actions them-
selves; and much rather would we chuse that our reader should clearly under-
stand what our principal actors think, than what they do. To answer both
these purposes, the method of making the principal character the speaker
seems the best calculated; and the nearer things are brought to dramatic rep-
resentation, the more are you acquainted with the personages, and interested
in the event of the story. But whether this method be really the best or worst,
let future critics decide, if they think it worth their notice. We can only
declare, that we found it our easiest manner of conveying our thoughts and
executing our purpose; and if our reader should be neither inform’d nor
amused, we shall be very sorry for his loss of time as well as our own.

The reason of our affixing mottos to our various scenes, is in order to give
a sanction to our own sentiments by those of the most approved authors.

Fully to exclude that pernicious interpretation on characteristic writings,
namely, the fixing them down into personal libels, we beg to declare, that so
far are we from using feign’d names to signify real persons, that we make use
of the real names of England, London, &c. to signify the world; and our
characters are intended to mean human nature in general.
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1 In Greek Attic tragedy, the chorus consisted of “interested spectators” who sympathized
with the fortunes of the characters and gave expression to the moral and religious senti-
ments evoked by the action of the play (OED).
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But in all things whether we shall make only a due use of the liberties we
have ask’d, is left entirely to the judicious reader to decide.

29. Sarah Scott, Preface to The History of Sir George Ellison (1766)

[Calling her novel a “Biography,” Sarah Scott* asserts the importance of depic-
tions of “common life” and ordinary men. She also argues against “mixed
characters” and offers her virtuous hero up for imitation.]

PREFACE.

[...] The lives of good or eminent persons have been thought an useful study,
as they set before us examples which may incite us to virtue, and trace out to
us a path wherein emulation may induce us to walk. But the men whose lives
are published are generally above our reach, or out of the sphere of common
persons. Great generals, or wise statesmen, are rather objects of wonder than
imitation to the common rank of men; saints and martyrs we admire and
applaud, but are apt to feel the piety of the former above our powers, and
hope never to have occasion or the resolution of the latter: Our hearts are
warmed by the contemplation of their virtues, but we seldom sufficiently con-
sider, how the motives which led them to such sublime heights, may be applied
to the actions of common life; and for want of this application, we lose the
benefits we might reap from their examples.

This neglect has often led me to think that the life of a man more ordinar-
ily good, whose station and opportunities of acting are on a level with a great
part of mankind, might afford a more useful lesson that the lives of his supe-
riors in rank or piety, as more within the reach of imitation. This opinion
induced me to collect all the actions that came to my knowledge of the per-
son to whom I have given the name of Ellison, and to reduce them into the
regular form of Biography, in order to lay before the public a life, which in
some particulars every man, and in all particulars some men may imitate, his
actions being confined within the common sphere of persons of fortune, in
several articles within the extent of every gentleman’s power.

It may be said by some, that on the same principle I ought to have selected a
character more faulty, one wherein the virtues are blended with such imperfec-
tions, as bring it nearer the common level, and render it of more easy imitation;
whereas a character so free from vice, may discourage the attempt in those who
feel a greater mixture of evil in their own dispositions. But I confess myself of a
different way of thinking; the chief use I have seen made of mixed characters,
had been to gather from them a sanction for the worst parts of our own. We are
inclined to say, “If this good man had such a vice or failing, surely mine may be
excused, it is not of a more hurtful kind; or, if it is, some of my virtues are of a
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more useful nature; therefore taking their superiority into the account, the bal-
ance will be rendered equal.” Thus the faults of good people do more harm than
the errors of the less virtuous, and when we would exhibit a character proper
for imitation, we should rather endeavor to conceal the failings which may have
stolen into a good heart, than industriously seek to discover them. [...]

If any one should object, that Sir George Ellison is too good to have exist-
ed any where but in imagination, I must intreat my censurer will, before he
determines this point, endeavour to equal the virtue of Sir George; a request I
may the better make, as by indulging me in it, I may venture to assure him he
will reap the chief benefit, and if he attempts it with vigour and sincerity, I am
persuaded he will find Sir George’s conduct within the reach of human pow-
ers, when properly applied, and strenuously exerted; for such exertion will not
fail of being rewarded by the necessary assistance.

30. Richard Cumberland, from Book 3, Chapter 1 of Henry (1795)

[Imitating Henry Fielding’s* Tom Jones,* Cumberland* opens each of his
novel’s books with an introductory chapter that comments on novel writing.
This chapter names basic novelistic forms: comic, tragic, or composite, and
epistolary or narrative.]

A Dissertation, which our Readers will either sleep over, 
or pass over, as best suits them.

An author will naturally cast his composition in that kind of style and char-
acter where he thinks himself most likely to succeed; and in this he will be
directed by considering, in the first place, what is the natural turn of his own
mind, where his strength lies, and to what his talents point; and secondly, by
the public taste, which, however much it is his interest to consult, should not
be suffered to betray him into undertakings he is not fitted for.

Novels, like dramas, may certainly be composed either in the tragic or comic
cast, according to the writer’s choice and fancy. Tales of fiction, with mournful
catastrophes, have been wrought up with very considerable effect; I could name
some of the pathetic sort, which are uncommonly beautiful and deeply interest-
ing; their success might well encourage any author, who has powers and propen-
sities suitable, to copy the attempt; on the other hand, examples muster strongest
for the story with a happy ending: middle measures have also been struck upon
by some, and novels of the tragi-comic character aptly and ingeniously devised,
which, after agitating the passions of terror and pity, allay them with the unex-
pected relief of happiness and good fortune in the concluding scenes.

By all or any of these channels, the author may shape his course to fame, if he
has skill to shun the shoals of insipidity on the one hand, and the rocks of
improbability on the other; in one word, if he will keep the happy mean of
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nature. Exquisitely fine are those sensations, which the well-wrought tale of pity
excites; but double care is required to guide them to the right point, because they
are so penetrating: whoever stirs those passions in a guilty cause may do infinite
mischief, for they sink into young and tender hearts, and where they sink, they
leave a deep and permanent impression; they are curious instruments in the hand
of the artist, but murderous weapons in the possession of the assassin.

Cheerful fictions, with happy endings, are written with more ease, and have
less risk as to the moral; they play about the fancy in a more harmless man-
ner; the author is seldom so careless of his characters as not to deal out what
is termed poetical justice amongst them, rewarding the good and punishing
the unworthy; pride and oppression are rarely made to triumph ultimately;
engaging libertinism1 seldom fails to reform; and true love, after all its trials,
is finally crowned with possession.

The mixt, or composite sort, which steer between grave and gay, yet are
tinctured with each, deal out terror and suspense in their progress, artfully
interwoven into the substance of the fable, for the purpose of introducing
some new and unforeseen reverse of fortune at the story’s close, which is to
put the tortured mind at rest. This demands a conduct of some skill; for if the
writer’s zeal for the introduction of new and striking incidents, wherein con-
sists the merit of this species of composition, be not tempered by a due atten-
tion to nature, character and probability, the whole web is broken, and the
work falls to the ground: in good hands it becomes a very pleasing produc-
tion, for the curiosity is kept alive through the whole progress of the narra-
tive, and the mind that has been suspended between hope and fear, at last sub-
sides in perfect satisfaction with the just and equitable event of things.

A novel may be carried on in a series of letters or in regular detail; both
methods have their partisans, and in numbers they seem pretty equally divid-
ed; which of the two is the more popular, I cannot take upon myself to say;
but I should guess that letters give the writer most amusement and relief, not
only from their greater diversity of style, but from the respite which their
intermissions afford him. These advantages however have a counterpoise, for
his course becomes more circuitous and subject to embarrassment, than when
he takes the narrative wholly into his own hands; without great management
and address in keeping his dates progressive, and distinctly methodized, his
reader is exposed to be called back and puzzled; and as the characters who
conduct the correspondence must be kept asunder, the scene is oftentimes dis-
tracted, where we wish it to be entire, or else the intercourse of letters is made
glaringly unnatural and pedantic by compressing the distances from which
they are dated, and putting two people to the ridiculous necessity of writing
long narratives to each other, when conversation was within their reach.
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1 Disregard of moral restraint, especially in relations between the sexes; licentious or dissolute
practices or habits of life (OED).

01-part.qxd  06/11/2008  1:05 PM  Page 121

Review Copy



For myself, having now made experiment with both methods, I can only
say, that were I to consult my own amusement solely, I should prefer the vehi-
cle of letters: this however must be acknowledged, that all conversations,
where the speakers are brought upon the scene, are far more natural when
delivered at first hand, than when retailed by a correspondent; for we know
that such sort of narratives do not commonly pass by the post, and the letter,
both in style and substance, appears extremely stiff, tedious, and pedantic.
Upon the whole, I should conjecture that the writer is best accommodated by
the one, and the reader most gratified by the other: I hope I am right in my
conjecture as to the reader’s preference of the method I am now pursuing, else
I have chosen ill for myself, and gained no credit by the sacrifice.

31. Mary Hays, Preface to Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796)

[Meditating on possibility and probability, Hays* counters the argument that
a novel must present characters “not as they really exist, but, as we are told,
they ought to be.”]

PREFACE.

The most interesting, and the most useful, fictions, are, perhaps, such, as
delineating the progress, and tracing the consequences, of one strong,
indulged, passion, or prejudice, afford materials, by which the philosopher
may calculate the powers of the human mind, and learn the spring which set
it in motion—“Understanding, and talents,” says Helvetius, “being nothing
more, in men, than the produce of their desires, and particular situations.”1

Of the passion of terror Mrs. Radcliffe* has made admirable use in her inge-
nious romances.—In the novel Caleb Williams,* curiosity in the hero, and the
love of reputation in the soul-moving character of Falkland, fostered into rul-
ing passions, are drawn with a masterly hand.

For the subject of these Memoirs, a more universal sentiment is chosen—a
sentiment hackneyed in this species of composition, consequently more diffi-
cult to treat with any degree of originality;—yet, to accomplish this, has been
the aim of the author; with what success, the public will, probably, determine.

Every writer who advances principles, whether true or false, that have a ten-
dency to set the mind in motion, does good. Innumerable mistakes have been
made, both moral and philosophical:—while covered with a sacred and mys-
terious veil, how are they to be detected? From various combinations and
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1 Claude Adrien Helvétius (1715-71), author of De l’esprit (On the Mind [1758]), from
which Hays is quoting; the work was condemned for its attacks on religious morality and
was ordered burned by the Parlement of Paris.
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multiplied experiments, truth, only, can result. Free thinking, and free speak-
ing, are the virtue[s] and the characteristics of a rational being:—there can be
no argument which militates against them in one instance, but what equally
militates against them in all; every principle must be doubted, before it will be
examined and proved.

It has commonly been the business of fiction to pourtray characters, not as
they really exist, but, as, we are told, they ought to be—a sort of ideal per-
fection, in which nature and passion are melted away, and jarring attributes
wonderfully combined.

In delineating the character of Emma Courtney, I had not in view these fan-
tastic models: I meant to represent her as a human being, loving virtue while
enslaved by passion, liable to the mistakes and weaknesses of our fragile
nature.—Let those readers, who feel inclined to judge with severity the
extravagance and eccentricity of her conduct, look into their own hearts; and
should they there find no record, traced by an accusing spirit, to soften the
asperity of their censures—yet, let them bear in mind, that the errors of my
heroine were the offspring of sensibility; and that the result of her hazardous
experiment is calculated to operate as a warning, rather than as an example.—
The philosopher—who is not ignorant, that light and shade are more power-
fully contrasted in minds rising above the common level; that, as rank weeds
take strong root in a fertile soil, vigorous powers not unfrequently produce
fatal mistakes and pernicious exertions; that character is the produce of a live-
ly and constant affection—may, possibly, discover in these Memoirs traces of
reflection, and some attention to the phaenomena of the human mind.

Whether the incidents, or the characters, are copied from life, is of little
importance—The only question is, if the circumstances, and situations, are
altogether improbable? If not—whether the consequences might not have fol-
lowed from the circumstances?—This is a grand question, applicable to all the
purposes of education, morals, and legislation—and on this I rest my moral—
“Do men gather figs of thorns, or grapes of thistles?”1 asked a moralist and a
reformer.

Every possible incident, in works of this nature, might, perhaps, be ren-
dered probable, were a sufficient regard paid to the more minute, delicate, and
connecting links of the chain. Under this impression, I chose, as the least
arduous, a simple story—and, even in that, the fear of repetition, of prolixity,
added, it may be, to a portion of indolence, made me, in some parts, neglect-
ful of this rule:—yet, in tracing the character of my heroine from her birth, I
had it in view. For the conduct of my hero, I consider myself less responsible—
it is not his memoirs that I professed to write.

I am not sanguine respecting the success of this little publication. It is truly
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1 Adapted from Luke 6:44: “For of thorns men do not gather figs, not of a bramble bush
gather they grapes.”
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observed, by the writer of a late popular novel1—“That an author, whether
good or bad, or between both, is an animal who every body is privileged to
attack; for, though all are not able to write books, all conceive themselves able
to judge them. A bad composition carries with it its own punishment—con-
tempt and ridicule:—a good one excites envy, and (frequently) entails upon its
author a thousand mortifications.”

To the feeling and the thinking few, this production of an active mind, in a
season of impression, rather than of leisure, is presented.
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1 Author’s footnote: “The Monk.” Hays quotes from Chapter 5 of Matthew Lewis’s (1775-
1818) gothic novel The Monk (1796), citing the response of the Marquis to a poem written
by Theodore.
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D. The Novel’s Definition as a Gothic, Eastern, 
Sentimental, Political, or Historical Tale

32. Horace Walpole, Prefaces to The Castle of Otranto (1764, 1765)

[The Castle of Otranto* is the first gothic novel, and Walpole’s* first preface
goes to great lengths to position him as the editor and critic of a superstition-
filled work that seems, nonetheless, to be founded on truth. Walpole’s second
preface admits to his authorship of the novel and provides his now-classic def-
inition of the gothic as a mixture of “ancient” and “modern” romance.]

THE TRANSLATOR’S PREFACE. [1st ed., 1764]

The following work was found in the library of an ancient Catholic family in
the north of England. It was printed at Naples, in the black letter,1 in the year
1529. How much sooner it was written does not appear. The principal inci-
dents are such as were believed in the darkest ages of Christianity; but the lan-
guage and conduct have nothing that savours of barbarism. The stile is the
purest Italian. If the story was written near the time when it is supposed to
have happened, it must have been between 1095, the aera of the first crusade,2

and 1243, the date of the last, or not long afterwards. There is no other cir-
cumstance in the work, that can lead us to guess at the period in which the
scene is laid: The names of the actors are evidently fictitious, and probably
disguised on purpose: Yet the Spanish names of the domestics seem to indicate
that this work was not composed, until the establishment of the Arragonian
Kings in Naples had made Spanish appellations familiar in that country. The
beauty of the diction, and the zeal of the author (moderated, however, by sin-
gular judgment) concur to make me think that the date of the composition
was little antecedent to that of the impression. Letters were then in their most
flourishing state in Italy, and contributed to dispel the empire of superstition,
at that time so forcibly attacked by the reformers. It is not unlikely that an art-
ful priest might endeavor to turn their own arms on the innovators; and might
avail himself of his abilities as an author to confirm the populace in their
ancient errors and superstitions. If this was his view, he has certainly acted
with signal address. Such a work as the following would enslave a hundred

1 A name (which came into use about 1600) for the form of type used by the early printers,
as distinguished from the “Roman” type, which subsequently prevailed; a form of it is still
in occasional use (under the common name of “Gothic”) for fancy printing (OED).

2 The Crusades were a series of religious wars, often numbered as nine crusades dating from
1095 to1291, waged by Christians seeking to reclaim the “Holy Land” and Jerusalem from
the Muslims.
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vulgar minds beyond half the books of controversy that have been written
from the days of Luther1 to the present hour.

The solution of the author’s motives is however offered as a mere conjec-
ture. Whatever [the author’s] views were, or whatever effect the execution of
them might have, his work can only be laid before the public at present as a
matter of entertainment. Even as such, some apology for it is necessary. Mir-
acles, visions, necromancy, dreams, and other preternatural events, are
exploded now even from romances. That was not the case when our author
wrote; much less when the story itself is supposed to have happened. Belief in
every kind of prodigy was so established in those dark ages, that an author
would not be faithful to the manners of the times, who should omit all men-
tion of them. He is not bound to believe them himself, but he must represent
his actors as believing them.

If this air of the miraculous is excused, the reader will find nothing else
unworthy of his perusal. Allow the possibility of the facts, and all the actors
comport themselves as persons would do in their situation. There is no bom-
bast, no similes, flowers, digressions, or unnecessary descriptions. Every thing
tends directly to the catastrophe. Never is the reader’s attention relaxed. The
rules of the drama are almost observed throughout the conduct of the piece.
The characters are well drawn, and still better maintained. Terror, the author’s
principal engine, prevents the story from ever languishing; and it is so often
contrasted by pity, that the mind is kept up in a constant vicissitude of inter-
esting passions.

Some persons may perhaps think the characters of the domestics2 too little
serious for the general cast of the story; but besides their opposition to the
principal personages, the art of the author is very observable in his conduct of
the subalterns.3 They discover many passages essential to the story, which
could not be well brought to light but by their naivetè and simplicity: In par-
ticular, the womanish terror and foibles of Bianca, in the last chapter, conduce
essentially towards advancing the catastrophe.

It is natural for a translator to be prejudiced in favor of his adopted work.
More impartial readers may not be so much struck with the beauties of this
piece as I was. Yet I am not blind to my author’s defects. I could wish he had
grounded his plan on a more useful moral than this; that the sins of fathers
are visited on their children to the third and fourth generation.4 I doubt
whether in his time, any more than at present, ambition curbed its appetite of
dominion from the dread of so remote a punishment. And yet this moral is
weakened by that less direct insinuation, that even such anathema may be
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1 Martin Luther (1483-1546), German theologian whose influential religious thinking, writ-
ing, and vernacular translations led to the sixteenth-century Protestant Reformation.

2 Household servants (OED).
3 Persons of inferior rank or status; subordinates (OED).
4 This moral is overtly stated in the first pages of the novel.
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diverted by devotion to St. Nicholas. Here the interest of the Monk plainly
gets the better of the judgment of the Author. However, with all its faults, I
have no doubt but the English reader will be pleased with a sight of this per-
formance. The piety that reigns throughout, the lessons of virtue that are
inculcated, and the rigid purity of the sentiments, exempt this work from the
censure to which romances are but too liable. Should it meet with the success
I hope for, I may be encouraged to re-print the original Italian, though it will
tend to depreciate my own labor. Our language falls far short of the charms
of the Italian, both for variety and harmony. The latter is peculiarly excellent
for simple narrative. It is difficult in English to relate without falling too low
or rising too high; a fault obviously occasioned by the little care taken to
speak pure language in common conversation. Every Italian or Frenchman of
any rank piques himself on speaking his own tongue correctly and with
choice. I cannot flatter myself with having done justice to my author in this
respect: His stile is as elegant, as his conduct of the passions is masterly. It is
pity that he did not apply his talents to what they were evidently proper for,
the theatre.

I will detain the reader no longer but to make one short remark. Though
the machinery is invention, and the names of the actors imaginary, I cannot
but believe, that the ground-work of the story is founded on truth. The scene
is undoubtedly laid in some real castle. The author seems frequently, without
design, to describe particular parts. The chamber, says he, on the right-hand;
the door on the left hand; the distance from the chapel to Conrad’s apartment:
these and other passages are strong presumptions that the author had some
certain building in his eye. Curious persons, who have leisure to employ in
such researches, may possibly discover in the Italian writers the foundation on
which our author has built. If a catastrophe, at all resembling that which he
describes, is believed to have given rise to this work, it will contribute to inter-
est the reader, and will make the castle of Otranto a still more moving story.

PREFACE. To the Second Edition [1765].

The favorable manner in which this little piece has been received by the pub-
lic, calls upon the author to explain the grounds on which he composed it. But
before he opens those motives, it is fit that he should ask pardon of his read-
ers for having offered his work to them under the borrowed personage of a
translator. As diffidence of his own abilities, and the novelty of the attempt,
were his sole inducements to assume that disguise, he flatters himself he shall
appear excusable. He resigned his performance to the impartial judgment of
the public; determined to let it perish in obscurity, if disapproved; nor mean-
ing to avow such a trifle, unless better judges should pronounce that he might
own it without a blush.

It was an attempt to blend the two kinds of Romance, the ancient and the
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modern.1 In the former all was imagination and improbability: in the latter,
nature is always intended to be, and sometime has been, copied with success.
Invention has not been wanting; but the great resources of fancy have been
dammed up, by a strict adherence to common life. But if in the latter species
Nature has cramped imagination, she did but take her revenge, having been
totally excluded from old Romances. The actions, sentiments, conversations,
of the heroes and heroines of ancient days were as unnatural as the machines
employed to put them in motion.

The author of the following pages thought it possible to reconcile the two
kinds. Desirous of leaving the powers of fancy at liberty to expatiate through
the boundless realms of invention, and thence of creating more interesting sit-
uations, he wished to conduct the mortal agents in his drama according to the
rules of probability; in short, to make them think, speak and act, as it might
be supposed mere men and women would do in extraordinary positions. He
had observed, that in all inspired writings, the personages under the dispen-
sation of miracles and witnesses to the most stupendous phenomena, never
lose sight of their human character: whereas in the productions of romantic
story, an improbable event never fails to be attended by an absurd dialogue.
The actors seem to lose their senses the moment the laws of Nature have lost
their tone. As the public have applauded the attempt, the author must not say
he was entirely unequal to the task he had undertaken: yet if the new rout[e]
he has struck out shall have paved a road for men of brighter talents, he shall
own with pleasure and modesty, that he was sensible the plan was capable of
receiving greater embellishments than his imagination or conduct of the pas-
sions could bestow on it.

With regard to the deportment of the domestics, on which I have touched
in the former preface, I will beg leave to add a few words. The simplicity of
their behavior, almost tending to excite smiles, which at first seem not conso-
nant to the serious cast of the work, appeared to me not only not improper,
but was marked designedly in that manner. My rule was Nature. However
grave, important, or even melancholy, the sensations of Princes and heroes
may be, they do not stamp the same affections on their domestics: at least the
latter do not, or should not be made to express their passions in the same dig-
nified tone. In my humble opinion, the contrast between the sublime of the
one and the naivetè of the other, sets the pathetic of the former in a stronger
light. The very impatience which a reader feels, while delayed by the course
pleasantries of vulgar actors from arriving at the knowledge of the important
catastrophe he expects, perhaps heightens, certainly proves, that he has been
artfully interested in the depending event. But I had higher authority than my
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own opinion for this conduct. That great master of nature, Shakespeare,* was
the model I copied. Let me ask if his tragedies of Hamlet and Julius Caesar
would not lose a considerable share of their spirit and wonderful beauties, if
the humour of the grave-diggers, the fooleries of Polonius, and the clumsy
jests of the Roman citizens were omitted, or vested in heroics? Is not the elo-
quence of Antony, the nobler and affectedly-unaffected oration of Brutus,
artificially exalted by the rude bursts of nature from the mouths of their audi-
tors?1 These touches remind one of the Grecian sculptor, who to convey the
idea of a Colossus within the dimensions of a seal, inserted a little boy mea-
suring his thumb.2 [...]

The result of all I have said, is, to shelter my own daring under the canon
of the brightest genius this country, at least, has produced. I might have plead-
ed, that having created a new species of romance, I was at liberty to lay down
what rules I thought fit for the conduct of it: But I shou’d be more proud of
having imitated, however faintly, weakly, and at a distance, so masterly a pat-
tern, than to enjoy the entire merit of invention, unless I could have marked
my work with genius as well as with originality. Such as it is, the Public have
honored it sufficiently, whatever rank their suffrages allot to it.

33. James Yeo, Preface to Omar and Zemira (1782)

[Yeo,* a presumed pseudonym, places the eastern or oriental tale within the
larger tradition of the English and French novel, emphasizing its capacity for
religious morality.]

PREFACE.

It is supposed that Novels were originally introduced as a relief of our severe
attention to science and truth; and in proportion as mankind progressively
became luxurious, voluptuous and effeminate, the subjects of them have
proved inexhaustible.—The manners and customs of the world; the virtues
and vices, the passions and propensities of the human being, whether arising
from the impulses of nature, habit, education, or depravity, form a never-

129 Prefatory Writing

1 Walpole praises the comic and dramatic relief provided by Shakespeare’s “lesser” characters,
including the gravediggers and Polonius in Hamlet (1599-1601), the citizens in Julius Caesar
(1599-1600), and the auditors in Antony and Cleopatra (1606-07).

2 The sculpted seal referenced here is untraced. It could feature the image of the fallen Colos-
sus of Rhodes, as Pliny the Elder describes viewers measuring its thumb by wrapping their
arms around it in his Historia naturalis (Natural History [AD 77], 34.41), and its image
was featured on coins and in figurines. The Castle of Otranto’s gothic imagery features fall-
en statue parts, including a huge helmet, and strange body parts, such as a giant’s foot.
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failing source, from whence the Novellist draws all his food, and strives, in
various ways to exhibit the chart of HUMAN NATURE.

But, as if some demon were ever destined to sow tares1 among the purest
wheat, what was thus originally designed to instruct and entertain, thro’ the
medium of a novel, either under an allegory, an apologue,2 a history, or a tale,
has often been abused to the ends of gross licentiousness, in subject and com-
position; as if the sole object were the glory of vice, and the happiness of
vicious characters; the triumph of the wicked, and the sorrow of the virtuous.

Alike do the authors of all pretend to convey thro’ them, some moral
instruction; yet so corrupted are their channels, that the mind, allured by fal-
lacy, and empassioned by the glow of words, collects contagion from their
premises, not in the power of their conclusions to destroy.

It has, therefore, long been lamented, that the publication of novels in gen-
eral has occasioned many of those misfortunes which attend the fairer sex in
the tenderest years of their lives. The youthful mind, as it is capable of the
most sensible impressions is frequently corrupted by the distorted writings of
romance; and seeking amusement from the promised banquet, has mistaken
pleasure in disguise, for the simplicity of all her satisfaction. To these deceit-
ful productions is owing, in a great measure, the loss of duty in a daughter to
her affectionate parents, and all her subsequent wretchedness, for deviating
from that road of conduct which, if faithfully and sincerely pursued, would
have insured to her every comfort as a child, and every conscious pleasure as
a woman.

To what, but the generality of novels, are we to ascribe the debauchery of
so many beautiful women? [...] Such publications give a zest to the sluggish
appetite for intrigue, fornication, and adultery, and pave the way to the com-
pletion of all. [...]

To an abhorrence, then, of novels of such evil tendency, which like masked
batteries steal on the enemy by surprise, and effect their baneful purpose by
disseminating in nurseries, schools and families, the seeds of evil—to an
abhorrence of the depravity of their authors, who seem to delight in inflam-
ing the passions, and raising, in ductile minds, a love of romantic story—is the
following tale indebted.

It had its rise in India, among a people whose customs and manners, tho’
peculiar, and ridiculous in the estimation of many in the western world, are
nevertheless friendly to piety, and grateful to the name of GOD:—and the
author, animated in the cause of virtue, under whose benign influence
mankind alone can be happy, now opposes it to the more common effusions
of the press, in the artless ornaments of innocence, fortitude, resignation, and
constancy.
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1 The seed of a vetch, a bean-like plant (OED). Some translations of Matthew 13:25 use the
phrase “sow tares among wheat.”

2 An allegorical story intended to convey a useful lesson; a moral fable (OED).
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It boasts not of plot to interest the curious and impertinent; nor of denoue-
ment to gratify those who pry into books of secrets, for no other purpose than
to discover some human failing, some disastrous frailty, some misadventure,
which charity herself blushes to see exposed, and humanity is inclined to hide
from the glaring face of day.

While there are readers who can receive delight and improvement from the
affecting and natural pens of Fielding,* Smollett,* De Foe,* Morel,1 and
Hawkesworth*—Gueulette,2 Marmontel,* and Le Sage,* who in various
modes of satyr, narration, and history, have opened the ways of men; com-
municating, without corruption, a moral instruction throughout; this tale
attempts to hold forth patience in her brightest colours, and as the more
descriptive Shakespear* expresses it, “sitting on a monument smiling at
grief”;3 until by an undaunted perseverance in difficulty, she meet[s] an ample
compensation in the union of OMAR and ZEMIRA.

If it breathe[s] an air of melancholy, or is turgidly written, it is because the
life of the Orientalists is solitary and justifies the seriousness of its language,
which is calculated to draw attention to the favorite subject of transmigration
[of souls],4 in contradistinction to the follies and vanities of more convivial
and contaminating prints.

It is true, the tale is heathen; but in this the author is not alone: some of the
first writers of the age having p[l]aced their pens in the heathen road before
him, with a view of imparting to the public, useful and pleasing lessons.

To those who may object to a book that contains scenes of transmigration,
it may be necessary to observe, that the inhabitants of the East are not less dis-
tinguished for the beauty of their language, than the moral tendency of their
writings, which display virtue in engaging, tho’ romantic colours, and capti-
vate the heart. [...]

The author having chosen this kind of writing, for a tale which corresponds
with the prevailing notions of the East, where he resided a few years in the
court of a Prince, he has humbly attempted to soothe, not taint; to compose,
not agitate, the well-disposed minds of his readers, by shewing thro’ scenes of
innocence the fixed reliance of the Asiatics in the operations of Fate. [...]
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1 Thomas Morell (1703-84), classical scholar known for his early contributions to the Gentle-
man’s Magazine, sermons, religious poems, Greek and Latin translations, and a translation
of Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales into modern English (1737).

2 Thomas-Simon Gueulette (1683-1766), French writer who published several collections of
tales that have an exotic Persian or Chinese flavor. 

3 A paraphrase of a passage from Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (1601); at one point in the
play, Viola describes her concealed love to the Duke, explaining that “She sat, like patience
on a monument, smiling at grief” (2.4.100).

4 Passage of the soul at death into another body (OED).
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34. Clara Reeve, Preface to The School for Widows (1791)

[Distinguishing between true and false sensibility, Reeve* condemns many
sentimental novels as “whining, maudlin stories.”]

PREFACE.

Among the prodigious number of books that go under the denomination of
NOVELS, the far greater number are only intended as the amusement of a
vacant hour. Yet there are some that are written with a better design: namely,
to counter act the poison of Fashion, Folly, and Dissipation; to blend togeth-
er the utilé and the dulcé;1 and to impress some moral inferences on the mind
of the reader. These last, it is presumed, will always find patrons and protec-
tors.

There has been among the Novel readers of late years, a rage for SENTI-
MENT; insomuch that Authors have thought it necessary to recommend their
works by this word—Sentimental Stories, Sentimental Plays, Sentimental
Tales, Sentimental Journeys, &c.

This word, like many others, seems to have degenerated from its original
meaning: and, under this flimsy disguise, it have given rise to a great number
of whining, maudlin stories, full of false sentiment and false delicacy, calcu-
lated to excite a kind of morbid sensibility, which is to faint under every ideal
distress, and every fantastical trial; which have a tendency to weaken the
mind, and to deprive it of those resources which Nature intended it should
find within itself.

Thus young people enter into life, imbued with false notions and false sen-
timents: believing it meritorious to have this pretended sentimental turn; liable
to a thousand vexations and mortifications; and disarmed of that strength and
fortitude which should encounter and vanquish them.

These sentimental people pretend to a more than common degree of ten-
derness and sensibility, which they carry to the most foolish and ridiculous
excesses. There are some who think it a crime to destroy noxious vermin, rep-
tiles, and insects; hornets and wasps, spiders, snails, and caterpillars.

A young girl, about seven years old, begged her mother not to hurt the poor
little flea that hopped upon her frock—“For you know, mamma, that we must
not kill any thing!”

However ridiculous this story may seem, the fact is true. It deserves to be
compared with that of a poor lady, whose sensibility was excited by the bro-
ken leg of an unfortunate wheelbarrow!
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1 Latin: profit and pleasure. Reeve references Horace’s famous statement that literature
should “blend profit and pleasure, at once delighting and instructing the reader” (Ars poeti-
ca [Art of Poetry], 345-346).
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There is a sensibility that ennobles the heart that bears it. It is modest and
secret; it never boasts itself, but enjoys its pleasures, and endures its pains, in
the heart’s recesses. It hates and abhors cruelty of every kind: it weeps with
those that weep, but avoids all ostentatious display of its feelings.

False sensibility, on the contrary, is always talking of itself: it complains of
its sufferings, in order to exalt its merits; and wonders at the hardness and
insensibility of others. Yet it is often seen that these very people will turn their
backs upon the miseries of their fellow-creatures, and even practise the art of
ingeniously tormenting them.

This false kind of sensibility arises from false sentiments: and they are either
counterfeited for interested purposes; or, if they are real, they weaken the
mind that indulges them. It was a saying of Cato the Elder, “That a virtuous
mind, struggling against misfortunes, was a spectacle that the gods beheld
with pleasure and approbation.”1

Pictures of this kind should be held up to young people, and proposed as
models of imitation. They should be encouraged to believe, that misfortunes
are not invincible; that virtue will enable them to overcome all difficulties; and
that such victories are subjects of honourable triumph: that virtue is active,
and gathers strength from exercise; and that indolence frustrates its own
expectations.

The fable of Hercules and the Countryman is a good illustration of this 
subject—

When his waggon was stuck fast in the mire, he kept praying incessantly to
Hercules, but never once offered to exert his own strength to help himself.

“Leave off calling upon me,” says Hercules; “put forth all your strength, to
lift up your waggon. When you have done your utmost, I will come to your
assistance.”2

With this moral in view, I have written the following work; which motive,
I hope, will be deemed a sufficient claim to candour and allowance, if it
should not be found worthy of a warmer plaudit. 

It is written more to the heart than the head. It is addressed to the Virtuous
and Candid, to whom I consign its final destiny.

133 Prefatory Writing

1 Lucius Annaeus Seneca (4 BC-65 AD), Roman playwright, statesman, and philosopher thus
describes the suicide of Cato the Younger (95-46 BC) in De Providentia (On Providence) in
his Libri Morales (Moral Essays, 1.2.6-10). Joseph Addison’s* The Spectator* No. 39
(1711) attributes the following sentence to Seneca: “A virtuous Man struggling with Misfor-
tunes, is such a Spectacle as Gods might look on with Pleasure.” Notably, Addison wrote
the successful tragedy Cato (1713).

2 This Aesop’s* fable typically ends with the moral “Self-help is the best help.”
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35. Charlotte Smith, Preface to Desmond (1792)

[Smith’s* novel overtly engages with the contemporary politics of the French
Revolution. Her preface advances the argument that fiction—even fiction
written by women—can incorporate political discussion.]

PREFACE.

In sending into the world a work so unlike those of my former writings, which
have been honored by its approbation, I feel some degree of that apprehen-
sion which an Author is sensible of on a first publication.

This arises partly from my doubts of succeeding so well in letters as in nar-
rative;1 and partly from a supposition, that there are Readers, to whom the
fictitious occurrences, and others to whom the political remarks in these vol-
umes may be displeasing. [...]

As to the political passages dispersed through the work, they are for the
most part, drawn from conversations to which I have been a witness, in Eng-
land, and France, during the last twelve months. In carrying on my story in
those countries, and at a period when their political situation (but particular-
ly that of the latter) is the general topic of discourse in both; I have given to
my imaginary characters the arguments I have heard on both sides; and if
those in favor of one party have evidently the advantage, it is not owing to my
partial representation, but to the predominant power of truth and reason,
which can neither be altered nor concealed.

But women it is said have no business with politics—Why not?—Have they
no interest in the scenes that are acting around them, in which they have
fathers, brothers, husbands, sons, or friends engaged?—Even in the common-
est course of female education, they are expected to acquire some knowledge
of history; and yet, if they are to have no opinion of what is passing, it avails
little that they should be informed of what has passed, in a world where they
are subject to such mental degradation; where they are censured as affecting
masculine knowledge if they happen to have any understanding; or despised
as insignificant triflers if they have none.

Knowledge, which qualifies women to speak or to write on any other than
the most common and trivial subjects, is supposed to be of so difficult attain-
ment, that it cannot be acquired but by the sacrifice of domestic virtues, or the
neglect of domestic duties.—I however may safely say, that it was in the obser-
vance, not in the breach of duty, I became an Author; and it has happened,
that the circumstances which have compelled me to write,2 have introduced
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1 I.e., Smith doubts her ability to succeed in the epistolary form in contrast to a narrated
prose form.

2 Smith insists, here and in many of her other prefaces, that she writes novels to support her
family after she separated from her profligate husband.
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me to those scenes of life, and those varieties of character which I should oth-
erwise never have seen. [...]

For that asperity of remark, which will arise on the part of those whose
political tenets I may offend, I am prepared; those who object to the matter,
will probably arraign the manner, and exclaim against the impropriety of
making a book of entertainment the vehicle of political discussion. I am how-
ever conscious that in making these slight sketches, of manners and opinions,
as they fluctuated around me; I have not sacrificed truth to any party—Noth-
ing appears to me more respectable than national pride; nothing so absurd as
national prejudice—And in the faithful representation of the manners of other
countries, surely Englishmen may find abundant reason to indulge the one,
while they conquer the other. To those however who still cherish the idea of
our having a natural enemy in the French nation; and that they are still more
naturally our foes, because they have dared to be freemen,1 I can only say, that
against the phalanx of prejudice kept in constant pay, and under strict disci-
pline by interest, the slight skirmishing of a novel writer can have no effect:
we see it remains hitherto unbroken against the powerful efforts of learning
and genius—though united in that cause which must finally triumph—the
cause of truth, reason, and humanity.

36. Walter Scott, “Introductory” to Waverley (1814)

[Walter Scott’s* humorous opening chapter reveals how easily a novel could
be labeled a gothic, sentimental, or fashionable tale. Hoping to avoid such
pigeonholing, Scott proposes a novel created out of recent history.]

INTRODUCTORY

The title of this work has not been chosen without the grave and solid delib-
eration, which matters of importance demand from the prudent. Even its first,
or general denomination, was the result of no common research or selection,
although, according to the example of my predecessors, I had only to seize
upon the most sounding and euphonic surname that English history or topog-
raphy affords, and elect it at once as the title of my work, and the name of my
hero. But, alas! what could my readers have expected from the chivalrous epi-
thets of Howard, Mordaunt, Mortimer, or Stanley, or from the softer and
more sentimental sounds of Belmour, Belville, Belfield, and Belgrave, but
pages of inanity, similar to those which have been so christened for half a cen-
tury past? I must modestly admit I am too diffident of my own merit to place
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1 The French Revolution, usually dated as beginning with the tearing down of the Bastille in
1789, enacted the violent overthrow of the French monarchy and aristocracy in an attempt
to impose the new concepts of democracy and individual rights. Smith argues that the
British should not see the French as enemies.
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it in unnecessary opposition to preconceived associations; I have, therefore,
like a maiden knight with his white shield, assumed for my hero, WAVER-
LEY, an uncontaminated name, bearing with its sound little of good or evil,
excepting what the reader shall hereafter be pleased to affix to it. But my sec-
ond or supplemental title was a matter of much more difficult election, since
that, short as it is, may be held as pledging the author to some special mode
of laying his scene, drawing his characters, and managing his adventures. Had
I, for example, announced in my frontispiece, “Waverley, a Tale of other
Days,” must not every novel reader have anticipated a castle scarce less than
that of Udolpho,* of which the eastern wing had long been uninhabited, and
the keys either lost, or consigned to the care of some aged butler or house-
keeper, whose trembling steps, about the middle of the second volume, were
doomed to guide the hero, or heroine, to the ruinous precincts? Would not the
owl have shrieked and the cricket cried in my very title-page? and could it
have been possible for me, with a moderate attention to decorum, to intro-
duce any scene more lively than might be produced by the jocularity of a
clownish but faithful valet, or the garrulous narrative of the heroine’s fille-de-
chambre, when rehearsing the stories of blood and horror which she had
heard in the servants’ hall? Again, had my title borne “Waverley, a Romance
from the German,” what head so obtuse as not to image forth a profligate
abbot, an oppressive duke, a secret and mysterious association of Rosycru-
cians and Illuminati,1 with all their properties of black cowls, caverns, dag-
gers, electrical machines, trap-doors, and dark-lanterns? Or if I had rather
chosen to call my work a “Sentimental Tale,” would it not have been a suffi-
cient presage of a heroine with a profusion of auburn hair, and a harp, the soft
solace of her solitary hours, which she fortunately finds always the means of
transporting from castle to cottage, although she herself be sometimes oblig-
ed to jump out of a two-pair-of-stairs window, and is more than once bewil-
dered on her journey, alone and on foot, without any guide but a blowzy peas-
ant girl, whose jargon she hardly can understand? Or again, if my
WAVERLEY had been entitled “A Tale of the Times,” wouldst thou not, gen-
tle reader, have demanded from me a dashing sketch of the fashionable world,
a few anecdotes of private scandal thinly veiled, and if lusciously painted, so
much the better? a heroine from Grosvenor Square,2 and a hero from the
Barouche Club or the Four-in-hand,3 with a set of subordinate characters
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1 Secret societies dedicated to spiritual development and the practice of magical arts such as
alchemy. In the eighteenth century, the Rosicrucians and Illuminati were often charged with
conspiring to overthrow organized religion and existing political orders.

2 A series of residences surrounding a garden park located in Mayfair in London; in the eigh-
teenth century, it was one of the most fashionable addresses in London.

3 The Barouche Club, also known as the Four-in-Hand Club or the Whip Club, was a London
gentleman’s club devoted to driving barouches, fashionable four-wheel horse-drawn car-
riages; the club had elaborate rules concerning carriage color, dress, and procession routes.
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from the elegantes of Queen Anne Street East, or the dashing heroes of the
Bow Street Office?1 I could proceed in proving the importance of a title-page,
and displaying at the same time my own intimate knowledge of the particular
ingredients necessary to the composition of romances and novels of various
descriptions: but it is enough, and I scorn to tyrannize longer over the impa-
tience of my reader, who is doubtless already anxious to know the choice
made by an author so profoundly versed in the different branches of his art.

By fixing, then, the date of my story Sixty Years before the present 1st
November, 1805, I would have my readers understand, that they will meet in
the following pages neither a romance of chivalry, nor a tale of modern man-
ners; that my hero will neither have iron on his shoulders, as of yore, nor on
the heels of his boots, as is the present fashion of Bond Street;2 and that my
damsels will neither be clothed “in purple and in pall,” like the Lady Alice of
an old ballad, nor reduced to the primitive nakedness of a modern fashionable
at a rout.3 From this my choice of an era the understanding critic may further
presage, that the object of my tale is more a description of men than manners.
A tale of manners, to be interesting, must either refer to antiquity so great as
to have become venerable, or it must bear a vivid reflection of those scenes
which are passing daily before our eyes, and are interesting from their novel-
ty. Thus the coat-of-mail of our ancestors, and the triple-furred pelisse4 of our
modern beaux, may, though for very different reasons, be equally fit for the
array of a fictitious character; but who, meaning the costume of his hero to
be impressive, would willingly attire him in the court dress of George the Sec-
ond’s reign,5 with its no collar, large sleeves, and low pocket-holes? The same
may be urged, with equal truth, of the Gothic hall, which, with its darkened
and tinted windows, its elevated and gloomy roof, and massive oaken table
garnished with boar’s-head and rosemary, pheasants and peacocks, cranes and
cygnets, has an excellent effect in fictitious description. Much may also be
gained by a lively display of a modern fete, such as we have daily recorded in
that part of a newspaper entitled the Mirror of Fashion, if we contrast these,
or either of them, with the splendid formality of an entertainment given Sixty
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1 London’s Queen Anne Street is close to Oxford Street, an area famous for public entertain-
ment; it also borders residential streets, such as Cavendish Square. The Bow Street Office
references the Bow Street Magistrates Court, the common law court presiding over low-level
criminal offences.

2 Bond Street was and continues to be known as a destination for exclusive, high-end shop-
ping.

3 The ballad of Lady Alice describes Alice looking out her window, seeing her dead lover
being borne to his grave, and promising to join him in death; later, flowers growing from
their graves intertwine. Pall: fine or rich cloth; a cloth spread over a coffin (OED). Rout: a
fashionable gathering or assembly, a large evening party (OED).

4 A fur-lined mantle or cloak (OED).
5 King George II (1683-1760), English king who reigned from 1727 until his death. Court

dress: the costume worn by those who attend at Court, and on other state occasions (OED).
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Years since; and thus it will be readily seen how much the painter of antique
or of fashionable manners gains over him who delineates those of the last 
generation.

Considering the disadvantages inseparable from this part of my subject, I
must be understood to have resolved to avoid them as much as possible, by
throwing the force of my narrative upon the characters and passions of the
actors;—those passions common to men in all stages of society, and which
have alike agitated the human heart, whether it throbbed under the steel
corselet of the fifteenth century, the brocaded coat of the eighteenth, or the
blue frock and white dimity waistcoat of the present day.1 (Alas! that attire,
respectable and gentlemanlike in 1805, or thereabouts, is now as antiquated
as the Author of Waverley has himself become since that period! The reader
of fashion will please to fill up the costume with an embroidered waistcoat of
purple velvet or silk, and a coat of whatever colour he pleases.) [...]
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1 Scott offers a quick chronological tour through male fashion: the “steel corselet” is a piece
of defensive armor that covers the body; the “brocaded coat” is richly woven with raised
figures, such as flowers, in gold or silver; and the “frock” is a long tunic-like coat, worn
over the dimity waistcoat, a vest-like garment made of stout cotton fabric (OED).
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Part II: Critical Essays

The novel is not simply influenced by but develops out of a lively, opinionated, fast-
paced commenting culture—a culture evidenced in the essays collected here in Part II.
Robinson Crusoe* (1719), often hailed as the first novel written in the English lan-
guage, provides a clear example of how this culture helps birth the novel. In 1719,
immediately after the publication of Robinson Crusoe, Charles Gildon* authored The
Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Mr. D— DeF—, a work that contains a dia-
logue and an essay that criticize Daniel Defoe’s* novel for creating inconsistent char-
acters, promoting ideas subversive of religion and state, introducing various geo-
graphical and grammatical errors, and relying on outlandish plot coincidences
(144-48). Acknowledging the popularity of his novel and the critical controversy it
spawned, Defoe quickly wrote a 1719 sequel to Robinson Crusoe, which opens with
a preface that answers Gildon by condemning the critics who search a work for
“Errors” and the printers who are selling “knavish” abridgments of his novel (66). In
the eighteenth century, as even this very brief description of the back-and-forth com-
mentary on one novel shows, critics were quick to analyze and attack the novel, nov-
elists were quick to read and answer critics, and novels were being written with spe-
cific critical controversies and the larger dynamics of print culture in mind.

As the cultural shape and place of the novel was being formalized, so too was the
shape and place of the critical essay. As detailed in the Introduction (19-33), the early
eighteenth century witnessed the invention of the popular periodical, including well-
known titles such as the Tatler (1709-11), Spectator* (1711-12, 1714), and Rambler*
(1750-52), and the first magazines such as the Gentleman’s Magazine (1731-1907) and
London Magazine (1732-85). These regularly printed materials were joined by pam-
phlets, longer essays, and collections of letters and lectures. These publications typi-
cally take the form of prose essays that comment on the morals and vices, thoughts
and actions, and fashions and philosophies of society, and their assessment of social
issues quickly comes to include reading, thinking about, and responding to literature.
Thus, while essay criticism of the novel helps to form the genre of the novel, it also
helps to form that of the non-fiction essay and the idea of literary criticism. The criti-
cal essay, like the novel, evolves over the course of the century.

Novel Definitions divides its collected critical essays into two sections: essays con-
cerned with the formal structure of the novel are collected in Part II, and essays con-
cerned with the cultural influence of the novel are collected in Part III. The critical
essays appearing in Part II take a wide variety of forms, but they typically contain the
following elements: a general pronouncement on the purpose of fiction, often empha-
sizing education and entertainment; a statement of concern for the novel reader or the
state of literature; a broad gesture towards the history of the novel, often differentiat-
ing the novel from the romance; and a naming of specific novels that produce concern
or admiration. Each essay focuses its critical energies on one or two aspects of the
novel that seem most perplexing or provocative, such as William Whitehead’s* critique
of the novelist’s desire to depict “low” characters (154-57), Anna Letitia [Aikin] Bar-
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bauld* and John Aikin’s* interest in how the novel produces sensations in the reader’s
mind (157-61), and Arthur Murphy’s* praise for the organic development of plot in
Tom Jones* (1749) (192-93).

As is evident from the prefatory writing collected in Part I, formal and generic dis-
cussions often focus on determining the correct nomenclature for the novel and apply-
ing neoclassical terminology to its formal structure. The essays collected in Part II
attest to the uncertainty surrounding the term “novel” and its formal meaning, an
uncertainty perhaps best encapsulated in the brief definition of “novel” provided by
Samuel Johnson’s* Dictionary* (1755), after the publication of seminal works such as
Henry Fielding’s* Tom Jones (1749) and Samuel Richardson’s* Clarissa* (1747-48).
In the Dictionary, “history” and “romance” are defined according to their content,
style, relation to fact, and distinguishing characteristics; in contrast, the “novel” is
given a short, vague definition—“a small tale”—that contains none of the specificity
provided for the other terms (168-69). Critics often reference literary genres that, as
the Dictionary reveals, are better understood. As a result, the novel is often defined
relationally, differentiated from or connected to the romance, history, biography, epic,
tragedy, or comedy.

In addition to determining what generic label ought to be applied to the novel, the
critical essay attempts to determine what formal measures ought to be used to evaluate
novelistic success. Aimed at a wide reading public that is not necessarily classically edu-
cated, the critical essay brings a neoclassical understanding of literature to the novel and
its readers, making those concerns part of popular print culture. As in the author’s
prefatory writing collected in Part I, the critical essays collected in Part II typically
employ Aristotelian terminology centered on imitation, probability, conservation of
character, and unity of “fable” or incidents; each of these terms is discussed in detail in
the Introduction (47-52). If Sarah Fielding’s* Remarks on Clarissa (1749) can be taken
as an indication of popular literary debate, this type of critical understanding of liter-
ary structure was quickly becoming common knowledge in the period. Fielding humor-
ously depicts a popular audience’s ventriloquizing of the critic, with a boisterous group
debating the contradictory character of Richardson’s Clarissa. Fielding ingeniously cri-
tiques her own position as critic, stating that any character can be interpreted in a vari-
ety of ways, “according to the dispositions of her resolved Censurers” (186).

When creating a generic and formal vocabulary for the novel, essayists typically
select a certain novel or set of novels for the focused application of terminology. The
essays collected here often enact a process in which specific authors or characters
become the focus of rapidly developing public assessment and communal understand-
ing; the essays embody a sense that their readers “know” the authors and characters
under discussion. A crucial result of this activity is the immediate canonization of
Richardson’s Pamela* (1740) and Clarissa (1747-48) and Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749).
Typically, Pamela and Clarissa provide a forum for determining the correct construc-
tion of character, while Tom Jones provides a forum for evaluating the proper struc-
turing of plot. As theorized by William Warner and discussed in the Introduction (33),
these novels become media events, triggering widespread commentary that then itself
becomes the focus of debate.1 What seems notable about the commentary surround-
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1 William Warner, Licensing Entertainment: The Elevation of Novel Reading in Britain,
1684-1750 (Berkeley: U of California P, 1998), chapter 5.
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ing Clarissa and Tom Jones is that it is long-lasting, even multi-generational; as seen in
Humphry Repton’s* commentary (199-201) on Richard Cumberland’s* essay (197-
99), critics discuss other critics’ interpretations of the novel long after the novel itself
has been critically accepted. Richardson’s and Fielding’s works become both a test case
for the idea of the novel and the idea of literary criticism: what should a critic look for
in a novel? How far should a critic go in praising or condemning a work? How should
a critic compare two novels? How should a critic respond to other critics? Why should
a critic return again and again to certain novels for re-interpretation? The success of
Pamela, Clarissa, and Tom Jones in the eighteenth century was, in part, ensured by the
essays critiquing them; their success shows how the symbiotic relationship between the
novel and the essay guaranteed the larger success of both the novel as a genre and lit-
erary criticism as a practice.
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A. The Novel’s Relation to Fact, Fiction, 
and the Real

37. John Dunton, ed., Athenian Mercury, Vol. 9, No. 2 (December 17, 1692)

[Taking the form of a question-and-answer, this short essay in the Athenian
Mercury supports romance reading by “Persons of Quality,” but not by “the
Vulgar.” The readers in the latter group, Dunton* argues, will mistake
romances for reality, fancying “themselves some King or Queen.”]

Quest 2. Whether ’tis lawful to read Romances?

Answ. Everyone grants that ’tis lawful to read Quintus Curtius,1 or
Xenophon’s* Life of Cyrus,2 in both of which the Loves as well as Wars of two
great Monarchs are describ’d:—And if so, we think ’tis not easie to assign a
reason why the same Stories mayn’t be read when the Heroes are made greater,
and their Actions more compleat and lively than before, as in a good Romance
they generally are, and particularly in the Grand Cyrus,* and Cassandra:*
Tho’ we think then that the Reading these Books may be lawful; and have
some Convenience too, as to forming the Minds of Persons of Quality; yet we
think ’em not at all convenient for the Vulgar, because they give ’em extrava-
gant Idea’s of practice, and before they have Judgment to byass their Fancies,
generally make ’em think themselves some King or Queen, or other:—one Fool
must be Mazares, t’other Artamen;3 and so for the Women, no less than
Queens or Empresses will serve ’em, the Inconveniences of which are after-
wards oftentimes sooner observ’d than remedy’d. Add to this, the softening the
Mind by Love, which are the greatest Subject of these sort of Books, and the
fooling away so many hours, and days, and years, which might be much bet-
ter employ’d, and which must be repent’d of: And upon the whole, we think
Young People wou’d do better, either not to read ’em at all, or to use ’em more
sparingly than they generally do, when once they set about ’em.

38. Joseph Addison, The Spectator, No. 416 (June 27, 1712)

[Addison’s* Spectator* essays on the pleasures of the imagination explore
how the imagination remakes the real. Here, he describes how the author

1 Curtius Rufius (fl. 41-54 BC), Roman historian who wrote a ten-volume history of Alexan-
der the Great.

2 The Cyropedia (Education of Cyrus [c. 380 BC]) offers a fictional history of the idealized
education of Cyrus, the founder of the Persian empire. 

3 Characters in Madeleine de Scudéry’s* Le grand Cyrus (The Grand Cyrus [1649-53]).
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shapes nature as he records it, why readers can have opposing interpreta-
tions of the same text, and how the successful reader “is born with a good
Imagination.”]

[...] But I shall here confine my self to those Pleasures of the Imagination,
which proceed from Ideas raised by Words, because most of the Observations
that agree with Descriptions, are equally Applicable to Painting and Statuary.

Words, when well chosen, have so great a Force in them, that a Description
often gives us more lively Ideas than the Sight of Things themselves. The
Reader finds a Scene drawn in stronger Colours, and painted more to the Life
in his Imagination, by the help of Words, than by an actual Survey of the
Scene which they describe. In this Case the Poet seems to get the better of
Nature; he takes, indeed, the Landskip after her, but gives it more vigorous
Touches, heightens its Beauty, and so enlivens the whole Piece, that the
Images, which flow from the Objects themselves appear weak and faint, in
Comparison of those that come from the Expressions. The Reason, probably,
may be, because in the Survey of any Object we have only so much of it paint-
ed on the Imagination, as comes in at the Eye; but in its Description, the Poet
gives us as a free View of it as he pleases, and discovers to us several Parts,
that either we did not attend to, or that lay out of our Sight when we first
beheld it. As we look on any Object, our Idea of it is, perhaps, made up of
two or three simple Ideas; but when the Poet represents it, he may either give
us a more complex Idea of it, or only raise in us such Ideas as are most apt to
affect the Imagination.

It may be here worth our while to examine, how it comes to pass that sev-
eral Readers, who are all acquainted with the same Language, and know the
Meaning of the Words they read, should nevertheless have a different Relish
of the same Descriptions. We find one transported with a Passage, which
another runs over with Coldness and Indifference, or finding the Representa-
tion extreamly natural, where another can perceive nothing of Likeness and
Conformity. This different Taste must proceed, either from Perfection of
Imagination in one more than in another, or from the different Ideas that sev-
eral Readers affix to the same Words. For, to have a true Relish, and form a
right Judgment of a Description, a Man should be born with a good Imagi-
nation, and must have well weighed the Force and Energy that lye in the sev-
eral Words of a Language, so as to be able to distinguish which are most sig-
nificant and expressive of their proper Ideas, and what additional Strength
and Beauty they are capable of receiving from Conjunction with others. The
Fancy must be warm, to retain the Print of those Images it hath received from
outward Objects; and the Judgment discerning, to know what Expressions are
most proper to cloath and adorn them to the best Advantage. A Man who is
deficient in either of these Respects, tho’ he may receive the general Notion of
a Description, can never see distinctly all its particular Beauties: As a Person,
with a weak Sight, may have the confused Prospect of a Place that lyes before
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him, without entering into its several Parts, or discerning the variety of its
Colours in their full Glory and Perfection.

39. Charles Gildon, “A Dialogue betwixt D— F–e, Robinson Crusoe, and
his Man Friday” and “An Epistle to D— D’F–e, the Reputed Author of
Robinson Crusoe,” The Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Mr.
D— DeF– (1719)

[In these two essays, published together, Gildon* criticizes Robinson Crusoe*
for its lack of probability. The “Dialogue” emphasizes the inconsistencies in
Daniel Defoe’s* characters by imagining a scene in which Crusoe and Friday
visit Defoe, complain about their flaws, and threaten to shoot him. The “Epis-
tle” offers a more traditional critique, focusing on Defoe’s unpatriotic depic-
tion of seafaring, his immoral use of divine providence to structure his plot,
and his uncontrolled representation of language and circumstantial details.]

A DIALOGUE BETWIXT D—F–e, 
ROBINSON CRUSOE, And his Man FRIDAY.

SCENE, a great Field betwixt Newington-Green and Newington Town, at one
a Clock in a Moon-light Morning.

Enter D—F– with two Pocket Pistols.
D—l.1 A Fine pleasurable Morning, I believe about one a Clock; and, I sup-

pose, all the Lazy Kidnapping Rogues are by this Time got Drunk with Gene-
va2 or Malt-Spirits to Bed, and I may pass Home without any farther Terror.
However, I am pretty well arm’d to keep off their unsanctified Paws from my
Shoulder—

Bless my Eye-sight, what’s this I see! I was secure too soon here, the
Philistines3 are come upon me [...] ha! two of them, great tall Gigantick
Rogues, with strange High-crown’d Caps, and Flaps hanging upon their
Shoulders, and two Muskets a-piece,4 one with a Cutlass, and the other with
a Hatchet; e-g-d I’ll e’en run back to the Green. [...]
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1 “D—l” indicates “Daniel,” or Defoe; it also allows mischievous word play, as Daniel is
called a “Devil” by Crusoe. Defoe is also called “D—n,” presumably for “Dan.”

2 I.e., gin; a spirit distilled from grain and flavored with the juice of juniper berries (OED).
3 Enemies into whose hands one would not wish to fall; drunken or debauched persons (OED).
4 This description refers to the famous frontispiece engraving that illustrated the first edition

(and most of the subsequent editions) of Robinson Crusoe (1719). Engraved by John Clark
and John Pine after an unknown artist, this illustration features Crusoe wearing a tall point-
ed hat and a fur-like goatskin jacket and breeches, and carrying a sword and two muskets,
one on each shoulder. A history of this image is provided by David Blewett, The Illustration
of Robinson Crusoe, 1719-1920 (Gerrards Cross: Smythe, 1995).
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Gentlemen, what would you have? would you murder me? take what I
have, and save my Life.

Cru. Why, Father D—n, dost thou not know thy own Children? art thou so
frighted at Devils of thy own raising? I am thy Robinson Crusoe, and that, my
Man Friday.

D—l. Ah! poor Crusoe, how came you hither? what do you do here?
Cru. Ho, ho, do you know me now? you are like the Devil in Milton,* that

could not tell the Offspring of his own Brain, Sin and Death, till Madam Sin
discover’d to him who they were.1 Yes, it is Crusoe and his Man Friday, who
are come to punish thee now, for making us such Scoundrels in thy Writing:
Come Friday, make ready, but don’t shoot till I give the Word.

Fri. No shoot Master, no shoot; me will show you how we use Scribblers in
my Country.

Cru. In your Country Friday, why, you have no Scribblers there?
Fri. No Matter that Master, we have as many Scribblers as Bears in my

Country; and me will make Laugh, me will make D—l dance upon a Tree like
Bruin. Oh! me will make much Laugh, and then me will shoot. [...]

D—l. Hum, hum, —well, and what are your Complaints of me?
Cru. Why, that you have made me a strange, whimsical, inconsistent Being,

in three Weeks losing all the Religion of a Pious Education; and when you
bring me again to a Sense of the Want of Religion, you make me quit that
upon every Whimsy; you make me extravagantly Zealous, and as extrava-
gantly Remiss; you make me an Enemy to all English Sailors, and a Pane-
gyrist2 upon all other Sailors that come in your way; Thus, all the English Sea-
men laugh’d me out of Religion, but the Spanish and Portuguese Sailors were
honest religious Fellows; you make me a Protestant in London, and a Papist3

in Brasil; and then again, a Protestant in my own Island [...]. [...] [N]or can I
forgive you the making me such a Whimsical Dog, to ramble over three Parts
of the World after I was sixty five. Therefore, I say, Friday, prepare to shoot.

Fri. No shoot yet Master, me have something to say, he much Injure me too.
D—l. Injure you too, how the Devil have I injur’d you?
Fri. Have injure me, to make me such Blockhead, so much contradiction, as

to be able to speak English tolerably well in a Month or two, and not to speak
it better in twelve Years after; to make me go out to be kill’d by the Savages,
only to be a Spokesman to them, tho’ I did not know, whether they under-
stood one Word of my Language; for you must know, Father D—n, that
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1 In John Milton’s Paradise Lost* (1667, 1674), Sin is Satan’s daughter, who sprang from his
head, and Death is Satan’s son, the result of an incestuous union with Sin. When Sin lets
Satan through the Gates of Hell, he does not recognize her or Death, proclaiming, “I know
thee not, nor ever saw till now / Sight more detestable than him and thee” (2.744-45).

2 A person who delivers a panegyric or eulogy; a person who praises in an elaborate, exagger-
ated way (OED).

3 Roman Catholic; an advocate of papal supremacy (OED).

02-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 145

Review Copy



almost ev’ry Nation of us Indians speak a different Language. Now Master
shall me shoot?

Cru. No Friday, not yet, for here will be several more of his Children with
Complaints against him; here will be the French Priest, Will Atkins, the Priest
in China, his Nephews Ship’s Crew,1 and—

D—l. Hold, hold, dear Son Crusoe, hold, let me satisfy you first before any
more come upon me. You are my Hero, I have made you, out of nothing,
fam’d from Tuttle-Street to Lime-house-hole; there is not an old Woman that
can go the Price of it, but buys thy Life and Adventures, and leaves it as a
Legacy, with the Pilgrims Progress,* the Practice of Piety, and God’s Revenge
against Murther, to her Posterity.2

Cru. Your Hero! your Mob Hero! your Pyecorner Hero!3 [...]

AN EPISTLE TO D— D’F–e, 
the Reputed Author of ROBINSON CRUSOE.

Mr. F–e,
I Have perus’d your pleasant Story of Robinson Crusoe; and if the Faults of
it had extended no farther than the frequent Solecisms, Looseness and Incor-
rectness of Stile, Improbabilities, and sometimes Impossibilities, I had not
given you the Trouble of this Epistle. But when I found that you were not con-
tent with the many Absurdities of your Tale, but seem’d to discover a Design,
which proves you as bad an Englishman as a Christian, I could not but take
Notice in this publick Manner of what you had written; especially, when I per-
ceiv’d that you threaten’d us with more of the same Nature, if this met with
that Success which you hop’d for, and which the Town has been pleas’d to
give it. If by this I can prevent a new Accession of Impieties and Superstition
to those which the Work under our Consideration has furnish’d us with, I
shall not think my Labour lost.

I am far from being an Enemy to the Writers of Fables,4 since I know very
well that this Manner of Writing is not only very Ancient, but very useful, I
might say sacred, since it has been made use of by the inspir’d Writers them-
selves; but then to render any Fable worthy of being receiv’d into the Number
of those which are truly valuable, it must naturally produce in its Event some
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1 List of characters from Defoe’s The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe (1719).
2 I.e., Like John Bunyan’s* The Pilgrim’s Progress (1678-84), Lewis Bayly’s The Practise of

Pietie (1612), and John Reynolds’s The Triumphs of God’s Revenge against ... Murther
(1621), Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe has become a standard in the canon of popular reading.

3 London’s Pye Corner is located at Giltspur and Cock Lane and is famous for marking where
the Great Fire of London (1666) stopped. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century print and
bookshops have been traced to Pye Corner.

4 Gildon uses the most general meaning of “fable” as a “fictitious narrative.” As explained in
the Introduction (52), eighteenth-century writers also use “fable” to mean either “plot” or
“a short moral tale.”
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useful Moral, either express’d or understood; but this of Robinson Crusoe,
you plainly inculcate, is design’d against a publick Good.1 I think there can be
no Man so ignorant as not to know that our Navigation produces both our
Safety and our Riches, and that whoever therefore shall endeavour to dis-
courage this, is so far a profest Enemy of his Country’s Prosperity and Safety;
but the Author of Robinson Crusoe, not only in the Beginning, but in many
Places of the Book, employs all the Force of his little Rhetoric to dissuade and
deter all People from going to Sea, especially all Mothers of Children who
may be capable of that Service, from venturing them to so much Hazard and
so much Wickedness, as he represents the Seafaring Life liable to. [...]

[...] I must not dwell too long upon mere Absurdities, I shall therefore take
no Notice of Robinson’s swooning away at the Noise of a Gun, tho’ he knew
not for what end the Gun was discharg’d; yet I cannot pass in Silence his
Coining of Providences;2 that is, of his making Providence raise a Storm, cast
away some Ships, and damage many more, merely to fright him from going
to Sea. If this be not a bold Impiety, I know not what is, and an Impiety for
which I can see very little ground; for why should he imagine that the Storm
was sent to hinder him from going to Sea, more than any other that were in
it, and suffer’d more by it? [...]

All that I shall remark, is, that you seem very fond of all Occasions of
throwing in needless Absurdities to make the Truth of your Story still the
more doubted. What occasion else had you to make Xury3 speak broken Eng-
lish, when he never convers’d with any English but Robinson Crusoe? so that
it had been more natural to have made Robinson speak broken Arabick,
which Language he must be forc’d in some Measure to learn; whereas Xury
had no Motive in the World to study so much English as he makes him speak;
but this is a Peccadillo and not worth dwelling upon. [...]

He sets out from Brasil, is taken in a Storm, and at last cast away upon an
uninhabited Island in the Mouth of the River Oroonoque; where he only
escapes, all the rest being drown’d. But here I can’t omit one Observation of
his, which is that the Waves buried him twenty or thirty Foot in their own
Body; I would fain know by what Art Robinson could distinguish between
five Foot, and twenty five or thirty. Well, be that as it will, your Friend Robin-
son is now got on Shore, tho’ bruised in Body and troubled in Mind; and had,
indeed, been in a very pitiful Condition, had not you the next Day sent the
Ship on Shore after him; I mean, so near the Shore, that Robinson could eas-
ily get on Board her, and furnish himself with all Neccessaries which his soli-
tary Mansion requir’d; that is, with Tools, Powder, Guns, Cutlasses, Bullets,
and other Shot, and Lead to make more, as well as Cloaths, Linnen and
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1 I.e., seafaring.
2 Gildon charges Defoe with inventing or counterfeiting (“coining”) instances of divine inter-

vention or guidance from God (“providences”).
3 A character in Robinson Crusoe, Xury is a slave boy on Crusoe’s ship.
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Woollen; besides so large a Cargo of Rum, that it lasted him, unconsum’d,
above eight and twenty Years. Tho’ I should have wonder’d how three Eng-
lish Bibles came on Board a Portuguese Ship, had he not told us, that they had
come to him in a Cargo from England; yet I must still wonder, why Robinson
should put three on Board for his Voyage to Guinea, when one was likely to
be more than he would make use of, if we may believe his own Account of the
little regard he had to any Religion. But it was necessary that he should have
a Bible, to furnish you with the Means of Burlesquing the Sacred Writ, in the
tedious Reflections you design’d to put into his Mouth; of which by and by.
[...]

40. Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, No. 4 (March 31, 1750)

[This Rambler* essay is perhaps the most famous piece of eighteenth-century
literary criticism of the novel. According to Johnson,* the novel—precisely
because it is so realistic—must modify its representation of the world and aim
for virtuous imitation. Calling for the didactic reward of virtue and punish-
ment of vice, Johnson criticizes mixed characters who “mingle good and bad
qualities.”]

Simul et jucunda et idonea discere Vitae. HOR.1

The works of fiction, with which the present generation seems more particu-
larly delighted, are such as exhibit life in its true state, diversified only by acci-
dents that daily happen in the world, and influenced by those passions and
qualities which are really to be found in conversing with mankind.

This kind of writing may be termed not improperly the comedy of romance,
and is to be conducted nearly by the rules of comic poetry. Its province is to
bring about natural events by easy means, and to keep up curiosity without
the help of wonder: it is therefore precluded from the machines and expedi-
ents of the heroic romance, and can neither employ giants to snatch away a
lady from the nuptial rites, nor knights to bring her back from captivity; it 
can neither bewilder its personages in des[e]rts, nor lodge them in imaginary
castles.

I remember a remark made by Scaliger upon Pontanus,2 that all his writings
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1 Latin: “To say what is at once pleasing and helpful to life” (Horace,* Ars poetica [Art of
Poetry], 334). Thomas Creech (1659-1700), classical scholar who published highly regarded
works on Horace, translates the line as “And join both profit and delight in one.”

2 Julius Caesar Scaliger (1484-1558), Italian scholar, physician, and author of Poetics (1581),
in which he attacks many writers, including Giovanni Giovanno Pontanus (1425-1503), an
Italian poet criticized for his exotic imagery.
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are filled with the same images; and that if you take from him his lilies and
his roses, his satyrs and his dryads, he will have nothing left that can be called
poetry. In like manner, almost all the fictions of the last age will vanish, if you
deprive them of a hermit and a wood, a battle and a shipwreck.

Why this wild strain of imagination found reception so long, in polite and
learned ages, it is not easy to conceive; but we cannot wonder that, while
readers could be procured, the authors were willing to continue it: for when
a man had by practice gained some fluency of language, he had no farther care
than to retire to his closet, let loose his invention, and heat his mind with
incredibilities; and a book was produced without fear of criticism, without the
toil of study, without knowledge of nature, or acquaintance with life.

The task of our present writers is very different; it requires, together with
that learning which is to be gained from books, that experience which can
never be attained by solitary diligence, but must arise from general converse,
and accurate observation of the living world. Their performances have, as
Horace expresses it, plus oneris quantum veniae minus,1 little indulgence, and
therefore more difficulty. They are engaged in portraits of which every one
knows the original, and can therefore detect any deviation from exactness of
resemblance.2 Other writings are safe, except from the malice of learning, but
these are in danger from every common reader; as the slipper ill executed was
censured by a shoemaker who happened to stop in his way at the Venus of
Apelles.3

But the danger of not being approved as just copyers of human manners, is
not the most important apprehension that an author of this sort ought to have
before him. 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.

That the highest degree of reverence should be paid to youth, and that noth-
ing indecent or unseemly should be suffered to approach their eyes or ears; are
precepts extorted by sense and virtue from an ancient writer, by no means
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1 Latin: “A heavier burden, as much as the indulgence is less” (Horace, Epistulae [Epistles],
2.1.170).

2 In his emphasis on meeting the reader’s expectations of “resemblance,” Johnson supports
the classical goal of “imitation” and provides an echo of the classical concept of “consisten-
cy of character.”

3 A reference to a story related by Gaius Plinius Secundus (AD 23-79), or Pliny the Elder, in
his Historia naturalis (Natural History [c. 77], 35.84). In the story, a shoemaker correctly
critiques the accuracy of Appelles’s depiction of a sandal in his painting of Venus rising
from the sea (c. 400 BC). The shoemaker then goes on to criticize the depiction of the leg,
to which Appelles famously responds, “Ne sutor ultra crepidam” (Latin: “Let not the shoe-
maker go beyond the shoe”).
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eminent for chastity of thought.1 The same kind, tho’ not the same degree of
caution, is required in every thing which is laid before them, to secure them
from unjust prejudices, perverse opinions, and improper combinations of
images.

In the romances formerly written, every transaction and sentiment was so
remote from all that passes among men, that the reader was in very little dan-
ger of making any applications to himself; the virtues and crimes were equal-
ly beyond his sphere of activity; and he amused himself with heroes and with
traitors, deliverers and persecutors, as with beings of another species, whose
actions were regulated upon motives of their own, and who had neither faults
nor excellencies in common with himself.

But when an adventurer is levelled with the rest of the world, and acts in
such scenes of the universal drama, as may be the lot of any other man; young
spectators fix their eyes upon him with closer attention, and hope, by observ-
ing his behaviour and success to regulate their own practices, when they shall
be engaged in the like part.

For this reason these familiar histories may perhaps be made of greater use
than the solemnities of professed morality, and convey the knowledge of vice
and virtue with more efficacy than axioms and definitions. But if the power
of example is so great, as to take possession of the memory by a kind of vio-
lence, and produce effects almost without the intervention of the will, care
ought to be taken that, when the choice is unrestrained, the best examples
only should be exhibited; and that which is likely to operate so strongly,
should not be mischievous or uncertain in its effects.

The chief advantage which these fictions have over real life is, that their
authors are at liberty, tho’ not to invent, yet to select objects, and to cull from
the mass of mankind, those individuals upon which the attention ought most
to be employ’d; as a diamond, though it cannot be made, may be polished by
art, and placed in such a situation, as to display that luster which before was
buried among common stones.

It is justly considered as the greatest excellency of art, to imitate nature; but
it is necessary to distinguish those parts of nature, which are most proper for
imitation: greater care is still required in representing life, which is so often
discoloured by passion, or deformed by wickedness. If the world be promis-
cuously described, I cannot see of what use it can be to read the account; or
why it may not be as safe to turn the eye immediately upon mankind, as upon
a mirror which shows all that presents itself without discrimination.

It is therefore not a sufficient vindication of a character, that it is drawn as
it appears, for many characters ought never to be drawn; nor of a narrative,
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1 A reference to Decimus Junius Juvenalis (c. AD 55-127), or Juvenal, Roman satirist known
for his striking images of political and sexual corruption, and who made the following dec-
laration: “disregard not your boy’s tender years, and let your infant son stand in the way of
the sins that you propose” (Saturae [Satires], 15.48-49).
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that the train of events is agreeable to observation and experience, for that
observation which is called knowledge of the world, will be found much more
frequently to make men cunning than good. The purpose of these writings is
surely not only to show mankind, but to provide that they may be seen here-
after with less hazard; to teach the means of avoiding the snares which are laid
by TREACHERY for INNOCENCE, without infusing any wish for that supe-
riority with which the betrayer flatters his vanity; to give the power of coun-
teracting fraud, without the temptation to practice it; to initiate youth by
mock encounters in the art of necessary defence, and to increase prudence
without impairing virtue.

Many writers for the sake of following nature, so mingle good and bad
qualities in their principal personages, that they are both equally conspicuous;
and as we accompany them through their adventures with delight, and are led
by degrees to interest ourselves in their favour, we lose the abhorrence of their
faults, because they do not hinder our pleasure, or, perhaps, regard them with
some kindness for being united with so much merit.

There have been men indeed splendidly wicked, whose endowments throw
a brightness on their crimes, and whom scarce any villainy made perfectly
detestable, because they never could be wholly divested of their excellencies;
but such have been in all ages the great corrupters of the world, and their
resemblance ought no more to be preserved, than the art of murdering with-
out pain.

Some have advanced, without due attention to the consequences of this
notion, that certain virtues have their correspondent faults, and therefore that
to exhibit either part is to deviate from probability. Thus men are observed by
Swift* to be [“]grateful in the same degree as they are resentful.[”]1 This prin-
ciple, with others of the same kind, supposes man to act from a brute impulse,
and pursue a certain degree of inclination, without any choice of the object;
for, otherwise, though it should be allowed that gratitude and resentment arise
from the same constitution of the passions, it follows not that they will be
equally indulged when reason is consulted; yet unless that consequence be
admitted, this sagacious maxim becomes an empty sound, without any rela-
tion to practice or to life.

Nor is it evident, that even the first motions to these effects are always in
the same proportion. For pride, which produces quickness of resentment, will
frequently obstruct gratitude, by unwillingness to admit that inferiority which
obligation necessarily implies; and it is surely very unlikely, that he who can-
not think he receives a favour will ever acknowledge it.

It is of the utmost importance to mankind, that positions of this tendency
should be laid open and confuted; for while men consider good and evil as
springing from the same root, they will spare the one for the sake of the other,
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1 From Jonathan Swift’s Miscellanies (1711), 2.345.
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and in judging, if not of others at least of themselves, will be apt to estimate
their virtues by their vices. To this fatal error all those will contribute, who
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 dis-
unite them.

In narratives, where historical veracity has no place, I cannot discover why
there should not be exhibited the most perfect idea of virtue; of virtue not
angelical, nor above probability, for what we cannot credit we shall never imi-
tate, but the highest and purest that humanity can reach, which, when exer-
cised in such trials as the various revolutions of things shall bring upon it, may,
by conquering some calamities, and enduring others, teach us what we may
hope, and what we can perform. Vice, for vice is necessary to be shewn, should
always disgust; nor should the graces of gaiety, or the dignity of courage, be so
united with it, as to reconcile it to the mind. Wherever it appears, it should
raise hatred by the malignity of its practices, and contempt by the meanness of
its stratagems: for while it is supported by either parts or spirit, it will be sel-
dom heartily abhorred. The Roman tyrant was content to be hated, if he was
but feared;1 and there are thousands of the readers of romances willing to be
thought wicked, if they may be allowed to be wits. It is therefore to be steadi-
ly inculcated, that virtue is the highest proof of a superior understanding, and
the only solid basis of greatness; and that vice is the natural consequence of
narrow thoughts, that it begins in mistake, and ends in ignominy.

41. John Hawkesworth, The Adventurer, No. 4 (November 18, 1752)

[Defining various forms of narrative, Hawkesworth* emphasizes the novel’s
“resemblance to truth,” explaining that its realism makes it less entertaining
than other genres.]

Ficta voluptatis causâ sint proxima veris. HOR.2

NO species of writing affords so general entertainment as the relation of
events; but all relations of events do not entertain in the same degree.

IT is always necessary, that facts should appear to be produced in a regular
and connected series, that they should follow in a quick succession, and yet
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1 A reference to Gaius Julius Caesar Augustus Germanicus (AD 12-41), or Caligula, the
Roman emperor famous for this statement, which he borrowed from the tragic poet Lucius
Accius (c. 170-68 BC).

2 Latin: “Fictions meant to please should be close to the real” (Horace,* Ars poetica [Art of
Poetry], 338). Wentworth Dillon, 4th Earl of Roscommon (1637-85), English poet who
published a popular translation of Horace entitled Horace’s Art of Poetry in 1680, trans-
lates the line as, “Fictions to please should wear the face of truth.”
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that they should be delivered with discriminating circumstances. If they have
not a necessary and apparent connection, the ideas which they excite obliter-
ate each other, and the mind is tantalized with an imperfect glimpse of innu-
merable objects that just appear and vanish; if they are too minutely related,
they become tiresome; and if divested of all their circumstances, insipid; for
who that reads in a table of chronology or an index, that a city was swallowed
up by an earthquake, or a kingdom depopulated by a pestilence, finds either
his attention engaged, or his curiosity gratified[?]

THOSE narratives are most pleasing, which not only excite and gratify
curiosity but engage the passions.

HISTORY is a relation of the most natural and important events: history,
therefore, gratifies curiosity, but it does not often excite either terror or pity; the
mind feels not that tenderness for a falling state, which it feels for an injured
beauty;1 nor is it so much alarmed at the migration of barbarians who mark
their way with desolation, and fill the world with violence and rapine, as at the
fury of a husband, who, deceived into jealousy by false appearances, stabs a
faithful and affectionate wife kneeling at his feet and pleading to be heard.

VOYAGES and TRAVELS have nearly the same excellencies and the same
defects: no passion is strongly excited except wonder; or if we feel any emo-
tion at the danger of the traveller, it is transient and languid, because his char-
acter is not rendered sufficiently important; he is rarely discovered to have any
excellencies but daring curiosity; he is never the object of admiration, and sel-
dom of esteem.

BIOGRAPHY would always engage the passions, if it could sufficiently
gratify curiosity: but there have been few among the whole human species,
whose lives would furnish a single adventure; I mean such a complication of
circumstances, as hold the mind in an anxious yet pleasing suspense, and
gradually unfold in the production of some unforeseen and important event;
much less such a series of facts, as will perpetually vary the scene, and grati-
fy the fancy, with new views of life. [...]

THE EPIC POEM at once gratifies curiosity and moves the passions; the
events are various and important; but it is not the fate of a nation, but of the hero
in which they terminate, and whatever concerns the hero engages the passions;
the dignity of his character, his merit, and his importance, compel us to follow
him with reverence and solicitude, to tremble when he is in danger, to weep when
he suffers, and to burn when he is wronged; with these vicissitudes of passion
every heart attends Ulysses in his wanderings, and Achilles to the field.2

UPON this occasion the OLD ROMANCE may be considered as a kind of
epic, since it was intended to produce the same effect upon the mind nearly by
the same means.
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1 I.e., a heroine from a novel. Hawkesworth argues that a reader will not sympathize with a
failing nation as readily as he or she will with a mistreated heroine.

2 Names of the central figures of Homer’s* Iliad* and Odyssey,* respectively.
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IN both these species of writing truth is apparently violated: but though the
events are not always produced by probable means, yet the pleasure arising
from the story is not much lessened; for fancy is still captivated with variety,
and passion has scarce leisure to reflect, that she is agitated with the fate of
imaginary beings, and interested in events that never happened.

THE NOVEL, though it bears a nearer resemblance to truth, has yet less
power of entertainment; for it is confined within the narrower bounds of
probability, the number of incidents is necessarily diminished, and if it
deceives us more it surprises us less. The distress is indeed frequently tender,
but the narrative often stands still; the lovers compliment each other in
tedious letters and set speeches, trivial circumstances are enumerated with a
minute exactness, and the reader is wearied with languid descriptions and
impertinent declamation.

BUT the most extravagant and yet perhaps the most generally pleasing of
all literary performances, are those in which supernatural events are every
moment produced by Genii and Fairies; such are the “Arabian nights enter-
tainment,”* the “Tales of the countess d’Anois,”1 and many others of the
same class. It may be thought strange, that the mind should with pleasure
acquiesce in the open violation of the most known and obvious truths; and
that relations which contradict all experience, and exhibit a series of events
that are not only impossible but ridiculous, should be read by almost every
taste and capacity with equal eagerness and delight. But it is not perhaps the
mere violation of truth or of probability that offends, but such a violation
only as perpetually recurs. The mind is satisfied, if every event appears to have
an adequate cause; and when the agency of Genii and Fairies is once admit-
ted, no event which is deemed possible to such agents is rejected as incredible
or absurd; the action of the story proceeds with regularity, the persons act
upon rational principles, and such events take place as may naturally be
expected from the interposition of superior intelligence and power: so that
though there is not a natural, there is at least a kind of moral probability pre-
served, and our first concession is abundantly rewarded by the new scenes to
which we are admitted, and the unbounded prospect that is thrown open
before us. [...]

42. William Whitehead, The World, No. 19 (May 10, 1753)

[While the heroic romance creates a world “above nature,” Whitehead*
argues, the modern romance or novel aims “below nature” by depicting low
characters and manners.]
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1 Marie Catherine Le Jumel de Barneville, Countess d’Aulnoy (1650/51-1705), French writer
of fairy tales and historical novels.
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To Mr. FITZ-ADAM.1

Sir,
The present age is over-run with romances, and yet so strong does the appetite
for them continue, that as Otway says on a less delicate occasion,

—every rank fool goes down.2

I am not surprised that any sketch of human nature, howsoever imperfect,
should attract the attention of the generality of readers. We are easily delight-
ed with pictures of ourselves, and are sometimes apt to fancy a strong likeness
where there is not even the least resemblance. Those great masters of every
movement of the human mind, Homer* and Shakespear,* knew well this
propensity of our dispositions. The latter, from the nature of his writings, had
more frequent opportunities of opening the most minute avenues to the heart.
The former, though his province was more confined, has let no occasion pass
of exerting this affecting talent. He has not only contrasted a vast variety of
characters, and given all the passions their full play, but even in the stiller parts
of his work, the similes and descriptions, every thing is full of human life. It is
the Carian woman who stains the ivory;3 if a torrent descends from the moun-
tains, some cottager trembles at the sound of it; and the fine broken landskip
of rocks and woods by moon-light, has a shepherd to gaze at and admire it.

But it is not with such painters as these that I am at present concerned. They
drew really from nature; and ages have felt, and applauded the truth of their
designs. Whereas our modern artists (if we may guess from the motley repre-
sentations they give us of our species) are so far from having studied the
natures of other people, that they seldom seem to have the least acquaintance
with themselves.

The writers of heroic romance, or the Loves of Philodoxus and Urania,4

professedly soar above nature. They introduce into their descriptions trees,
water, air, &c. like common mortals; but then all their rivers are clearer than
chrystal, and every breeze is impregnated with the spices of Arabia. The man-
ners of their personages seem full as extraordinary to our gross ideas. We are
apt to suspect the virtue of two young people who are rapturously in love with
each other, and who travel whole years in one another’s company; though we
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1 Name of the fictional editor of The World (1753-56), a persona used by the real editor,
Edward Moore.*

2 From Thomas Otway’s (1652-85) The Orphan (1680), 1.351.
3 A reference to a passage in the Iliad;* in Alexander Pope’s* translation, the lines read, “As

when some stately trappings decreed / To grace a monarch on his bounding steed, / A
nymph in Caria or Maeonia bred / Stains the pure ivory with a lively red” (4.170-74).

4 Respectively, Leone Battista Alberti’s (1404-72) Philoduxus (1424), an allegorical play that
features the “Lover of Glory” and his love for, of course, “Glory,” and Lady Mary Wroth’s
(1586/7?-1651/3?) The Countess of Montgomery’s Urania (1621), a romance that features
the fidelity of Pamphillia and Amphilianthus.
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are expressly told, that at the close of every evening, when they retire to rest,
the hero leans his head against a knotted oak, whilst the heroine seeks the
friendly shelter of distant myrtle. This, I say, seems to us a little unnatural;
however, it is not of dangerous example. There can no harm follow if unex-
perienced persons should endeavor to imitate what may be thought inim-
itable. Should our virgins arrive but half way towards the chastity of a Parthe-
nia,1 it will be something gained; and we, who have had learned educations,
know the power of early prejudices; some of us having emulated the public
spirit, and other obsolete virtues of the old Grecians and Romans to the age
of fifteen or sixteen, some of us later, even to twenty or one and twenty.

But Peace be to the [nam]es of such authors. They have long enjoyed that
elysium2 which they so frequently described on earth. The present race of
romance-writers run universally into a different extreme. They spend the lit-
tle art they are masters of in weaving into intricacies the more familiar and
more comical adventures of a Jack Slap, or a Betty Sallet;3 these, though they
endeavour to copy after a very great original, I chuse to call our writers below
nature; because very few of them have as yet found out their master’s peculiar
art of writing upon low subjects without writing in a low manner.4 Romances,
judiciously conducted, are a very pleasing way of conveying instruction to all
parts of life. But to dwell eternally upon orphan-beggars, and serving-men of
low degree, is certainly what I have called it, writing below nature; and is so
far from conveying instruction, that it does not even afford amusement.

The writers below nature have one advantage in common with the writers
above it, that the originals they would seem to draw from are no where to be
found. The heroes and heroines of the former are undoubtedly children of the
imagination; and those of the latter, if they are not all of them incapable of
reading their own adventures, are at least unable to inform us by writing
whether the representations of them are just, and whether people in their sta-
tion did ever think or act in the manner they are described to have done. Yet
the authors, even in this particular, are not quite so secure as they imagine; for
when, towards the end of the third or fourth volume, the He or She of the
piece (as is usually the custom) emerges into what they call genteel life, the
whole cheat is frequently discovered. From seeing their total ignorance of
what they are then describing, we on good grounds conclude that they are
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1 Parthenia, from the Greek word for “maiden,” is a virgin goddess. She is also a character in
Sir Philip Sidney’s* The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia (1590) who is notable for her ide-
alized devotion to Argalus.

2 A place or state of ideal or perfect happiness; the supposed abode of the blessed after death
in Greek mythology (OED).

3 Presumably, mock-romance names playfully introduced here rather than allusions to specific
characters.

4 The “great original” and “master” referenced here is Henry Fielding,* named later in the
essay.
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equally unacquainted with the inferior parts of life, though we are not able to
detect the falsehood. Bath,1 one should imagine, the easiest place in the world
to get a thorough knowledge of: and yet I have observed, in books of this
kind, several representations of it so excessively erroneous, that they not only
shewed the authors to be entirely ignorant of the manners of living there, but
of the geography of the town.

But it is not the ignorance of these writers which I would principally com-
plain of; though of that, as a Censor, you ought to take notice, and should
assure our young men and young women that they may read fifty volumes of
this sort of trash, and yet, according to the phrase which is perpetually in their
mouths, know nothing of life. The thing I chiefly find fault with is their
extreme indecency. There are certain vices which the vulgar call Fun, and the
people of fashion Gallantry; but the middle rank, and those of the gentry who
continue to go to church, still stigmatize them by the opprob[r]ious names of
fornication and adultery. These are confessed to be in some measure detri-
mental to society, even by those who practice them most; at least, they are
allowed to be so in all but themselves. This being the case, why should our
novel-writers take so much pains to spread these enormities? It is not enough
to say in excuse that they write nonsense upon these subjects as well as oth-
ers; for nonsense itself is dangerous here. The most absurd ballads in the
streets, without the least glimmering of meaning, recommend themselves
every day both to the great and small vulgar only by obscene expressions.
Here therefore, Mr. Fitz-Adam, you should interpose your authority, and for-
bid your readers (whom I suppose to be all persons who can read) even to
attempt to open any novel, or romance, unlicensed by you; unless it should
happen to be stamped FIELDING, &c. [...]

43. Anna Letitia [Aikin] Barbauld and John Aikin, “On the Pleasure derived
from Objects of Terror [...]” and “An Enquiry into those Kinds of Dis-
tress which excite agreeable Sensations [...],” Miscellaneous Pieces, in
Prose (1773)

[These two essays explore the reader’s translation of novel reading into a real
emotional experience, theorizing the desire to be terrorized or distressed by
scenes of gothic horror or sentimental pity. Barbauld* and Aikin* warn
against the reader’s over-stimulation, arguing that “sensibility does not
increase with exercise.”]
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1 A city located in southwest England that features a series of hot-spring spas. In the eigh-
teenth century, Bath was a fashionable destination, and visitors would come to take the
waters (reputed to have medicinal properties), attend balls and assemblies, and meet in the
“pump room.”
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ON THE PLEASURE DERIVED FROM OBJECTS OF TERROR [...].

That the exercise of our benevolent feelings, as called forth by the view of
human afflictions, should be a source of pleasure, cannot appear wonderful
to one who considers that relation between the moral and natural system of
man, which has connected a degree of satisfaction with every action or emo-
tion productive of the general welfare. The painful sensation immediately aris-
ing from a scene of misery, is so much softened and alleviated by the reflex
sense of self-approbation1 attending virtuous sympathy, that we find, on the
whole, a very exquisite and refined pleasure remaining, which makes us
desirous of again being witnesses to such scenes, instead of flying from them
with disgust and horror. It is obvious how greatly such a provision must con-
duce to the ends of mutual support and assistance. But the apparent delight
with which we dwell upon objects of pure terror, where our moral feelings are
not in the least concerned, and no passion seems to be excited but the depress-
ing one of fear, is a paradox of the heart, much more difficult of solution. [...]

How are we then to account for the pleasure derived from such objects? I
have often been led to imagine that there is a deception in these cases; and that
the avidity with which we attend is not a proof of our receiving real pleasure.
The pain of suspense, and the irresistible desire of satisfying curiosity, when
once raised, will account for our eagerness to go quite through an adventure,
though we suffer actual pain during the whole course of it. We rather chuse
to suffer the smart pang of a violent emotion than the uneasy craving of an
unsatisfied desire. That this principle, in many instances, may involuntarily
carry us through what we dislike, I am convinced from experience. This is the
impulse which renders the poorest and most insipid narrative interesting when
once we get fairly into it; and I have frequently felt it with regard to our mod-
ern novels, which, if lying on my table, and taken up in an idle hour, have led
me through the most tedious and disgusting pages, while, like Pistol eating his
leek,2 I have swallowed and execrated3 to the end. And it will not only force
us through dullness, but through actual torture—through the relation of a
Damien’s execution,4 or an inquisitor’s act of faith. When children, therefore,
listen with pale and mute attention to the frightful stories of apparitions, we
are not, perhaps, to imagine that they are in a state of enjoyment, any more
than the poor bird which is dropping into the mouth of the rattlesnake—they
are chained by the ears, and fascinated by curiosity. This solution, however,
does not satisfy me with respect to the well-wrought scenes of artificial terror
which are formed by a sublime and vigorous imagination. Here, though we
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1 Self-satisfaction (OED).
2 See Shakespeare,* Henry V (1612-13), 5.1.20-50.
3 To pronounce a curse upon; to express intense loathing for (OED).
4 Robert François Damiens (1714-57), French would-be assassin who was tortured and exe-

cuted for attempting to murder King Louis XV (1710-74).
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know before-hand what to expect, we enter into them with eagerness, in quest
of a pleasure already experienced. This is the pleasure constantly attached to
the excitement of surprise from new and wonderful objects. A strange and
unexpected event awakens the mind, and keeps it on the stretch; and where
the agency of invisible beings is introduced, of “forms unseen, and mightier
far than we,”1 our imagination, darting forth, explores with rapture the new
world which is laid open to its view, and rejoices in the expansion of its pow-
ers. Passion and fancy co-operating elevate the soul to its highest pitch; and
the pain of terror is lost in amazement.

Hence, the more wild, fanciful, and extraordinary are the circumstances of
a scene of horror, the more pleasure we receive from it; and where they are
too near common nature, though violently borne by curiosity through the
adventure, we cannot repeat it or reflect on it, without an over-balance of
pain. In the Arabian nights* are many most striking examples of the terrible
joined with the marvellous: the story of Aladdin and the travels of Sinbad are
particularly excellent. The Castle of Otranto* is a very spirited modern
attempt upon the same plan of mixed terror, adapted to the model of Gothic
romance. The best conceived, and most strongly worked-up scene of mere
natural horror that I recollect, is in Smollett’s* Ferdinand count Fathom;*
where the hero, entertained in a lone house in a forest, finds a corpse just
slaughtered in the room where he is sent to sleep, and the door of which is
locked upon him. It may be amusing for the reader to compare his feelings
upon these, and from thence form his opinion of the justness of my theory.
The following fragment, in which both these manners are attempted to be in
some degree united, is offered to entertain a solitary winter’s evening.2

AN ENQUIRY INTO THOSE KINDS OF DISTRESS 
WHICH EXCITE AGREEABLE SENSATIONS.

[...] The last rule I shall insist upon is, that scenes of distress should not be too
long continued. All our finer feelings are in a manner momentary, and no art
can carry them beyond a certain point, either in intenseness or duration. Con-
stant suffering deadens the heart to tender impressions; as we may observe in
sailors, and others who are grown callous by a life of continual hardships. It
is therefore highly necessary in a long work to relieve the mind by scenes of
pleasure and gaiety: and I cannot think it so absurd a practice as our modern
delicacy has represented it, to intermix wit and fancy with the pathetic,3 pro-
vided care to be taken not to check the passions while they are flowing. The
transition from a pleasurable state of mind to tender sorrow is not so difficult
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1 From Alexander Pope’s* Essay on Man (1733-34), 3.251-52.
2 In the original publication, this essay is followed by a short gothic tale entitled Sir Bertrand,

a Fragment.
3 That which arouses sadness, compassion, or sympathy; the pathetic style or genre (OED).
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as we imagine. When the mind is opened by gay and agreeable scenes, every
impression is felt more sensibly. Persons of a lively temper are much more sus-
ceptible of that sudden swell of sensibility which occasions tears, than those
of a grave and saturnine1 cast: for this reason women are more easily moved
to weeping than men. Those who have touched the springs of pity with the
finest hand have mingled light strokes of pleasantry and mirth in their most
pathetic passages. Very different is the conduct of many novel writers, who by
plunging us into scenes of distress without end or limit, exhaust the powers,
and before the conclusion either render us insensible to every thing, or fix a
real sadness upon the mind. The uniform stile of tragedies is one reason why
they affect so little. In our old plays all the force of language is reserved for
the more interesting parts; and in scenes of common life there is no attempt
to rise above common language: whereas we, by that pompous manner and
affected solemnity which we think it necessary to preserve through the whole
piece, lose the force of an elevated or passionate expression where the occa-
sion really suggests it.

Having thus considered the manner in which fictitious distress must be man-
aged to render it pleasing, let us reflect a little upon the moral tendency of such
representations. Much has been said in favour of them, and they are generally
thought to improve the tender and humane feelings; but this, I own, appears
to me very dubious. That they exercise sensibility is true, but sensibility does
not increase with exercise. By the constitution of our frame our habits increase,
our emotions decrease, by repeated acts; and thus a wise provision is made,
that as our compassion grows weaker, its place should be supplied by habitu-
al benevolence. But in these writings our sensibility is strongly called forth
without any possibility of exerting itself in virtuous action, and those emo-
tions, which we shall never feel again with equal force, are wasted without
advantage. Nothing is more dangerous than to let virtuous impressions of any
kind pass through the mind without producing their proper effect. The awak-
enings of remorse, virtuous shame and indignation, the glow of moral appro-
bation, if they do not lead to action, grow less and less vivid every time they
recur, till at length the mind grows absolutely callous. The being affected with
a pathetic story is undoubtedly a sign of an amiable disposition, but perhaps
no means of increasing it. On the contrary, young people, by a course of this
kind of reading, often acquire something of that apathy and indifference with
the experience of real life would have given them, without its advantages.

Another reason why plays and romances do not improve our humanity is,
that they lead us to require a certain elegance of manners and delicacy of
virtue which is not often found with poverty, ignorance, and meanness. The
objects of pity in romance are as different from those in real life as our hus-
bandmen from the shepherds of Arcadia; and a girl who will sit weeping the
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1 Cold and gloomy in temperament (OED).
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whole night at the delicate distresses of a lady Charlotte or lady Julia, shall be
little moved at the complaint of her neighbour, who, in a homely phrase and
vulgar accent, laments to her that she is not able to get bread for her family.
Romance-writers likewise make great misfortunes so familiar to our ears, that
we have hardly any pity to spare for the common accidents of life: but we
ought to remember, that misery has a claim to relief, however we may be dis-
gusted with its appearance; and that we must not fancy ourselves charitable,
when we are only pleasing our imagination.

It would perhaps be better, if our romances were more like those of the old
stamp, which tended to raise human nature, and inspire a certain grace and
dignity of manners of which we hardly have the idea. The high notions of
honour, the wild and fanciful spirit of adventure and romantic love, elevated
the mind; our novels tend to depress and enfeeble it. Yet there is a species of
this kind of writing which must ever afford an exquisite pleasure to persons
of taste and sensibility; where noble sentiments are mixed with well fancied
incidents, pathetic touches with dignity and grace, and invention with chaste
correctness. Such will ever interest our sweetest passions.1

44. George Wright, “Modern Novel-Writers Justly Censur’d,” Pleasing
Reflections on Life and Manners (1787)

[Wright* criticizes the novel for its improbable depiction of the marvelous and
immoral depiction of vice. His footnote reveals his final judgment: the novel
is “literary poison.”]

MODERN NOVEL-WRITERS JUSTLY CENSUR’D.

It hath been frequently allowed, that men are better instructed by example
than by precept; and upon this principle the ancients, not being furnished with
a sufficient collection from real history, have sometimes delivered their lessons
in familiar fables. But let it be observed, that these fables were simple, and if
you only changed a few fictitious names, the story was attended by the high-
est probability; so that the moral could not escape the notice of the reader,
unless through his own fault. But among our modern novelists, the marvel-
lous seems to be one chief recommendation; and in the eager pursuit of this,
they lose even the most distant view of the probable. How then can it be, that
any one should profit by reading an account of the good or bad success of any
action, when he is conscious that such action never could be performed? It is
indeed impossible that a man should apply to his own case, what never could
be the case of any man living.
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1 In the original publication, this essay is followed by a short allegorical tale featuring Pity,
the daughter of Love and Sorrow.
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There is yet one thing more to be observed: this class of writer frequently
hold up to the view, and represent as virtues, such actions as ought to be stig-
matized and condemned as vices;1 at least they treat them with such tender-
ness as to render them palatable rather than disgustful. In this case the moral,
if we give ourselves the trouble to search for it, will be found to be no other
than a moral evil. The writers of this stamp would do well to consider what
Jeremiah saith of the false prophets of his own times, Jer. Xxiii.13.14.15.2 [...]

Let it be granted, that some novels are calculated at once to please and to
instruct, and that by reading them some persons may be apprized of the
unhappy issue of a wicked course of life, or of the contrary effect of good
actions; yet as the thread of the story is generally interwoven with such extra-
ordinary incidents as may divert the mind and take it off from every serious
reflection, it must also be granted on the other hand, that many may be
betrayed and ruined by them. The danger is indeed far greater than the most
sanguine expectations can possibly be, unless the moral be enforced with
strong and pressing remarks, even such as must frequently defeat the intention
to please and render it ungrateful to a delicate reader. [...]

45. William Hazlitt, “Standard Novels,”3 Edinburgh Review, Vol. 24 
(February 1815)

[Hazlitt’s* essay provides a lengthy analysis of the novels of Henry Fielding,*
Samuel Richardson,* Tobias Smollett,* and Laurence Sterne,* demonstrating
the canonical status achieved by these authors by the early nineteenth centu-
ry. The essay also reveals the high status being awarded to the novel at that
time, arguing that the form provides the best representation of real life or
“manners”—better than drama, history, or poetry.]
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1 Author’s footnote: “Many modern novels may justly be accounted literary poison, as they
tend principally to debauch the morals, and vitiate the conduct of the rising generation.”

2 Jeremiah 23:13-15: “And I have seen folly in the prophets of Samaria; they prophesied in
Ball, and caused my people Israel to err. / I have seen also in the prophets of Jerusalem an
horrible thing: they commit adultery, and walk in lies: they strengthen also the hands of
evildoers, that none doth return from his wickedness: they are all of them unto me as
Sodom, and the inhabitants thereof as Gomorrah. / Therefore thus saith the LORD of hosts
concerning the prophets; Behold, I will feed them with wormwood, and make them drink
the water of gall: for from the prophets of Jerusalem is profaneness gone forth into all the
land.”

3 This essay is known by differing names, including “Characters of Eminent Novelists”; it
also appears as “Lecture 6: On the English Novelists” in Hazlitt’s Lectures on the English
Comic Writers (1819).
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STANDARD NOVELS

There is an exclamation in one of Gray’s letters—“Be mine to read eternal new
romances of Marivaux* and Crebillion*!”1 If we did not utter a similar aspira-
tion at the conclusion of the Wanderer,2 it was not from any want of affection
for the class of writing to which it belongs; for, without going quite so far as the
celebrated French philosopher,3 who thought that more was to be learnt from
good novels and romances, than from the gravest treatises on history and moral-
ity, we must confess, that there are few works to which we oftener turn for prof-
it or delight, than to the standard productions in this species of composition.
With the exception of the violently satirical, and the violently sentimental speci-
mens of the art, we find there the closest imitation of men and manners; and are
admitted to examine the very web and texture of society, as it really exists, and
as we meet with it when we come into the world. If the style of poetry has
“something more divine in it,”4 this savours more of humanity. We are brought
acquainted with an infinite variety of characters—all a little more amusing, and,
for the greater part, more true to general nature than those which we meet with
in actual life—and have our moral impressions far more frequently called out,
and our moral judgments exercised, than in the busiest career of existence. As a
record of past manners and opinions, too, such writings afford both more
minute and more abundant information that any other. To give one example
only:—We should really be at a loss where to find, in any authentic documents
of the same period, so satisfactory an account of the general state of society, and
of moral, political, and religious feeling, in the reign of George II5 as we meet
with in the Adventures of Joseph Andrews* and his friend Mr. Abraham Adams.6
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1 From Thomas Gray’s* letter to Richard West, April 1742. In this letter, Gray labels the
characters in Fielding’s Joseph Andrews* (1742) “very good” and then praises romances in
general: “However the exaltedness of some minds (or rather as I shrewdly suspect their insi-
pidity and want of feeling or observation), may make them insensible to these light things
[i.e., romances] (I mean such as characterise and paint nature), yet surely they are as
weighty and much more useful than your grave discourses upon the mind, the passions, and
what not. Now as the paradisiacal pleasures of the Mahometans consist in playing upon the
flute and lying with Houris, be mine to read eternal new romances of Marivaux and Crebil-
lon.”

2 Frances Burney’s* The Wanderer, or Female Difficulties (1814); although framed as a review
of Burney’s novel, Hazlitt’s essay pays scant attention to it and instead provides a lengthy
assessment of the canonical authors Le Sage,* Cervantes,* Fielding, Richardson, Smollett,
and Sterne.

3 Reference not traced. The French philosophers Francoise-Marie Arouet, or Voltaire,* and
Jean-Jacques Rousseau* used novelistic writing to convey philosophical ideas in Candide*
(1762) and Julie, ou la nouvelle Heloise (Julie; or the New Heloise* [1761]), respectively.

4 The statement appears to be Hazlitt’s.
5 King George II (1683-1760), English king who reigned from 1727 until his death.
6 A central character in Henry Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742). Hazlitt makes reference to

the full title of the novel, The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews, And of his
Friend Mr. Abraham Adams.
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This work, indeed, we take to be a perfect piece of statistics in its kind; and do
not know from what other quarter we could have acquired the solid information
it contains, even as to this comparatively recent period. What a thing it would
be to have such a work of the age of Pericles or Alexander!1 and how much more
would it teach us as to the true character and condition of the people among
whom it was produced, than all the tragedies and histories, odes and orations,
that have been preserved of their manufacture! In looking into such grave and
ostentatious performances, we see little but the rigid skeleton of public transac-
tions—exaggerations of party zeal, and vestiges of literary ambition; and if we
wish to really know what was the state of manners and morals, and in what way,
and into what forms, principles and institutions were actually moulded in prac-
tice, we cannot do better than refer to the works of those writers, who having no
other object than to imitate nature, could only hope for success from the fideli-
ty of their pictures; and were bound (in their own defence) to reduce the boasts
of vague theorists, and the exaggerations of angry disputants, to the mortifying
standard of reality.

[...] The most moral writers, after all, are those who do not pretend to
inculcate any moral: The professed moralist almost unavoidably degenerates
into the partisan of a system; and the philosopher warps the evidence to his
own purpose. But the painter of manners gives the facts of human nature, and
leaves us to draw the inference: If we are not able to do this, or do it ill, at
least it is our own fault.

The first-rate writers in this class are of course few; but those few we may
reckon, without scruple, among the greatest ornaments and the best benefac-
tors of our kind. There is a certain set of them, who, as it were, take their rank
by the side of reality, and are appealed to as evidence on all questions of
human nature. The principal of these are Cervantes and Le Sage; and among
ourselves, Fielding, Richardson, Smollett, and Sterne.2 As this is a department
of criticism which deserves more attention than we have ever yet bestowed on
it, we shall venture to treat it a little in detail; and endeavour to contribute
something towards settling the standard of excellence, both as to degree and
kind, in these several writers. [...]
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1 Pericles (c. 495-429 BC), Athenian statesman credited with developing Athenian democracy,
making Athens the political center of Greece, and securing its cultural leadership through
the building of the Parthenon; Alexander the Great (356-323 BC), Greek King of Macedo-
nia (336-323 BC) and legendary military commander who overthrew the Persian empire,
invaded India, and spread Greek culture through imperial expansion.

2 Author’s footnote: “We have not forgotten De Foe* as one of our writers. The author of
Robinson Crusoe* was an Englishman; and one of those Englishmen who make us proud of
the name.”
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B. The Novel’s Definition as a Romance, History,
Biography, or Other Form

46. John Dennis, from Essay on the Genius and Writings of Shakespear
(1712)

[Analyzing the success of the romance, Dennis* defines it as a pleasing “Fable,”
emphasizing the interweaving of parts, the structure of causality, and the moral
ending.]

[...] We find that a Romance entertains the generality of Mankind with more
Satisfaction than History, if they read only to be entertain’d; but if they read
History thro’ Pride or Ambition, they bring their Passions along with them,
and that alters the case. Nothing is more plain than that even in an Histor-
ical Relation[,] some Parts of it, and some Events, please more than others.
And therefore a Man of Judgment, who sees why they do so, may in form-
ing a Fable, and disposing an Action, please more than an Historian can do.
For the just Fiction of a Fable moves us more than an Historical Relation
can do for the two following Reasons: First[,] by reason of the Communi-
cation and mutual Dependence of its Parts.1 For if Passion springs from
Motion, then the Obstruction of that Motion or a counter Motion must
obstruct and check the Passion: And therefore an Historian and a Writer of
Historical Plays passing from Events of one nature to Events of another
nature without a due Preparation, must of necessity stifle and confound one
Passion by another. The second Reason why the Fiction of a Fable pleases
us more, than an Historical Relation can do, is, because in an Historical
Relation we seldom are acquainted with the true Causes of Events, whereas
in a feign’d Action which is duly constituted, that is, which has a just begin-
ning, those Causes always appear. For ’tis observable, that both in a Poeti-
cal Fiction and an Historical Relation, those Events are the most entertain-
ing, the most surprising, and the most wonderful, in which Providence most
plainly appears. And ’tis for this Reason that the Author of a just Fable,
must please more than the Writer of an Historical Relation. The Good must
never fail to prosper, and the Bad must be always punish’d: Otherwise the
Incidents, and particularly the Catastrophe which is the grand Incident, are
liable to be imputed rather to Chance, than to Almighty Conduct and to
Sovereign Justice. [...]

1 I.e., the pleasure of a “fable” or plot comes from its intertwined “parts” or the causal rela-
tionships connecting incidents.
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47. Peter Shaw, “Of Writings designed to improve Morality,” The Reflector
(1750)

[In the second chapter of the first section of his collection, Shaw* equates the
novel with romance, exclaiming that “[t]here are Swarms of Moral
Romances” and analyzing Samuel Richardson’s* Pamela* as an example of
this form.]

Of Writings designed to improve Morality.

Two kinds of Moral Writings.
Moral Writings are of two Kinds, serious, and jocose. The serious we find,
under the Title of Ethics, in those Works of the Ancients, which treat of Virtue
and Vice in the Abstract: whose Usefulness cannot be questioned, if Men
could be brought to delight in them. But as the Moral Characters, and Social
Duties, are there nakedly described, these Writings do not please in propor-
tion to their Dignity. Other Philosophers, therefore, in order to recommend
Virtue, have ingeniously endeavored to allure the Reader, awaken his Atten-
tion, and excite his Curiosity. In this View, several have cloathed Morality
with Fiction, or dressed it in Fable [...]. [...]

Fables.
Aesop* the celebrated Phrygian,1 was the first who made a Collection of

such Moral Fables; which are still read with Pleasure and Advantage. [...]

Romances.
Hence also preceded the Art of Romance-writing, at present so much in

Vogue: an Invention which, according to Verdere,2 was owning to the Nor-
mans of France; these Fictions being originally written in the old Norman
Language; and the Writings themselves intitled Normances; tho’ the Name
was afterwards altered to that of Romances: for the Spaniards, who took
them from the French, call’d them Romanzes; and so do the Italians. [...]
[M]ost of these Romances appear to be written by Persons of Leisure, in the
Way of Amusement. Some of them however, under the fictitious Appearance
of History, contain weighty Matter, both in Civil Policy and Morality; so that
the reading of them proves as profitable as pleasant. [...]
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1 A native or inhabitant of Phrygia, an ancient region of west central Asia Minor (OED).
2 Antoine du Verdier (1544-1600), French historian best known for attempting a comprehen-

sive library catalogue, La Bibliotheque (The Library [1585]); this reference is most likely to
The Treasurie of Auncient and Moderne Times (1613-19), which translates some of his
work.

02-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 166

Review Copy



Pamela.
There are Swarms of Moral Romances. One, of late Date, divided the World into
such opposite Judgments, that some extolled it to the Stars, whilst others treated it
with Contempt. Whence arose, particularly among the Ladies, two different Parties,
Pamelists and Antipamelists.1 This Book describes a poor young Chambermaid,
with whom a Gentleman of Fortune falls in Love, and endeavours, by Power and
Subtilty, to corrupt; but her Virtue and Chastity prove so great, that she could not
be prevailed upon to grant unwarrantable Favours. Hence, after some time, his
impure Love turns to Esteem; insomuch, that, without regarding the Inequality of
their Conditions, he marries her. Some look upon this young Virgin as an Example
for Ladies to follow; nay, there have been those, who did not scruple to recommend
this Romance from the Pulpit.2 Others, on the contrary, discover in it, the Behav-
iour of an hypocritical, crafty Girl, in her Courtship; who understands the Art of
bringing a Man to her Lure. Both these Judgments, I think are in the Extreme. For
we cannot entirely rely upon the Conduct of such a Girl; because we frequently find,
that Men are imposed upon by pretended Virtue: and yet every Instance of Virtue
must not be deemed Hypocrisy. Women of real Religion may be found, who have
no such sinister Views. I comply so far with the Ladies, whose Friendship I always
cultivate, as to reckon Pamela of this last good Sort; especially as, in her Prosperi-
ty, her Conduct is similar to what it was before; so that she pleases every body by
her Civility, Modesty, and obliging Behaviour. Her History, indeed, would have
been more exemplary, and her Conduct less exceptional, if this Heroine, after suf-
fering so many Persecutions, had continued her low Condition; for, thus she would
have avoided the Censure now pass’d upon her. At least, she might have made her
Admirer wait a few Years, before she concluded the Match. Nevertheless, I approve
of this Romance, so far as it contains just Sentiments, and holds out an Example of
Virtue and Honour. At the same time, I cannot allow it to be Master-piece; and by
no Means think it deserves to be recommended from the Pulpit. For tho’ there are
some instructive Parts in this Work; yet there are others too licentious. And certainly
the Images it draws of a beautiful Woman, her Shape, Air, Neck, Breasts, &c. which
are all fully display’d, cannot furnish a proper Text for a Sermon.

Romances in general.
The same Judgment may be pass’d upon many other Moral Romances; where-
in the Characters are usually rais’d so high, that they rather seem drawn for
Angels, than to shew what Men really are, or might be made. Courage, Con-
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1 As this passage indicates, Pamela (1740) generated an intense popular debate, creating criti-
cal camps both for and against the work. Two of the more notable responses to the novel
include Henry Fielding’s* Apology for the Life of Mrs. Shamela Andrews (1741) and Eliza
Haywood’s* Anti-Pamela; or Feigned Innocence Detected (1741); the title of the latter work
provided Shaw with a convenient label for opponents of the novel.

2 In 1740, Dr. Benjamin Slocock recommended Pamela from the pulpit of St. Saviour’s in
Southwark, London.
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stancy, Love, &c. are here so sublimed and abstracted, that the Reader,
instead of sound Sense, gets nothing but absurd, strained, Characters, and
unnatural Representations. The Reading of such Books cannot be recom-
mended; especially since there is something in them capable of giving a wrong
Turn, not only to particular Persons, but even to a whole Nation. This
induced Cervantes* to write his admirable Don Quixote,* in order to cure the
perverted Taste, and monstrous Rodomontade,1 wherewith Spain, by the
reading of wild Romances, was strangely infatuated.

Feigned Voyages.
We Moderns have found a particular Pleasure in those moral Performances,
published under the fictitious Titles of Voyages, Travels, Letters, Spectators,
&c. Feigned Voyages may well be adapted to improve Morality; and many
Pieces of this kind have already succeeded. An Abuse, however, is crept into
this kind of Writing also; for there are some, who, under Pretence of describ-
ing imaginary Countries, have vented various detestable Notions, both
against Religion and Morality, too shocking to be mentioned. [...]

Fictitious Letter-Writing.
Other Moderns deliver their Morality in the Way of supposed letters; and
among these, the most celebrated are the well-wrote Letters of the Turkish
Spy.2 And of late, this kind of Writing has greatly prevailed; so that we see
every Year productive of Letters, under the Title of Persian, Chinese, Indian,
Jewish, and Egyptian. [...]

48. Samuel Johnson, from A Dictionary of the English Language (1755)

[Johnson’s* famous Dictionary* provides concise definitions of the epic,
fable, history, novel, and romance.]

EPIC. a. [epicus, Latin...] Narrative; comprising narrations, not acted, but
rehearsed. It is usually supposed to be heroick. Dryden.*

FABLE. s. [fable, French.]
1. A feigned story intended to enforce some moral precept. Addison.*
2. A fiction in general. Dryden.
3. The series or contexture of events which constitute a poem. Dryden.
4. A lye.
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1 Boastful or inflated language (OED).
2 Letters Writ by a Turkish Spy: Who Lived Five and Forty Years Undiscovered at Paris

(8 vols., 1687-94), by Giovanni Paolo Marana (1642-93).

02-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 168

Review Copy



HISTORY. s. [...]
1. A narrative of events and facts delivered with diginity. Pope.*
2. Narration, relation.  Wiseman.
3. The knowledge of facts and events. Watts.

NOVEL. a. [novellus, Latin.]
1. New; not ancient. King Charles.
2. [In the civil law.] Appendant to the code, and of later 

enaction. Ayliffe.
NOVEL. s. [nouvelle, French.]

1. A small tale. Dryden.
2. A law annexed to the code. Ayliffe.

NOVELIST. s. [from novel.]
1. Innovator, assertor of novelty. Bacon.
2. A writer of novels.

ROMANCE. s. [roman, French; romanza, Italian.]
1. A military fable of the middle ages; a tale of wild adventures in 

war and love. Milton.* Waller. Dryden.
2. A lie, a fiction.

49. Richard Hurd, from A Dissertation on the Idea of Universal Poetry (1766)

[Hurd* attempts to determine if a fictional work written in prose can be called
a poem, wrestling with the classical understanding of the epic as a poetic nar-
rative and the emergence of the novel—a new epic-like prose narrative—in the
eighteenth century.]

These reflexions will afford a proper solution of that question, which has been
agitated by the critics, “Whether a work of fiction and imagination (such as
that of the archbishop of Cambray,1 for instance) conducted, in other
respects, according to the rules of the epic poem, but written in prose, may
deserve the name of POEM, or not.” For, though it be frivolous indeed to dis-
pute about names, yet from what has been said it appears, that if metre be not
incongruous to the nature of an epic composition, and it afford[s] a pleasure
which is not to be found in mere prose, metre is, for that reason, essential to
this mode of writing; which is only saying in other words, that an epic com-
position, to give all the pleasure which it is capable of giving, must be written
in verse.

But, secondly, this conclusion, I think, extends farther than to such works
as aspire to the name of epic. For instance, what are we to think of those nov-
els or romances as they are called, that is, fables constructed on some private
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1 I.e., Françoise de Salignac de La Mothe-Fenelon.*
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and familiar subject, which have been so current, of late, through all Europe?
As they propose pleasure for their end, and prosecute it, besides, in the way
of fiction, though without metrical numbers, and generally, indeed, in harsh
and rugged prose, one easily sees what their pretensions are, and under what
idea they are ambitious to be received. Yet, as they are wholly destitute of
measured sounds (to say nothing of their other numberless defects) they can,
at most, be considered but as hasty, imperfect, and abortive poems; whether
spawned from the dramatic, or narrative species, it may be hard to say—

Unfinish’d things, one knows not what to call,
Their generation’s so equivocal.1

However, such as they are, these novelties have been generally well received:
Some, for the real merit of their execution; Others, for their amusing subjects;
All of them, for the gratification they afford, or promise at least, to a vitiat-
ed, palled, and sickly imagination—that last disease of learned minds, and
sure prognostic of expiring Letters. But whatever may be the temporary suc-
cess of these things (for they vanish as fast as they are produced, and are pro-
duced as soon as they are conceived) good sense will acknowledge no work of
art but such as is composed according to the laws of its kind. These KINDS,
as arbitrary things as we account them (for I neither forget nor dispute what
our best philosophy teaches concerning kinds and sorts), have yet so far their
foundation in nature and the reason of things, that it will not be allowed us
to multiply, or vary them, at pleasure. We may, indeed, mix and confound
them, if we will (for there is a sort of literary luxury, which would engross all
pleasures at once, even such as are contradictory to each other), or, in our rage
for incessant gratification, we may take up with half-formed pleasures, such
as come first to hand, and may be administered by any body: But true taste
requires chaste, severe, and simple pleasures; and true genius will only be con-
cerned in administering such. [...]

50. Anna Letitia [Aikin] Barbauld and John Aikin, “On Romances, An Imi-
tation” and “On the Province of Comedy,” Miscellaneous Pieces, in
Prose (1773)

[Barbauld* and Aiken’s* definitional essays position the novel in relation to
the well-established genres of romance and comedy. “On Romances” provides
a surprisingly generous assessment of romance’s escapist tendencies. “On the
Province of Comedy” gives insight into how the novel can be aligned with the
comic (as Henry Fielding* does in his Preface to Joseph Andrews,* selection
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1 From Alexander Pope’s* Essay on Criticism (1711), 1.42-43.
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14 above) rather than the tragic (as Henry Mackenzie* does in The Lounger,
selection 52 below); the comic novel is refererred to briefly, noting how its wit
has been replaced with morality.]

ON ROMANCES, AN IMITATION.1

Of all the multifarious productions which the efforts of superiour genius, or
the labours of scholastic industry, have crowded upon the world, none are
perused with more insatiable avidity, or disseminated with more universal
applause, than the narrations of feigned events, descriptions of imaginary
scenes, and delineations of ideal characters. [...]

[...] [F]ew can reason, but all can feel; and many who cannot enter into an
argument, may yet listen to a tale. The writer of Romance has even an advan-
tage over those who endeavour to amuse by the play of fancy; who from the
fortuitous collision of dissimilar ideas produce the scintillations of wit; or by
the vivid glow of poetical imagery delight the imagination with colours of
ideal radiance. The attraction of the magnet is only exerted upon similar par-
ticles; and to taste the beauties of Homer* it is requisite to partake his fire:
but every one can relish the author who represents common life, because every
one can refer to the originals from whence his ideas were taken. He relates
events to which all are liable, and applies to passions which all have felt. The
gloom of solitude, the languor of inaction, the corrosions of disappointment,
and the toil of thought, induce men to step aside from the rugged road of life,
and wander in the fairy land of fiction; where every bank is sprinkled with
flowers, and every gale loaded with perfume; where every event introduces a
hero, and every cottage is inhabited by a Grace.2 Invited by these flattering
scenes, the student quits the investigation of truth, in which he perhaps meets
with no less fallacy, to exhilerate his mind with new ideas, more agreeable,
and more easily attained: the busy relax their attention by desultory reading,
and smooth the agitation of a ruffled mind with images of peace, tranquility,
and pleasure: the idle and the gay relieve the listlessness of leisure, and diver-
sify the round of life by a rapid series of events pregnant with rapture and
astonishment; and the pensive solitary fills up the vacuities of his heart by
interesting himself in the fortunes of imaginary beings, and forming connec-
tions with ideal excellence.

It is, indeed, no ways extraordinary that the mind should be charmed by
fancy, and attracted by pleasure; but that we should listen to the groans of
misery, and delight to view the exacerbations of complicated anguish, that we
should chuse to chill the bosom with imaginary fears, and dim the eyes with
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1 In its form and content, “On Romances” is written in imitation of Samuel Johnson’s*
essays; see Johnson’s investigation of romance, selection 40 above.

2 One of the sister-goddesses regarded as bestowers of charm and portrayed as women of
exquisite beauty (OED).
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fictitious sorrow, seems a kind of paradox of the heart, and only to be credit-
ed because it is universally felt. Various are the hypotheses which have been
formed to account for the disposition of the mind to riot in this species of
intellectual luxury. Some have imagined that we are induced to acquiesce with
greater patience in our own lot, by beholding pictures of life tinged with deep-
er horrors, and loaded with more excruciating calamities; as, to a person sud-
denly emerging out of a dark room, the faintest glimmering of twilight
assumes a luster from the contrasted gloom. Others, with yet deeper refine-
ment, suppose that we take upon ourselves this burden of adf[ic]titious1 sor-
rows in order to feast upon the consciousness of our own virtue. We commis-
erate others (say they) that we may applaud ourselves; and the sigh of
compassionate sympathy is always followed by the [con]gratulations of self-
complacent esteem. But surely they who would thus reduce the sympathetic
emotions of pity to a system of refined selfishness, have but ill attended to the
genuine feelings of humanity. It would however exceed the limits of this paper,
should I attempt an accurate investigation of these sentiments.2 But let it be
remembered, that we are more attracted by those scenes which interest our
passions, or gratify our curiosity, than those which delight our fancy: and so
far from being indifferent to the miseries of others, we are, at the time totally
regardless of our own. And let not those, on whom the hand of time has
impressed the characters of oracular wisdom, censure with too much acrimo-
ny productions which are thus calculated to please the imagination, and inter-
est the heart. They teach us to think, by inuring us to feel: they ventilate the
mind by sudden gusts of passion; and prevent the stagnation of thought, by a
fresh infusion of dissimilar ideas.

ON THE PROVINCE OF COMEDY.

[...] I shall now lay down the character of Comedy as a dramatic composition
exhibiting a ludicrous picture of human life and manners.

There are two sources of ludicrous emotions which it is proper here to dis-
tinguish. One of these arises from character, the other from incident. The first
is attached and appropriated to the person, and makes a part, as it were, of
his composition. The other is merely accidental, proceeding from aukward sit-
uations, odd and uncommon circumstances, and the like, which may happen
indifferently to every person. If we compare these with regard to their digni-
ty and utility, we shall find a further difference; since that proceeding from
character belongs to a very respectable part of knowledge, that of human
manners; and has for its end the correction of foibles: whereas that proceed-
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1 A term invented here, presumably to indicate increased, intensified fictitiousness.
2 Barbauld and Aikin explore the reader’s emotional responses to sentimental and gothic writ-

ing in selection 43.
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ing from incident is mean and trivial in origin, and answers no other purpose
that present mirth. [...]

Cold correctness has laid her repressing hand upon imagination, and
damped all her powers. The example of the ancients has been thought to jus-
tify the gravity and simplicity of modern Comedy. But great as they were in
many qualities of the mind, in those of wit and humour they were still more
defective that even ourselves in the present age. [...] I admire in the pure Latin
of Terence1 the elegant sentiment, and still more the knowledge of the human
heart with which he abounds; but I would not for them compare his genius,
at least in Comedy, with Moliere2 and Congreve.*

Lenibus atque utinam scriptis adjucta foret vis
Comica—3

Moral sentiment is the cheapest product of the mind. Novels, and magazines,
and even news-papers are full if it; but wit and humour threaten to leave us
with Sterne* and Chesterfield [i.e., Stanhope*].

Still, however, I would hope the state of Comedy is not desperate. [...]

51. Philip Dormer Stanhope, 4th Earl of Chesterfield, from Letters written
by ... the Earl of Chesterfield to His Son (1774)

[In the fifty-second letter of his collection, originally written in French and
published with an English translation, Stanhope* compares the novel to the
romance, emphasizing the latter’s unrealistic lack of probability.]

MY DEAR CHILD, 
You are now reading the Historical Novel of Don Carlos, written by the Abbé
of St. Real.4 The foundation of it is true; the Abbé has only embellished a lit-
tle, in order to give it the turn of a Novel; and it is prettily written. A propos;
I am in doubt whether you know what a Novel is: it is a little gallant history,
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1 Publius Terentius Afer (c. 195-159 BC), Roman comic dramatist lauded for his pure style of
colloquial Latin.

2 Jean-Baptiste Poquelin (1622-73), or Molière, French playwright often considered a genius
of comic writing for the stage, as seen in his plays Le Tartuffe (Tartuffe [1664]), Le Misan-
thrope (The Misanthrope [1666]), and L’Avare (The Miser [1668]).

3 Latin: “Would only that to your graceful diction was added more comic force”; this assess-
ment of Terence, attributed to Julius Caesar, is found in Gaius Suetonius Tranquillus’s De
poetis (The Lives of the Poets [c. 120]).

4 César Vichard de Saint-Réal (1639-92), also known as L’Abbé of St. Réal, French writer and
author of Don Carlos (1673), a historical novel featuring the love affairs of a Spanish prince.
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which must contain a great deal of love, and not exceed one or two small vol-
umes. The subject must be a love affair; the lovers are to meet with many dif-
ficulties and obstacles, to oppose the accomplishment of their wishes, but at
last overcome them all; and the conclusion or catastrophe must leave them
happy. A Novel is a kind of abbreviation of a Romance; for a Romance gen-
erally consists of twelve volumes, all filled with insipid love nonsense, and
most incredible adventures. The subject of a Romance is sometimes a story
entirely fictitious, that is to say, quite invented; at other times, a true story, but
generally so changed and altered, that one cannot know it. For example; in
Grand Cyrus,* Clelia,* and Cleopatra,* three celebrated Romances, there is
some true history; but so blended with falsities, and silly love adventures, that
they confuse and corrupt the mind, instead of forming and instructing it. The
greatest Heroes of antiquity are there represented in woods and forests, whin-
ing insipid love-tales to their inhuman fair one, who answers them in the same
style. In short, the reading of Romances is a most frivolous occupation, and
time merely thrown away. The old Romances, written two or three hundred
years ago, such as Amadis of Gaul,* Orlando the Furious [i.e., Orlando
furioso*], and others, were stuft with enchantments, magicians, giants, and
such sort of impossibilities; whereas the more modern Romances keep within
the bounds of possibility, but not of probability. For I would just as soon
believe, that the great Brutus, who expelled the Tarquins from Rome, was
shut up by some magician in an enchanted castle, as imagine that he was mak-
ing silly verses for the beautiful Clelia, as he is represented in the Romance of
that name.1 [...]

52. Henry Mackenzie, The Lounger, No. 28 (August 13, 1785)

[After examining the depiction of virtue in tragedy, Mackenzie* turns to the
novel. He equates tragedy and the novel, focusing on the reactions the char-
acters of each form provoke in the reader; his nuanced evaluation concludes
that the novel relies on “immoral effects.”]

The high heroic virtue we see exemplified in Tragedy warms the imagination
and swells the mind; but being distant from the ordinary feelings and exer-
tions of life, has, I suspect, but little influence on the conduct. On the contrary,
it may be fairly doubted, whether this play of the fancy, in the walks of virtue
and benevolence, does not lessen the exertion of those qualities in practice and
reality. “Indocilis privata loqui,” said Lucan,* of Caesar:2 So in same mea-
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1 A critique of the depiction of Brutus (85-42 BC), Roman senator and military leader, as a
love-sick romantic in Madeleine de Scudéry’s* Clelia (1654-60).

2 Latin: “One incapable of telling secrets” (Marcus Annaeus Lucanus, Bellum civile [The Civil
War], 5.539).
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sure, he who is deeply conversant in the tragic phrase, in the swelling language
of compassion, of generosity, and of love, finding no parallel in his common
intercourse with mankind, will not so readily open his heart to the calls on his
feeling, which the vulgar distresses of his fellow-creatures, or the ordinary
relations of life, may occasion. In stage-misfortunes, in fancied sufferings, the
drapery of the figure hides its form; and real distress, coming in a homely and
unornamented state, disgusts the eye which had poured its tears over the hero
of tragic misery, or the martyr of romantic woe. Real calamity offends with
its coarseness, and therefore is not produced on the scene, which exhibits in
its stead the fantastic griefs of a delicate and high-wrought sensibility. [...]

If we are to apply all this in example, it seems to have a tendency to weaken
our mind to our own sufferings, without opening it to the sufferings of others.
The real evils which the dignity of the scene hides from our view, are those which
we ought to pity in our neighbours; the fantastic and imaginary distresses which
it exhibits, are those we are apt to indulge in ourselves. Here then Tragedy adds
to the list of our calamaties, without increasing the catalogue of our virtues.

As Tragedy thus dignifies the distresses, so it elevates the actions of its per-
sonages, their virtues, and their vices. But this removes virtue at a greater dis-
tance from us, and brings vice nearer; it exalts the first to a point beyond our
imitation, and ennobles the latter to a degree above our abhorrence. Shake-
speare,* who generally discriminates strongly the good and ill qualities of his
characters, has yet exhibited a Macbeth, a tyrant and a murderer, whom we
are disposed rather to pity than to hate. [...]

In the mixture of a plot, and amidst the variety of situations, where weak-
nesses are flattered and passions indulged, at the same time that virtues are
displayed and duties performed, one set of readers will enjoy the pleasure of
the first, while those only who have less need to be instructed will seize the
instruction of the latter. When Marcus dies for his country, the ladies in the
side-boxes only consider his death as removing the bar to the marriage of
Lucia with his brother Portius.1

In Tragedy as in the Novel, which is sometimes a kind of tragedy, the author
is obliged in justification of weak characters, to elevate villainous ones, or to
throw round their vices a bewitching address, and captivating manners.
Lovelace2 is made a character which the greater number of girls admire,—in
order to justify the seduction of Clarissa. Lothario, though very inferior, is
something of the same cast, to mitigate the crime of Calista.3 The story would
not be probable else;—granted: but in proportion to the art of the poet, in ren-
dering it probable, he heightens the immoral effect, of which I complain.
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1 A summary of the action of Joseph Addison’s* tragedy Cato (1713).
2 The name of the compellingly seductive anti-hero in Clarissa* (1747-48) who abducts and

rapes the eponymous heroine, which ultimately leads to her death.
3 A reference to Nicholas Rowe’s tragedy The Fair Penitent (1703), in which Lothario and

Calista engage in an illicit though faithful love affair.
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As the incidents must be formed, so must the sentiments be introduced
according to the character and condition of the person speaking them, not
according to the laws of virtue, or the dictates of prudence. To give them this
propriety, they must often be apologies for vice and for fraud, or contain
ridicule against virtue and honesty. It is not sufficient to answer, that if the
person uttering them is punished in the course, or at the end of the play, the
expiation is sufficiently made; if the sentiments at the time are shrewdly imag-
ined, and forcibly expressed, they will have a powerful effect on the mind, and
leave impressions which the retribution of poetical justice will hardly be able
to efface.

On poetical justice, indeed, I do not lay so much stress as some authors
have done, I incline to be of the opinion of one of my predecessors, that we
are frequently more roused to a love of virtue, and a hatred of vice, when
virtue is unfortunate, and vice successful, than when each receives the recom-
pence it merits.1 [...]

But it is not only from the vices or imperfections of tragic characters that
we are to fear the danger of familiarizing the approach of evil, or encourag-
ing the growth of error. Their very virtues, I fear, are often dangerous to form
the principles, or draw the imitation of their readers. Theirs are not so much
the useful, the productive virtues (if I may be allowed the expression) of real
life, as the shining and showy qualities which attract the applause, or flatter
the vanity of the unthinking. The extreme, the enthusiasm even of a laudable
propensity, takes from its usefulness to others, and degenerates into a blind
and headlong indulgence in the possessor. In the greatest part of modern
Tragedies, such are the qualities of the persons that are most in favour with
the Public. In what relates to passive excellence, prudence to avoid evils, or
fortitude to bear them, are not the virtues of Tragedy, conversant as it is with
misfortune; it is proud to indulge in sorrow, to pour its tears without the con-
troul of reason, to die of disappointments which wisdom would have over-
come. There is an aera in the life of most young people, and those too the
most amiable, where all this is their creed of excellence, generosity, and hero-
ism, and that creed is drawn from Romance and Tragedy.

In the remarks which in this and two former papers I have made on Novel
and on Tragedy,2 two of the most popular of all kinds of writing, I have 
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1 Mackenzie references John Dryden’s* “Heads of an Answer to Rymer” (c. 1677), an essay
on the structure of tragedy which states, “[N]ot Pity and Terror are to be mov’d as the only
Means to bring us Virtue, but generally Love to Virtue, and Hatred to Vice, by shewing the
Rewards of one, and Punishments of the other; at least by rend’ring Virtue always amiable,
though is be shown unfortunate; and Vice detestable, tho’ it be shown Triumphant” (xv).
Dryden’s essay appears in the Preface to The Works of Mr. Francis Beaumont, and Mr. John
Fletcher (London: Tonson, 1711).

2 I.e., his essay on the novel in The Lounger, No. 20 (June 18, 1785), reprinted in selection
79, and his essay on tragedy in The Lounger, No. 27 (August 6, 1785).

02-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 176

Review Copy



ventured, in the hardihood of a Moralist, rather beyond the usual caution of
a periodical paper that wishes to conciliate the favour of the Public. By those
whose daily and favourite reading is crossed by my observations, I shall be
asked, if I mean to proscribe every Novel and every Tragedy, or of what kind
of each I am disposed to allow the perusal, and to what class of readers their
perusal may be trusted. To such I would answer in general, that if I had influ-
ence enough to abridge the list of both species of reading, I believe neither
morals nor taste would suffer by the restriction. I have pointed out the chief
dangers to which I conceive the perusal of many such works is liable. There
are certain minds, no doubt, to which they may be useful, if they are not of
that grossly immoral kind against which I think is unnecessary to warn my
readers. The cold and selfish may be warmed and expanded by the fiction of
distress, or the eloquence of sentiment; the coarse and the rude may receive
polish and refinement from the delineation of elegant manners, and of delicate
feelings: But there is a sort of mind more common in youth than either of
those, tender, warm, and visionary, to which the walks of fancy and enthusi-
asm, of romantic love, of exaggerated sorrow, of trembling sensibility, are
very unsafe. To readers of this complexion,1 the amusement which the works
above mentioned afford, should be sparingly allowed, and judiciously chosen.
In such bosoms, feeling or susceptibility must be often repressed or directed;
to encourage it by premature or unnatural means, is certainly hurtful. They
resemble some luxuriant soils which may be enriched beyond a wholesome
fertility, till weeds are then only produced; weeds, the more to be regretted, as,
in the language of a Novellist himself, “they grow in the soil from which
virtue should have sprung.”2

53. George Canning, The Microcosm, No. 26 (May 14, 1787)

[Canning* positions the novel as revised romance, explaining how characters
and situations in the latter are recycled in the former. Canning also warns
against giving Tom Jones* (1749), a novel which features an imperfect hero,
to young readers.]

Fabula nullius veneris, sine pondere, et arte. HOR3

A silly story, without weight, or art.
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1 Constitution or habit of mind, temperament (OED).
2 Possibly a paraphrase of a passage from Tobias Smollett’s* Ferdinand Count Fathom*

(1753): “For the seeds of virtue are seldom destroyed at once: even amidst the rank produc-
tions of vice, they regerminate to a sort of imperfect vegetation, like some scattered
hyacinths shooting up among the weeds of a ruined garden, that testify the former culture
and amenity of the soil” (Chapter 34, 255).

3 Horace,* Ars poetica (Art of Poetry), 320. Canning’s translation is accurate.
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NOVEL-WRITING has by some late authors been aptly enough styled the
younger sister of ROMANCE. A family likeness indeed is very evident; and in
their leading features, though in the one on a more enlarged, and in the other
on a more contracted scale, a strong resemblance is easily discoverable
between them.

An eminent characteristic of each is Fiction; a quality, which they possess,
however, in very different degrees. The Fiction of ROMANCE is restricted by
no fetters of reason, or of truth; but gives a loose to lawless imagination, and
transgresses at will the bounds of time and place, of nature, and possibility.
The fiction of the other on the contrary is shackled with a thousand restraints;
is checked in her most rapid progress by the barriers of reason; and bounded
in her most excursive flights by the limits of probability.

To drop our metaphors: we shall not indeed find in NOVELS, as in
ROMANCES, the Hero sighing respectfully at the feet of his mistress, during
a ten years courtship in a wilderness; nor shall we be entertained with the his-
tory of such a tour, as that of Saint George;1 who, mounting his horse one
morning at Cappodocia, takes his way through Mesopotamia, then turns to
his right into Illyria, and so by way of Greece and Thracia, arrives in the after-
noon in England. To such glorious violations as these of time and place,
ROMANCE writers have an exclusive claim. NOVELISTS usually find it
more convenient to change the scene of courtship from a des[e]rt to a draw-
ing-room; and far from thinking it necessary to lay a ten years siege to the
affections of their heroine, they contrive to carry their point in an hour or
two; as well for the sake of enhancing the character of their hero, as for estab-
lishing their favorite maxim of love at first sight; and their Hero, who seldom,
extends his travels beyond the turnpike-road, is commonly content to chuse
the safer, through less expeditious, conveyance of a post-chaise,2 in preference
to such a horse as that of Saint George.

But, these peculiarities of absurdity alone excepted, we shall find, that the
NOVEL is but a more modern modification of the same ingredients which
constitute the ROMANCE; and that a recipe for the one may be equally ser-
viceable for the composition of the other.

A ROMANCE (generally speaking) consists of a number of strange events,
with a Hero in the middle of them; who, being an adventurous Knight, wades
through them to one grand design, namely, the emancipation of some captive
Princess, from the oppression of a merciless Giant; for the accomplishment of
which purpose he must set at nought the incantations of the caitiff magician;
must scale the ramparts of his castle; and baffle the vigilance of the female
dragon, to whose custody his Heroine is committed.
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1 The patron saint of England (d. 303), known for his chivalric valor most notably in the leg-
end of his rescue of a princess by slaying a dragon.

2 A horse-drawn, usually four-wheeled carriage used for carrying mail and passengers (OED).
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Foreign as they may at first sight seem from the purposes of a NOVEL, we
shall find, upon a little examination, that these are in fact the very circum-
stances, upon which the generality of them are built; modernized indeed in
some degree by the trifling transformations of merciless Giants into austere
Guardians, and of she-dragons into Maiden Aunts. We must be contented also
that the Heroine, though retaining her tenderness, be divested of her royalty;
and in the Hero we must give up the Knight-errant for the accomplished Fine
Gentleman.

Still, however, though the performers are changed, the characters them-
selves remain nearly the same. In the Guardian we trace all the qualities which
distinguish his ferocious predecessor; substituting only, in the room of magi-
cal incantations, a little plain cursing and swearing; and the Maiden Aunt
retains all the prying vigilance, and suspicious malignity; in short, every
endowment, but the claws, which characterize her romantic counterpart. The
Hero of a NOVEL has not indeed any opportunity of displaying his courage
in the scaling of a rampart, or his generosity in the deliverance of enthralled
multitudes; but as it is necessary that a Hero should signalize himself by both
these qualifications, it is usual to manifest the one by climbing the garden
wall, or leaping the park-paling in defiance of “steel-traps and spring-guns;”
and the other, by flinging a crown to each of the post-boys, on alighting from
his chaise and four.1

In the article of interviews, the two species of composition are pretty much
on an equality; provided only, that they are supplied with a “quantum suf-
ficit”2 of moonlight, which is an indispensable requisite; it being the etiquette
for the Moon to appear particularly conscious on these occasions. For the
adorer, when permitted to pay his vows at the shrine of his Divinity, custom
has established in both cases a pretty universal form of prayer.

Thus far the writers of NOVEL and ROMANCE seem to be on a very equal
footing; to enjoy similar advantages, and to merit equal admiration. We are
now come to a very material point, in which ROMANCE has but slender
claims to comparative excellence; I mean, the choice of names and titles.
However lofty and sonorous the names of Amadis and Orlando; however ten-
der and delicate may be those of Zorayda and Roxana, are they to be com-
pared with the attractive alliteration, the seducing softness, of Lydia Love-
more, and Sir Harry Harlowe; of Frederic Freelove, and Clarissa
Clearstarch?3 Or can the simple “Don Belianis, of Greece,”* or the “Seven
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1 I.e., the hero displays his courage by climbing a garden wall or leaping over a park fence
made of pales (or stakes), and displays his generosity by flinging coins to the postilions
manning his horses or the boys who deliver letters and newspapers.

2 Latin: “Sufficient quantity.”
3 Names invented here to mimic characters in real romance and novel titles. For example,

Richardson’s* well-known heroine Clarissa Harlowe clearly inspires “Sir Harry Harlowe”
and “Clarissa Clearstarch.”
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Champions of Christendom,”1 trick out so enticing a title page, and awaken
such pleasing expectations, as the “Innocent Adultery,” the “Tears of Sensi-
bility,” or the “Amours of the Count de D*****, and L—y ——?” [...]

In painting the scenes of low life, the NOVEL again enjoys the most deci-
sive superiority. ROMANCE indeed sometimes makes use of the grosser sen-
timents, and less refined affections of the Squire and the Confidant, as a foil
to the delicate adoration, the platonic purity, which marks the love of the
Hero, and suits the sensibility of his Mistress. But where shall we find such a
thorough knowledge of nature, such an insight into the human heart, as is dis-
played by our NOVELISTS; when, as an agreeable relief from the insipid
sameness of polite insincerity, they condescend to pourtray in coarse colours,
the workings of more genuine passions in the bosom of Dolly, the dairy-maid,
or Hannah, the house-maid?

When on such grounds, and on a plan usually very similar to the one I have
here endeavoured to sketch, are founded by far the greater number of those
NOVELS, which croud the teeming catalogue of a circulating library; it is to
be wondered at, that they are sought out with such avidity, and run through
with such delight, by all those (a considerable part of my fellow-citizens) who
cannot resist the impulse of curiosity, or withstand the allurements of a title-
page? Can we be surprised, that they look forward, with expecting eagerness,
to that inundation of delicious nonsense, with which the press annually over-
flows; replete as it is with stories without invention, anecdotes without nov-
elty, observations without aptness, and reflections without morality?

Under this description come the generality of these performances. There are
no doubt, a multitude of exceptions. The paths which a Fielding* and a
Richardson have trodden, must be sacred. Were I to profane these by imper-
tinent criticism, I might with justice be accused of avowed enmity to wit; of
open apostacy from true feeling, and true taste.

But let me hope to stand excused from the charge of presumption, if even
here I venture some observations, which I am confident must have occurred
to many; and to which almost every-body, when reminded of them, will be
ready to give a hearty concurrence.

Is not the novel of Tom Jones,* however excellent a work in itself, general-
ly put too early into our hands, and proposed too soon to the imitation of
children? That it is a character drawn faithfully from Nature, by the hand of
a master, most accurately delineated, and most exquisitely finished, is indeed
indisputable. But is it not also a character, in whose shades the lines of right
and wrong, of propriety and misconduct, are so intimately blended, and soft-
ened into each other, as to render it too difficult for the indiscriminating eye
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1 Richard Johnson’s The Most Famous History of the Seven Champions of Christendom
(1596-97). This real title, along with Don Belianus, is contrasted with invented titles that,
again, evoke and mock those of eighteenth-century novels.
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of childhood to distinguish between rectitude and error? Are not its imperfec-
tions so nearly allied to excellence, and does not the excess of its good quali-
ties, bear so strong an affinity to imperfection, as to require a more matured
judgment, a more accurate penetration, to point out the line where virtue ends,
and vice begins? The arguments urged in opposition to this are, that it is a
faithful copy of Nature.—Undoubtedly it is—but is Nature to be held up to the
view of childhood, in every light, however unamiable; to be exhibited in every
attitude, however unbecoming? The Hero’s connexion with Miss Seagrim,1 for
instance, and the supposed consequences of it are very natural no doubt; are
they therefore objects worthy of imitation? But that a Child must admire the
character, is certain; that he should wish to imitate what he admires, follows of
course; and that it is much more easy to imitate faults, than excellences, is an
observation too trite, I fear, not to be well founded. A character virtuous and
amiable in the aggregate, but vicious in particular parts, is much more danger-
ous to a mind, prone to imitation, as that of youth naturally is, than one
wicked and vicious in the extreme. The one is an open assault of an avowed
enemy, which every one has judgment to see, and consequently fortitude to
resist; the other is the treacherous attack of an insidious invader; who makes
the passions his agents to blind the judgment, and bribes the understanding to
betray the heart.—Such is the character of Jones. [...] I cannot hesitate a
moment to consider that “faultless monster,” Sir Charles Grandison,* whose
insipid uniformity of goodness it is so fashionable to decry, far the more prefer-
able to be held up to a child, as an object of imitation. The only objection
urged to this is, that Grandison is too perfect to be imitated with success. And
to what does this argument amount? truly this it tends to prove, that an imi-
tator cannot come up to his original; consequently the surest way to become a
Jones, is to aim at being a Grandison: for according to that argument, let a
man rate his virtue at the highest price, and the natural bias of his passions will
make him bate2 something of his valuation.—Hence therefore the character of
Grandison is assuredly the proper pattern of the two. [...]

54. Robert Alves, “A Parallel between History and Novel writing,” Sketches
of a History of Literature (1794)

[Although the novel is a “private” form of history, Alves* writes in the eighth
“Literary Essay” of his collection, he encourages readers to reject the “whipt
sillabub” of romance for the solid “roast beef” of history.]
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1 Promiscuous character in Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749), with whom the eponymous
hero engages in an illicit sexual affair.

2 To lower, decrease, diminish (OED).
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A Parallel between History and Novel writing.

Civil history, as exhibiting the transactions of nations, strikes the mind with
more force and solemnity than any other species of writing. It carries us back
into past ages, describes the characters of great personages, the revolutions of
empire, the fall of states, with all the various good or bad fortune attending
the numerous tribes of mankind that have successively figured on the stage of
time since the beginning of the world.

Its objects, therefore, are various, important, solemn, and dignified; its util-
ity in point of instruction, great; of entertainment, unequalled.

Novel-writing, however, as containing the history of man in a private
capacity, with his various peculiarities, foibles, and good qualities, may,
though less solemn in its objects, become, in able hands, peculiarly interesting
in detail, from those domestic incidents and peculiar situations which are
more or less the lot of all.

Accordingly this kind of writing has of late been carried to great perfection
in our language, by Fielding,* Richardson,* Brook,1 Smollet[t],* and others.
Brook is more natural than Smollet; his language is also more simple and he
has several religious discussions, which with certain readers make him more
interesting.

As for those romancers and inferior novelists, who have disgraced the press
with their dull inventions and frivolities, they are below all criticism: far less
do they deserve the attention of the ingenious or sensible, to waste their time
and thought over such tasteless tales.

Rather, my gentle reader, go to a solid historian, who will give you good
roast beef and plumb-pudding instead of kickshaws and whipt-sillabub;2 and
plain truths instead of insipid, monstrous, or ill-contrived fables. [...]

As for Novels, besides these composed by the authors already mentioned,
Mrs. Griffith’s* Novels; the Tale of Other Times,3 and Cecilia,* by Miss Bur-
ney,* are among the best I know.

Indeed, were women of genius and virtue always to attempt this kind of
writing, it is to be presumed, from their greater sensibility and sense of char-
acter, that they would not only succeed better than the men in their descrip-
tions, but conduct them with more delicacy. [...]
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1 Henry Brooke (c. 1703-83), Irish writer and playwright best known for his sentimental
novel, The Fool of Quality (5 vols., 1766-70); he also wrote religious poetry and political
pamphlets.

2 Kickshaws: a fancy dish in cookery; a French “something” (derived from the French
“quelque-chose”), not one of the known substantial English dishes (OED). Whipt-sillabub:
a drink or dish made of milk or cream and wine, often sweetened and whipped to a froth
(OED).

3 The Recess: A Tale of Other Times (1783-85), an historical gothic tale written by Sophia
Lee (1750-1824) featuring Mary, Queen of Scots (1542-87) and Queen Elizabeth I (1533-
1603).
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C. The Novel’s Structuring of Plot, Character, 
Style, and Morality

55. Aaron Hill, “[Letter] To the Editor of Pamela,” Samuel Richardson,
Pamela, 2nd ed. (1741)

[Hill’s* discussion of the “Witchcraft” of Samuel Richardson’s* Pamela*
reveals the assumption that a successful novel will appeal to the “Heart,”
achieve realism in its characters, and provide “Lessons” in “Virtue.”]

To the Editor of PAMELA.

Dear Sir,
You have agreeably deceiv’d me into a Surprize, which it will be as hard to
express, as the Beauties of PAMELA. Though I open’d this powerful little Piece
with more Expectation than from common Designs, of like Promise, because it
came from your Hands, for my Daughters, yet, who could have dreamt, he
should find, under the modest Disguise of a Novel, all the Soul of Religion,
Good-breeding, Discretion, Good-nature, Wit, Fancy, Fine Thought, and
Morality?—I have done nothing but read it to others, and hear others again
read it, to me, ever since it came into my Hands; and I find I am likely to do
nothing else, for I know not how long yet to come: because, if I lay the Book
down, it comes after me.—When it has dwelt all Day long upon the Ear, It takes
Possession, all Night, of the Fancy.—It has Witchcraft in every page of it: but it
is the Witchcraft of Passion and Meaning. Who is there that will not despise the
false empty Pomp of the Poets, when he observes in this little, unpretending,
mild Triumph of Nature, the whole Force of Invention and Genius, creating
new Powers of Emotion, and transplanting Ideas of Pleasure into that unweed-
ed low Garden the Heart, from the dry and sharp Summit of Reason? [...]

What is there, throughout the Whole, that I do not sincerely admire!—I
admire, in it, the strong distinguish’d Variety, and picturesque glowing Like-
ness to Life, of the Characters. I know, hear, see, and live among ’em All: and,
if I cou’d paint, cou’d return you their Faces. I admire, in it, the noble Sim-
plicity, Force, Aptness, and Truth, of so many modest, œconomical, moral,
prudential, religious, satirical, and cautionary, Lessons; which are introduc’d
with such seasonable Dexterity, and with so polish’d and exquisite a Delica-
cy, of Expression and Sentiment, that I am only apprehensive, for the Inter-
ests of Virtue, lest some of the finest, and most touching, of those elegant
Strokes of Good-breeding, Generosity, and Reflection, shou’d be lost, under
the too gross Discernment of an unfeeling Majority of Readers; for whose
Coarseness, however, they were kindly design’d, as the most useful and char-
itable Correctives.
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One of the best-judg’d Peculiars, of the Plan, is, that These Instructions
being convey’d, as in a Kind of Dramatical Representation, by those beautiful
Scenes, Her own Letters and Journals,1 who acts the most moving and suf-
fering Part, we feel the Force in a threefold Effect,—from the Motive, the Act,
and the Consequence.

But what, above All, I am charm’d with, is the amiable Good-nature of the
AUTHOR; who, I am convinc’d, has one of the best, and most generous
Hearts, of Mankind: because, mis-measuring other Minds, by His Own, he
can draw Every thing, to Perfection, but Wickedness.—I became inextricably
in Love with this delightful Defect of his Malice;—for I found it owing to an
Excess in his Honesty. Only observe, Sir, with what virtuous Reluctance he
complies with the Demands of his Story, when he stands in need of some
blameable Characters. Tho’ his Judgment compels him to mark ’em with dis-
agreeable Colourings, so that they make an odious Appearance at first, He
can’t forbear, by an unexpected and gradual Decline from Themselves, to soft-
en and transmute all the Horror conceiv’d for their Baseness, till we are
arriv’d through insensible Stages, at an Inclination to forgive it intirely.

I MUST venture to add, without mincing the matter, what I really believe,
of this Book.—It will live on, through Posterity, with such unbounded Extent
of Good Consequences, that Twenty Ages to come may be the Better and
Wiser, for its Influence. It will steal first, imperceptibly, into the Hearts of the
Young and the Tender: where It will afterwards guide and moderate their
Reflections and Resolves, when grown Older. And, so, a gradual moral Sun-
shine, of un-austere and compassionate Virtue, shall break out upon the
World, from this TRIFLE [...]

I am, 
Dec. 17,                                                       DEAR SIR,
1740.                                                           Your, &c. [Aaron Hill]

56. Sarah Fielding, from Remarks on Clarissa, Addressed to the Author
(1749)

[Sarah Fielding’s* Remarks take the form of conversations about Samuel
Richardson’s* Clarissa* that she supposedly overhears at social occasions.
These conversations address the novel’s length, characters, language, and
morality.]

[...] In the first Conversation I heard on this Subject [i.e., Clarissa], the whole
Book was unanimously condemned, without the least Glimpse of Favour from
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1 Pamela (1740) is largely an epistolary novel, allowing the heroine to describe events and her
reactions “to the moment.”
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any one present who sat in judgment on it. It was tedious stuff!—low!—Let-
ters wrote between Misses about their Sweet-hearts! [...] Such general Cen-
surers, I knew, could be very little worth attending to; and this Judgment I
should have formed had I been a Stranger to the Book thus unmercifully treat-
ed; but as I had read Clarissa, and observed some Beauties in it, yet heard not
one of them mentioned, I was determined to say nothing, and to make my
Visit as short as possible.

From hence, I went to spend the Evening with a Family in whose Conversa-
tion I am always agreeably entertained. There happened, that Night, to be a
pretty large Assembly of mix’d Company. Clarissa immediately became the Sub-
ject of our Conversation, when, after a few general Remarks, one of the Gen-
tlemen said, “His chief Objection was to the Length of it, for that he was cer-
tain he could tell the whole Story contained in the first two Volumes in a few
Minutes [...]. Now, how is it possible for this Story, without being exceeding
tedious, to be spun out to two Volumes, containing each above 300 Pages?”

When the Gentleman ceased, a young Lady, whose Name was Gibson, took
a little Almanack out of her Pocket, and, turning to the Place where the Births
and Deaths of the Kings of England were marked, gave it to the Gentleman,
and said, “that by his Rule of Writing, that was the best History of England,
and Almanack-makers were the best Historians.” [...]

Mr. Clark said, “[...] In these two Volumes of Clarissa, it plainly appears,
the Author’s Intention is to impress deeply on the Reader’s Mind, the peculiar
Character of each Person in that Family whence his Heroine is derived; and in
this I think he has succeeded so well, that for my own part I am as intimate-
ly acquainted with all the Harlows, as if I had known them from my Infancy;
and if I was to receive a Letter from any one of them, I am sure I should not
want the Name to assist me in assigning it to the proper Person. Tho’ upon
the whole, I don’t know but there may be some Exuberances that might have
been spared, as they stop the Progress of the Story, and keep us in anxious
doubt concerning Clarissa’s Fate, altho’ the scattered Observations have gen-
erally the Recommendation of Novelty to amuse the Curious, Depth to
engage the Attention of the Considerate, and Sprightliness to entertain the
Lively; and Story is considered by the Author, as he says in his Preface, but as
the Vehicle to convey the more necessary Instruction. [...]”

The next Objection was raised by Mr. Dellincourt, who found great Fault
with the Liberties you have taken with the English Language, and said, you
had coined new Words, and printed others as if you was writing a Spelling-
book, instead of relating a Story. We were all silent for a few Moments, and
then Miss Gibson said;

“Indeed, Sir, I do not pretend to be any Judge of the Accuracy of Stile, but
I beg to know, if in the writing [of] familiar Letters, many Liberties are not
allowable, which in other kinds of writing might perhaps be justly con-
demned: And as to the printing some of the Words with Breaks between the
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Syllables, it certainly make[s] the Painting the stronger; however, I submit this
entirely to the Judgment of others. But supposing this to be a failing, surely it
is a trifling one, to censure a Book severely for, in which there are so many
striking Beauties to be found. But to illustrate my Thoughts on this Head, I
will tell you a Story that is really true.

A Gentleman shewed a Friend of his a Picture of a favourite Horse, drawn
by the celebrated Mr. Wooten.1 The Horse was unexceptionably beautiful,
and the Picture excellently drawn. His Friend regarded it for some Time with
great Attention: When the Gentleman (who was a Lover of Pictures, and who
delighted to share his Pleasures with others) earnestly asked his Friend’s Opin-
ion of the Piece he was viewing; who, after much Consideration, with a sig-
nificant Shrug of his Shoulders, and a contemptuous Toss of his Hand, said, I
don’t like the Skirts of the Saddle.” 

The Application of this Story was so very plain, that the whole Company
were diverted with it; and thus, Sir, I think I have summed up all the Criticism
I heard either against or in favour of your Clarissa, on the Publication of the
first two Volumes.

The next Scene of Criticism (if I may so call it) on Clarissa that I was pre-
sent at, was on the Publication of the two succeeding Volumes.

The same Company met, with the Addition only of one Gentleman [...]. The
Objections now arose so fast, it was impossible to guess where they would
end. Clarissa herself was a Prude—a Coquet—all the Contradictions men-
tioned some Time ago in a printed Paper, with the Addition of many more,
were laid to her Charge. She was an undutiful Daughter—too strict in her
Principles of Obedience to such Parents—too fond of a Rake and a Liber-
tine—her Heart was as impen[e]trable and unsusceptible of Affection, as the
hardest Marble. In short, the many contradictory Faults that she was at once
accused of, is almost incredible: So many, that those who had attended
enough to her Character, to have an Inclination to justify her, found it diffi-
cult to know where to begin to answer such a complicated Charge. But after
a short Silence, Miss Gibson, with her usual Penetration, said, 

“Whenever any Person is accused of a Variety of Faults, which are plainly
impossible to dwell in the same Mind, I am immediately convinced the Person
so accused is innocent of them all. A Prude cannot, by an observing Eye, be
taken for a Coquet, not a Coquet for a Prude, but a good Woman may be
called either, or both, according to the dispositions of her resolved Censurers;
and hence I believe we may trace the Cause, why the Characters even of those
Persons who do not endeavor to wear any Disguise are so very liable to be
mistaken; for Partiality or Prejudice generally sit as Judges [...].”
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1 John Wooton (1681-1764), a respected painter known for his landscapes and sporting
scenes, which included life-size portraits of horses.
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57. Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, No. 139 (July 16, 1751)

[In this general analysis of narrative, Johnson* places an emphasis on the uni-
fied plot or “fable,” revealing unity to be a typical goal for eighteenth-centu-
ry literature.]

Sit quod vis simplex duntaxat et unum. HOR.1

It is required by Aristotle* to the perfection of tragedy, and is equally neces-
sary to every other species of regular composition, that it should have a begin-
ning, a middle, and an end. “The beginning,” says he, “is that which has noth-
ing necessarily previous but to which that which follows is naturally
consequent; the end, on the contrary, is that which by necessity, or, at least,
according to the common course of things, succeeds something else, but which
implies nothing consequent to itself; the middle is connected on one side to
something that naturally goes before, and on the other to something that nat-
urally follows it.”2

Such is the rule laid down by this great critick, for the disposition of the dif-
ferent parts of a well constituted fable. It must begin, where it may be made
intelligible without introduction; and end, where the mind is left in repose,
without expectation of any farther event. The intermediate passages must join
the last effect to the first cause, by a regular and unbroken concatenation;3

nothing must be therefore inserted which does not apparently arise from
something foregoing, and properly make way for something that succeeds it.

This Precept is to be understood in its rigour, only with respect to great and
essential events, and cannot be extended in the same force to minuter circum-
stances and unessential decorations, which yet are more happy as they con-
tribute more to the main design; for it is always a proof of extensive thought
and accurate circumspection, to promote various purposes by the same act;
and the idea of an ornament admits use, though it seems to exclude necessity.

Whoever purposes, as it is expressed by Milton,* to build the lofty rhyme,4

must acquaint himself with this law of poetical architecture, and take care
that his edifice be solid as well as beautiful; that nothing stand single or inde-
pendent so as that it may be taken away without injuring the rest; but that
from the foundation to the pinnacles one part rest firm upon another.

This regular and consequential distribution, is among common authors fre-
quently neglected; but the failures of those, whose example can have no influ-

187 Critical Essays

1 Latin: “Let every piece be simple and uniform” (Horace,* Ars poetica [Art of Poetry], 23).
2 From Aristotle, Peri poietikes (Poetics), 5.1.
3 Union by chaining or linking together (OED).
4 From John Milton’s Lycidas (1638), 10-11: “Who would not sing for Lycidas? he knew /

Himself to sing, and build the lofty rhyme.”
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ence, may be safely overlooked, nor is it of much use to recall obscure and
unregarded names to memory for the sake of sporting with their Infamy. But
if there is any writer whose genius can embellish impropriety, and whose
authority can make error venerable, his works are the proper objects of criti-
cal inquisition. To expunge faults where there are no excellencies, is a task
equally useless with that of the chemist, who employs the arts of separation
and refinement upon ore in which no precious metal is contained to reward
his operations. [...]

58. Anonymous, from An Essay on the New Species of Writing founded by
Mr. Fielding (1751)

[In this essay, Henry Fielding* is praised for countering the “marvelous Dull-
ness” of the romance with a new form of comic “Biography” that features
characters “exactly copied from Nature.”]

[...] Sometime before this new Species of Writing appear’d, the World had been
pester’d with Volumes, commonly known by the Name of Romances, or Nov-
els, Tales, &c. fill’d with any thing which the wildest Imagination could suggest.
In all these Works, Probability was not required: The more extravagant the
Thought, the more exquisite the Entertainment. Diamond Palaces, flying Hors-
es, brazen Towers, &c. were here look’d upon as proper, and in Taste. In short,
the most finish’d Piece of this kind, was nothing but Chaos and Incoherency.
France first gave Birth to this strange Monster, and England was proud to
import it among the rest of her Neighbour’s Follies. A Deluge of Impossibility
overflow’d the Press. Nothing was receiv’d with any kind of Applause, that did
not appear under the Title of a Romance, or Novel; and Common Sense was
kick’d out of Doors to make Room for marvelous Dullness. The Stile in all these
Performances was to be equal to the Subject—amazing: And may be call’d with
great Propriety, “Prose run mad.”1 This obtain’d a long Time. Every Beau was
an Orondates, and all the Belles were Statiras.2 Not a Billet-doux3 but run in
Heroics, or the most common Message deliver’d but in the Sublime. The Dis-
ease became epidemical, but there were no Hopes of a Cure, ’til Mr. Fielding
endeavour’d to show the World, that pure Nature could furnish out as agree-
able Entertainment, as those airy non-entical Forms they had long ador’d, and
persuaded the Ladies to leave this Extravagance to their Abigails4 with their cast
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1 From Alexander Pope,* “Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot” (1735), 188.
2 Oroondates and Statira are central characters in the romance Cassandra* and the tragedy

The Rival Kings, Or the Loves of Oroondates and Statira.*
3 Love letters (OED).
4 Waiting-women; maids (OED). The inference is that women should give their servants old

romances in addition to hand-me-down clothing.
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[off] Cloaths. Amongst which Order of People, it has ever since been observ’d
to be peculiarly predominant.

His Design of Reformation was noble and public-spirited, but the Task was
not quite so easy to perform, since it requir’d an uncommon Genius. For to
tread the old beaten Track would be to no Purpose. Lecture would lose its
Force; and Ridicule would strive in vain to remove it. For tho’ it was a Folly,
it was a pleasing one: And if Sense could not yield the pretty Creatures greater
Pleasure, Dear Nonsense must be ador’d.

Mr. Fielding therefore, who sees all the little Movements by which human
Nature is actuated, found it necessary to open a new Vein of Humour, and
thought the only way to make them lay down Cassandra, would be to com-
pile Characters which really existed, equally entertaining with those Chi-
maeras which were beyond conception. This Thought produced Joseph
Andrews,* which soon became a formidable Rival to the amazing Class of
Writers;1 since it was not a mere dry Narrative, but a lively Representative of
real Life. For chrystal Palaces and winged Horses, we find homely Cots and
ambling Nags; and instead of Impossibility, what we experience every Day.

But as Mr. Fielding first introduc’d this new kind on Biography, he restrain’d
it with Laws which should ever after be deem’d sacred by all that attempted his
Manner; which I here propose to give a brief Account of. The first and grand
one of all, (without which, in however regular a Manner the rest is conducted,
the whole Performance must be dead and languid) is, that thro’ the whole
Humour must diffuse itself. But this can by no Means be perform’d without a
great Genius, nay, even a particular Sort of one: for tho’ Mr. Bayes2 informs us,
any Man may commence Poet by his infallible Rules; yet in this Kind of Writ-
ing he must be at a Stand without this grand Requisite. But to proceed.

The next Thing to be consider’d, is the Choice of Characters, which tho’
striking and particular must be exactly copied from Nature. And who can
doubt, when they see the Features of an Abraham Adams, or Madam Slip-
slop,3 faithfully delineated, but that Field will afford an agreeable Variety?
Every Word they speak must be entirely consonant to the Notion the Author
would have his Readers to entertain of them: And here it may not be amiss 
to remark the great Analogy there is between these Histories and Dramatic
Performances [...].

As this Sort of Writing was intended as a Contrast to those in which the
Reader was even to suppose all the Characters ideal, and every Circumstance
quite imaginary, ’twas thought necessary, to give it a greater Air of Truth, to
entitle it an History; and the Dramatis Personae (if I may venture to use the
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1 I.e., writers who create unrealistic plots of wonder and amazement.
2 The central burlesque character in George Villiers,* 2nd Duke of Buckingham’s The

Rehearsal (1671); in the play’s opening scene, Bayes describes his own book of “Drama
Commonplaces” and his several rules for writing plays.

3 Characters in Henry Fielding’s Joseph Andrews (1742).
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Expression) were christened not with fantastic high-sounding Names, but
such as, tho’ they sometimes bore some Reference to the Character, had a
more modern Termination. [...]

In the progress of his Work he must adhere pretty closely to the Manners
of the Drama, viz. In the Beginning the Plan of his Story must be clearly
open’d, and the principle Characters should appear; towards the Middle his
Plot should thicken, and Affairs be brought to a Crisis; and then be gradual-
ly unravell’d to the Reader, ’till the Piece is concluded. [...]

59. Edward Young, from Conjectures on Original Composition (1759)

[Young* proclaims that original writing is superior to imitative writing and
encourages the composition of new texts. His lengthy essay focuses on classi-
cal authors and Joseph Addison,* but his comments, addressed to the novel-
ist Samuel Richardson,* are equally applicable to the novel.]

A LETTER TO THE AUTHOR OF SIR CHARLES GRANDISON.*

[...] I begin with Original Composition; but, first, a few Thoughts on Com-
position in general. Some are of Opinion, that its Growth, at present, is too
luxuriant; and that the Press is overcharged. Overcharged, I think, it could
never be, if none were admitted, but such as brought their Imprimatur from
sound Understanding, and the Public Good. Wit, indeed, however brilliant,
should not be permitted to gaze self-enamour’d on its useless Charms, in that
Fountain of Fame (if so I may call the Press), if Beauty is all that it has to
boast; but, like the first Brutus,1 it should sacrifice its most darling Offspring
to the sacred interests of Virtue, and real Service of mankind.

This Restriction allowed, the more Composition the better. To Men of Let-
ters, and Leisure, it is not only a noble Amusement, but a sweet Refuge; it
improves their Parts, and promotes their Peace: It opens a back-door out of
the Bustle of this busy, and idle world, into a delicious Garden of Moral and
Intellectual fruits and flowers; the Key of which is denied to the rest of
mankind. When stung with idle Anxieties, or teazed with fruitless Imperti-
nence, or yawning over insipid Diversions, then we perceive the Blessing of a
letter’d recess. With what a Gust do we retire to our disinterested, and immor-
tal Friends in our Closet,2 and find our minds, when applied to some favourite
Theme, as naturally, and as easily quieted, and refreshed, as a peevish Child
(and peevish Children are we all till we fall asleep) when laid to the breast?
Our Happiness no longer lives on Charity; not bids fair for a fall, by leaning
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1 Lucius Junius Brutus (fl. 500 BC), legendary Roman ruler said to have condemned his sons
to death when they conspired to return the Tarquins, a rival family Brutus had previously
deposed, to power.

2 A private room, an inner chamber (OED). The “immortal friends” in the closet are books.
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on that most precarious, and thorny Pillow, another’s Pleasure, for our repose.
How independent of the world is he, who can daily find new Acquaintance,
that at once entertain, and improve him, in the little World, the minute but
fruitful Creation, of his own mind?

These advantages Composition affords us, whether we write ourselves, or
in more humble amusement peruse the Works of others. [...]

But there are [those] who write with vigor, and success, to the world’s
Delight, and their own Renown. These are the glorious fruits where Genius
prevails. The mind of a man of Genius is a fertile and pleasant field, pleasant
as Elysium, and fertile as Tempe;1 it enjoys a perpetual Spring. Of that Spring,
Originals are the fairest Flowers: Imitations are of quicker growth, but fainter
bloom. Imitations are of two kinds; one of Nature, one of Authors: the First
we call Originals, and confine the term Imitation to the second. I shall not
enter into the curious enquiry of what is, or is not, strictly speaking, Original,
content with what all must allow, that some Compositions are more so than
others; and the more they are so, I say, the better. Originals are, and ought to
be, great Favorites, for they are great Benefactors; they extend the Republic of
Letters, and add a new province to its dominion: Imitators only give us a sort
of Duplicates of what we had, possibly much better, before; increasing the
mere Drug of books, while all that makes them valuable, Knowledge and
Genius, are at a stand. The pen of an Original Writer, like Armida’s wand,2

out of a barren waste calls a blooming spring: Out of that blooming spring an
Imitator is a transplanter of Laurels, which sometimes die on removal, [and]
always languish in a foreign soil. [...]

Still farther: An Imitator shares his crown, if he has one, with the chosen
Object of his Imitation; an Original enjoys an undivided applause. An Origi-
nal may be said to be of a vegetable nature; it rises spontaneously from the
vital root of Genius; it grows, it is not made: Imitations are often a sort of
Manufacture wrought up by those Mechanics, Art, and Labour, out of pre-
existent materials not their own.

Again: We read Imitation with somewhat of his languor, who listens to a
twice-told tale: Our spirits rouze at an Original; that is a perfect stranger, and
all throng to learn what news [comes] from a foreign land: And tho’ it comes
like an Indian Prince, adorned with feathers only, having little of weight; yet
of our attention it will rob the more Solid, if not equally new: Thus every Tele-
scope is lifted at a new-discovered star; it makes a hundred Astronomers in a
moment, and denies equal notice to the sun. But if an Original, by being as
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1 Elysium: the supposed state or abode of the blessed after death in Greek mythology (OED).
Tempe: a lush and fertile valley in Thessaly, Greece, between Mounts Olympus and Ossa; a
general name for a beautiful valley (OED).

2 In the epic poem Gerusalemme liberata (Jerusalem Delivered [1581]) by Italian poet
Torquato Tasso (1544-95), Armida is a beautiful enchantress who seduces Rinaldo, a Cru-
sader; she uses many forms of magic and inhabits enchanted castles, islands, and gardens.
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excellent, as new, adds admiration to surprize, then are we at the Writer’s
mercy; on the strong wing of his Imagination, we are snatched from Britain
to Italy, from Climate to Climate, from Pleasure to Pleasure; we have no
Home, no Thought, of our own; till the Magician drops his Pen: And then
falling down into ourselves, we awake to flat Realities, lamenting the change,
like the Beggar who dreamt himself a Prince. [...]

60. Arthur Murphy, Introduction to The Works of Henry Fielding (1762)

[Comparing seeds “shoot[ing] up” to Tom Jones’s* (1749) organic structure,
Murphy* praises the novel’s plot and proclaims it a “complete performance”
that, most notably, achieves “perfection” in its resolution.]

An ESSAY on the LIFE and GENIUS of HENRY FIELDING, Esq.

[...] And now we are arrived at the second grand epoch of Mr. Fielding’s*
genius, when all his faculties were in perfect unison, and conspired to produce
a complete work. If we consider Tom Jones in the same light in which the
ablest critics have examined the Iliad,* the Aeneid,* and the Paradise Lost,*
namely, with a view to the fable, the manners, the sentiments, and the stile,
we shall find it standing the test of the severest criticism, and indeed bearing
away the envied praise of a complete performance. In the first place, the
action has that unity, which is to boast of the great models of composition; it
turns upon a single event, attended with many circumstances, and many sub-
ordinate incidents, which seem, in the progress of the work, to perplex, to
entangle, and to involve the whole in difficulties, and lead on the reader’s
imagination, with an eagerness of curiosity, through scenes of prodigious vari-
ety, till at length the different intricacies and complications of the fable are
explained after the same gradual manner in which they had been worked up
to a crisis: incident arises out of incident; the seeds of every thing that shoots
up, are laid with a judicious hand, and whatever occurs in the latter part of
the story, seems naturally to grow out of those passages which preceded; so
that, upon the whole, the business with great propriety and probability works
itself up into various embarrassments, and then afterwards, by a regular series
of events, clears itself from all impediments, and brings itself inevitably to a
conclusion; like a river, which, in its progress, foams amongst fragments of
rocks, and for a while seems pent up by unsurmountable oppositions; then
angrily dashes for a while, then plunges under ground into caverns, and runs
a subterraneous course, till at length it breaks out again, meanders round the
country, and with a clear placid stream flows gently into the ocean. By this
artful management, our author has given us the perfection of fable; which, as
the writers upon the subject have justly observed, consists in such obstacles to
retard the final issue of the whole, as shall at least, in their consequences,
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accelerate the catastrophe, and bring it evidently and necessarily to that peri-
od only, which, in the nature of things, could arise from it; so that the action
could not remain in suspense any longer, but must naturally close and deter-
mine itself. It may be proper to add, that no fable whatever affords, in its solu-
tion, such artful states of suspense, such beautiful turns of surprise, such unex-
pected incidents, and such sudden discoveries, sometimes apparently
embarrassing, but always promising the catastrophe, and eventually promot-
ing the completion of the whole [...].

In the execution of this plan, thus regular and uniform, what a variety of
humorous scenes of life, of descriptions, and characters has our author found
means to incorporate with the principal action; and this too, without dis-
tracting the reader’s attention with objects foreign to his subject, or weaken-
ing the general interest by a multiplicity of episodical events[.] Still observing
the grant essential rule of unity in the design, I believe, no author has intro-
duced a greater diversity of characters, or displayed them more fully, or in
more various attitudes. [...]

61. James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, from Vol. 3 of Of the Origin and
Progress of Language (1776)

[In part two, book five of his six-volume work, Burnett* praises Henry Field-
ing’s* characters, but then criticizes Tom Jones’s* mixture of a mock-heroic
and a realistic or probable style.]

[T]he imitation of characters [...]

[...] There is lately sprung up among us a species of narrative poem, repre-
senting likewise the characters of common life. It has the same relation to
comedy that the epic has to tragedy, and differs from the epic in the same
respect that comedy differs from tragedy; that is, in the actions and charac-
ters, both which are much nobler in the epic than in it. It is therefore, I think,
a legitimate kind of poem; and accordingly, we are told, Homer* wrote one
of that kind, called Margites, of which some lines are preserved.1 The reason
why I mention it is, that we have, in English, a poem of that kind, (for so I
will call it) which has more of character in it than any work, antient or mod-
ern, that I know. The work I mean is, the History of Tom Jones, by Henry
Fielding, which as it has more personages brought into the story than any
thing of the poetic kind I have ever seen; so all those personages have charac-
ters peculiar to them, in so much, that there is not even an host or an hostess
upon the road, hardly a servant, who is not distinguished in that way; in
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1 The Margites, an epic poem in the comic mode usually attributed to Homer; the work is no
longer extant, with only a few lines surviving, and scholars now debate whether or not
Homer was its author.
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short, I never saw any thing that was so much animated, and, as I may say, all
alive with characters and manners, as the History of Tom Jones. [...]

The counter-part of the sublime, or mock-heroic. [...]

[...] Mr. Fielding, in his comic narrative poem, the history of Tom Jones, has
mixed with his narrative a good deal of the mock-heroic; and, particularly, there
is a description of a squabble in a country church-yard wholly in that style. It
is, indeed, an excellent parody of Homer’s battles, and is highly ridiculous; but,
in my opinion, it is not proper for such a work: First, because it is too great a
change of style, greater than any work of a legitimate kind, which I think Field-
ing’s is, will admit, from the simple and familiar to the heroic or mock-heroic.
It is no better than a patch; and though it be a shining one, no regular work
ought to have any at all. For Horace* has very properly given it as a mark of a
work irregular, and of ill texture, the having such purple clouts, as he calls them;

—Late qui splendeat unus et alter
Assuiter pannus.—                              ARS. POET.1

Secondly, because it destroys the probability of the narrative, which ought
to be carefully studied in all works, that, like Mr. Fielding’s, are imitations of
real life and manners, and which, accordingly, has been very much laboured
by that author. [...] This, therefore, I cannot help thinking a blemish, in a
work which has otherwise a great deal of merit, and which I should have
thought perfect of the kind, if it had not been for this, and another fault that
I find to it, namely, the author’s appearing too much in it himself, who had
nothing to do in it at all. By this the reader will understand that I mean his
reflections, with which he begins his books, and sometimes his chapters.

And so much for the mock-heroic, or burlesque,2 which I call a fifth gener-
al character of style.

62. William Craig, The Mirror, No. 31 (May 11, 1779)

[Craig* provides a clear analysis of, and differentiation between, characters
that are defined by the internal workings of their minds and characters that
are defined by accounts of their external actions.]
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1 Latin: “One or two purple patches so stitched on as to glitter far and wide,” Horace, Ars
poetica (Art of Poetry), 15-16. Horace’s critique of ornate, extravagant writing lives on in
the expression “purple prose.”

2 For Fielding’s exploration of the burlesque, see selection 14.
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Fortemque Gyan, fortemque Cloanthus. VIRG.1

There is hardly any species of writing more difficult than that of drawing
characters; and hence it is that so few authors have excelled in it. Among
those writers who have confined themselves merely to this sort of composi-
tion, Theophrastus* holds the first place among the ancients, and La
Bruyere* among the moderns. But, beside those who have professedly con-
fined themselves to the delineation of character, every historian who relates
events, and who describes the disposition and qualities of the persons engaged
in them, is to be considered as a writer of characters.

There are two methods by which a character may be delineated; and dif-
ferent authors have, more or less, adopted the one or the other. A character
may either be given by describing the internal feelings of the mind, and by
relating the qualities with which the person is endowed; or, without mention-
ing in general the internal qualities which he possesses, an account may be
given of his external conduct, of his behaviour on this or that occasion, and
how he was affected by this or that event.

An author who draws characters in the first manner, employs those words
that denote the general qualities of the mind; and by means of these he gives
a description and view of the character. He passes over the particular circum-
stances of behaviour and conduct which lead to the general conclusion with
regard to the character, and gives the conclusion itself.

But an author who draws characters in the other manner above alluded to,
instead of giving the general conclusion deduced from the observation of par-
ticular circumstances of conduct, gives a view of the particulars themselves,
and of the external conduct of the person whose character he wishes to rep-
resent, leaving his readers to form their own conclusion from that view which
he has given. Of the two authors I have mentioned, each excels in one of those
opposite manners. In every instance I can recollect, excepting the extravagant
picture of the absent man,2 La Bruyere lays before his readers the internal
feelings of the character he wishes to represent; while Theophrastus gives the
action which the internal feelings produce.

Of these different modes of delineating characters, each has its peculiar
advantages. The best method of giving a full and comprehensive view of the
different parts of a character, may be by a general enumeration of the quali-
ties of mind with which the person is endowed. At the same time, however, it
is, perhaps, impossible to mark the nice and delicate shades of character,
without bringing the image more fully before the eye, and placing the person
in that situation which calls him forth into action.

195 Critical Essays

1 Latin: “Brave Gyan, brave Cloanthus” (Virgil,* Aeneid,* 1.612).
2 La Bruyères Les caractères (The Characters) includea narrative portrait of an absent-minded

man.

02-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 195

Review Copy



In these two different manners, there are faults into which authors, follow-
ing the one or the other, are apt to fall, and which they should studiously
endeavour to avoid. An author who gives the internal qualities of the charac-
ter, should guard against being too general; he who gives views of the conduct,
and represents the actions themselves, should avoid being too particular. When
the internal qualities of the mind are described, they may be expressed in such
vague and general terms, as to lay before the reader no marked distinguishing
feature; when, again, in the views which are given of the conduct, the detail is
too particular, the author is apt to tire by becoming tedious, or to disgust by
being trifling or familiar, or by approaching to vulgarity. Some of our most cel-
ebrated historians have committed errors of the first sort; when, at the end of
a reign, or at the exit of a hero, they draw the character of the King, or great
man, and tell their readers, that the person they are taking leave of was brave,
generous, just, humane; or the tyrant they have been declaiming against, was
cruel, haughty, jealous, deceitful; these general qualities are so little distin-
guishing, that they may be applied, almost, to any very good, or very bad man,
in history. When, on the other hand, au author, in order to give a particular
view of the person of whom he writes, tells his readers, what such person did
before, and what after dinner, what before, and what after he slept, if his vivac-
ity prevent[s] him from appearing tedious, he will at least be in danger of dis-
pleasing by the appearance of vulgarity or affectation.

It may be proper here to observe, that, in making a right choice of the differ-
ent manners in which a character may be drawn, much depends upon the sub-
ject, or design of the author; one method may be more suited to one kind of com-
position that to another. Thus the author who confines himself merely to
drawing characters, the historian who draws a character arising only from, or
illustrating the events he records, or the novellist who delineates characters by
feigned circumstances and situations have each their several objects, and differ-
ent manners may be properly adopted by each of them. Writers, such as Theo-
phrastus and La Bruyere, take for their object a character governed by some one
passion, absorbing all others, and influencing the man in every thing; the miser,
the epicure, the drunkard, &c. The business of the historian is more difficult and
more extensive; he takes the complicated characters in real life; he must give a
view of every distinguishing characteristic of the personage, the good and the
bad, the fierce and the gentle, all the strange diversities which life presents.

Novel writers ought, like the professed writers of character, to have it gen-
erally in view to illustrate some one distinguishing feature or passion of the
mind; but then they have it in their power, by the assistance of story, and by
inventing circumstance and situation, to exhibit its leading features in every
possible point of view. The great error, indeed, into which novel writers com-
monly fall is, that they attend more to the story and the circumstances they
relate, than to giving new and just views of the character of the person they
present. Their general method is to affix names to certain personages, whom
they introduce to their readers, whom they lead through dangers and dis-

196 Novel Definitions

02-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 196

Review Copy



tresses, or exhibit in circumstances of ridicule, without having it in view to
illustrate any one predominant or leading principle of the human heart; with-
out making their readers one bit better acquainted with the characteristic fea-
tures of those persons at the end of the story than at the beginning. Hence
there are so few novels which give lasting pleasure, or can bear to be perused
oftener than once. From the surprise or interest occasioned by the novelty of
the events, they may carry their readers once through them; but, as they do
not illustrate any of the principles of the mind, or give any interesting views
of character, they raise no desire for a second perusal, and ever after lie
neglected on the shelf.

How very different from these are the novels, which, in place of relying
upon the mere force of incident, bring the characters of their personages fully
before us, paint all their shades and attitudes, and, by making us, as it were,
intimately acquainted with them, deeply engage our hearts in every circum-
stance which can affect them? This happy talent of delineating with truth and
delicacy all the features and nice tints of human character, never fails to
delight, and will often atone for many defects. It is this which renders
Richardson* so interesting, in spite of his immeasurable tediousness; it is this
which will render Fielding* ever delightful, notwithstanding the indelicate
coarseness with which he often offends us.

63. Richard Cumberland, “Remarks upon novels, and particularly of
Richardson’s Clarissa,” Vol. 2 of The Observer (1786)

[In the forty-sixth essay of his five-volume collection, Cumberland* outlines
the differences between Samuel Richardson* and Henry Fielding,* particular-
ly those concerning narrative form (the epistolary vs. third-person narrative)
and genre (tragic vs. comic). He also discusses whether overtly moral tales,
such as Richardson’s, might have hidden dangers for young readers.]

Remarks upon novels, and particularly of Richardson’s Clarissa*

A Novel, conducted upon one uniform plan, containing a series of events in
familiar life, in which no episodical story is interwoven, is in effect a protract-
ed comedy, not divided into acts. The same natural display of character, the
same facetious turn of dialogue and agreeable involution of incidents are essen-
tial to each composition. Novels of this description are not of many years stand-
ing in England, and seem to have succeeded after some interval to romance,
which to say no worse of it is a most unnatural and monstrous production. The
Don Quixote* of Cervantes* is of a middle species; and the Gil Blas,* which
the Spaniards claim, and the French have the credit of, is a series of adventures
rather than a novel, and both this and Don Quixote abound in episodical sto-
ries, which separately taken are more properly novels than the mother work.
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Two authors of our nation began the fashion of novel-writing, upon differ-
ent plans indeed, but each with a degree of success, which perhaps has never
yet been equalled: Richardson disposed his fable into letters, and Fielding pur-
sued the more natural mode of a continued narration, with an exception how-
ever of certain miscellaneous chapters, one of which he prefixed to each book
in the nature of a prologue, in which the author speaks in person:1 He has
executed this so pleasantly, that we are reconciled to the interruption in this
instance; but I should doubt if it is a practice in which an imitator would be
wise to follow him.

I should have observed, that modern novelists have not confined themselves
to comic fables, or such only as have happy endings, but sometimes, as in the
instance of The Clarissa, wind up their story with a tragical catastrophe; to
subjects of this sort perhaps the epistolary mode of writing may be best adapt-
ed, at least it seems to give a more natural scope to pathetic descriptions; but
there can be no doubt that fables replete with humorous situations, charac-
teristic dialogue, and busy plot, are better suited to the mode, which Fielding
has pursued in his inimitable novel of The Foundling,2 universally allowed the
most perfect work of its sort in ours, or probably any other, language.

There is a something so attractive to readers of all descriptions in these
books, and they have been sought with such general avidity, that an incredi-
ble number of publications have been produced, and the scheme of circulat-
ing libraries lately established, which these very publications seem to have
suggested, having spread them through the kingdom, novels are now become
the amusing study of every rank and description of people in England.

Young minds are so apt to be tinctured by what they read, that it should be
the duty of every person who has the charge of education, to make a proper
choice of books for those who are under their care; and this is particularly
necessary in respect to our daughters, who are brought up in a more confined
and domestic manner than boys. Girls will be tempted to form themselves
upon any characters, whether true or fictitious, which forcibly strike their
imaginations, and nothing can be more pointedly addressed to the passions
than many of these novel heroines. I would not be understood to accuse our
modern writers of immoral designs; very few I believe can be found of that
description; I do not therefore object to them as corrupting the youthful mind
by pictures of immorality, but I think some amongst them may be apt to lead
young female readers into affectation and false character by stories, where the
manners, though highly charged, are not in nature: and the more interesting
such stories are, the greater will be their influence: In this light a novel hero-
ine, though described without a fault, yet, if drawn out of nature, may be a
very unfit model for imitation.
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1 For samples of Fielding’s introductory chapters to the books of Tom Jones* (1749), see
selections 18, 26, and 124.

2 The full title of Tom Jones (1749) is The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling.
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The novel, which of all others is formed upon the most studied plan of
morality, is Clarissa, and few young women I believe are put under restric-
tion by their parents or others from gratifying their curiosity with a perusal
of this author: guided by the best intentions, and conscious that the moral of
his book is fundamentally good, he has taken all possible pains to weave into
his story incidents of such a tragical and affecting nature, as are calculated to
make a strong and lasting impression on the youthful heart. The unmerited
sufferings of an innocent and beautiful young lady, who is made a model of
patience and purity; the unnatural obduracy of her parents; the infernal arts
of the wretch who violates her, and the sad catastrophe of her death, are inci-
dents in this affecting story better conceived than executed: Failing in this
most essential point, as a picture of human nature, I must regard the novel
of Clarissa as one of the books, which a prudent parent will put under inter-
diction;1 for I think I can say from observation, that there are more artificial
pedantic characters assumed by sentimental Misses, in the vain desire of
being thought Clarissa Harlowes, than from any other source of imitation
whatsoever: I suspect that it has given food to the idle passion for those eter-
nal scribblings, which pass between one female friend and another, and tend
to no good point of education. I have a young lady in my eye, who made her
will, wrote an inscription for the plate of her own coffin, and forswore all
mankind at the age of sixteen. As to the characters of Lovelace, of the hero-
ine herself, and the heroine’s parents, I take them all to be beings of another
world. [...]

64. Humphry Repton, “On the Clarissa of Richardson and Fielding’s Tom
Jones,” Variety (1787)

[Countering Richard Cumberland’s* assessment of Samuel Richardson* and
Henry Fielding* in the preceding selection, Repton’s* essay (the twenty-fifth
in his collection) critiques Fielding’s Tom Jones* (1749) for featuring a liber-
tine and lauds Richardson’s Clarissa* (1747-48) for its powerful morality and
distinctly drawn characters.]

On the CLARISSA of RICHARDSON, 
and FIELDING’s TOM JONES

It cannot be doubted that the understanding, and virtue, the safety, and hap-
piness, of those branches of Society which are raised above the necessity of
mechanic toil, depend much upon the early impressions they receive from
books which captivate the imagination, and interest the heart. Consequently
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a writer is much their foe, who seeks to throw contempt upon any work
which is eminently calculated to inspire delicacy, and discretion of conduct,
purity of morals, tenderness, generosity, and piety of heart,—while he recom-
mends another composition, possessing allurement, too well calculated to
make it recommend itself; but which has a demonstrable tendency to encour-
age libertinism in our young men; and, in our young women, an infatuated
propensity to bestow their affections, and even esteem upon men of profligate
habits. [...]

A paper in Mr. Cumberland’s Observer, on the subject of Novels, suggested
these reflections. It points out, in that large range of fashionable reading,
which are the paths to be interdicted,1 and which chosen for young people by
their Parents, and Guardians. From the praise which its author lavishes upon
Fielding’s Tom Jones, and from his affected contempt of the Clarissa of
Richardson, he seems to recommend the former to our youths as forcibly, by
implication, as he reprobates the later, in direct and positive terms. [...]

Those who have ability to perceive the riches of that work in every varied
excellence of beautiful composition, will not be insensible to the merit of the
Tom Jones, as a fascinating performance, whose situations are interesting,
whose characters display the hand of a master, whose humour is pointed and
natural, whose style is easy, and to whose powers of engaging, the pathetic
graces have not been wanting.

But while they acknowledge all these agreeable properties, they will feel it
amongst the most striking instances of human absurdity, that a serious writer
should recommend it to the libraries of the rising generation by unqualified
praise, while he condemns the Clarissa as a ridiculous romance, inimical to
good sense, discretion, and morality. [...]

Perhaps it is not impossible, though very uncommon, that bravery, ingenu-
ousness, compassion, and generosity, should exist in the mind of a young man
[i.e., Tom Jones], who is indiscriminately licentious respecting women; but it
is ill for morals when such a character is thus indirectly held up to imitation
by an author professing morality.

Beneath this splendid veil of engaging qualities, a vicious character loses all
its deformity in the easily dazzled eyes of youth. In Sophia’s2 character, her sex
find their sanction for attaching themselves to a libertine; that rock, on which
female happiness is so other wrecked.

Having thus enforced the obvious bad tendency of the work, over which
Mr. Cumberland pours so much applause, let us turn to the volumes he inter-
dicts, to the Clarissa of Richardson. It is no where that Morality is more pow-
erfully enforced; it is no where that Piety is more exquisitely lovely. Every indi-
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1 Forbidden, prohibited (OED).
2 I.e., Sophia Western, Tom Jones’s love interest, who is not only virtuous and beautiful, but

also tenacious in following Jones on his adventures.
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vidual in that large Dramatis Personae, is drawn with such distinctness, such
characteristic strength, that not a letter, a single speech in the whole work, but
so particularly belongs to the nature of that spirit, which is supposed to have
dictated it; that it is needless to cast the eye back to the name of the speaker,
or to look at the signature. [...]

If worn and hacknied in the tainted mazes of Society, our ardor for Virtue
is grown palled, and sick, so that we behold representations of consummate
excellence without delight, let us not seek to deprive the generous credulity,
and hoping sensibility of youth, of the noblest patterns our language affords
(without the scriptural pale) of moral virtue, and piety; adorned and graceful
in the charms of youth and beauty; in the splendor of elevated intellect; in the
utmost elegance of style, and in all the interest of trying situations.

An accurate observer of life and manners, must have many times beheld
very exact resemblances of every character in Clarissa; the glorious maid and
her profligate ravisher excepted.

To form a bright example of female virtue, superior to temptation in the
great essential chastity; and in whom every lesser consideration of worldly
fame and prosperity should be subordinate to the delicacy of exalted princi-
ple; it was necessary to draw the character of Lovelace,1 exactly as he is
drawn. [...]
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1 The novel’s seductive anti-hero, who abducts and rapes Clarissa, leading to her death.
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Part III: Cultural Commentary

Many eighteenth-century critics attempt to understand the novel in classical terms, an
approach that results in, as the essays in Part II demonstrate, the elevation of the novel
as a form worthy of critical attention. The cultural criticism collected here in Part III,
in contrast, positions the novel as both producer and product of eighteenth-century
popular culture; rather than attempting to place the novel in a long-standing critical
tradition, these culturally oriented essays emphasize the newness, immediacy, and
ubiquity of the form. The immediate cultural power of the novel is exactly what,
according to many critics of the period, denigrates it as a form and invites constant
policing. Eighteenth-century criticism shows how popular narrative, at the very
moment it is becoming equated with popular culture, seems to demand moral inter-
pretation and regulation. For example, religious sermons attack the novel but rarely
offer a detailed critique of it and, instead, lump the novel together with romances and
plays, and condemn them all as immoral. This general referencing of the novel is
important, as it reveals the assumption that the novel marks popular culture and even
functions as a metonym for that culture.

As a result, much of the writing in this section is alarmist: critics focus on the novel’s
creation of a new—and possibly corrupting—type of culture, one that current critic
George Justice succinctly terms “novel culture.”1 Although the prefatory writing col-
lected in Part I and the formal essays collected in Part II emphasize the creation of aes-
thetic structure, the cultural writing collected here emphasizes the regulation of read-
ers and their attempts to apply the novel to real life. Cultural criticism starts by
accepting the proposition that the novel will seize the imagination; it then questions
how that imagination-centered influence will translate into beliefs, values, and actions
that have social consequences. For example, eighteenth-century critics repeatedly
worry about the novel reader’s engagement with “low” characters engaged in vice or
amorous affairs, and “immoral” plots that reward bad behavior rather than virtue.
The novel can shape readers’ interaction with reality by controlling their definition of
an ideal lover, expectations concerning fortune, and plans for marriage and family.
Filled with unsavory characters, titillating thoughts, illicit desires, and thrilling plot
twists, the novel must often be a negative influence.

In addition to offering general observations concerning the novel’s rising populari-
ty and threatening immorality, cultural commentary often addresses the ramifications
of that popularity for specific audiences. Because the plight of readers organizes the
arguments of many of the following essays, Part III is organized, in part, by readership.
These cultural essays focus their fears on the supposed weakest members of the read-
ing public: women and children. The essays addressing women novel readers are typ-
ically built on the assumption that women are unable to distinguish fiction from real-
ity. Fears are focused on the romance-influenced story of unrealistic, exotic, amorous
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adventures and its potential to encourage the woman reader to seek such love affairs
in real life. The figure of the woman novel reader, passions enflamed and moral inhi-
bitions forgotten, appears in essays by Richard Berenger* (260-63), James Fordyce*
(263-66), and Thomas Gisborne* (273-74). The language surrounding this imagined
figure is often striking: Fordyce can claim that a woman who reads immoral novels
“must in her soul be a prostitute” (265). As a result of such attitudes, a novelist such
as Rachel Hunter* must defend her novel from the appellation “sinful book” and deny
that it will add to the “national sin” (276).

While women may have the freedom to select, read, and interpret a novel on their
own, children’s reading is typically controlled by parents or instructors. As a result, the
essays on children are often aimed at the adult and offer a more nuanced evaluation of
educative value of novel reading. In essays focused on children’s reading, the benefits of
selected types of novels and selected programs of reading are often rationally assessed.
The condemnation of novels is certainly repeated; William Jones,* for instance, warns
that novel reading ruins “judgment,” wastes “time and money,” “vitiates the taste,”
and “corrupts the manners” (240-41). However, Vicesimus Knox* lauds the novel’s
“cultivation of fancy” and excitation of “genius” in young boys (242-43), and Maria
and Richard Lovell Edgeworth* praise adventure stories and recommend them for both
boys and girls (249-51). This divided sense that the novel is both a threat to and culti-
var of the imagination characterizes novel culture, and this division is perhaps best seen
in the essays that analyze the minds of children as they first learn to become critics of
the novel. The selection of materials on the novel and children in Part III ends with
essays written by four school children; these essays on the “love of novels” repeat the
critical phrases of the professional critics, showing that children have been trained to
see the novel as both a positive and negative influence on themselves.

Although the immorality of the novel is cause for concern throughout the period,
critical essays focusing on the effects of “novel culture” expand in the second half of
the eighteenth century. As explained in the Introduction (22-26), after 1750 the novel’s
rising cultural influence can be observed: the success of novels by Samuel Richardson*
and Henry Fielding* allow the novel to be recognized as a distinct form; the numbers
of novels published quickly rises after the lapse of perpetual copyright powers in 1774,
meeting pent up demand; and the structures for circulating novels, such as libraries,
are solidified. Almost all cultural essays on the novel note its growing power, and
essays such as those by Oliver Goldsmith* (212-17), Vicesimus Knox (219-20), and
Thomas Wilson* (221-23) attempt to locate the source of that power, depicting novel
culture as a self-perpetuating force that transforms readers into authors. Following a
cycle, readers gain access to the circulating library, where they are exposed to works
that inspire them to become novel writers in their own right, and authors new and old
seek fame and produce more books.

As the essays collected in Part II and Part III suggest, formal and cultural approach-
es to the novel can seem contradictory, but together they offer a complex assessment
of the eighteenth-century novel as connected to the past but completely of the present;
as inward-looking, creating a new genre, but also outward-looking, creating a new cul-
ture; as offering thought-provoking new aesthetic forms but threatening to corrupt the
mind and control the body; as a product of the author but whose powerful social influ-
ence is derived directly from the reader.
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A. The Novel’s Expanding Popularity

65. Philip Skelton, from The Candid Reader (1744)

[Celebrating the “Republic of Books,” Skelton* argues that the entire range
of literature, including the novel, comprises that republic. Popular literature,
he concludes, should not be limited by “a Parcel of dry Rules concerning
Unity, Uniformity, and Probability.”]

The Candid Reader; Or, A Modest, yet Unanswerable APOLOGY 
for all BOOKS that ever Were, or possibly Can be wrote.

Great is the Satisfaction I enjoy in beholding the daily and plentiful Additions
made to the Commonwealth of Letters by my contemporary Writers. Howev-
er, it is a Pleasure of a very peculiar Nature, and cannot be even conceived by
any other Person, if he doth not take the Matter in the same Light I do. I con-
sider the whole Body of Writings, that have hitherto appeared in the World,
of whatsoever Kind, whether philosophical or poetical, historical or political,
moral, theological, or critical; whether they be the Performances of great Wits
or Dunces, of the Learned or Illiterate, as one great Community or Republic
of Books, in which every individual Performance hath its own Place and Use.
As in a well-regulated Commonwealth, consisting of Men, there must be Per-
sons for all Purposes, some to be Treasurers, and others to be Scavengers,
some to be Judges, and others to be Hangmen; so in one [Commonwealth] of
Books, there ought to be some sublime and learned, others low and illiterate,
some full of Sense and Life, others dull and stupid, some of a Senatorian
Order, and some of a Plebeian;1 because, all Books being wrote, if I mistake
not, in order to Perusal, and all Mankind being either obliged by Duty, or
moved by Inclination, to peruse some kind of Books or other, and there being
such an infinite Variety of Tastes and Capacities among Men, prodigious
Numbers would be excluded from the great and delectable Exercise of Read-
ing, were it not for the plentiful Provision made, and laid in, by the Writers of
past and present Times. We have now almost a Competency of Writings, cal-
culated for all Sorts of Tastes, and all Degrees of Understanding. The plodding
Mathematician hath his Euclid or his Newton,2 the Reader of Fire and Fancy

1 In ancient Rome, senators had prestige and privilege; in contrast, plebeians or “plebes” were
commoners.

2 Euclid (c. 300 BC), Greek mathematician famous for his treatise on geometry, the Elementa
(Elements), which was the primary source of geometric principles through the nineteenth
century; Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727), English physicist and mathematician who per-
formed foundational work on the laws of motion, composition of light, and infinitesimal
calculus, and whose Philosophiae naturalis principia mathematica (Mathematical Principles
of Natural Philosophy [1687]) is one of the most important works in modern science.
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hath his Lucian* or his Milton;* the sage Politician, his Tacitus* or Machiav-
el;1 the young [Gentlemen], their Books of Battles and Slaughter; the young
[Ladies],2 their Plays and Novels; the honest Farmer, his Don Belianis* and
Seven wise Masters;3 the Gay, have their Comedies; the Melancholy, their
Tragedies; the Morose, their Satires; the Flatterers, their Panegyricks; the
hasty precipitate Reader, hath his News-Papers and Duodecimo’s; the Patient
and Laborious, his huge Performances in Folio.4 Give me a Reader of never
so odd a Turn, and I will give thee as odd a Writer, who shall fit him as exact-
ly, as if Nature had cut them out for each other. Nay, on the other hand, I will
be bold to say, thou canst not shew me a Writer, for whom I have not a Read-
er ready, who shall tally with him notch for notch, and nick for nick, from one
End to the other.

Now, it is no way improbable that some, who look upon their own Minds
as more refined than those of other Men, may object to me the Unreason-
ableness of being pleased to see such a Number of ill Tastes indulged and fed
by Writing of a mean Character, as they perhaps may call them, and so repug-
nant to right Reason and Nature.

But let those over-nice5 Persons consider, what it is they are pleased to
brand with such injurious Appellations. Perhaps it is a Romance; for Instance,
the Renowned History of Valentine and Orson;6 which, upon a close Scruti-
ny and Calculation, I find to be read by Four Persons, for One who reads an
Homer* or a Newton. By what Authority can this huge Body of People, free,
at least in these Countries, and feared by the King of France, be deprived of
their Right to this delectable Author? Or, with what Assurance can a few
supercilious Critics take upon them to condemn their Taste in this Behalf?

Reason follows Nature; and where is Nature to be found, if not among
those who are untainted with Art, and unrefined by Prejudices? If thou, O
Objector, whoever thou art, hast laboured to force Nature, and acquire a cer-
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1 Niccolo Machiavelli (1469-1527), Italian philosopher and statesman famous for The Prince
(1532), which teaches princes to do what is necessary rather than what is moral to gain
power.

2 In an interesting transposition, the original reads, “the young Ladies, their Books of Battles
and Slaughter; the young Gentlemen, their Plays and Novels” (10).

3 The Seven Wise Masters (c. 11th century), an ancient cycle of stories presumed to be Indian
in origin; it features the seven tales of an evil seducing stepmother, each of which is refuted
by seven sages.

4 The duodecimo is a small-sized text, in which one piece of printed paper is folded six times
to make twelve leafs or twenty-four numbered pages. The folio is a large-sized text, in
which paper would be folded only once to make two leafs or four numbered pages. Skelton
sees these differently sized texts as capturing different readerly activities.

5 Fastidious, scrupulous (OED).
6 A story taking several versions and having roots in French folktales and first being printed

in Lyons in 1489, Valentine and Orson is a romance that tells of twin brothers abandoned
in the woods; Valentine becomes a knight while Orson becomes a wild man who is ulti-
mately tamed by his brother.
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tain Luxury of Taste, must thou presently take upon thee the Office of a Cen-
sor, and presume to reduce the World to thine own whimsical and formal Way
of Thinking? Thou hast deviated from Nature. It was Study and Art that
taught thee to think in Tram[m]els,1 and reduced thee, from the boundless
Liberty of Nature, to a Parcel of dry Rules concerning Unity, Uniformity, and
Probability [...]

Now, for my part, I am for giving Toleration to all sorts of Readers to
indulge themselves uncensored and uncontrouled, in the Perusal of all such
Writings as their various Humours or Tastes shall respectively dispose them
to. There is no Work made publick, from the ponderous Folio, which cost a
Life in Composition, down to the daily Journal, the Child of half an Hour,
which doth not afford me a very sensible Satisfaction, inasmuch as I look
upon them all, as new Births, to increase the Commonwealth of Letters, and
new Accessions to the Treasury of Reading. [...] As we freely live, so let us
freely read. [...]

66. John Hawkesworth, The Adventurer, No. 35 (March 6, 1753)

[In this issue of The Adventurer, Hawkesworth* presents a mock-plan to cre-
ate a newspaper recording the concerns of “high life.” The novel appears as
the last item on its satirically jumbled list of fashionable entertainments.]

—Celebrare domestica facta. HOR.2

To the ADVENTURER
SIR, 
One of the improvements of life in which the present age has excelled all that
have gone before, is the quick circulation of intelligence, the faithful and easy
communication of events, past and future, by the multitude of news-papers
which have been contrived to amuse or inform us. But as these performances,
whether daily or weekly, are commonly the productions of industrious indi-
gence, unacquainted with the higher classes of mankind, my contemporaries
have left to me the province of relating what immediately passes in the fash-
ionable world. I shall, therefore, give up to my brother journalists the dreams
of politicians, the disputes of empires, and the fluctuations of commerce; and
apply myself intirely to that more important business which claims every one’s
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1 Anything that hinders or impedes free action, anything that confines, restrains, fetters
(OED).

2 Latin: “[Our poets] Sing of deeds at home” (Horace,* Ars poetica [Art of Poetry], 287).
Wentworth Dillon, 4th Earl of Roscommon (1637-85), translates the line as, “We find fit
subjects for our verse at home” in his Horace’s Art of Poetry (1680).
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attention that has the happiness of living within the circle of politeness. I have
accordingly formed the plan of a new paper calculated solely for high life, in
which will be contained a periodical account of the rise, progress, and declen-
sion of fashions; and a faithful recital of every remarkable occurrence among
persons of figure and distinction. The usefulness and entertainment of such a
paper are too evident to need any observation; and to give you a comprehen-
sive view of my design, and make it universally known, I have sent you the
following specimen.

THE BEAU-MONDE:
OR, THE GENTLEMAN AND LADY’S POLITE INTELLIGENCER

Yesterday arrived a Mail from BATH.1

We hear that a certain great Lady, having complained to a certain great
Lord, that the world was so ill-natured as to say her retreat into the country
was in order to lie-in,2 and that she had even been delivered of TWINS;
Madame, said my Lord, I make it a rule never to believe above half of what
the world says.3 [...]

Both play-houses perform, as usual, every night to crowded audiences.
Lady Frolick, chusing to mob it in the gallery the first night of the new play,
lost her pick shade, half her petenlair,4 and one shoe in getting in. Mrs. Vale
and Lady Stickford may be heard and seen every night at one or the other
house. [...]

Thus, Sir, I have explained the method that I intend to follow, and impart-
ed some of the materials of which my paper will consist: and as I doubt not
of its universal circulation among persons of quality, I shall, in imitation of
other papers, give admittance to all those advertisements which are more
immediately connected with my scheme; such as of plays and pantomimes,
masquerades, ridottos, assemblies, oratorios, concerts, the animal comedians,
Vaux-hall, Ranelagh, Ruckholt-house, Kendal-house,5 &c. &c. &c. Auctions
of china, knicknacks, and cockle-shells; Pinchbeck’s repository; parrots, pup-
pies, and monkeys, lost stolen, or stray’d.—Also for wives, husbands, and
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1 A city located in southwest England that features a series of hot-spring spas. In the eigh-
teenth century, Bath was a fashionable destination, and visitors would come to take the
waters (reputed to have medicinal properties), attend balls and assemblies, and meet in the
“pump room.”

2 To be brought to bed of a child (OED).
3 An ironic glance at a rival periodical, The World (1753-56); The Connoisseur (1754-56)

saw itself as attracting “middle class” readers rather than the leisured, fashionable reader-
ship of The World.

4 A “shade” is a lace scarf for the head; “pick” describes a type of fabric in which a pattern is
made with the weft threads (OED). A “petenlair” is a jacket reaching down to the waist
(OED).

5 Fashionable gathering spots for music, dancing, and drinking.
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mistresses; masquerade habits, and masks—tooth-powders, lip-salves, and
beautifying lotions—Mrs. Giles’s fine compound at a guinea an ounce—the
ladies court sticking plaister—and the new-invented powder for shaving.
Then among the articles of books, Dukes’s Art of Dancing, for the instruction
of Grown Gentlemen—The Lady’s Memorandum Book—Historical List of
Horse Races—Calculation for laying the Odds at any Game—Hoyle on the
Sciences—New Novels, and other fashionable Books of Entertainment.1

I am, SIR, Your very humble Servant, J. TATTLE.

67. Edward Moore, The World, No. 13 (March 29, 1753)

[In its hilariously contradictory letters and responses, Moore’s* piece reveals
the eighteenth-century reader’s simultaneous disgust with and desire for the
novel.]

I shall make no apology for the following letters, or my own answers to them;
having been always of opinion that works of criticism are the chief strength
and ornament of a public paper. [...]

To Mr. FITZ-ADAM.2 [...]
SIR, 

I do not write to you to have the pleasure of seeing myself in print: it is only
to give you a little friendly advice. Take care of novels: the town swarms with
them. That foolish story of Mrs. Wilson, in your fourth and fifth papers, made
me cry out that the WORLD was at an end!3

Yours, TOM TELL-TRUTH.

To Mr. TELL-TRUTH.
SIR, 

I thank you for the caution, and will write no more novels.
Your most humble servant, A. FITZ-ADAM.

209 Cultural Commentary

1 The generic titles here reveal the interests of fashionable society: dancing, making social
appointments (in a “memorandum book”), horse racing, gambling, card playing (according
to the “science” outlined in Edmond Hoyle’s many Treatises on whist, piquet, and other
games), and novel reading.

2 Name of the fictional editor of The World (1753-56), a persona used by the real editor,
Edward Moore (1712-57).

3 The fourth and fifth issues of The World from 1753 tell a moral tale in which Mr. Wilson
has an extramarital affair and illegitimate child; the love and fidelity of Mrs. Wilson secures
his return to their marriage. These multi-issue short stories anticipate the serial novel.
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To Mr. FITZ-ADAM.
SIR, 

Your predecessor, the Spectator,* did not think his labours altogether use-
less, which were dedicated to us women. Those elegant moral tales, which
make their appearance so frequently in his works, are so many proofs of his
regard for us. From the fourth and fifth numbers of the WORLD we have the
pleasure of hoping that the Spectator is revived among us. The story of Mrs.
Wilson is a lesson of instruction to every woman in the kingdom, and has given
the author of it as many friends as he has readers among the sex. I am, SIR, 

Your real admirer and humble servant, L.B.

To Miss L.B.
MADAM, 

As it will always be my chief happiness to please the ladies, I shall devote
my future papers entirely to novels.

Your obliged and most obedient servant, A. FITZ-ADAM. [...]

68. George Colman (the Elder) and Bonnell Thornton, The Connoisseur,
No. 96 (November 27, 1755)

[Colman* and Thornton* propose the creation of a “Literary Register
Office” devoted to providing ready-made literature, offering employment to
authors, and creating novels out of pieced-together adventures and “done up”
ladies’ memoirs.]

[...] TO MR. TOWN.1

SIR, 
Among the many Register Offices2 erected within these few years past, I am
surprised that no scheme of the like nature has been thought of for the service
of literature; and that no place has been set apart, where Literary Commodi-
ties of every sort might be disposed of; where men of learning might meet with
employment, and where others, who want their assistance, might be sure to
meet with men of learning. There is nothing of this kind in being at present,
except among the booksellers; who have made a monopoly of the trade, and
engrossed the whole market to themselves. To remedy this inconvenience, my
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1 Name of the fictional editor of The Connoisseur (1754-56), a persona used by the real edi-
tors, George Colman (the Elder) and Bonnell Thornton.

2 In the eighteenth century, register offices function as multi-faceted trade offices. For exam-
ple, in 1750, Henry Fielding,* author of Tom Jones* (1749), opened a “Universal Register
Office” that served as an employment agency, travel agency, and money lender to servants
and apprentices.
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design is to set up a LITERARY REGISTER OFFICE: for which purpose I
intend to hire the now useless theatre in Lincolns Inn Fields,1 and convert it
into a mart for the staple commodities of the literary commonwealth. I shall
here fit up apartments for the reception of my authors, who will be employed
from time to time in supplying the public with the requisite manufactures.
This scheme, will, I doubt not, meet with great encouragement, as it is of gen-
eral utility: and I do not remember any design of the same nature, except at a
barber’s on the other side of the water, who has hung out a board over his
shop with the following inscription—Letters read and written for Servants
and others.

I shall always have a fresh assortment of goods in the best taste and newest
fashion: as of Novels for example, while the humour of reading them is preva-
lent among all ranks of people. For this branch I shall retain a very eminent
master-novelist, to cut out adventures and intrigues; and shall employ a prop-
er number of hands to finish the work with all possible care and expedition:
and if any ladies of quality, or others, choose to furnish their own materials
for Memoirs and Apologies, they may have them done up, and be fitted exact-
ly, at my Office. Besides several others, which my men shall get up with the
greatest dispatch, I can assure you I have myself worked night and day, and
have already finished six and thirty sheets of the History of Miss Sukey
Sapling, Written by Herself.

Pamphlets of all sorts shall be composed, whenever any popular subject
starts up, that is likely to engage the attention of the public. Every new play
shall be followed by an Examen or Remarks: all riots at either play-house will
afford scope for Letters to the Managers; and every new actor or actress pro-
duce theatrical criticisms. Poetry, you know, Mr. Town, is a mere drug; but I
shall always have a number of ready-made Odes by me, which may be suited
to any Great Man, dead or alive, in place or out of place. I shall also have a
large bundle of Poems on several Occasions, very proper for any gentleman
or lady, who chuses to publish by subscription;2 besides a more ordinary sort
of Hymns to the Morning, Verses on the Death of —, Odes to Miss A. B. C.[,]
Acrostics and Rebusses, for the use of the Magazines; to be sold a penny-
worth, with allowance to those who take a great quantity. [...]

Many advantages may likewise accrue to the polite world from the estab-
lishment of my Office. Gentlemen and ladies may have Billets-doux3 written
for them with the most soft and languishing expressions: Message Cards, and
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1 The Lincoln’s Inn Field’s Theatre was abandoned in 1732, when theatre manager John Rich
(1692-1761) relocated to the newly built Covent Garden Theatre. Rich produced John
Gay’s* enormously successful Beggar’s Opera (1728) at Lincoln’s Inn, thereby earning the
funds to open his new theatre.

2 I.e., secure a list of subscribers, or book-purchasers, before undertaking the publishing.
3 Love letters (OED).
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Invitations to Routs,1 shall be filled up and circulated at so much per hundred,
or undertaken in the gross at a fixed price all the year round. Beaux may be
accommodated with letters of gallantry to send to their laundresses, or have
them copied out in a fashionable female scrawl, and directed to themselves;
which they may shew about as coming from ladies of quality in love with
them. Gentlemen who love fighting, but cannot write, may have challenges
pen’d for them in the true stile and spirit of a modern Blood.

There are many other conveniencies arising from such an Office, which it
would be too tedious to enumerate: and it will be found to be no less benefi-
cial to you authors, Mr. TOWN, than those other Register Offices are to men
and maid-servants. If an author (for example) wants employment, or is out of
place, he has nothing to do but to enter his name with me, and I shall present-
ly get him work: or if a bookseller wants an hand for any particular job, (as
a translation-spinner, a novel-weaver, a play-writer, a verse-turner, or the like)
upon searching my books he will be sure to meet with a man fit for the busi-
ness. In short, any composition, in prose or rhyme, and on any subject, may
be procured at a minute’s warning, by applying to my Office: and I dare say,
you yourself, Mr. TOWN, will be very glad now and then to purchase a Con-
noisseur of me, whenever the idle fit seizes you. If that should happen to come
upon you this week, and you have nothing better, you will oblige me by lay-
ing the scheme here sent before your readers; and in return, you shall have the
credit of publishing your papers at my Office, as soon as it is opened, and wel-
come.

I am, Sir, Your humble Servant, J. WITSWELL.

69. Oliver Goldsmith, “A Resverie,” The Bee, No. 5 (November 3, 1759)

[In this piece, Goldsmith* daydreams of a “fame machine,” a coach that car-
ries selected authors to the temple of fame. Samuel Johnson,* recognized for
his periodical criticism, and Tobias Smollett,* recognized for his “romance”
writing, are selected for the voyage to fame.]

A RESVERIE.2

Scarce a day passes in which we do not hear compliments paid to Dryden,*
Pope,* and other writers of the last age, while not a month comes forward
that is not loaded with invective against the writers of this. Strange, that our
critics should be fond of giving their favours to those who are insensible of the
obligation, and their dislike to these who, of all mankind, are most apt to
retaliate the injury.

212 Novel Definitions

1 Assemblages, gatherings (OED).
2 A reverie, day-dream (OED).
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Even though our present writers had not equal merit with their predeces-
sors, it would be politic to use them with ceremony. Every compliment paid
them would be more agreeable, in proportion as they least deserved it. Tell a
lady with an handsome face that she is pretty, she only thinks it her due; it is
what she has heard a thousand times before from others, and disregards the
compliment: but assure a lady, the cut of whose visage is something more
plain, that she looks killing to-day, she instantly bridles up and feels the force
of the well-timed flattery the whole day after. Compliments which we think
are deserved, we only accept, as debts, with indifference; but those which con-
science informs us we do not merit, we receive with the same gratitude that
we do favours given away.

Our gentlemen, however, who preside at the distribution of literary fame,
seem resolved to part with praise neither from motives of justice, or generos-
ity; one would think, when they take pen in hand, that it was only to blot rep-
utations, and to put their seals to the pacquet1 which consigns every new-born
effort to oblivion.

Yet, notwithstanding the republic of letters hangs at present so feebly
together; though those friendships which once promoted literary fame seem
now to be discontinued; though every writer who now draws the quill seems
to aim at profit, as well as applause, many among them are probably laying
in stores for immorality, and are provided with a sufficient stock of reputation
to last the whole journey.

As I was indulging these reflections, in order to eke out the present page, I
could not avoid pursuing the metaphor, of going [on] a journey, in my imag-
ination, and formed the following Resverie too wild for allegory, and too reg-
ular for a dream.

I fancied myself placed in the yard of a large inn, in which there were an
infinite number of waggons and stage coaches, attended by fellows who either
invited the company to take their places, or were busied in packing their bag-
gage. Each vehicle had its inscription, shewing the place of its destination. On
one I could read, The pleasure stage-coach; on another, The waggon of indus-
try; on a third, The vanity whim;2 and on a fourth, The landau3 of riches. I
had some inclination to step into each of these, one after another; but I know
not by what means I passed them by, and at last fixed my eye upon a small
carriage, Berlin4 fashion, which seemed the most convenient vehicle at a dis-
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1 A small package or parcel; an envelope (OED). The critic affixes a wax seal to a packet or
envelope of papers.

2 Here, “carriage”; the word usually refers to a horse-powered machine, in which horses are
yoked to arms radiating from a drum that hoists ore or water from a mine (OED).

3 A four-wheeled carriage, the top of which, being made in two parts, may be closed or
thrown open (OED).

4 An old-fashioned, four-wheeled, covered carriage, with a seat behind covered with a hood
(OED).
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tance in the world; and, upon my nearer approach, found it to be The fame
machine.

I instantly made up to the coachman, whom I found to be an affable and
seemingly good-natured fellow. He informed me, that he had but a few days
ago returned from the temple of fame, to which he had been carrying Addi-
son,* Swift,* Pope, Steele,* Congreve,* and Colley Cibber.* That they made
but indifferent company by the way, and that he once or twice was going to
empty his berlin of the whole cargo: however, says he, I got them all safe home,
with no other damage than a black eye, which Colley gave Mr. Pope,1 and am
now returned for another coachful. “If that be all friend, said I, and if you are
in want of company, I’ll make one with all my heart. Open the door; I hope
the machine rides easy.” “Oh! For that, sir, extremely easy.” But still keeping
the door shut, and measuring me with his eye, “Pray, sir, have you no luggage?
You seem to be a good-natured sort of gentleman; but I don’t find you have
got any luggage, and I never permit any to travel with me but such as have
something valuable to pay for coach-hire.” Examining my pockets, I own I was
not a little disconcerted at this unexpected rebuff; but considering that I car-
ried a number of the BEE under my arm, I was resolved to open it in his eyes,
and dazzle him with the splendor of the page. He read the title and contents,
however, without any emotion, and assured me he had never heard of it before.
“In short, friend, said he, now losing all his former respect, you must not come
in. I expect better passengers; but, as you seem an harmless creature, perhaps,
if there be room left, I may let you ride a while for charity.”

I now took my stand by the coachman at the door, and since I could not
command a seat, was resolved to be as useful as possible, and earn by my
assiduity, what I could not by my merit.

The next that presented for a place, was a most whimsical figure2 indeed.
He was hung round with papers of his own composing, not unlike those who
sing ballads in the streets, and came dancing up to the door with all the con-
fidence of instant admittance. The volubility of his motion and address pre-
vented my being able to read more of his cargo than the word Inspector,
which was written in great letters at the top of some of the papers. He opened
the coach-door himself without any ceremony, and was just slipping in, when
the coachman, with as little ceremony, pulled him back. Our figure seemed
perfectly angry at this repulse, and demanded gentleman’s satisfaction. “Lord,
sir!” replied the coachman, “instead of proper luggage, by your bulk you seem
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1 Alexander Pope and Colley Cibber engaged in a highly public rivalry fought in pamphlets
and poetry. Most notably, Cibber is the “King of Dunces” in the third and final version of
Pope’s Dunciad* (1743).

2 Sir John Hill (1716-75), who wrote “The Inspector,” a daily letter in 1752 and 1753 for the
London Daily Advertiser. He also wrote a treatise on acting, guides to education and
health, studies of insects and fossils, and is best known for his many botanical works, per-
haps hinted at by the reference to the “nosegay” later in the paragraph.
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loaded for a West-India voyage. You are big enough, with all your papers, to
crack twenty stage-coaches. Excuse me, indeed, sir, for you must not enter.”
Our figure now began to expostulate; he assured the coachman, that though
his baggage seemed so bulky, it was perfectly light, and that he would be con-
tented with the smallest corner of room. But Jehu1 was inflexible, and the car-
rier of the inspectors was sent to dance back again, with all his papers flut-
tering in the wind. We expected to have no more trouble from this quarter,
when, in a few minutes, the same figure changed his appearance, like harle-
quin upon the stage, and with the same confidence again made his approach-
es, dressed in lace, and carrying nothing but a nosegay. Upon coming near, he
thrust the nosegay to the coachman’s nose, grasped the brass, and seemed now
resolved to enter by violence. I found the struggle soon begin to grow hot, and
the coachman, who was a little old, unable to continue the contest, so, in
order to ingratiate myself, I stept in to his assistance, and our united efforts
sent our literary Proteus,2 though worsted, unconquered still, clear off, danc-
ing a rigadoon,3 and smelling to his own nosegay.

The person4 who after him appeared as a candidate for a place in the stage,
came up with an air not quite so confident, but somewhat however theatrical;
and, instead of entering, made the coachman a very low bow, which the other
returned, and desired to see his baggage; upon which he instantly produced
some farces, a tragedy, and other miscellany productions. The coachman,
casting his eye upon the cargoe, assured him, at present he could not possibly
have a place, but hoped in time he might aspire to one, as he seemed to have
read in the book of nature, without a careful perusal of which none ever
found entrance at the temple of fame. “What, (replied the disappointed poet)
shall my tragedy, in which I have vindicated the cause of liberty and virtue!”—
“Follow nature, (returned the other) and never expect to find lasting fame by
topics which only please from their popularity. Had you been first in the cause
of freedom, or praised in virtue more than an empty name, it is possible you
might have gained admittance; but at present I beg, sir, you will stand aside
for another gentleman whom I see approaching.”

This was a very grave personage,5 whom at some distance I took for one of
the most reserved, and even disagreeable figures I had seen; but as he
approached, his appearance improved, and when I could distinguish him thor-
oughly, I perceived, that, in spite of the severity of his brow, he had one of the
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1 A driver, coachman (OED).
2 A sea-god, fabled to assume various shapes; a changing or inconstant person (OED).
3 A lively and somewhat complicated dance for two persons (OED).
4 Arthur Murphy,* English author well known for his many theatrical works, referenced here;

his criticism appears in selection 60.
5 Samuel Johnson, English author famous for his Rambler* (1750-52) essays and Dictionary*

(1755), both of which are referenced here and appear in selections 40, 48, and 57.
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most good-natured countenances that could be imagined. Upon coming to
open the stage door, he lifted a parcel of folios into the seat before him, but
our inquisitorial coachman at once shoved them out again. “What, not take
in my dictionary! exclaimed the other in a rage.” “Be patient, sir, (replyed the
coachman) I have drove a coach, man and boy, these two thousand years; but
I do not remember to have carried above one dictionary during the whole
time. That little book which I perceive peeping from one of your pockets, may
I presume to ask what it contains?” “A mere trifle, (replied the author) it is
called the Rambler.” “The Rambler! (says the coachman) I beg, sir, you’ll take
your place; I have heard our ladies in the court of Apollo1 frequently mention
it with rapture; and Clio,2 who happens to be a little grave, has been heard to
prefer it to the Spectator;* though others have observed, that reflections, by
being refined, sometimes become minute.”

This grave gentleman was scarce seated, when another,3 whose appearance
was something more modern, seemed willing to enter, yet afraid to ask. He
carried in his hand a bundle of essays, of which the coachman was curious
enough to enquire the contents. “These (replied the gentleman) are rhapsodies
against the religion of my country.” “And how can you expect to come into
my coach, after thus chusing the wrong side of the question.” “Ah, but I am
right (replied the other;) and if you give me leave, I shall in a few minutes state
the argument.” “Right or wrong (said the coachman) he who disturbs reli-
gion, is a blockhead, and he shall never travel in a coach of mine.” “If then
(said the gentleman, mustering up all his courage) if I am not to have admit-
tance as an essayist, I hope I shall not be repulsed as a historian; the last vol-
ume of my history met with applause.” “Yes, (replied the coachman) but I
have heard only the first approved at the temple of fame; and as I see you have
it about you, enter without further ceremony.” My attention was now divert-
ed to a crowd, who were pushing forward a person4 that seemed more
inclined to the stage coach of riches; but by their means he was driven forward
to the fame machine, which he, however, seemed heartily to despise. Impelled,
however, by their sollicitations, he steps up, flourishing a voluminous history,
and demanding admittance. “Sir, I have formerly heard your name mentioned
(says the coachman) but never as an historian. Is there no other work upon
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1 Greco-Roman god of music and poetry who leads the nine Muses.
2 In Greek mythology, the muse of history.
3 David Hume (1711-1776), Scottish philosopher, historian, and essayist known for his

empirical approach to philosophy. He authored Philosophical Essays Concerning Human
Understanding (1748; known as An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding), which
explores how physical sensations are transformed into human knowledge and belief; A Let-
ter from a Gentleman to His Friend Containing Some Observations on Religion and Morali-
ty (1745) and Four Dissertations (1757), both of which examine religion; and a six-volume
History of England (1754-62), among many other works.

4 Tobias Smollett, author of A Complete History of England (1757-65) and several popular
novels; both types of writing are referenced here.
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which you may claim a place?” “None, replied the other, except a romance;
but this is a work of too trifling a nature to claim future attention.” “You mis-
take (says the inquisitor) a well-written romance is no such easy task as is gen-
erally imagined. I remember formerly to have carried Cervantes* and Segrais,1

and if you think fit, you may enter.”
Upon our three literary travellers coming into the same coach, I listened

attentively to hear what might be the conversation that passed upon this
extraordinary occasion; when, instead of agreeable or entertaining dialogue, I
found them grumbling at each other, and each seemed discontented with his
companions. Strange! Thought I to myself, that they who are thus born to
enlighten the world, should still preserve the narrow prejudices of childhood,
and, by disagreeing, make even the highest merit ridiculous. Were the learned
and the wise to unite against the dunces of society, instead of sometimes sid-
ing into opposite parties with them, they might throw a luster upon each
other’s reputation, and teach every rank of subordinate merit, if not to
admire, at least not to avow dislike.

In the midst of these reflections, I perceived the coachman, unmindful of me,
had now mounted the box. Several were approaching to be taken in, whose
pretensions I was sensible were very just, I therefore desired him to stop, and
take in more passengers; but he replied, as he had now mounted the box, it
would be improper to come down; but that he should take them all, one after
the other, when he should return. So he drove away, and, for myself, as I could
not get in, I mounted behind, in order to hear the conversation on the way.

70. George Colman (the Elder), Prologue to Polly Honeycombe, A Dramatic
Novel of One Act (1760)

[Colman’s* play prologue explains how the romance has been surpassed in
popularity by its “younger sister,” the novel. Polly, the play’s central charac-
ter, is a deluded novel reader who tries to make her courtship conform to a
novelistic plot.]

PROLOGUE.
Spoken by Mr. KING.2

Hither, in days of yore, from Spain or France
Came a dread Sorceress; her name, ROMANCE.
O’er Britain’s Isle her wayward spells She cast.
And Common Sense in magick chain bound fast.

217 Cultural Commentary

1 Jean Regnault de Segrais (1624-1701), French poet and writer of romances, such as Tach-
mas, prince de Perse (Tachmas, Prince of Persia [1676]).

2 Thomas King (1730-1805), actor and theatre manager, recognized as one of the best comic
actors of the time.
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In mad Sublime did each fond Lover wooe,
And in Heroicks ran each Billet-Doux:1

High deeds of Chivalry their sole Delight,
Each Fair a Maid Distrest, each Swain a Knight.
Then might Statira Orondates2 see,
At Tilts and Tournaments, arm’d Cap-a-pè.3

She too, on Milk-white Palfrey, Lance in hand,
A Dwarf to guard her, pranc’d about the land.

This Fiend to quell, his sword Cervantes* drew.
A trusty Spanish Blade, Toledo true:
Her Talismans and Magick Wand he broke—
Knights, Genii, Castles—vanish’d into smoke.4

But now, the dear delight of later years,
The younger Sister of ROMANCE appears:
Less solemn is her air, her drift the same,
And NOVEL her enchanting, charming, Name.
ROMANCE might strike our grave Forefather’s pomp,
But NOVEL for our Buck and lively Romp!
Cassandra’s Folios now no longer read,
See, Two Neat Pocket Volumes in their stead!
And then so sentimental is the Stile,
So chaste, yet so bewitching all the while!
Plot, and elopement, passion, rape, and rapture,
The total sum of ev’ry dear—dear—Chapter.

’Tis not alone the Small-Talk and the Smart,
’Tis NOVEL most beguiles the Female Heart.
Miss reads—she melts—she sighs—Love steals upon her—
And then—Alas, poor Girl!—good night, poor Honour!

“Thus of our Polly having lightly spoke, 
Now for our Author!—but without a joke.
Though Wits and Journals, who ne’er fibb’d before,
Have laid this Bantling5 at a certain door,
Where, lying store of faults, they’d fain heap more;
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1 Love letter (OED). The love letter is “heroic” in form, being in ten-syllable iambic meter,
and content, describing noble actions and (as the next line indicates) chivalric deeds.

2 Heroine and hero, respectively, of Gautier de Costes’s (c. 1610-63) romance Cassandra* 
and John Banks’s (1652/3-1706) tragedy The Rival Kings, Or the Loves of Oroondates and
Statira.*

3 From head to foot, in reference to arming or accoutering (OED).
4 Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote* (1605-15) ridicules the conventions of romance, and

so is credited with ending the form’s purported power over the reader. This claim is made
repeatedly in the “histories of the novel” collected in Part V of Novel Definitions.

5 A young child, a brat; formerly a synonym of “bastard” (OED). The play, a “bantling,” is
“laid at the door of” or attributed to Garrick.
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I now declare it, as a serious truth,
’Tis the first folly of a simple Youth,
Caught and deluded by our harlot plays:—
Then crush not in the shell this infant Bayes!1

Exert your favour to a young Beginner,
Nor use the Stripling like a Batter’d Sinner!”2

71. Vicesimus Knox, “On the Multiplication of Books,” Vol. 1 of Essays
Moral and Literary, new ed. (1782)

[Explaining that the multiplication of books adds to the “stream of national
knowledge,” Knox’s* essay (the fiftieth in his two-volume collection) refuses
to condemn the circulating library and the contemporary author.]

ON THE MULTIPLICATION OF BOOKS.

[...] As a source of a very lively, as well as a pure pleasure, reading is become
the constant amusement of that considerable part of the community, whom
the circumstances of profession, sex, or inclination, have confined to a seden-
tary life. The age is said to be dissipated, and the most superficial observation
will justify the complaint. Yet it must, on the other hand, be acknowledged,
that it is most extensively enlightened. Books, that possess originality and real
merit, are still encouraged. Circulating libraries, furnished with valuable as
well as trifling works, and societies established for the purchase of new pub-
lications, abound throughout the kingdom. The stream of national knowledge
is certainly diffuse; nor is there sufficient reason to assert, what some have
maintained, that it is become shallow by diffusion. If the productions of those
who have gone before are richer and more solid, it reflects not disgrace on
their followers, whose discoveries are anticipated by the first investigators. He
who first opens the mine, will return laden with treasure at an easy rate. He
who succeeds may, with more sagacity and labour, acquire less; nor should it
detract from his praise, that he brings forth little where little remained.

In this advanced stage of literature, much of the student’s life is necessarily
employed in retracing the progress of those who have preceded him. He heaps
up knowledge, and has often little time, even if he has inclination and ability,
to communicate it in a correct and graceful manner. There is little doubt, but
that many of the literati, who have never written, are at least equal in the
extent of their knowledge to the writers whom they study and admire. They
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1 In George Villiers,* 2nd Duke of Buckingham’s The Rehearsal (1671), the character Bayes—
a comically inept dramatist—is a parody of John Dryden.*

2 The Prologue’s last eleven lines were written by David Garrick,* playwright, stage manager,
and the most important actor of the eighteenth century. Garrick was rumored to be the
author of the play and these lines put that rumor to rest.
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have never written, perhaps, from indolence, and perhaps from a want of a
power to utter, with agreeable facility, what they apprehend with clearness.
These must be supplied with a constant succession of books; and it is found
by experience, that few books please more cordially, or at least excite atten-
tion more forcibly, than those of contemporary authors. It appears then, that,
for the sake of the learned as well as the common reader, the multiplication of
books, though it has sometimes been lamented, ought, upon the whole, to be
encouraged. No one is compelled to read what he does not approve. A sump-
tuous entertainment is prepared, nor should the guest find fault with the num-
ber or variety of the dishes. They are all laid before him with design to give
him pleasure, and it is easy to select that which is capable of affording it, and
to refuse all that is insipid or disgustful.

Modern authors are naturally disposed to justify to themselves and others
the addition which they make to the number of books. They are unwilling to
suppose, that every subject is anticipated; that all the avenues to fame are
closed; that the knowledge acquired by study, and adorned by the expression
of genius, is incapable of obtaining its proper reward, the praise of every
ingenuous and congenial mind. Literary productions continue, therefore, to
multiply, and every writer finds some plausible apology for presenting to the
public an additional volume.

72. “R.R.E.,” Gentleman’s Magazine, No. 57 (December 1787)

[Novels, this writer argues, are a “useless and pernicious commodity” that
should be taxed rather than shoes and boots.]

[...] It is reported, that a tax is to be imposed, during the ensuing session of
parliament, on shoes and boots. Though the people of this country have given
sufficient proofs of their disposition to acquiesce in any burthens which the
state of the Government may make it necessary to lay upon them; yet, if such
assistance can be derived from the superfluities, rather than from the neces-
saries, of life, Ministers will not, I hope, be above adopting an hint, though
from an unknown pen.

Novels have been long and frequently regarded not as being merely useless
to society, but even as pernicious, from the very indifferent morality, and
ridiculous way of thinking, which they almost generally inculcate. Why then,
in the name of common sense, should such an useless and pernicious com-
modity, with which we are over-run, go duty-free, while the really useful nec-
essar[ies] of life [are] taxed to the utmost extent? A tax on books of this
description (for books of real utility should ever be circulated free as air)
would bring in a very considerable sum for the service of Government, with-
out being levied on the poor or the industrious. [...]
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73. Thomas Wilson, from The Use of Circulating Libraries Considered
(1797)

[After explaining the social benefits of the circulating library, Wilson*
describes the structure of its subscription rates and holdings. The number of
novels offered by the library, he recommends, should be more than double the
number of all other books combined.]

THE USE OF CIRCULATING LIBRARIES Considered; 
WITH INSTRUCTIONS FOR OPENING and CONDUCTING 

A LIBRARY, Either upon a large or small Plan.

When a man takes upon him to contradict received opinions and prejudices,
it will be expected he should bring valid proof of what he advances.

The prejudices entertained against Circulating Libraries, are every day los-
ing ground; and nothing can be a greater proof of their utility, than the great
demand for books of late years, and the increase of those repositories of
instruction and amusement.

Moderate learning amongst the lower class, is now making great strides—
formerly one half of the people who came into the world, went out of it again
without the least education; and the busy part of mankind, unless their inter-
est was concerned, gave themselves but little thought about the mental
improvement of the poor.

The societies for distributing books and the benevolence of the rich have of
late years furnished them with food for the mind as well as the body. [...]

[M]any of the best works of fancy, published of late years, are the produc-
tion of female pens, which it is possible might never have appeared, nor their
labours been rewarded, but for Circulating Libraries.

In these depots of learning, and stores for rational amusement, the terms 
of reading are easy, and adapted to all descriptions of persons and 
professions.

The rich may subscribe for a year, and the subscription will not exceed one
guinea, in many instances less.—The middling class, or where the residence is
temporary, may subscribe for three months, at the expence of four shillings;
and those whose means are not so good, but have leisure time, may indulge
in the luxury of reading for a month, at the trifling expence of eighteen pence
or two shillings, which probably will be more than doubly saved by thus
employing it.

In the first instance, the yearly subscriber may read as many books for one
guinea, which, to purchase, would cost ONE HUNDRED; and the other sub-
scribers in proportion for their time.

Many instances may be adduced to shew the utility of Circulating Libraries.
I know a man who was much addicted to the vice of gaming, who fre-
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quently lost more money at one sitting, than would support his whole family
for a week.

He was perfectly cured of his evil by subscribing to a Library—has gradu-
ally acquired a love for books, and now devotes those hours to reading, which
formerly were spent in gaming.

Every one must approve his change, and applaud the means.
Proper books are proper companions, and often keep us from improper

ones; with them we either travel or stay at home; with them we are sentimen-
tal or merry; and from them we seldom part without improvement and plea-
sure.

To receive, and to communicate information and instruction, must consti-
tute a considerable share of the happiness of human life—the variety of books
to be met with at Libraries, opens an extensive field for choice of subjects, to
inform and instruct; for instance, I shall notice the following (among other
subjects) always to be found in their catalogues, viz. [...]

HISTORY is a relation of the most natural and important events; while we
peruse it, the mind is expanded, and receives improvement with rapture and
delight; and the study of History is now generally promoted in our schools
and seminaries of education.

NARRATIVE is a relation of events which affords general entertainment;
facts are produced in a regular and connected series; they follow in quick suc-
cession, yet have a necessary and apparent connection, and those are the most
pleasing which excite and gratify curiosity, and engage the passions.

NOVELS in general bear a great resemblance to truth; most of those pro-
duced of late years, convey instruction with delight—have a tendency to
improve the morals of the age, and are the most pleasing of our literary
works. The study of proper subjects lead to knowledge, a principal cause of
happiness—knowledge is a source of exquisite satisfaction, a domestic private
treasury, hidden from the observation [or] the envy of the world; he that has
it can never lose it—like the heavenly treasure it partakes of an unperishable
nature; and it has this, in common with riches of all other sorts, that it is ever
encreasing and begetting more.

Knowledge is one of the brightest rays of the Divine Nature; and it is only
bestowed upon the favourite creature, MAN.

The knowledge of books qualifies a man to pass his time alone, he cannot
want company in a library; a taste for reading is a happy refuge for the unfor-
tunate, and a knowledge of those books, which lead to a knowledge of
mankind, is a study of the greatest use, as well as the greatest entertainment.
The man deprived of reading, and information, must lead the life of a mole,
in perpetual darkness. [...]
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INSTRUCTIONS for opening and conducting 
A CIRCULATING LIBRARY. [...]

[L]et us suppose a library to consist of fifteen hundred volumes, which
should be well chosen from different subjects, in the following proportion:

60   volumes  of History.
60—————of Divinity.
30—————of Lives.
20—————of Voyages.
20—————of Travels.
30—————of Poetry.
20—————of Plays.
1050————of Novels.
130————–of Romances.
10—————of Anecdotes.
40—————of Tales.
30—————of Arts and Sciences.
_______
1500
_______
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B. The Novel’s Moral Influence

74. Samuel Croxall, Preface to A Select Collection of Novels (1720-22)

[Defending the novel, Croxall* emphasizes the form’s ability to inspire the
“Virtues” while both entertaining and instructing.]

THE PREFACE.

The Origine of Romances and Novels is so amply, so pertinently, so perspic-
uously display’d, in a Treatise written expressly on this Subject, which is pre-
fixt to the following Collection,1 that it might well supersede the Necessity of
any other Preface; did not the great Abuse of Novels (as no good thing in the
World escapes being perverted) require a few Words to be premis’d, for the
removing of such Prejudices as that Abuse has occasion’d against all Perfor-
mances of this Kind.

Had not the original Design of these Imitations of History been to instil
the Noblest Sentiments after the most Agreeable Manner, which is always
the surest; and were not the Grand Moral of them, the Rewarding of Hon-
our and Virtue, and the Punishing of Dishonour and Vice: A Person of no
less unspotted a Reputation, than universal Learning, as Monsieur Huet the
Bishop of Avranches in France, wou’d never have been at the Pains to write
the History of such Works, much less wou’d he recommend the perusing of
them, under any Restriction whatever. Referring the Reader therefore to his
justly admir’d Treatise, we shall only say, that the main Conditions he
requires, namely Instruction and Entertainment, are the reigning Perfections
of this Collection; wherein the utmost Care has been taken, that no Novel
shou’d have a Place, which cou’d possibly offend the Gravity of the Aged,
or the Modesty of the Young; and that did not inspire Disinterestedness,
Generosity, Fidelity, Constancy, with the like Virtues; which, if steddily pur-
su’d, wou’d procure to both Sexes that Happiness, for which they all so
ardently Wish, but of which they generally miss by sordid Avarice, or giddy
Ambition.

When it was laid down as a Maxim, that agreeable Entertainment shou’d
be one principal End of Romances, this is not merely understood of the sur-
prising Events, or the artful Texture of the Story, but likewise of the Language
and Expressions: Wherefore the Publisher being fully appris’d of the Nature
of his Undertaking, and observing how wretchedly some of these Novels have

1 Croxhall’s edition reprints Stephen Lewis’s* 1715 translation of Pierre-Daniel Huet’s* Trait-
té de l’origine des romans (Treatise on the Origins of Romance [1670]), which is excerpted
in selection 131.
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been formerly translated into English, did not only get them done over again
by complete Masters both of the Subject and the two Languages; but likewise
took Care to have the others, which had never been attempted, to be trans-
lated by as able Hands, all of ’em being Men of Letters: So that, in every
Respect we have mention’d, it may be said, without the least Appearance of
Presumption, that so Choice a Collection as this has not hitherto appear’d in
this Kingdom.

75. John Hawkesworth, The Adventurer, No. 16 (December 1752)

[By comparing the seductively immoral Florio to the boringly virtuous Benevo-
lus, Hawkesworth* reveals the reader’s attraction to entertaining rather than
instructive characters.]

Gratior & pulchro veniens in corpore virtus. VIRG.1

I have observed in a former paper,2 that the relation of events is a species of
writing which affords more general entertainment than any other: and to
afford entertainment appears to have been often the principal if not the only
design of those by whom events have been related.

It must, indeed, be confessed, that when truths are to be recorded, little is
left to the choice of the writer; a few pages of the book of nature or of prov-
idence, are before him; and if he transcribes with fidelity, he is not to be
blamed, if in this fragment good and evil do not appear to be always distrib-
uted as reward and punishment.

But it is justly expected of the writer of fiction, who has unbounded liberty
to select, to vary, and to complicate, that his plan should be compleat, that he
should principally consider the moral tendency of his work, and that when he
relates events he should teach virtue. [...]

But [...] advantages have not been always secured by those who have pro-
fessed to make a story the vehicle of instruction, and to surprize levity into
knowledge by a shew of entertainment; for instead of including instruction in
the events themselves, they have made use of events only to introduce decla-
mation and argument. If the events excite curiosity, all the fine reflections
which are said to be interspersed are passed over; if the events do not excite
curiosity, the whole is rejected together, not only with disgust and disappoint-
ment, but indignation, as having allured by a false promise, and engaged in a
vain pursuit. These pieces, if they are read as a task by those for whose
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1 Latin: “More lovely virtue, in a lovely form” (Virgil, Aeneid,* 5.344).
2 The Adventurer No. 4. See selection 41.
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instruction they are intended, can produce none of the effects for which they
were written; because the instruction will not be necessarily remembered with
the facts; and because the story is so far from recommending the moral, that
the moral is detested as interrupting the story. Nor are those who voluntarily
read for instruction, less disappointed than those who seek only entertain-
ment; for he that is eager in the pursuit of knowledge, is disgusted when he is
stopped by the intervention of a trivial incident or a forced compl[i]ment,
when a new personage is introduced, or a lover takes occasion to admire the
sagacity of a mistress.

But many writers who have avoided this error, and interwoven precept with
event, though they intended a moral lecture, have yet defeated their own pur-
pose, by taking from virtue every accidental excellence and decorating vice
with the spoils.

I can think of nothing that could be alleged in defense of this perverse dis-
tribution of graces and defects, but a design to shew what virtue alone is suf-
ficient to confer honour upon the lowest character, and that without it nothing
can preserve the highest from contempt; and that those excellences which we
can acquire by our own efforts, are of more moment than those which are the
gift of nature: but in this design, no writer, of whatever abilities, can succeed.

It has been often remarked, though not without wonder, that almost every
man is more jealous of his natural than his moral qualities; and resents with
more bitterness a satire upon his abilities than his practice: the fact is unques-
tionably true; and perhaps it will no longer appear strange, if it be considered,
that natural defects are of necessity, and moral of choice: the imputation of
folly, if it is true, must be suffered without hope; but that of immortality may
at any time be obviated by removing the cause.

But whatever be the reason, it appears by the common consent of mankind,
that the want of virtue does not incur equal contempt with the want of parts;
and that many vices are thought to be rather honourable than infamous,
merely because they imply some natural excellence, some superiority which
cannot be acquired by those who want it, but to which, those who have it
believe they can add all that others possess, whenever they shall think fit to
make the attempt.

FLORIO, after having learned the Latin and Greek languages at Westmin-
ster, and spent three years at the university, made the tour of Europe, and at
his return obtained a place at court. Florio’s imagination is sprightly, and his
judgment strong: he is well acquainted with every branch of polite literature,
and travel has polished the sound scholar into a fine gentleman: his person is
graceful, and his manner is polite; he is remarkable for the elegance of his
dress; and he is thought to dance a minuet, and understand the small sword
better than any other man in the kingdom. Among the ladies Florio has made
many conquests; and has challenged and killed in a duel an officer, who
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upbraided him with the breach of promise of a marriage,1 confirmed by an
oath, to a young beauty whom he kept in great splendour as a mistress: his
conversation is admired by all who can relish sterling wit and true humour;
every private company brightens when he enters, and every public assembly
becomes more splendid by his presence: Florio is also liberal to profusion; and
is not, therefore, inquisitive about the merit of those upon whom he lavishes
his bounty.

BENEVOLUS has also had a liberal education: he learned the languages at
Merchant Taylors, and went from thence to the university, where his applica-
tion was greater than Florio’s, but the knowledge that he acquired was less; as
his apprehension is slow, and his industry indefatigable, he remembers more
than he understands; he has no taste either for poetry or music; mirth never
smiled at a sally of his imagination, nor did doubt ever appeal to his judg-
ment: his person, though it is not deformed, is inelegant; his dress is not
slovenly, but aukwardly neat; and his manner is rather formal than rude; he
is the jest of an assembly, and the aversion of ladies; but he is remarkable for
the most uniform virtue and unaffected piety: he is a faithful friend, and a
kind master; and so compassionate, that he will not suffer even the snails that
eat his fruit to be destroyed: he lays out annually nearly half his income in gra-
tuities, not to support the idle, but to encourage the industrious; yet there is
rather the appearance of parsimony than profusion in his temper; and he is so
timorous, that he will turn pale at the report of a musket.

Which of these two characters wouldst thou choose for thy own? whom
dost thou most honour, and to whom hast thou paid the tribute of involun-
tary praise? Thy heart has already answered with spontaneous fidelity in
favour of FLORIO. FLORIO thou hast not considered as a scoundrel, who by
perjury and murder has deserved the pillory and the gibbet; as a wretch who
has stooped to the lowest fraud for the vilest purpose; who is continually
ensnaring the innocent and weak; who conceals the ruin that he brings by a
lie, and the lie by an oath; and who having once already justified a sworn
falsehood at the expence of life, is ready again to lie and to kill with the same
aggravation and in the same cause.

Neither didst thou view BENEVOLUS, as having merited the divine
eulogium bestowed upon him “who was faithful over a few things”;2 as
employing life in the diffusion of happiness, with the joy of angels, and in imi-
tation of God.
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1 Up until the passage of Lord Harwicke’s Marriage Act in 1753, a verbal or written promise
of marriage was considered “spousals” or a legally binding contract by England’s ecclesiasti-
cal courts. For an explanation of the many and often contradictory ways to enter into a
legal marriage in the period, see Lawrence Stone, The Family, Sex and Marriage in England
1500-1800 (London: Harper and Row, 1977), 31-37.

2 From Matthew 25:21.
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Surely, if it is true, that

Vice to be hated needs but to be seen.                    POPE*1

she should not be hidden with the ornaments, and disguised in the apparel,
which in the general estimation belong to virtue. On the contrary, it should be
the principle labour of moral writers, especially of those who would instruct by
fiction, the power of which is not less to do evil than good, to remove the bias
which inclines the mind rather to prefer natural than moral endowments; and
to represent vice with such circumstances of contempt and infamy, that the ideas
may constantly recur together. And it should be always remembered, that the
fear of immediate contempt is frequently stronger than any other motive: how
many have, even in their own opinion, incurred the guilt of blasphemy, rather
than the sneer of an infidel, or the ridicule of a club? and how many have
rushed, not only to the brink of the grave but of hell, to avoid the scorn, with
which the foolish and the profligate regard those who have refused a challenge?

Let it, therefore, be the united effort of genius and learning, to deter from
guilt by the dread of shame; and let the time past suffice to have saved from
contempt, those vices which contempt only can suppress.

76. Elizabeth Montagu, “Plutarch—Charon—And a Modern Bookseller,”
George Lyttelton, 1st Baron Lyttelton [and Elizabeth Montagu], Dia-
logues of the Dead (1760)

[In the twenty-eighth dialogue2 of Montagu* and Lyttelton’s* collection, an
eighteenth-century Bookseller converses in the afterlife with a Roman writer
of moral biographies, proclaiming that modern fiction teaches readers “to
have no virtue at all.”]

PLUTARCH*—CHARON—And a modern BOOKSELLER.

[...] PLUTARCH.
[...] In my Parallels,3 which used to be admired as pieces of excellent Judg-
ment, I compare with perfect impartiality one great man with another, and
each with the rule of Justice. If indeed later ages have produced greater men
and better writers, my Heroes and my works ought to give place to them. As
the world now has the assistance of much better rules of morality, than the
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1 From Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man (1733-34), 2.217.
2 Montagu’s dialogues are inspired by the Greek satirist Lucian’s* dialogues, including

Charon and Dialogues of the Dead.
3 Plutarch’s (46-c. 120) Bioi paralleloi (Parallel Lives) offers paired biographies of noble

Greek and Romans leaders, helping the reader to compare their moral practices.

03-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 228

Review Copy



unassisted reason of poor Pagans could form, I do not wonder, that those
vices, which appeared to us as mere blemishes in great Characters, should
seem most horrid deformities in the purer Eyes of the present Age. A delicacy
I do not blame, but admire and commend. And I must censure you for endeav-
ouring, if you could publish better examples, to obtrude on your Countrymen
such as were defective. I rejoice at the preference which they give to perfect
and unall[o]yed Virtue; and as I shall ever retain an high veneration for the
illustrious men of every age, I should be glad [if] you would give me some
account of those Persons, who, in Wisdom, Justice, Valour, Patriotism, have
eclipsed my Solon, Numa, Camillus, Scipio,1 &c.

BOOKSELLER.
Why, Master Plutarch, you are talking Greek indeed. That work which repaired
the loss I sustained by the costly Edition of your books, was, The Lives of the
Highwayman: but I should never have grown rich, if it had not been by pub-
lishing the Lives of men that never lived. You must know; that though in all
times it was possible to have a great deal of Learning and very little Wisdom,
yet it is only by a modern improvement in the art of writing, that a man may
read all his Life, and have no learning or knowledge at all; which begins to be
an advantage of the greatest importance. There is as natural a War between
your men of Science and Fools, as between the Cranes and Pigmies2 of old.
Most of our young men having deserted to the Fools, the Party of the Learned
is near being beaten out of the field; and I hope in a little while they will not
dare to peep out of their Forts and Fastnesses at Oxford and Cambridge. There
let them stay and study old musty Moralists, till one fall in love with the Greek,
another with the Roman Virtue: but our men of the world should read our New
Books, which teach them to have no Virtue at all. No book is fit for a Gentle-
man’s reading, which is not void of Facts and of Doctrines, that he may not
grow a Pedant in his morals or conversation. I look upon History (I mean real
History) to be one of the worst kinds of study. Whatever has happened may
happen again; and a well-bred man may unwarily mention a parallel instance
he had met with in History, and be betrayed into the aukwardness of introduc-
ing into his discourse a Greek, a Roman, or even Gothic name. But when a Gen-
tleman has spent his time reading Adventures that never occurred, Exploits that
never were achieved, and Events that not only never did, but never can happen,
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1 Solon (c. 630-c. 560 BC), Athenian statesman and poet, and one of the “Seven Wise Men of
Greece”; Numa Pompilius (c. 700 BC), legendary second King of Rome celebrated for his
wisdom; Marcus Furius Camillus (c. 446-365 BC), Roman soldier honored for saving Rome
from the Gauls; Scipio Africanus Major (236-183 BC), Roman general famous for his victo-
ry over Hannibal in the Second Punic War. These leaders are featured in Plutarch’s Bioi par-
alleloi (Parallel Lives), although Scipio’s history has been lost.

2 Recorded in a short passage in Homer’s* Iliad* (3.3), Greek mythology tells of a battle
between pygmies and cranes.
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it is impossible that in Life or in Discourse, he should ever apply them. A secret
history1 in which there is no Secret and no History, cannot tempt indiscretion
to blab, or vanity to quote; and by this means modern conversation flows gen-
tle and easy, unencumbered with matter and unburthened of instruction. As the
present studies throw no weight or gravity into discourse and manners, the
women are not afraid to read our Books, which not only dispose to Gallantry
and Coquetry, but give rules for them. Caesar’s Commentaries,2 and the
Account of Xenophon’s* Expedition,3 are not more studied by military Com-
manders, than our Novels are by the Fair; to a different Purpose indeed; for
their military maxims teach to conquer, ours to yield; Those inflame the vain
and idle Love of glory, These inculcate a noble contempt of reputation. The
women have greater obligations to our writers than the men. By the commerce
of the world men might learn much of what they get from Books; but the poor
women, who in their early Youth are confined and restrained, if it were not for
the friendly assistance of Books, would remain long in an insipid purity of mind,
with a discouraging reserve of Behaviour. [...]

PLUTARCH.
[...] It has ever been my Opinion, that only the clear and steady Light of Truth
can guide Men to Virtue, and that the Lesson which is impracticable must be
unuseful. Whoever shall design to regulate his conduct by [the romance’s]
Visionary Characters will be in the condition of superstitious People, who
chuse rather to act by Intimations they receive in the Dreams of the Night,
than by the sober counsels of Morning Meditation. Yet I confess it has been
the practice of many nations to incite men to virtue by relating the Deeds of
fabulous Heroes; but surely it is the custom only of your’s to incite them to
Vice by the History of fabulous Scoundrels. Men of fine imagination have
soared into the regions of fancy to bring back Astrea: you go thither in search
of Pandora;4 O Disgrace to Letters! O Shame to the Muses!

BOOKSELLER.
You express great indignation at our present race of writers; but, believe 
me the fault lies chiefly on the side of the readers. As Monsieur Scu-
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1 I.e., a scandal narrative that records thinly-veiled gossip concerning the private lives of the
wealthy; Delariviere Manley’s* New Atalantis* (1709) provides an example of such a work.

2 Gaius Julius Caesar (100-44 BC), celebrated Roman general, dictator, and author of a
seven-book military commentary (c. 51 BC) on the Gallic war and a three-book commen-
tary (c. 45 BC) on the Roman civil wars.

3 “Expedition” refers to Xenophon’s (431-351 BC) prose narrative Anabasis kyrou (Upcoun-
try March).

4 Astraea, Roman goddess of justice who retreated to the heavens in the face of man’s
wickedness, becoming the constellation Virgo and her scales becoming the constellation
Libra; Pandora, in Greek mythology, the first woman who opens a forbidden jar from the
gods, thus unleashing misfortune and evil on the world.
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deri1 observed to you, Authors must comply with the manners and disposi-
tion of those who are to read them. There must be certain sympathy between
the Book and the Reader, to create a good liking. Would you present a mod-
ern fine Gentleman, who is negligently lolling in an easy Chair, with the
Labours of Hercules2 for his recreation? Or make him climb the Alps with
Hannibal3 when he is expiring with the fatigue of last Night’s Ball? Our read-
ers must be amused, flattered, soothed; such adventures must be offered to
them as they would like to have a share in.

PLUTARCH.
It should be the first object of writers, to correct the vices and follies of the age.
I will allow as much compliance with the mode of the times as will make truth
and good morals agreeable. Your Love of fictitious Characters might be turned
to good Purpose, if those presented to the Public were to be formed on the rules
of religion and morality. It must be confessed, that History, being employed only
about illustrious Persons, public Events, and celebrated Actions, does not supply
us with such instances of Domestic merit as one could wish: Our heroes are great
in the Field and the Senate, and act well in great Scenes on the theatre of the
World: but the Idea of a man, who in the silent retired path of Life never devi-
ates into Vice, who considers no spectators but the omniscient Being, and sollic-
its no applause but His approbation, is the noblest model that can be exhibited
to mankind, and would be of the most general use. Examples of domestic Virtue
would be more particularly useful to Women than those of great Heroines. The
virtues of Women are blasted by the breath of public fame, as flowers that grow
on an Eminence are faded by the Sun and Wind which expand them. But true
female Praise, like the music of the Spheres, arises from a gentle, a constant, and
an equal Progress in the Path marked out for them by their great Creator; and,
like the heavenly harmony, it is not adapted to the gross ear of mortals, but is
reserved for the delight of higher beings, by whose wise Laws they were ordained
to give a silent light, and shed a mild benignant influence on the world.

BOOKSELLER.
We have had some English and French writers who aimed at what you sug-
gest. In the supposed Character of Clarissa,* (said a Clergyman to me a few
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1 Georges de Scudéry (1601-67), French playwright and poet who is remembered as the older
brother of romance-writer Madeleine de Scudéry* and the rival of dramatist Pierre Corneille
(1606-84).

2 Mythical Greek hero well-known for his Twelve Labors, which include killing a many-head-
ed hydra, cleaning the Augean stables in one day, and capturing the three-headed dog Cer-
berus that guards Hades.

3 A military general from Carthage (247-c. 183 BC) who engaged in numerous battles 
against the Romans and is famous for crossing the Alps by marching an army that included
elephants into northern Italy.
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days before I left the world) one finds the dignity of Heroism tempered by the
meekness and humility of Religion, a perfect purity of mind, and sanctity of
manners: in that of Sir Charles Grandison* a noble Pattern of every private
Virtue, with sentiments so exalted as to render him equal to every public Duty.

PLUTARCH.
Are both these Characters by the same author?

BOOKSELLER.
Ay, Master Plutarch; and what will surprise you more, this Author has print-
ed for me.

PLUTARCH.
By what you say, it is pity he should print any works but his own. Are there
no other Authors who write in this manner?

BOOKSELLER.
Yes, we have another writer of these imaginary Histories; One who has not
long since descended to these regions: his name is Fielding,* and his works, as
I have heard the best judges say, have a true spirit of Comedy, and an exact
representation of Nature, with fine moral touches. He has not indeed given
lessons of pure and consummate Virtue; but he has exposed Vice and Mean-
ness with all the powers of ridicule; and we have some other good Wits who
have exerted their Talents to the Purposes you approve. Monsieur de Mari-
vaux* and some other French writers have also proceeded much upon the
same Plan, with a spirit and elegance which give their works no mean rank
among the Belles Lettres.1 I will own that, when there is wit and elegance
enough in a Book to make it sell, it is not the worse for good morals. [...]

77. Richard Griffith, “Novels,” Vol. 1 of Something New (1772)

[In the twenty-eighth chapter of his two-volume work, Griffith,* recognizing
that passion is often the foundation of virtue, states his preference for the live-
ly errors of a character such as Tom Jones* to the cold perfection of a Sir
Charles Grandison.*]

NOVELS.

But read I must, at any rate, and having, in the last Chapter, taken leave of
learning, I seek in books for amusement, only. I imagined, therefore, that Nov-
els might fully answer this purpose, as fancy is here free to indulge its wan-

232 Novel Definitions

1 Elegant or polite literature or literary studies (OED).
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tonness, unrestrained by the prudery or pedantry of schools, and unfettered
by the methodism1 of system.

In this species of writing, one might expect to meet with the world, either
as it is, or else as it should be. Here characters might be assemblaged, in order
to be contrasted, or compared. Action is uncontrolled, because the writer is
master of his own incidents and events. Here passions may be refined, point-
ed to their proper objects, and produce their warrantable, or admonitory
effects.

For in passion are sown the seeds of all our virtues; which bear fruit,
according to their culture. Ambition may be restrained to emulation, avarice
rendered oeconomy, extravagance exercised in benevolence, and courage
exerted in the vindication of our honour, or the defence of our country, only.
They are but bad philosophers who mistake fierceness for spirit, and insensi-
bility for bravery.

But I have been generally most miserably disappointed, in all these hopeful
expectations. These writings have little character, and less of moral, among
them. Amour is the only subject of all our Novelists. I wish it was somewhat
more refined, than we usually find it to be, for the sake of my fair readers, at
least.

But the love we mostly meet with, in such Circulating Library books, is
devoid of passion; has more of sensation, than sentiment, in it. More desire,
than wish. Were brutes but suddenly gifted with speech and reason, they
would express their instinct, in the very stile of modern Novelists.

Not that I would permit a proper scope to passion. I am fond of it, on this
side [of] vice. I am far from recommending a stoical apathy, to mankind. I
know some called good characters, of this sort, that I detest. Which have all
the virtues of philosophy in them, but want those of nature. Where the mer-
its keep their proud throne in the mind, without ever sinking into the heart.
Maintenon was one of these ready cut and dry saints.2 “One whose blood was
very snow-broth.”3 Such persons may be said, in the University phrase, to be
well read in humanity; and can discourse of the feelings of the heart, with the
same skill and coolness, as a Fencing master does of passes.4

In my opinion, Tom Jones, and Charles Carewe,5 are worth a dozen Sir
Charles Grandisons; and I have always preferred Lady Townley, to Lady
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1 Adherence to fixed methods; excessive regard for method (OED).
2 Françoise d’Aubigné, Marquise de Maintenon (1635-1719), the second wife and untitled

queen of King Louis XIV of France; the founder of a school for poor girls, she was noted
for her virtue and piety.

3 In Shakespeare’s* Measure for Measure (1603-04), Lucio describes Angelo’s blood as “very
snow broth” (2.4.57-58).

4 In fencing, a lunge or thrust made with a sword or rapier (OED).
5 Author’s footnote: “The Triumvirate.” Griffith references his own Triumvirate: Or, the

Authentic Memoirs of A. B. and C. (1764).
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Grace.1 The latter, perhaps, might not have erred; but if she had, would prob-
ably never have been reclaimed. There are some sort of people who are not to
be trusted with frailties.

Such virtuosos in morals may be compared to a tilled soil, in a cold climate,
where the fruits sown never ripen; presenting you with the species, only, but
without the specifics, or their several kinds. The outward and visible sign, but
not the inward and Spiritual Grace, of virtue.

78. Vicesimus Knox, “On the Efficacy of Moral Instruction,” Vol. 1 of
Essays Moral and Literary, new ed. (1782)

[In the twenty-sixth essay of his two-volume collection, Knox* argues that
moral understanding comes, in part, from “knowledge of the world”; but, he
continues, it is also reliant on books that set the reader “out in life with moral
principles deeply fixed in his heart.”]

ON THE EFFICACY OF MORAL INSTRUCTION

[...] It is very certain, that a knowledge of the world, as it is called, will teach
such a kind of wisdom as will tend to advance one’s interest, and procure con-
nections; but still I must maintain, that in itself, and uncontrolled by moral
principles, it is a despicable kind of wisdom; for it is always incompatible with
the ingenuousness of a good mind. It inculcates a submission to many mean-
nesses. It renders life a continued series of deceit[s]; and, indeed, so far from
esteeming such wisdom superior to that which we learn in books, I cannot
help thinking it a more refined, and consequently a more execrable species of
knavery.

The morality of books is therefore necessary to give this subordinate wis-
dom, value, and dignity. It enlarges the views, and induces us not to esteem
our interest at a higher rate than our conscience and our independence. It
enables us to join, to the alluring qualities of an insinuating address, the
respectable ones of a manly spirit and unshaken integrity. He who sets out in
life with a mind untinctured with the morality of books, though he may prob-
ably attain success, can neither deserve it, nor adorn it, nor enjoy it. He who
sets out in life with moral principles deeply fixed in his heart, though a deceiv-
ing and deceived world should neglect him, will find in his heart a source of
joy, which the world, with all its riches and honours, cannot bestow. [...]
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1 Tom Jones and Charles Carew are the boisterous heroes of Henry Fielding’s* Tom Jones
(1749) and Griffith’s The Triumvirate (1764), respectively; Sir Charles Grandison is the vir-
tuous hero of Richardson’s eponymous novel (1753-54); the gambling and inconstant Lady
Townley is contrasted to the sober and virtuous Lady Grace of The Provok’d Husband
(1728), a play commenced by Sir John Vanbrugh (1664-1726) and completed by Colley
Cibber* (1671-1757).

03-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 234

Review Copy



It is true, that books do indeed represent things better than they are; but it
is as true, that, in doing so, they do what they ought. It is their praise, and not
their shame. They endeavour to raise human nature, and they succeed in the
attempt; for, however bad the world may be, the extremes of wickedness are
to be found among those who do not read, not among those who have been
educated in the doctrines contained in the moral philosophers; and whatever
exulted excellence occurs in the world, is produced by those whose minds
have been cultivated by moral instruction. [...]

79. Henry Mackenzie, The Lounger, No. 20 (June 18, 1785)

[Mackenzie* locates the moral “danger” of the sentimental novel in its cre-
ation of a “war of duties,” in which evaluations of and rewards for virtue are
depicted as conflicting. He proves most concerned about the mixed character
of “mingled virtue and vice.”]

Decipit exemplar vitiis imitable. —HOR.*1

No species of composition is more generally read by one class of readers, or
more undervalued by another, than that of the Novel. Its favourable reception
from the young, and the indolent, to whom the exercise of imagination is
delightful, and the labour of thought is irksome, need not to be wondered at;
but the contempt which it meets from the more respectable class of literary
men, it may perhaps be entitled to plead that it does not deserve. Considered
in the abstract, as containing an interesting relation of events, illustrative of
the manners and characters of mankind, it surely merits a higher station in the
world of letters than is generally assigned it. If it has not the dignity, it has at
least most of the difficulties of the Epic or the Drama. The conduct of its fable,
the support of its characters, the contrivance of its incidents, and its develop-
ment of the passions, require a degree of invention, judgement, taste, and feel-
ing, not much, if at all, inferior to those higher departments of writing, for the
composition of which a very uncommon portion of genius is supposed to be
requisite. Those difficulties are at the same time heightened by the circum-
stance, of this species of writing being of all others the most open to the judg-
ment of the people; because is represents domestic scenes and situations in pri-
vate life, in the execution of which any man may detect errors, and discover
blemishes, while the author has neither the pomp of poetry, nor the decora-
tion of the stage, to cover or to conceal them.

From this circumstance, however, has perhaps arisen the degradation into
which it has fallen.—As few endowments were necessary to judge, so few have
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1 Author’s footnote: “The example, that is imitable in its faults, takes in the ignorant”
(Horace, Epistulae [Epistles], 1.29.17).
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been supposed necessary to compose a Novel; and all whose necessities or
vanity prompted them to write, betook themselves to a field, which, as they
imagined it required no extent of information or depth of learning to culti-
vate, but in which a heated imagination, or an excursive fancy, were alone suf-
ficient to succeed; and men of genius and of knowledge, despising a province
in which such competitors were to be met, retired from it in disgust, and left
it in the hands of the unworthy.

The effects of this have been felt, not only in the debasement of the Novel
in point of literary merit, but in another particular still more material, in its
perversion from a moral or instructive purpose to one directly the reverse.
Ignorance and dullness are seldom long inoffensive, but generally support
their own native insignificance by an alliance with voluptuousness and vice.

Even of those few Novels which superior men have written, it cannot
always be said, that they are equally calculated to improve as to delight. Nor
is this only to be objected to some who have been professedly less scrupulous
in that particular; but I am afraid may be also imputed to those whose works
were meant to convey no bad impression, but, on the contrary, were intend-
ed to aid the cause of virtue, and to hold out patterns of the most exalted
benevolence.

I am not, however, disposed to carry the idea of the dangerous tendency of
all Novels quite so far as some rigid moralists have done. As promoting a cer-
tain refinement of mind, they operate like all other works of genius and feel-
ing, and have indeed a more immediate tendency to produce it than most oth-
ers, from their treating of those very subjects which the reader will find
around him in the world, and their containing those very situations in which
he himself may not improbably at some time or other be placed. Those who
object to them as inculcating precepts, and holding forth examples, of a
refinement which virtue does not require, and which honesty is better with-
out, do not perhaps sufficiently attend to the period of society which produces
them. The code of morality must necessarily be enlarged in proportion to that
state of manners to which cultivated eras give birth. As the idea of property
made a crime of theft, as the invention of oaths made falsehood perjury; so
the necessary refinement in manners of highly-polished nations creates a vari-
ety of duties and of offences, which men in ruder, and, it may be, (for I enter
not into that question), happier periods of society, could never have imagined.

The principal danger of Novels, as forming a mistaken and pernicious sys-
tem of morality, seems to me to arise from that contrast between one virtue
or excellence and another, that war of duties which is to be found in many of
them, particularly in that species called the Sentimental. These have been
chiefly borrowed from our neighbours the French, whose style of manners,
and the very powers of whose language, give them a great advantage in the
delineation of that nicety, that subtilty of feeling, those entanglements of del-
icacy, which are so much interwoven with the characters and conduct of the
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chief personages in many of their most celebrated Novels. In this rivalship of
virtues and of duties, those are always likely to be preferred which in truth
and reason are subordinate, and those to be degraded which ought to be para-
mount. The last, being of that great cardinal sort which must be common,
because they apply to the great leading relations and circumstances of life,
have an appearance less dignified and heroic than the others, which, as they
come forth only on extraordinary occasions, are more apt to attract the view
and excite the admiration of beholders. The duty to parents is contrasted with
the ties of friendship and of love; the virtues of justice, of prudence, of econ-
omy, are put in competition with the exertions of generosity, of benevolence,
and of compassion: And even of these virtues of sentiment there are still more
refined divisions, in which the over-strained delicacy of the persons represent-
ed, always leads them to act from the motive least obvious, and therefore gen-
erally the least reasonable.

In the enthusiasm of sentiment there is much the same danger as in the
enthusiasm of religion,1 of substituting certain impulses and feelings of what
may be called a visionary kind, in the place of real practical duties, which in
morals, as in theology, we might not improperly denominate good works. In
morals, as in religion, there are not wanting instances of refined sentimental-
ists, who are contented with talking of virtues they never practice, who pay in
words what they owe in actions; or perhaps, what is fully as dangerous, who
open their minds to impressions which never have any effect upon their con-
duct, but are considered as something foreign to and distinct from it. This sep-
aration of conscience from feeling is a depravity of the most pernicious sort;
it eludes the strongest obligation to rectitude, it blunts the strongest incite-
ment to virtue; when the ties of the first bind the sentiment and not the will,
and the rewards of the latter crown not the heart but the imagination.

That creation of refined and subtile feeling, reared by the authors of the works
to which I allude, has an ill effect, not only on our ideas of virtue, but also on
our estimate of happiness. That sickly sort of refinement creates imaginary evils
and distresses, and imaginary blessings and enjoyments, which embitter the com-
mon disappointments, and depre[c]iate the common attainments of life. This
affects the temper doubly, both with respect to ourselves and others: with respect
to ourselves, from what we think ought to be our lot; with regard to others, from
what we think ought to be their sentiments. It inspires a certain childlike pride
of our own superior delicacy, and an unfortunate contempt of the plain worth,
the ordinary but useful occupations and ideas of those around us.

The reproach which has been sometimes made to Novels, of exhibiting
“such faultless monsters as the world ne’er saw,”2 may be just on the score of
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1 Ill-regulated religious emotion, extravagance of religious speculation (OED).
2 From John Sheffield, 1st Duke of Buckingham and Normanby’s (1653/4-1726) An Essay on

Poetry (1682), 235.
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entertainment to their readers, to whom the delineation of uniform virtue,
except when it is called into striking situations, will no doubt be insipid. But
in point of moral tendency, the opposite character is much more reprehensi-
ble; I mean, that character of mingled virtue and vice which is to be found in
some of the best of our Novels. Instances will readily occur to every reader,
where the hero of the performance has violated, in one page, the most sacred
laws of society, to whom, by the mere turning of the leaf, we are to be recon-
ciled, whom we are to be made to love and admire, for the beauty of some
humane, or the brilliancy of some heroic action. It is dangerous thus to bring
us into the society of Vice, though introduced or accompanied by Virtue. In
the application to ourselves, in which the moral tendency of all imaginary
characters must be supposed to consist, this nourishes and supports a very
common kind of self-deception, by which men are apt to balance their faults
by the consideration of their good qualities; an account which, besides the fal-
lacy of its principle, can scarcely fail to be erroneous, from our natural
propensity to state our faults at the lowest, and our good qualities at their
highest rate.

I have purposely pointed my observations, not to that common herd of
Novels (the wretched offspring of circulating libraries) which are despised for
their insignificance, or proscribed for their immorality; but to the errors, as
they appear to me, of those admired ones which are frequently put into the
hands of youth, for imitation as well as amusement. Of youth it is essential to
preserve the imagination sound as well as pure, and not to allow them to for-
get, amidst the intricacies of Sentiment, or the dreams of Sensibility, the truths
of Reason, or the laws of Principle.
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C. The Novel’s Proper Use by Young People

80. Samuel Pegge (the Elder), Gentleman’s Magazine, No. 37 (December
1767)

[In this essay, Pegge* (under the pseudonym “T. Row”) expresses his fears
concerning the romance’s corrupting influence on young readers and pre-
scribes a corrective course of history reading.]

Mr. URBAN,1

It must be a matter of real concern to all considerate minds, to see the youth
of both sexes passing so large a part of their time in reading that deluge of
familiar romances, which, in this age, our island overflows with. ’Tis not only
a most unprofitable way of spending time, but extremely prejudicial to their
morals, many a young person being entirely corrupted by the giddy and fan-
tastical notions of love and gallantry, imbibed from thence. There is scarce a
month passes, but some worthless book of this kind, in order to catch curios-
ity by its novelty, appears in the form of two volumes 12mo. price five or six
shillings,2 and they are chiefly the offspring, as I take it, of the managers of
the circulating libraries, or their venal authors. Some few of them, indeed,
have come from better pens, but the whole together are an horrible mass of
hurtful insignificance, and, I suppose, may amount now to above an hundred
volumes; I speak at the lowest.

The author of Polly Honeycomb* made a commendable attempt to stop the
progress of this growing evil, and parents might learn, if they pleased, to
debar their children the use of such pernicious books, from thence. But young
gentlemen and ladies of seventeen, are not always under the command of par-
ents, in regard to their private amusements; something further, therefore,
should be tried, and one can think of no method so plausible for restraining
the mischief, as by driving these books out of their minds, and out of their
way, by turning their thoughts into another channel, and introducing a more
harmless, and a more beneficial species of reading. I would propose then, that,
for this purpose, some friend of yours should oblige young people with a set
of books of the following kinds.

1. Portions of history in general, which should contain the most entertain-
ing and instructive passages from authors of all nations. [...]

1 Mr. Sylvanus Urban is the name of the fictitious editor of the Gentleman’s Magazine.
2 This listing is a typical eighteenth-century presentation of a book’s size and price: this gener-

ic novel appears in two volumes, in duodecimo size (“12mo” or 12 leaves), at a price of five
or six shillings.
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2. Portions of English history [...].
3. Portions of natural history.1 [...].

81. William Jones, “On Novels,” Letters from a Tutor to his Pupils (1780)

[Offering an anecdotal story of a bookseller, Jones’s* fifth letter in his collec-
tion argues that ignorance is more beneficial than the knowledge gained from
novels, which are filled with “false colourings,” “loose adventures,” and
“blasphemous sneers.”]

On Novels.

When you read for amusement, let your mind be turned as much as possible
to the real transactions of human life, as they are represented and comment-
ed upon by wise and faithful historians; and beware of throwing away your
time, as too many now do, by giving yourself up to trifling works of imagi-
nation, of which there is a deluge in the present age, to the subversion of com-
mon sense, and the general corruption of our principles and morals.

While I was in the shop of a sensible bookseller in the country, a young man
presented himself, who came for some volumes of a novel. As soon as he had
turned his back, “Sir, (said the bookseller) our trade is now in a manner reduced
to this one article of letting out novels: that young man has read half the nov-
els in my collection; and when he has finished his studies, by reading the other
half, the ignorance he brought into my shop would have done him more good
than the knowledge he will carry out of it.” Many other occurrences have led
me to reflect on this fashion, which has increased so much of late years, as near-
ly to swallow up all other reading; like the lean kine of Pharaoh, which swal-
lowed up all the fat ones, and did not look the better for it.2

Consider, therefore, before your judgment is corrupted, that most novels
are exceedingly lean in their matter, to say the best of them. Many of them are
the cold productions of people who write for the fashion (with as much indif-
ference as milliners make caps), without any materials worth communicating.
Others are the offspring of a rambling fancy, which put together a string of
incidents, not one degree above the tea-table,3 and of no more real concern
than if they were to hold you by the ears, as some tiresome people do, with
an account of their dreams; indeed many of them are but the waking dreams
of those who know neither the world nor themselves. Many of them also are
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1 The facts relating to the natural objects, plants, or animals of a place (OED).
2 In the book of Genesis (41:1-54), Pharaoh dreams that seven lean ugly “kine,” or buffalo or

cows, swallow up seven fat handsome cows and seven thin ears of corn swallow up seven
fat ears of corn; the dream foretells seven years of surplus followed by seven years of
famine.

3 I.e., in their subject matter and form, they resemble the low, rambling gossip or chatter held
at the tea table.

03-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:17 PM  Page 240

Review Copy



mean imitations, which affect the style and manner of more successful com-
positions. Some of them are void of all regular design, and made up of het-
erogeneous parts, which have no dependence upon another.

—late qui splendeat unus et alter
Assuitur pannus—1

And thus they become like the party-coloured jacket of a fool upon the stage
of a mountebank,2 who sets the rabble a-gape with the low and insipid won-
ders he has collected, to detain them in this company, and draw the money out
of their pockets.

It were well if the reading of novels were nothing worse that the loss of time
and money, tho’ this is bad enough; but young people will not escape so; it
has generally a bad effect upon the mind, and, in some instances, a fatal effect
upon the morals and fortune. In novels, plays, and romances (for they have
all the same general object, which is amusement) good and evil are disguised
by false colourings and unjust representations. The end is, to please: and how
is this end to be obtained? Nothing will please loose people but intrigues and
loose adventures: nothing will please the unlettered profligate but blasphe-
mous sneers upon religion and the holy scriptures: nothing will please the
vicious but the palliation of vice and the contempt of virtue: therefore, novel-
ists and comic writers who study popularity, either for praise or profit, mix
up vice with amiable qualities, to cover and recommend it, while virtue is
compounded with such ingredients as have a natural tendency to make it odi-
ous. These tricks are put upon the public every day, and they take those for
their benefactors who thus impose upon them.

But novels vitiate the taste while they corrupt the manners: through a desire
of captivating the imagination, they fly above nature and reality, their char-
acters are all overcharged, and their incidents boil over with improbabilities
and absurdities. The imagination, thus fed with wind and flatulence, loses its
relish for truth, and can bear nothing that is ordinary: so that for the reading
of novels is to the mind what dram-drinking3 is to the body; the palate is viti-
ated, the stomach is squeamish, the juices are corrupted, the digestion is
spoiled, and life can be kept up only by that which is supernatural and vio-
lent. [...]
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1 Latin: “patches so stitched on as to glitter far and wide” (Horace,* Ars poetica [Art of
Poetry], 15-16). 

2 An itinerant entertainer (OED).
3 A dram is a small draught of cordial, stimulant, or liquor (OED).
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82. Vicesimus Knox, “On the Best Method of Exciting in Boys the Symptoms
of Literary Genius,” Vol. 1 of Essays Moral and Literary, new ed. (1782)

[In the seventy-second essay of his two-volume collection, Knox* argues that
romantic, entertaining, and pleasing tales can help to cultivate a child’s 
imagination.]

ON THE BEST METHOD OF EXCITING IN BOYS 
THE SYMPTOMS OF LITERARY GENIUS

[...] Genius [...] being an endowment most desirable, and not necessarily
attended either with misconduct or misfortune, I shall think myself usefully
employed in attempting to point out a few methods which may contribute to
excite it. The flint must be struck in a proper manner, and with proper mate-
rials, before the latent spark can be elicited.

Instead of exercising the understanding only at a very early age, I think, a
very considerable share of attention should be paid to the cultivation of the
fancy. For this purpose, the most entertaining story-books should be read as
an amusement. The more romantic, the better adapted to the purpose. The
popular histories of giants and fairies, enchanted castles, and ideal beings of
uncouth form, and whatever strongly strikes the imagination, or deeply
affects the heart, is calculated to vivify the latent seeds of embryo genius.
Many of those little books, which are sold by itinerant pedlars to children and
servants, and which are thought too despicable to deserve the attention of the
learned, have constituted the mental food of our sublimest writers in the age
of infancy. Not only the old romances, but the common historical ballads of
rudest composition, have been read with delight by our best poets. The works
of Shakespeare* bear evident marks of that species of reading in which he
took pleasure. His witches, his magicians, his ghosts, and all those airy noth-
ings to which he gave a local habitation and a name, owe their origin to the
poet’s feeding his fancy on the romantic and superstitious writings of the
darker ages. It appears too, that Milton* was extensively acquainted with
romances, and that he felt a peculiar pleasure in their perusal. The examples
of such men powerfully confirm the propriety of that mode of exciting genius
which I principally recommend.

But this sort of books must be placed in the hands of children merely as
matter of entertainment; and, if they do not take delight in them, they must
be laid aside for a more convenient season. It would be ridiculous to read
them as a task, and would indeed frustrate the intention; for it is the delight
which they afford to the infant fancy, which constitutes their principal utility.
They are found, for the most part, to be particularly adapted to the curious
and inexperienced mind of children: they are read with the closest attention;
they enable the soul to feel its lively energies expanding to strength and matu-
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rity; and they operate on the pregnant mind like a warm vernal shower on a
fertile field. [...]

Simple, narrative, and pathetic1 poetry, is indeed so pleasing to the pure and
unvitiated minds of boys, that it can scarcely fail to excite their portion of genius,
if they possess any; but there are also many works in prose capable of produc-
ing the same effect. Rousseau* has recommended Robinson Crusoe.*2 I entirely
agree with him, on the peculiar propriety of feeding the young mind with a book
so interesting, and so easy of comprehension. Don Quixotte* may be recom-
mended for the same purpose. Oriental tales, such as abound in the periodical
essayists, are peculiarly proper. Old Bunyan’s* Pilgrim’s Progress,* though a
strange performance, very powerfully affects the fancy, and may be used with
great advantage, in accomplishing the purpose of exciting genius. The Arabian
Nights Entertainments,* the Tales of the Genii,3 and the Death of Abel,4 though
they may not be entirely approved by a mature understanding and taste, are well
calculated to kindle a flame in the bosoms of boys; but, perhaps, no book would
be found to afford better passages for this purpose than the Bible, if a little care
were taken, by the superintendents of education, to select those parts, which are
so beautifully distinguished for simple sublimity and unaffected pathos.

83. Catherine Macaulay, “Literary Education,” Letters on Education (1790)

[Most concerned with the novel’s improper depiction of love, Macaulay’s* let-
ter (the fourteenth in her collection) offers an analysis of the appropriateness
of novels by Henry Fielding,* Samuel Richardson,* and Frances Burney* for
young readers.]

Literary Education continued—Religion—Foreign Travel—Novels.

[...] What[,] not one novel allowed to amuse the private hour of leisure, after
the fatigue of study? No closet5 recreation, where the mind may be at once
delighted, and taught the refinement of modern sentiment? Where boys may
learn the pleasures of la belle passion,6 and girls the endearments which
attend a virtuous affection for a worthy object?
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1 Producing an effect upon the emotions; moving (OED).
2 Jean-Jacques Rousseau* praised Robinson Crusoe (1719) in Emile, ou de l’education

(Emile, Or On Education [1762]), explaining that it is the first book Emile will read and
“for a long time it will of itself constitute his whole library” (184).

3 James Ridley [Charles Morell, pseudonym (1736-65)], The Tales of the Genii: Or, the
Delightful Lessons of Horam, the Son of Asmar (1764); this collection of original eastern
tales is modeled on The Arabian Nights’ Entertainment* (8th-12th century).

4 Salomon Gessner (1730-88), Der tod Abels (The Death of Abel [1758]); this German book
was first translated into English by Mary Collyer in 1761.

5 A room for privacy or retirement; an inner chamber (OED).
6 The tender passion, love (OED).
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That a novel writer should behold his productions in a favourable light, does
not surprise me; for to do these authors justice, they are in general ranged on
the side of virtue, but they are apt to deceive. To draw a great variety of char-
acters according to life, it is requisite to have a comprehensive knowledge of
the human mind, or a peculiar dexterity in piercing through the veil which cus-
tom, and a regard for character, puts on. And it is the difficulty of copying
Nature with exactness, and the circle of moral consequences, as they really
exist, which occasion novel writers to draw situations unnaturally, and to give
forced and exaggerated sentiments to their characters, and particularly to their
hero and heroine. But the principle objection which lies against these compo-
sitions is, that they are all the history of lovers; and love tales are always
improper for the ears of youth, whose minds should be ever open to the soft
feelings of benevolence, but be kept as long as possible in ignorance of the
melting sensations of what is called in pre-eminence, “the tender passion.” [...]

Fielding’s works are in general liable to the same exceptions which lie
against Le Sage.* But his Joseph Andrews* is so admirably conducted, and the
hero is a character of such true virtue and simplicity, that this work may be
read with safety, and even improvement by youth. Cyrus’s Travels,1 a novel of
the grave kind, may be added to this small list; but to Richardson, who is
regarded as the most moral novel writer of the whole class, I should not pay
the same compliment. It is true, that he is sublimely pathetic; and though pro-
lix to a blameable degree, he will be always read, for the first time, with great
satisfaction; but this history of Pamela,* which exhibits a pattern of chastity
in low life, is conducted in such a manner as to render it totally unfit for the
perusal of youth. His Clarissa* Harlow is not entirely free from the same
exception; and though this novel is replete with religious and moral senti-
ments, and the obvious intent of the author is to dress virtue in an attractive
garb, and to guard the inexperienced mind against the subtle attacks of
vicious interested characters, yet he is not sufficiently correct in his ideas to
set forth in his heroine an exact pattern of moral loveliness, nor to draw such
a character of his rake,2 as should render him disgustful to the giddy part of
the female sex. [...]

I would postpone the perusal of [Sir Charles Grandison],* as well as the his-
tories of Pamela, and Clarissa Harlow, to an age when the judgment is suffi-
ciently ripe to separate the wheat from the chaff.

You will perhaps wonder that I have not placed the Cecilia* of Miss Bur-
ney, in my select list: it is not that I am less an admirer than others of this
lady’s performance; her characters are just to a degree that surprises, when it
is considered that they are drawn by a very young person. The conduct of her
story is well conceived, her situations are in general natural, and virtue is
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1 I.e., Les voyages de Cyrus (The Voyages of Cyrus [1727]), by Andrew Michael Ramsay.*
2 A man of loose habits and immoral character; an idle dissipated man of fashion (OED).
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every where inculcated by pleasing presentations of it. But the conduct of the
heroine in giving up a large fortune for the sake of marrying the heir of a fam-
ily, whose absurd pride induce them to regard her with contempt; and the inci-
dent of her subsequent madness, may fill a young person’s mind with too vast
an idea of the power of love. I do not mean these observations as censures on
her work; I am persuaded, that young persons will peruse it with pleasure,
and advantage, when their education is complete, and their judgment suffi-
ciently ripe to taste their beauties. Nor am I an enemy to these compositions
in general. There are several which are not devoid of the power of pleasing
and improving, though written by persons several degrees inferior to the cap-
ital authors just mentioned; and were they perused at a proper age, as a relax-
ation to severer studies, they would throw variety into domestic life, and serve
as a good succedaneum1 to the unmeaning system of dissipation which at pre-
sent prevails. But to confine literary occupation entirely to novels, and the
lighter parts of the belle lettre,2 is a perversion of reason and common sense,
which distinguishes the present age from every other which has succeeded the
revival of letters, and cannot fail of having a powerful influence over the man-
ners of society.

84. Erasmus Darwin, “Polite Literature,” A Plan for the Conduct of Female
Education, in Boarding Schools (1797)

[In the fourteenth section of his work, Darwin* recommends specific novel
titles to the young female reader, arguing that they should not be “kept in
intire ignorance of mankind.”]

POLITE LITERATURE

[...] Novels or romances may be divided into the serious, the humorous, and
the amorous. Of these, the use of the last should be intirely interdicted;3 but
the first, when well managed, may convey instruction in the most agreeable
and forceable manner: Such as Mr. Day’s Sandford and Merton. The Chil-
dren’s friend. Tales of the castle. Robinson Crusoe.* Edward, by the author of
Zelucco.4 And to these may be added some other modern novels, the produc-
tions of ingenious ladies, which are I believe less objectionable than many oth-
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1 A thing which replaces or serves in the place of another; a substitute (OED).
2 Elegant or polite literature or literary studies (OED).
3 Forbidden, prohibited (OED).
4 Thomas Day (1749-89), Sanford and Merton (1783-89); Arnaud Berquin (1747-91), L’ami

des enfants (The Children’s Friend [1782-83]), translated into English by Mark Anthony
Meilan in 1786; Stéphanie-Félicité de Genlis (1746-1830), Les veillées du chateau (Tales of
the Castle [1782]), translated into English by Thomas Holcroft in 1785; John Moore,*
Edward (1796) and Zeluco (1789).
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ers; as the Evelina,* Cecilia,* and Camilla1 of Miss Burney. The Emmeline
and Ethelinda2 of Charlotte Smith; Inchbald’s* [S]imple [S]tory;3 Mrs.
Brook[e]’s* Em[i]ly Montague;4 and the [F]emale Quixote;* all which I have
here introduced from the character given to me of them by a very ingenious
lady, not having myself read them with sufficient attention. And lastly, the
humorous novels, which are not written to inflame the passions, convey
instruction, as far as they are imitations of real life: Of these are Le Sage’s*
famous novel of Gil Blas;* and Fielding’s* Tom Jones;* neither of which how-
ever are proper books for young readers.

There are many, who condemn the use of novels altogether; but what are
epic poems but novels in verse?—It is difficult to draw the line of limit
between novels, and other works of imagination; unless the word novel be
confined to mean only the romances of love and chivalry.

It is true indeed, that almost all novels, as well as plays, and epic poems,
have some exceptional passages to be found in them; which might therefore
be expunged, before they are allow’d to be read by young ladies. But are
young women therefore to be kept in intire ignorance of mankind, with whom
they must shortly associate, and from whom they are frequently to chuse a
partner for life? This would be making them the slaves rather than the com-
panions of men, like the Sultanas of a Turkish Seraglio.5 And how can young
women, who are secluded from the other sex from their infancy, form any
judgment of men, if they are not to be assisted by such books, as delineate
manners?—A lady of fortune, who was persuaded by her guardian to marry
a disagreeable and selfish man, speaking to her friend of the ill humour of her
husband, lamented, that she had been prohibited from reading novels. “If I
had read such books, said she, before I was married, I should have chosen bet-
ter; I was told, that all men were alike except in respect to fortune.”

We must however observe, that novels are perhaps more objectionable in
schools than in private education;6 as the comments of one bad mind may be
dangerous to the whole community: And as they are more amusing to young
people than any other books, if read too early, they may give a distaste to
more useful knowledge; which are good reasons for the total prohibition of
them in schools: And in private education, least a preference of fiction to truth
should be thus instill’d, the ridiculous passages, with which even the best nov-
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1 Frances Burney,* Camilla, or, A Picture of Youth (1796). 
2 Charlotte Smith,* Emmeline, the Orphan of the Castle (1788) and Ethelinde, or, The

Recluse of the Lake (1789).
3 Elizabeth Inchbald, A Simple Story (1791). 
4 Frances Brooke, The History of Emily Montague (1769).
5 Sultana: the wife or concubine of a sultan (OED). Seraglio: a harem, or that part of a Mus-

lim dwelling-house (especially a palace) in which women are secluded in apartments
reserved for wives and concubines (OED).

6 Darwin contrasts the schoolroom to the private education provided by a tutor or governess.
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els abound, should be carefully pointed out by a friend or governess; with
their exaggerations, improbabilities, and frequent deviations from nature. [...]

85. William Godwin, “Of Choice in Reading,” The Enquirer (1797)

[In the fifteenth essay of his collection, Godwin* argues that the parent should
not censor a child’s reading, as it creates a relationship of distrust and depotism.
He also argues that a book’s moral lesson is often uncertain; as a result, a book’s
intellectual tendency should be the reader’s and critic’s central concern.]

OF CHOICE IN READING.

A difficulty which frequently presents itself in the private and domestic inter-
course of parent and child, is that of determining what books it is proper that
children should read, and what books they should not read.

It frequently happens that there are books read by the parent, which are
conceived improper for the child. A collection of books, it may be, is viewed
through glass doors, their outsides and labels are visible to the child; but the
key is carefully kept, and a single book only at a time, selected by the parent,
is put into his hands. A daughter is prohibited from the reading of novels; and
in this prohibition will often commence a trial of skill, of quick conveyance
on the part of the child, and of suspicious vigilance on the part of the parent.

Ought children to be thus restrained? Is it our duty to digest for our off-
spring, as the church of Rome has been accustomed to digest for her weaker
members, an Index Expurgatorius,1 a catalogue of those books in the reading
of which they may be permitted to indulge themselves? 

Various are the mischiefs that inevitably flow out of such a precaution.
First, a wall of separation is thus erected between children and adults. They

are made prisoners, and subjected to certain arbitrary regulations; and we are
constituted their jailors. All generous reciprocity is destroyed between the two
parties. I cannot ardently love a person who is continually warning me not to
enter his premises, who plants a hedge about my path, and thwarts me in the
impulses of my heart. I cannot understand the reasons that dictate his judg-
ments; it is well if he understand them himself. I cannot therefore regard him
as my friend. Friendship requires that the man in whose bosom it reigns,
should act, and appear to act, for the interest of the object of his friendship.
It is essentially hostile to all mystery. [...]

Secondly, the despotism which is thus exercised, is peculiarly grating to a
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1 Latin: “expurgatory index.” The Index Expurgatorius is a list of books that are prohibited
by the Roman Catholic Church because they contain passages contrary to the teachings of
the Church; the passages must be removed before a Catholic can read the prohibited works.
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mind of generosity and spirit. Curiosity is one of the strongest impulses of the
human heart. To curiosity it is peculiarly incident, to grow and expand itself
under difficulties and opposition. The greater are the obstacles to its being
gratified, the more it seems to swell, and labour to burst the [b]ounds that con-
fine it. Many an object is passed by with indifference, till it is rendered a sub-
ject of prohibition, and then it starts up into a source of inextinguishable pas-
sion. [...] As long as the fiery grandeur of the soul remains, [the mind] will not
be controled, and cannot be moulded by the frigid dictates of another’s will,
the kind of prohibitions here spoken of, will be felt with exquisite indignation,
and, though involuntarily, will be registered as examples of a galling injustice.

Thirdly, the trial of skill thus instituted between the parent and child, is of
the most pernicious tendency. The child is employed in doing that, in which it
is his endeavour not to be detected. He must listen with anxious attention, lest
he should be burst in upon before he is aware. He must break off his reading,
and hide his book, a thousand times upon a false alarm. At length, when the
interruption really occurs, he must rouse his attention, and compose his fea-
tures. He imposes imperious silence upon the flutterings of his heart; he pitch-
es to the true key of falsehood the tone of his voice: the object of his most anx-
ious effort, is to appear the thing that he is not. It is not possible to imagine a
school of more refined hypocrisy. 

The great argument in favour of this project of an Index Expurgatorius, is
derived from the various degrees of moral or immoral tendency that is to be
found in literary compositions. [...]

To ascertain the moral of a story, or the genuine tendency of a book, is a
science peculiarly abstruse. [...]

[O]ne of the most memorable remarks that suggest themselves under this
branch of the subject, is, that the true moral and fair inference from a com-
position has often lain concealed for ages from its most diligent readers.
Books have been handed down from generation to generation, as the true
teachers of piety and the love of God, that represent him as so merciless and
tyrannical a despot, that, if they were considered otherwise than through the
medium of prejudice, they could inspire nothing but hatred. It seems that the
impression we derive from a book, depends much less upon its real contents,
than upon the temper of mind and preparation with which we read it. [...]

Thus far we have considered moral and tendency as if they were two names
for the same thing. This is however by no means the case.

The moral of any work may be defined to be, that ethical sentence to the
illustration of which the work may most aptly be applied. The tendency is the
actual effect it is calculated to produce upon the reader, and cannot be com-
pletely ascertained but by the experiment. The selection of the one, and the
character of the other, will in a great degree depend upon the previous state
of mind of the reader. [...]

From the distinctions here laid down it seems to follow, that the moral of a
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work is a point of very subordinate consideration, and that the only thing
worthy of much attention is the tendency. It appears not unlikely that, in some
cases, a work may be fairly susceptible of no moral inference, or none but a
bad one, and yet may have a tendency in a high degree salutary and advanta-
geous. The principal tendency of a work, to make use of a well known dis-
tinction, may be either intellectual or moral, to increase the powers of the
understanding, or to mend the disposition of the heart. [...]

The intellectual tendency of any book is perhaps a consideration of much
greater importance, than its direct moral tendency. [...]

It would be an instructive enquiry to consider what sort of devastation we
should commit in our libraries, if we were to pronounce upon the volumes by
their moral, or even by their direct moral tendency. Hundreds of those works
that have been the adoration of ages, upon which the man of genius and taste
feeds with an uncloyed appetite, from which he derives sense, and power, and
discernment, and refinement, and activity, and vigour, would be consigned to
the flames for their transgressions, or to the lumber-room for their neutrality.
While our choicest favours and our first attention would often be bestowed
upon authors, who have no other characteristic attribute but that of the tor-
pedo,1 and the principal tendency of whose literature is to drive all literature
and talent out of the world.

If we suffer our minds to dwell upon the comparative merit of authors, if we
free ourselves from the prejudices of the nursery, and examine the question in the
liberal spirit of scholars and philosophers, we shall not long hesitate where to
bestow our loudest approbation. The principal praise is certainly due to those
authors, who have a talent to “create a soul under the ribs of death”;2 whose
composition is fraught with irresistible enchantment; who pour their whole souls
into mine, and raise me as it were to the seventh heaven; who furnish me with
“food for contemplation even to madness”;3 who raise my ambition, expand my
faculties, invigorate my resolutions, and seem to double my existence. For
authors of this sort I am provided with an ample license; and, so they confer upon
me benefits thus inestimable and divine, I will never contend with them about the
choice of their vehicle, or the incidental accompaniments of their gift. [...]

86. Maria Edgeworth and Richard Lovell Edgeworth, “Books,” Vol. 1 of
Practical Education (1798)

[In the twelfth chapter of their two-volume collection, Maria and Richard
Lovell Edgeworth* recommend stories of adventure over sentimental tales, as
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1 A flat fish that emits electric discharges; figuratively, one who has a benumbing influence
(OED).

2 Author’s footnote: “Milton.”* From John Milton’s Comus (1634), 1.560-61.
3 Author’s footnote: “Rowe.” From Nicholas Rowe’s The Fair Penitent (1703), 5.1.211.
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romances have the danger of lessening the benevolent empathy of the young
reader.]

BOOKS.

[...] With respect to sentimental stories, and books of mere entertainment, we
must remark, that they should be sparingly used, especially in the education of
girls. This species of reading cultivates what is called the heart prematurely,
lowers the tone of the mind, and induces indifference for those common plea-
sures and occupations which, however trivial in themselves, constitute by far
the greatest portion of our daily happiness. Stories are the novels of childhood.
We know, from common experience, the effects which are produced upon the
female mind by immoderate novel-reading. To those who acquire this taste
every object becomes disgusting which is not in an attitude for poetic painting;
a species of moral picturesque1 is sought for in every sense of life, and this is
not always compatible with sound sense, or with simple reality. [...]

Besides the danger of creating a romantic taste, there is reason to believe,
that the species of reading to which we object has an effect directly opposite
to what it is intended to produce. It diminishes, instead of increasing, the sen-
sibility of the heart; a combination of romantic imagery is requisite to act
upon the associations of sentimental people, and they are virtuous only when
virtue is in perfectly good taste. An eloquent philosopher observes that in the
description of scenes of distress in romance and poetry the distress is always
made elegant; the imagination, which has been accustomed to the delicacy in
fictitious narrations, revolts from the disgusting circumstances which attend
real poverty, disease, and misery; the emotions of pity, and the exertions of
benevolence, are consequently repressed precisely at the time when they are
necessary to humanity.2 [...]

There is a class of books which amuse the imagination of children without
acting upon their feelings. We do not allude to fairy tales, for we apprehend
that these are not now much read, but we mean voyages and travels; these
interest young people universally. Robinson Crusoe,* Gulliver,* and the Three
Russian Sailors,3 who were cast away upon the coast of Norway, are general
favourites. No child ever read an account of a shipwreck, or even a storm,
without pleasure. A desert island is a delightful place, to be equaled only by
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1 Having the elements or qualities of a picture; in the late eighteenth century, the picturesque
was considered an aesthetic category alongside beauty and sublimity (as established by
Edmund Burke [1730-97]), and was associated with the roughness and irregularity of nature
harmonized by composition (OED).

2 Author’s footnote: “Professor Stewart.” Dugald Stewart (1753-1828), philosopher, professor
at Edinburgh University, and author of Outlines of a Course in Moral Philosophy (1793),
among other works. He was known for lecturing on literary topics.

3 The Edgeworths seem to be referencing Pierre Louis LeRoy’s A Narrative of the Singular
Adventures of Four Russian Sailors (1774). The Russian sailors were marooned on the Arc-
tic island of Spitzbergen in 1743, where they survived for six years.
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the skating land of the rein-deer, or by the valley of diamonds in the Arabian
tales. Savages, especially if they be cannibals, are sure to be admired, and the
more hair-breadth escapes the hero of the tale has survived, and the more mar-
velous his adventures, the more sympathy he excites.

Will it be thought to proceed from a spirit of contradiction if we remark,
that this species of reading should not early be chosen for boys of an enter-
prising temper, unless they are intended for a seafaring life, or for the army.
The taste for adventure is absolutely incompatible with the sober perseverance
necessary to success in any other liberal professions. To girls this species of
reading cannot be as dangerous as it is to boys; girls must very soon perceive
the impossibility of their rambling about the world in quest of adventures; and
where there appears an obvious impossibility in gratifying any wish, it is not
likely to become, or at least to continue, a torment to the imagination. Boys,
on the contrary, from the habits of their education, are prone to admire, and
to imitate, every thing like enterprise and heroism. Courage and fortitude are
the virtues of men, and it is natural that boys should desire, if they believe that
they posses these virtues, to be placed in those great and extraordinary situa-
tions which can display them to advantage. The taste for adventure is not
repressed in boys by the impossibility of its indulgence [...]

When young people have established their character for truth and exact
integrity, they should be entirely trusted with books as with every thing else.
A slight pencil line at the side of the page will then be all that is necessary to
guide them to the best parts of any book. Suspicion would be as injurious, as
too early a faith is imprudent: confidence confirms integrity [...]. [...]

87. Elizabeth Parker, Eleanor Smith, Eliza Sinclaire, and Jane Lewis, [Stu-
dents’ Prize-winning Essays on “The Love of Novels,”] Vol. 1 of The
Juvenile Library (1800)

[This series of student essays presents a wide variety of arguments both for
and against novel reading. In addition to revealing the focal issues of such
arguments—morality, entertainment, taste, sensibility, knowledge of the heart
and world, and refinement of feelings—these essays demonstrate the extent to
which cultural criticism was standardized and transmitted to young readers.]

FIRST PRIZE ESSAY
On the Question for No. 2, of the MONTHLY PRECEPTOR,1

251 Cultural Commentary

1 The Monthly Preceptor; or Juvenile Library (1800-02), overseen by Sir Richard Phillips
(1767-1840), held monthly writing contests for children. It published early writing by
authors Leigh Hunt (1784-1859), Thomas Love Peacock (1785-1866), and Thomas De
Quincy (1785-1859).
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“Whether such a Love of Novels as excludes all other reading, 
or no reading at all, is most to be condemned?”

By Miss ELIZABETH PARKER, Aged 14. 
Daughter of Joseph Parker, Esq. of Mettingham, near Bungay, Suffolk.

The love of Novels is, without doubt, extremely pernicious, as it introduces
false ideas into the mind, vitiates the taste, and has a tendency to corrupt the
heart. The imaginations of the young are lively, and their judgments fre-
quently erroneous: it is therefore very probable that those among them who
have an inclination for reading, and a desire to acquire knowledge, if neglect-
ed, should make choice of those books which afford amusement, and excite
interest for a short time, rather than of those which require more attention to
be understood and retained, but which store the mind with more solid and
useful information. The consequence is, that the youthful Novel-reader, if she
possess sensibility, will really participate in the various misfortunes and trag-
ical adventures of the heroine of a romance, and will perhaps shed a tear of
sympathy and compassion, if she be involved in severe calamities, though she
be ever so criminal; for the authors of such works too frequently endeavour
to make vice appear amiable, and, to heighten the colouring, they clothe her
in the garb of virtue. But if a tale of real distress be told by a forlorn and indi-
gent sufferer; if the language be homely, and the case a common, though a dis-
tressing one, the young lady, applied to for relief, grants the donation with a
hasty hand, but stays not to administer that sweetest cordial to the wounded
mind, the tear of heart-felt pity, and the voice of encouragement, which were
the most precious ingredients in the Samaritan’s oil.1 Nor is this the only dis-
advantage which attends the indiscriminate reading of Novels; the young lady,
whose amusement consists entirely in the perusal of them, will soon find her
thoughts wholly engrossed with them; it will be her greatest ambition to
resemble some favourite character, or perhaps to select the principal beauties
from several, to unite them in herself, that thus she may resemble a Venus de
Medicis;2 and the duties of her station will be neglected, or, at least, consid-
ered as laborious tasks unnecessarily imposed upon her. I grant there are some
Novels which are evidently written with the intention of promoting the cause
of virtue, and these may probably fall into the hands of the universal Novel-
reader; but it is not likely that she will be sufficiently endued with the power
of discrimination to separate the thinly scattered, though precious ore of
morality, from the useless soil of frivolity and baneful examples, with which
it is intermingled and surrounded.

It is therefore evident that the reading of Novels has a natural tendency to
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1 In the Biblical parable, oil and wine are healing agents that the Samaritan uses when caring
for a stranger beaten by robbers (Luke 10:30-37).

2 A Roman sculpture acquired by the Medici family and revered as one of the most beautiful
representations of Venus, the Roman goddess of love.
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create a partiality for them, in the youthful mind, which is totally uninflu-
enced by the directions or precepts of others; and that this partiality excludes
all taste for knowledge of a more solid and exalted kind. It only now remains
to consider whether no reading at all is more or less to be condemned.

Novels are intended to describe the characters of men in general as they are;
but it appears to me that this design is not often put into execution with suc-
cess; the virtuous are seldom suffered to pass through a progressive state of
improvement, but are suddenly transported to the summit of perfection; the
vicious are degraded beneath the character of men, and are so infernal in their
dispositions and conduct, that every philanthropist must hope, (and I flatter
myself with reason) that such a soul never animated the human frame. Now
surely it is wrong to check the unsuspecting frankness of youth, which is a too
probable consequence; or if the sanguine1 temper, in spite of this disadvan-
tage, gains the ascendancy, the youthful traveller commences the career of life
flushed with the pleasing hope of finding the virtuous part of mankind much
more numerous than that of the vicious. If Providence should situate her
where the latter predominates, those expectations will vanish, her hopes will
be blasted, and suspicion will be the leading principle of her conduct. On the
other hand, suppose a girl of common capacity, and a tolerable share of sen-
sibility and discernment; in short, one possessed of those advantages with
which Nature blesses most of her children, and imagine her placed in a situa-
tion which deprives her of any opportunity of reading, but in which she is
allowed to associate with persons of various descriptions; thus circumstanced,
permit me to ask, Is she not more favourably situated for receiving impres-
sions of virtue than the universal Novel-reader? I answer (with all due sub-
mission to the superior judgment of my seniors) that she is; and I will endeav-
our, in few words, to give my reasons for entertaining this opinion.

The mind of the latter is more unbiassed, and therefore more open to con-
viction of the truth than that of the Novel-reader, who may naturally be sup-
posed to have adopted hastily the sentiments of some favourite author, which
may very probably be erroneous; while the uninformed girl gains her ideas,
and forms her opinions from observation corroborated by experience; and
therefore, though she may imbibe some mistaken ideas, I think we may with
reason hope that her judicious opinions, if they do not predominate, will at
least be equivalent to those of the contrary description; and, at any rate, she
will grow up so far engaging as she is the child of nature.

Upon the whole, therefore, it appears to me, that the former class labours
under greater disadvantages from prejudice and error, than the latter from
neglect and ignorance.
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1 Hopeful, confident, or courageous (OED). In medieval physiology: belonging to that one of
the four “complexions” and characterized by the predominance of blood over the other
three humors, which is indicated by a ruddy countenance and an amorous disposition
(OED), or literally “flushed” with hope, as described in the essay.
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SECOND PRIZE ESSAY
On the Question,

“Whether such a Love of Novels as excludes all other reading, 
or no reading at all, is most to be condemned?”
By Miss ELEANOR MOORE SMITH, Aged 15. 

Private Pupil of the Rev. George Burges, Whittlesea.

As the opinion of mankind, relative to the tendency of Novels, seems very
much to vary, it may therefore be a task of considerable utility to endeavour
to point out whether such a love of Novels as excludes all other reading, or
no reading at all, be the most detrimental.

The effect of these fictitious narratives upon cultivated minds, and such as
can discriminate between their useful and destructive qualities, is excellent;
for they combine much instruction with much amusement: but to young peo-
ple, whose maintenance depends upon their industry, and whose education
has been confined, they certainly impart a very baneful influence: for girls of
this description peruse every Novel promiscuously that falls in their way, with
but little reflection, and less discrimination.

The prominent defect in the generality of Novels appears to be, that human
life is displayed in false colours, the domestic and requisite duties of private
stations ridiculed and parental authority rendered contemptible. Thus parents
are described as willing to sacrifice their children, [if] they can but unite them
to a man of fortune or title. But allowing this to be sometimes the case, yet
they who controul the choice of their children must not always be looked
upon as cruel, nor as enemies to their welfare; because as their experience and
knowledge of mankind are greater, they are therefore better qualified to dis-
cover what, with most likelihood, will promote the happiness of their off-
spring; and as they do not look with a lover’s eye, they are, of course, less par-
tial, and more fitted to find out the true disposition of the person who has
won the affections of their child.

It may be also further observed, that in compositions of this nature vice is
frequently portrayed with too many allurements; and crimes, which we ought
almost to blush at the mention of, are so perpetually dwelt upon, that the ear,
becoming familiarized to them, their atrocity, in some measure, wears off.
Hence, by some, the antient romances, though containing many absurdities,
are preferred to the modern Novel, because they more nearly exhibit life in its
proper and natural colours: their hero they adorn with all the manly virtues,
and their heroine with all the soft and refined graces usually appropriated to
the female sex. Modern Novels, on the contrary, present human nature to us
rather in a distorted point of view, divesting the female too much of her great-
est ornaments, modesty and reserve, and supplying their loss by an unbecom-
ing gaiety and levity.

But notwithstanding these defects, they yet, I think, possess many excellen-
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cies. By compositions of this nature the latent faculties are called forth, and
the affections of the heart are awakened; for though it is evident that reason
may point out to us the path by which we may arrive at happiness, it must yet
arouse the sentiments and softer passions before it can become attainable; and
in investigating the propensities of the human mind, we shall perhaps find that
the most efficacious method of communicating instruction, is by amusing and
interesting the imagination.

The minds, however, of persons who are total strangers to books, become
brutalized and immersed in ignorance; and their faculties, unimproved by
reflection, degenerate into imbecility. Further, as most young people have their
leisure hours, if they do not employ themselves in reading of some kind, will
they not indulge in such amusements as tend more, perhaps, to corrupt and
vitiate their morals than even the indiscriminate perusal of Novels.

The conversation of those who never habituate themselves to any sort of
reading, is generally coarse and contracted, nor is their conduct or feelings very
refined. However, it is certain that, at all events, they are deprived of a source
of great pleasure; and to those who are farther advanced in years, the want of
knowledge must be a considerable detriment, because at that period declining
life requires something to fill up its solitary hours; for the amusements of
youth have ceased to please; and the mind, no longer thirsting after past grat-
ifications, seems to have a propensity for what is more serious and sedate.

Having thus briefly enumerated, as far as I am able, the consequences pro-
ceeding both from “such a love of Novels as excludes all other reading,” and
from “no reading at all,” I am, upon the whole, inclined to believe that even
the promiscuous perusal of these fictitious narratives, though accompanied by
many disadvantages, must yet be preferred to a total exclusion from all infor-
mation: and I should hope that, in most cases, the improvement, however par-
tial, to be derived from the former, would more than counterbalance the bane-
ful ignorance attendant upon the latter.

THIRD PRIZE ESSAY
On the Question,

“Whether such a Love of Novels as excludes all other reading, 
or no reading at all, is most to be condemned?”

By Miss ELIZA SINCLAIRE, Aged 14.
Of Belfast, Ireland, now residing at Dr. Gregory’s, Low Leyton.

No species of writing [provides] so much general entertainment as the rela-
tion of events; but the relation of all circumstances do not please in an equal
degree. History is a narration of natural and important events; it therefore
gratifies our curiosity, but does not often excite either our pity or our terror:
voyages and travels awaken no sentiment so strongly as wonder; for we do
not often feel much for the traveller, whose greatest excellence generally con-
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sists in a curiosity too strong for the end he has in view; in short, no species
of composition is so generally agreeable as Novels.

It is not every capacity that is fitted to enter into the measurements of the
geometrician, the theological disputes of the divine, or the tedious calculations
of the astronomer. Few, comparatively, are able to reason; but there are few
who cannot feel; and many who are perplexed and confused in an argument
listen attentively to a pleasing tale. Novels also tend to refine the feelings, and
to ease and unbend the mind after more serious occupations; even the philoso-
pher or statesman may be amused with this species of writing; and it is said
that a great statesman, an able lawyer, and a celebrated historian of the pre-
sent age, read with the utmost avidity the novel of Cecilia* on its first appear-
ance. Having said so much on the pleasure and advantage resulting from
Novel-reading, we shall now consider its disadvantages. A love of Novels is
the most pernicious taste a young person can acquire; it destroys an inclina-
tion for serious reading; for after suffering the imagination to wander in “the
fairy land of fiction,”1 we do not feel much desire to peruse books of instruc-
tion. This sort of reading also imprints on the mind so false a picture of life,
that mere Novel-readers are seldom fit to conduct themselves properly
through its various mazes. Novel-reading has also a tendency to render us
unhappy, by inducing us to look forward to events which cannot happen in
the common course of human affairs.

Many of the reasons already adduced will tend to prove the necessity of
being acquainted with the events of common life. Every one must be informed
of the very great disadvantages resulting from a want of knowledge of the
world; it subjects us to impositions from the designing and cunning, and to
contempt from the learned and sensible. But these are among the lesser evils
attendant on ignorance of the common affairs of life. A man who is ignorant
of these is seldom capable of conducting himself with propriety; and, without
a skillful guide, is liable to fall into errors, which a little knowledge might, in
a great measure, prevent. Yet it must be allowed that we often see the illiter-
ate happier than those who are learned; for instance, the peasants, the gener-
ality of whom seldom know how either to read or write, appear more happy
and contented than those who have the richest mines of knowledge and sci-
ence at their command; yet as their sphere of action is very confined, perhaps
this will hardly be thought a fair instance. It ought not, however, to be for-
gotten, that all the social and domestic connections of life are filled by these
persons with credit and advantage. They often practice the duties of friends,
fathers, husbands, &c. with reputation and honour. Is it not preferable, there-
fore, to be illiterate and good, then to be possessed of the false knowledge
which Novels afford?
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1 From Anna Letitia [Aikin] Barbauld* and John Aikin’s* “On Romances: An Imitation,”
Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose (1773); see selection 50.
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Therefore, considering the various arguments on both sides, we shall con-
clude with observing, that although in the superior ranks of life few things are
more contemptible than a totally uncultivated mind; yet as this is often
accompanied with plain common sense, its disadvantages are less than those
arising from an immoderate love of Novels.

FOURTH PRIZE ESSAY
On the Question,

“Whether such a Love of Novels as excludes all other reading, 
or no reading at all, is most to be condemned?”

By Miss JANE LEWIS, aged 14.
Of Mrs. Metcalf’s Academy, North Baddesley, Rumsey, Hants.

Novels are generally regarded as productive of the most baneful effects, as
they pervert the judgment of young persons, inflame their imaginations, and
present false pictures of men and manners. Total deprivation of books renders
them ignorant, and contracts their ideas within a very small circle. Novels
often prove the cause of romantic notions, which are too frequently the
destruction of those who imbibe them. But is it not as dangerous to suffer the
youthful mind to be liable to receive every impression which ignorance can
invent or credulity credit? It has often been remarked, that Novels destroy
every moral sentiment, and ruin the virtuous inclinations of those who addict
themselves to them. No reading makes them incapable of forming any just
observations: deprived, as it were, in some measure of the use of reason, they
toil through life without being able to taste any mental gratification, and are,
in sense, scarcely superior to the untutored Indians. Nature and custom teach
them many things, but the mind, that great attribute of the human species, has
little or no share in their actions. The love-sick damsel and the despairing
lover, which are the usual subjects of Novels, are not calculated to inspire a
love of virtue, but a slight intercourse with the world would shew their absur-
dity. Is it not better to run the risk of receiving a few false notions of society
than to prevent it by total ignorance? Therefore no reading is more to be con-
demned than such a love of Novels as excludes all other reading.
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D. The Novel’s Power Over Women

88. Mary Astell, from A Serious Proposal to the Ladies (1694)

[Wanting the woman reader to cultivate a rational intellect, Astell* warns her
away from romances that train her to practice only the “greatest Follies.”]

[...] What is it but the want of an ingenious Education, that renders the gen-
erality of Feminine Conversations so insipid and foolish, and their solitude so
insupportable? Learning is therefore necessary to render them more agreeable
and useful in company, and to furnish them with becoming entertainments
when alone, that so they may not be driven to those miserable shifts, which
too many make use of to put off their time, that precious Talent that never lies
on the hands of a judicious Person. And since our Happiness in the next
world, depends so far on those dispositions which we carry along with us out
of this, that without a right habitude and temper of mind we are not capable
of Felicity; and seeing our Beatitude consists in the contemplation of the
divine Truth and Beauty, as well as in the fruition of his Goodness, can Igno-
rance be a fit preparative for Heaven? Is’t likely that she whose Understand-
ing has been busied about nothing but froth and trifles, shou’d be capable of
delighting her self in noble and sublime Truths? Let such therefore as deny us
the improvement of our Intellectuals, either take up his Paradox, who said
That Women have no Souls;1 which at this time a day, when they are allow’d
to Brutes, wou’d be as unphilosophical as it is unmannerly; or else let them
permit us to cultivate and improve them. There is a sort of Learning indeed
which is worse than the greatest Ignorance: A woman may study Plays and
Romances all her days, & be a great deal more knowing, but never a jot the
wiser. Such a Knowledge as this serves only to instruct and put her forward in
the practice of the greatest Follies; yet how can they justly blame her, who for-
bid, or at least, won’t afford opportunity of better? A rational mind will be
employ’d, it will never be satisfy’d in doing nothing; and if you neglect to fur-
nish it with good materials, ’tis like to take up with such as come to hand.

We pretend not that Women shou’d teach in the Church, or usurp Author-
ity where it is not allow’d them; permit us only to understand our own duty,
and not be forc’d to take it upon trust from others; to be at least so far
learned, as to be able to form in our minds a true Idea of Christianity, it being
so very necessary to fence us against the danger of these last and perilous days,

1 The question “Do women have souls?” was debated throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth,
and eighteenth centuries, encouraged by publications such as the anonymous pamphlet, “Dis-
putatio nova contra mulieres, qua probatur eas hominess non esse” (Latin: “A new argument
against women, in which it is demonstrated that they are not human beings” [1595]).
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in which Deceivers, a part of whose Character is, to lead captive silly Women,
need not creep into Houses since the have Authority to proclaim their Errors
on the House top. And let us also acquire a true Practical knowledge, such as
will convince us of the absolute necessity of Holy Living, as well as of Right
Believing, and that no Heresy is more dangerous than that of an ungodly and
wicked Life. And since the French Tongue is understood by most Ladies,
methinks they may much better improve it by the study of Philosophy (as I
hear the French Ladies do,) [written by] Des Cartes, Malebranch1 and others,
than by reading idle Novels and Romances. ’Tis strange we shou’d be so for-
ward to imitate their Fashions and Fopperies, and have no regard as to what
is truly imitable in them! And why shall it not be thought as genteel to under-
stand French Philosophy, as to be accoutred in a French Mode? Let therefore
the famous Madame D’acier,2 &c and our own incomparable Orinda3 excite
the Emulation of the English Ladies.

89. Judith Drake, from An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex (1696)

[Drake* maintains that reading fiction, including novels, provides girls with
an early “Command both of Words and Sense” and gives them an advantage
over boys in understanding the world.]

[...] We are naturally Lovers of our Ease, and have great apprehensions of the
difficulty of things untry’d; Especially in matters of Learning, the common
Methods of acquiring which are so unpleasant, and uneasie. I doubt not but
abundance of noble Wits are stifled in both Sexes, for want but of suspecting
what they were able to do, and with how much facility. Experience shews us
every day Blockheads, that arrive at a moderate, nay sometimes a great Repu-
tation by their Confidence, and brisk attempts which they maintain by their
Diligence; while great Numbers of Men naturally more Ingenious lye neglected
by, for want of Industry to improve, or Courage to exert themselves. No Man
certainly but wishes he had the Reputation in, and were Respected and
Esteem’d by the World as he sees some Men are for the Fruits of their Pens; but
they are lo[a]th to be at the pains of any Attempt, or doubt their sufficience to
perform; or what I believe is most general, never to enquire so far into them-
selves, and their own Abilities, as to bring such a thought into their Heads. This
last I fancy is the true Reason, why our Sex, who are commonly charged with
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1 René Descartes (1596-1650), influential French philosopher, mathematician, scientist, and
author who explored the opposition between mind and matter, outlined an ethical code for
seeking truth, and conducted scientific inquiry based on observation; Nicholas Malebranche
(1638-1715), French philosopher and follower of Descartes who saw God as central to sci-
entific and metaphysical study.

2 I.e., Anne Dacier.* 
3 The pen name of Katherine Philips.*
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talking too much, are Guilty of Writing so little. I wish they would shake off
this lazy Despondence, and let the noble examples of the deservedly celebrated
Mrs. Philips,* and the incomparable Mrs. Behn* rouse their Courages, and
shew Mankind the great injustice of their Contempt. I am confident they would
find no such need of the assistance of Languages as is generally imagin’d.1

Those that have of their own need not graft upon Foreign Stocks. I have often
thought that the not teaching Women Latin and Greek, was an advantage to
them, if it were rightly consider’d, and might be improv’d to a great height. For
Girles after they can Read and Write (if they be of any Fashion) are taught such
things as take not up their whole time, and not being suffer’d to run about at
liberty as Boys, are furnish’d among other toys with Books, such as Romances,
Novels, Plays, and Poems; which though they read carelessly only for Diver-
sion, yet unawares to them, give ’em very early a considerable Command both
of Words and Sense; which are further improv’d by their making and receiving
Visits with their Mothers, which gives them betimes the opportunity of imitat-
ing, conversing with, and knowing the manner, and address of elder Persons.
These I take to be the true Reasons why a Girl of Fifteen is reckon’d as ripe as
a Boy of One and Twenty, and not any natural forwardness of Maturity as some
People would have it. These Advantages the Education of Boys deprives them
of, who drudge away the Vigour of their Memories at Words, useless ever after
most of them, and at Seventeen or Eighteen are to begin their Alphabet of Sense,
and are but where the Girls were at Nine or Ten. Yet because they have learnt
Latin and Greek, reject with Scorn all English Books their best helps, and lay
aside their Latin ones, as if they were already Masters of all that Learning, and
so hoist Sail for the wide World without a Compass to Steer by.

90. Richard Berenger, The World, No. 79 (July 4, 1754)

[Emphasizing the familiar theme that romances encourage women readers to
substitute fantasy for reality, Berenger* tells the story of Clarinda and her
deluded romantic love for Antoine, a valet. Ironically, Berenger relies on a
story to warn against mistaking stories for real life.]

To Mr. FITZ-ADAM2

Sir, 
You cannot do a greater service to the world, than by promoting the real hap-
piness of the best part of it, the fair sex; for whose sake I beg you will publish
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1 I.e., women do not need to be trained in the classical languages of Greek and Latin in order
to write well in English.

2 Name of the fictional editor of The World (1753-56), a persona used by the real editor,
Edward Moore.*
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the following animadversions upon an error in education, which the good
sense of the present age, with all its attachments to nature, has not totally
eradicated. The error I mean is putting ROMANCES into the hands of young
ladies; which being a sort of writing that abounds in characters nowhere to be
found, can, at best, be but a useless employment, even supposing the readers
of them to have neither relish nor understanding for superior concerns. But as
this is by no means the case, and as the happiness of mankind is deeply inter-
ested in the sentiments and conduct of the ladies, why do we contribute to the
filling their heads with fancies, which render them incapable either of enjoy-
ing or communicating that happiness? Why do we suffer those hearts, which
ought to be appropriated to the various affections of social life, to be alienat-
ed by the mere creatures of the imagination? In short, why do we suffer those
who were born for the purpose of living in society with men endued with pas-
sions and frailties like their own, to be bred up in daily expectation of living
out of it with such men as never have existed? Believe me, Mr. Fitz-Adam (as
much as the age of nature as this is thought to be), I know several unmarried
ladies, who in all probability had been long ago good wives and good moth-
ers, if their imaginations had not been early perverted with the chimerical
ideas of romantic love, and themselves cheated out of the CHARITIES (as
Milton* calls them)1 and all the real blessings of those relations, by the hopes
of that ideal happiness, which is no where to be found but in ROMANCES.

It is a principle with such ladies, that it matters not if the qualities they
ascribe to the heroes of these books be real or imaginary: upon which princi-
ple, a footman may as well be the hero as his master: for nothing, it seems, is
necessary to dub him such, but the magic power of a lady’s fancy, which cre-
ates chim[e]ras much faster than nature can produce realities.

Surely, Mr. Fitz-Adam, this doctrine of ideal happiness is calculated for the
meridian of Bedlam, and ought never to be received beyond the limits of Moor-
fields.2 For if we should admit that the monarch in his cell is as happy as the
monarch on his throne, while both their objects are ambition; yet the happiness
of society must depend only on the reasonableness of individuals. A father is by
this pernicious doctrine frequently robbed of the comfort he expected in his
child: a daughter is deprived of the protection and support she might otherwise
have claimed from her father; and society is interrupted in forming its general
system of happiness, which those relations should contribute to establish.

These, Mr. Fitz-Adam, are almost the necessary consequences of reading
ROMANCES: and as human nature is apt to be more influenced by example
than precept, I shall beg leave to enforce the truth of what I have advanced by
the following history.
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1 “Paradise dear, and all the Charities / of Father, Son, and Brother” (John Milton, Paradise
Lost* [1667], 4.756).

2 Bethlehem, an infamous hospital for the insane located in the Moorfields district of London;
its name gave rise to the term “bedlam,” signaling the conditions of the hospital.
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CLARINDA was the only child of a wealthy merchant, who placed all his
happiness in the expectations of her merit and the rewards of it. Nature had
encouraged him in that expectation, by giving her a very liberal portion of her
favours; and he determined to improve it by every means which the fondness of
a parent could suggest to him. But, unfortunately for CLARINDA, her father’s
good intentions were not guided by a judgment equally good: for it happened
to her, as it too often does in the education of young women, that his endeav-
ours were rather directed to grace her person, than to adorn her mind: and
whatever qualifications he might wish the latter to possess, he seemed solicitous
only of such as might recommend the former. Dress, dancing and music, were
the whole of her accomplishments: and they so immoderately softened the nat-
ural effeminacy of her mind, that she contracted an aversion to every kind of
reading, which did not represent the same softness of manners. Every hour
which was not appropriated to one of these accomplishments, was spent in the
ensnaring practice of reading NOVELS and ROMANCES; of which CLELIA*
was her favorite, and the hero of it continually in her head.

Whilst CLARINDA was thus accomplishing herself, the father was study-
ing to reward the merits of his daughter with a husband suitable to her rank
and fortune. Nor was he unsuccessful in his care: for THEODORE, the son
of a neighouring gentleman in the country, was chosen for this honour. But
though all who knew him declared him to be worthy of it, unhappily for
CLARINDA, she alone thought otherwise. For notwithstanding he loved her
with a sincerity hardly to be equalled, yet as he did not approach her in hero-
ics, nor first break his passion to her in shady groves, he was not the hero she
expected: he neither bowed gracefully, moved majestically, nor sighed pathet-
ically enough to charm a heart which doted on romantic grimace: in short he
was not the hero which CLELIA had impressed on CLARINDA’s imagination.
But, what was still more unfortunate, THEODORE’S VALET DE CHAM-
BRE was completely so. That happy hero was a Frenchman, who to an imag-
ination little less romantic than CLARINDA’s, had added all the fantastic lev-
ity of his country; which happening first to discover itself in those very shades
where she used to meditate on the hero of CLELIA, so captivated her heart
with MONSIEUR ANTOINE the VALET, that her imagination instantly anni-
hilated every circumstance of his rank and fortune, and added every enchant-
ing accomplishment to his mind and person.

There is no resisting the impetuosity of romantic love. Like enthusiasm,1 it
breaks through all the restraints of nature and custom, and enables, as well as
animates its votaries, to execute all its extravagant suggestions. A passion of
this sublime original could have none of those difficulties in discovering itself
to its object, which are apt to oppose the rash wills of vulgar mortals: and
therefore it was not long before CLARINDA gave ANTONIO (for so she
chose to soften the unharmonious name of ANTOINE) to understand that
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love, like death, leveled all distinctions of birth and fortune, and introduced
the lowest and highest into Elysium1 together.

ANTONIO, who had been almost as conversant with ROMANCES as
CLARINDA, received the first intimations of the lady’s passion for him with
a transport that had less surprise than joy in it; and from the first discovery
of it, there arose an intercourse between them, which entirely defeated the pre-
tensions of THEODORE, and confirmed CLARINDA’s passion for his
VALET.

But as much a hero as ANTONIO appeared to be both to CLARINDA and
himself during the first part of this tender intercourse, in the progress of it he
discovered that he wanted one principal ingredient in the composition of that
ideal character: he had not courage enough to be a martyr. For though he
doted on CLARINDA’s person, whilst her fortune was annexed to it, yet he
could not bring himself to starve even with an angel: and this he soon per-
ceived must be his fate, if he possessed the one without the other. Such a dis-
appointment from a hero to a Dido,2 or to any woman who expected a nat-
ural gratification of her passion, would have excited resentment and aversion.
This would have been nature, which romantic love has no knowledge of: it
never changes any of those ideas with which it first captivates a fantastic
heart: therefore CLARINDA, though she most pathetically lamented her dis-
appointment in ANTONIO, yet charged it all upon her stars, and accused
only them and the Gods of cruelty. Her father at the same time declared his
resolution to disinherit her, if she persisted in her folly: and the more effectu-
ally to prevent it, he bribed ANTONIO to leave England; which so inflamed
CLARINDA’s passion (who considered him as banished on her account) that
she made a solemn vow never to marry any other man.

To conclude; the consequence of this vow was, that the father settled an
annuity on his daughter, and entailed his estate on his next kindred. This
annuity she still lives to enjoy; and in the fifty-fifth year of her age prefers the
visionary happiness of reading CLELIA and thinking on her ANTONIO, to
the real blessings of those social relations, which in all probability she had
enjoyed through life, if she had never been a reader of ROMANCES.

91. James Fordyce, “On Female Virtue,” Vol. 1 of Sermons to Young
Women (1766)

[Although Fordyce* praises the “Old Romance[s]” and their depiction of virtue
and honor in this sermon (the fourth in his two-volume collection), he believes
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1 A place or state of ideal or perfect happiness; the supposed abode of the blessed after death
in Greek mythology (OED).

2 In Virgil’s* Aeneid,* Dido falls in love with Aeneas and commits suicide when he abandons
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that a woman who reads modern novels is “in her soul [...] a prostitute, let
her reputation in life be what it will.”]

On Female Virtue.

[...] But I proceed, [...] to caution you against that fatal poison to virtue,
which is conveyed by Profligate and by Improper Books.

When entertainment is made the vehicle of instruction, nothing surely can
be more harmless, agreeable, or useful. To prohibit young minds the perusal
of any writings, where Wisdom addresses the affections in the language of
imagination, may be sometimes well meant, but must be always injudicious.
Some such writings undoubtedly there are; the offspring of real genius enlight-
ened by knowledge of the world, and prompted, it is to be hoped, by zeal for
the improvement of youth.

Happy indeed beyond the vulgar story-telling tribe, and highly praised is he,
who, to fine sensibilities and a lively fancy superadding clear and comprehen-
sive views of men and manners, writes to the heart with simplicity and chaste-
ness, through a series of adventures well conducted, and relating chiefly to
scenes in ordinary life; where the solid joys of Virtue, and her sacred sorrows,
are strongly contrasted with the hollowness and the horrors of vice; where, by
little unexpected yet natural incidents of the tender and domestic kind, so
peculiarly fitted to touch the soul, the most important lessons are impressed,
and the most generous sentiments awakened; where, to say no more, distress
occasioned often by indiscretions, consistent with many degrees of worth, yet
clouding it for the time, is worked up into a storm, such as to call forth the
principles of fortitude and wisdom, confirming and brightening them by that
exertion; till at length the bursting tempest is totally, or in a great measure dis-
pelled, so that the hitherto suspended and agitated reader is either relieved
entirely, and delighted even to transport, or has left upon his mind at the con-
clusion a mixture of virtuous sadness, which serves to fasten the moral deep-
er, and to produce an unusual sobriety in all his passions.

Amongst the few works of this kind which I have seen, I cannot but look
on those of Mr. Richardson* as well entitled to the first rank; an author, of
whom an indisputable judge has with equal truth and energy pronounced,
“that he taught the passions to move at the command of reason”:1 I will ven-
ture to add, an author to whom your sex are under singular obligations for
his uncommon attention to their best interests; but particularly for presenting,
in a character sustained throughout with inexpressible pathos and delicacy,
the most exalted standard of female excellence that was ever held up to their
imitation. I would be understood to except that part of Clarissa’s* conduct,
which the authors meant to exhibit as exceptionable. Setting this aside, we

264 Novel Definitions

1 In Rambler* No. 97 (February 19, 1751), Samuel Johnson* claims that Richardson “taught
the passions to move at the command of virtue.”
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find in her character a beauty, a sweetness, an artlessness—what shall I say
more?—a sanctity of sentiment and manner, which, I own for my part, I have
never seen equalled in any book of that sort; yet such, at the same time, as
appears no way impracticable for any woman who is ambitious of excelling.

Besides the beautiful productions of that incomparable pen, there seem to
me to be very few, in the style of Novel, that you can read with safety, and yet
fewer that you can read with advantage.—What shall we say of certain books,
which we are assured (for we have not read them) are in their nature so
shameful, in their tendency so pestiferous, and which contain such rank trea-
son against the royalty of Virtue, such horrible violation of all decorum, that
she who can bear to peruse them must in her soul be a prostitute, let her rep-
utation in life be what it will. But can it be true—say, ye chaste stars, that with
innumerable eyes inspect the midnight behaviour of mortals—can it be true,
that any young woman, pretending to decency, should endure for a moment
to look on this infernal brood of futility and lewdness?

Nor do we condemn those writings only, that, with an effrontery which
defies the laws of God and men, carry on their very forehead, the mark of the
beast.1 We consider the general run of Novels as utterly unfit for you. Instruc-
tion they convey none. They paint scenes of pleasure and passion altogether
improper for you to behold, even with the mind’s eye. Their descriptions are
often loose and luscious to a high degree; their representations of love between
the sexes are almost universally overstrained. All is dotage, or despair; or else
ranting swelled into burlesque. In short, the majority of their lovers are either
mere lunatics, or mock heroes. A sweet sensibility, a charming tenderness, a
delightful anguish, exalted generosity, heroic worth, and refinement of
thought: how seldom are these best ingredients of virtuous love mixed with any
judgment of care in the composition of their principal characters!

In the Old Romance the passion appeared with all its enthusiasm. But then
it was the enthusiasm of honor; for love and honour were there the same. The
men were sincere, magnanimous, and noble; the women were patterns of
chastity, dignity, and affection. They were only to be won by real heroes; and
this title was founded in protecting, not in betraying, the sex. The proper
merit with them consisted in the display of disinterested goodness, undaunted
fortitude, and unalterable fidelity. The turn of those books was influenced by
the genius of the times in which they were composed; as that, on the other
hand, was nourished by them. The characters they drew were, no doubt, often
heightened beyond nature; and the incidents they related, it is certain, were
commonly blended with the most ridiculous extravagance. At present, how-
ever, I believe they may be read with perfect safety, if indeed there are any who
choose to look into them. [...]
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for the way it marks a follower’s right hand or forehead.
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To come back to the species of writing which so many young women are apt
to doat upon, the offspring of our present Novelists, I mean the greater part;
with whom we may join the common herd of Play-writers. Besides the remarks
already made on the former, is it not manifest with respect to both, that such
books lead to a false taste of life and happiness; that they represent vices as frail-
ties, and frailties as virtues; that they engender notions of love unspeakably per-
verting and inflammatory; that they overlook in a great measure the finest part
of the passion, which one would suspect the authors had never experienced;
that they turn it most commonly into an affair of wicked or of frivolous gal-
lantry; that on many occasions they take off from the worst crimes committed
in the prosecution of it, the horror which ought ever to follow them; on some
occasions actually reward those very crimes, and almost on all leave the female
reader with this persuasion at best, that it is their business to get husbands at
any rate, and by whatever means? Add to this account, that repentance for the
foulest injuries which can be done [to] the sex, is generally represented as the
pang, or rather the start, of a moment; and holy wedlock converted into a
sponge, to wipe out at a single stroke every stain of guilt and dishonour, which
it was possible for the hero of the piece to contract.—Is this a kind of reading
calculated to improve the principles, or preserve the sobriety of female minds?
How much are those young women to be pitied, that have no wise parents or
faithful tutors to direct them in relation to the books which are, or which are
not, fit to be read! How much are those parents and tutors to be commended,
who with particular solicitude watch over them in so important a concern!

I conclude with saying, that the subject of this discourse has unavoidably
suggested some ideas, which, had we not undertaken to address young ladies
at large, we should have certainly suppressed for the sake of more modest
natures, whom we would not willingly pain, no not for a moment. But such
we hope will be candid enough to excuse us, if, by throwing out to others
what to them would have been unnecessary, we may not be happily instru-
mental in rescuing were it but one of their sex from the slavery of vice, or
defending a single innocent from its snares.

92. Hester Chapone, “On Politeness and Accomplishments,” Vol. 2 of Letters
on the Improvement of the Mind (1773)

[Advising that novels can be read but must be chosen with care, Chapone’s*
letter (the eighth in her two-volume collection) encourages young women to
read essays—specifically, the criticism that appears in periodicals—which will
help make them moral judges of literature.]

On Politeness and Accomplishments.

[...] Moral philosophy—as it relates to human actions—is of still higher
importance than the study of nature.—The works of the ancients on this sub-
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ject are universally said to be entertaining as well as instructive, by those who
can read them in their original languages;—and such of them as are well trans-
lated will undoubtedly, some years hence, afford you great pleasure and
improvement.—You will also find many agreeable and useful books, written
originally in French, and in English, on morals and manners:—for the present,
there are works, which, without assuming the solemn air of philosophy, will
enlighten your mind on these subjects, and introduce instruction in an easier
dress:—of this sort are many of the moral essays, which have appeared in peri-
odical papers—which, when excellent in their kind—as are the Spectators,*
Guardians, Ramblers,* and Adventurers1—are particularly useful to young
people, as they comprehend a great variety of subjects—introduce many ideas
and observations that are new to them—and lead to a habit of reflecting on
the characters and events that come before them in real life, which I consider
as the best exercise of the understanding.

Books on taste and criticism will hereafter be more proper for you than at
present:—whatever can improve your discernment, and render your taste ele-
gant and just, must be of great consequence to your enjoyments as well as to
the embellishment of your understanding.

I would by no means exclude the kind of reading which young people are
naturally most fond of—though I think the greatest care should be taken in
the choice of those fictitious stories that so enchant the mind—most of which
tend to inflame the passions of youth, whilst the chief purpose of education
should be to moderate and restrain them.—Add to this, that both the writing
and sentiments of most novels and romances are such as are only proper to
vitiate your stile, and to mislead your heart and understanding.—The expec-
tation of extraordinary adventures—which seldom ever happen to the sober
and prudent part of mankind—and the admiration of extravagant passions
and absurd conduct, are some of the usual fruits of this kind of reading—
which, when a young woman makes it her chief amusement, generally renders
her ridiculous in conversation, and miserably wrong-headed in her pursuits
and behaviour.—There are however works in this class, in which excellent
morality is joined with the most lively pictures of the human mind, and with
all that can entertain the imagination and interest the heart.—But, I must
repeatedly exhort you, never to read any thing of the sentimental kind, with-
out taking the judgment of your best friends in the choice—for, I am per-
suaded, that the indiscriminant reading of such kinds of books corrupts more
female hearts than any other cause whatsoever.

Before I close this correspondence, I shall point out the course of history I
wish you to pursue [...].
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1 Joseph Addison* and Richard Steele’s* The Spectator (1711-12; 1714) and The Guardian
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turer (1752-54), respectively. Chapone contributed paper No. 10 to The Rambler.
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93. Mary Wollstonecraft, “Some Instances of the Folly which the Ignorance
of Women Generates [...],” A Vindication of the Rights of Woman
(1792)

[In the second section of the thirteenth chapter of her work, Wollstonecraft* crit-
icizes the work of “stupid novelists,” but she also recognizes the power of the
novel in the lives of women who are denied more important activities (such as
political participation) and praises novels that increase women’s understanding.]

SOME INSTANCES OF THE FOLLY WHICH THE IGNORANCE 
OF WOMEN GENERATES [...].

Another instance of that feminine weakness of character, often produced by a
confined education, is a romantic twist of the mind, which has been very
properly termed sentimental.

Women, subjected by ignorance to their sensations, and only taught to look
for happiness in love, refine on sensual feelings, and adopt metaphysical
notions respecting that passion, which lead them shamefully to neglect the
duties of life, and frequently in the midst of these sublime refinements they
plump into actual vice.

These are the women who are amused by the reveries of the stupid novel-
ists, who, knowing little of human nature, work up stale tales, and describe
meretricious scenes, all retailed in a sentimental jargon, which equally tend to
corrupt the taste, and draw the heart aside from its daily duties. I do not men-
tion the understanding, because never having been exercised, its slumbering
energies rest inactive, like the lurking particles of fire which are supposed uni-
versally to pervade matter.

Females, in fact, denied all political privileges, and not allowed, as married
women, excepting in criminal cases, a civil existence,1 have their attention
naturally drawn from the interest of the whole community to that of the
minute parts, though the private duty of any member of society must be very
imperfectly performed when not connected with the general good. The mighty
business of female life is to please, and restrained from entering into more
important concerns by political and civil oppression, sentiments become
events, and reflection deepens what it should, and would have effaced, if the
understanding had been allowed to take a wider range.

But, confined to trifling employments, they naturally imbibe opinions
which the only kind of reading calculated to interest an innocent frivolous
mind, inspires. Unable to grasp any thing great, is it surprising that they find
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the reading of history a very dry task, and disquisitions addressed to the
understanding intolerably tedious, and almost unintelligible? Thus are they
necessarily dependent on the novelist for amusement. Yet, when I exclaim
against novels, I mean when contrasted with those works which exercise the
understanding and regulate the imagination.—For any kind of reading I think
better than leaving a blank still a blank,1 because the mind must receive a
degree of enlargement and obtain a little strength by a slight exertion of its
thinking powers; besides, even the productions that are only addressed to the
imagination, raise the reader a little above the gross gratification of appetites,
to which the mind has not given a shade of delicacy.

This observation is the result of experience; for I have known several
notable women, and one in particular, who was a very good woman—as good
as such a narrow mind would allow her to be, who took care that her daugh-
ters (three in number), should never see a novel. As she was a woman of for-
tune and fashion, they had various masters to attend them, and a sort of
menial governess to watch their footsteps. From their masters they learned
how tables, chairs, &c. were called in French and Italian; but as the few books
thrown in their way were far above their capacities, or devotional, they nei-
ther acquired ideas nor sentiments, and passed their time, when not compelled
to repeat words, in dressing, quarrelling with each other, or conversing with
their maids by stealth, till they were brought into company as marriageable.

Their mother, a widow, was busy in the mean time in keeping up her con-
nections, as she termed a numerous acquaintance, lest her girls should want a
proper introduction into the great world. And these young ladies, with minds
vulgar in every sense of the word, and spoiled tempers, entered life puffed up
with notions of their own consequence, and looking down with contempt on
those who could not vie with them in dress and parade.

With respect to love, nature, or their nurses, had taken care to teach them
the physical meaning of the word; and, as they had few topics of conversa-
tion, and fewer refinements of sentiment, they expressed their gross wishes
not in very delicate phrases, when they spoke freely, talking of matrimony.

Could these girls have been injured by the perusal of novels? I almost for-
got a shade in the character of one of them; she affected a simplicity border-
ing on folly, and with a simper would utter the most immodest remarks and
questions, the full meaning of which she had learned whilst secluded from the
world, and afraid to speak in her mother’s presence, who governed with a
high hand: they were all educated, as she prided herself, in a most exemplary
manner; and read their chapters and psalms before breakfast, never touching
a silly novel.
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This is only one instance; but I recollect many other women who, not led
by degrees to proper studies, and not permitted to choose for themselves, have
indeed been overgrown children; or have obtained, by mixing in the world, a
little of what is termed common sense; that is, a distinct manner of seeing
common occurrences, as they stand detached: but what deserves the name of
intellect, the power of gaining general or abstract ideas, or even intermediate
ones, was out of the question. Their minds were quiescent,1 and when they
were not roused by sensible objects and employments of that kind, they were
low-spirited, would cry, or go to sleep.

When, therefore, I advise my sex not to read such flimsy works, it is to
induce them to read something superiour; for I coincide in opinion with a
sagacious man, who, having a daughter and niece under his care, pursued a
very different plan with each.

The niece, who had considerable abilities, had, before she was left to his
guardianship, been indulged in desultory reading. Her he endeavoured to
lead, and did lead, to history and moral essays; but his daughter, whom a
fond, weak mother had indulged, and who consequently was averse to every
thing like application, he allowed to read novels: and used to justify his con-
duct by saying, that if she ever attained a relish for reading them, he should
have some foundation to work upon; and that erroneous opinions were bet-
ter than none at all.

In fact the female mind has been so totally neglected, that knowledge was
only to be acquired from this muddy source, till from reading novels some
women of superior talents learned to despise them.

The best method, I believe, that can be adopted to correct a fondness for
novels is to ridicule them: not indiscriminately, for then it would have little
effect; but, if a judicious person, with some turn for humour, would read sev-
eral to a young girl, and point out both by tones, and apt comparisons with
pathetic incidents and heroic characters in history, how foolishly and ridicu-
lously they caricatured human nature, just opinions might be substituted
instead of romantic sentiments.

In one respect, however, the majority of both sexes resemble, and equally
shew a want of taste and modesty. Ignorant women, forced to be chaste to
preserve their reputation, allow their imagination to revel in the unnatural
and meretricious scenes sketched by the novel writers of the day, slighting as
insipid the sober dignity and matronly graces of history, whilst men carry the
same vitiated taste into life, and fly for amusement to the wanton, from the
unsophisticated charms of virtue, and the grave respectability of sense.

Besides, the reading of novels makes women, and particularly ladies of fash-
ion, very fond of using strong expressions and superlatives in conversation;
and, though the dissipated artificial life which they lead prevents their cher-
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ishing any strong legitimate passion, the language of passion in affected tones
slips for ever from their glib tongues, and every trifle produces those phos-
phoric bursts which only mimick in the dark the flame of passion.

94. Ann Wingrove, “On Reading Novels,” Letters, Moral and Entertaining
(1795)

[Warning a young woman that real men cannot match the perfection of char-
acters in novels, Wingrove’s* letter (the first in her collection) tells the story
of Maria and her refusal of suitors who do not exactly resemble the hero of
Samuel Richardson’s* Sir Charles Grandison* (1753-54). The letter is framed
as being written by “Honoria” to “Delia.”]

ON READING NOVELS.

[...] I was rather surprised to hear you had been reading a novel, having heard
you express a dislike to the tendency of such kind of books; but having in one
of them seen and admired the character just mentioned, I think it necessary to
warn you against supposing it possible for any clerical youth you know to
arrive at such a degree of perfection; and this I shall hope to do effectually, by
the following account of a lady, who is now no more; whose story being read,
may be more efficacious in pointing out the absurdity of such an idea, than
probably any argument I can advance.

MARIA was the daughter of a clergyman, who indulged her in the purchase
of every book that was published. Richardson’s Novels were among the number;
and being particularly pleased with Sir Charles Grandison, she had determined,
before she was eighteen, not to marry any man who did not resemble him: hav-
ing a pleasing person, possessing a good understanding improved by a genteel
education, and being an only child, she attracted the notice of several gentlemen,
but none of them answered her idea of Sir Charles, and they were all refused.
Year after year passed away, and Maria had not yet met with such a lover as her
romantic imagination had represented as absolutely necessary to render her
happy in the marriage state. When she was some years past thirty, her father
died; and having lived long enough to spend a good part of his income, Maria
found her little fortune inadequate to a comfortable subsistence, and applied to
a lady who lived in the neighbourhood to live with her as a companion.

Poor Maria found this situation little better than slavery; for as the lady was
very ignorant with respect to literary acquirements, she never dared to con-
verse on such subjects; her mornings were passed in contriving dresses, to
make her antiquated ladyship appear to the greatest advantage; and her
evenings in cards at home, or parties abroad. Such a life was too unpleasant
for Maria long to continue in; and quitting lady Grumpus, she went to live
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with Mrs. Pettish, as governess to her children; but the badness of the moth-
er’s temper, joined to the frequent impertinence of the daughters, (on her being
an old maid) rendered this situation more insupportable than the former. Time
had now faded the roses on her once blooming cheeks, disappointment and
mortification had changed her temper, and in her fortieth year she retired to
her native village, made the cottage of an old domestic1 of her father’s her
habitation, and there ended her days in obscurity and discontent; continually
repining at her past folly in rejecting several worthy men, one of whom she
might have been happy with in the marriage state.

Thus far is the history of Maria: and I doubt whether her case be a singu-
lar one. Many sensible parents intirely disapprove of young people’s reading
novels; others are so fond of that sort of reading themselves, that they permit
their children to read scarcely any other books. In my opinion, young women
should read a novel only as a temporary amusement, not to seek examples for
their own conduct through life; therefore those whose situations are in towns
or cities, (where they are sometimes permitted to partake of rational diver-
sions) should make choice of such authors as will teach them to be religious,
patient, benevolent, and industrious; and if any book should be published that
will tend to inculcate these qualities in the youthful mind, I humbly conceive
they cannot be less instructive, if interspersed with matter of amusement; but
as a late sensible writer2 has given her sentiments on this subject so intirely
accordant with my own, I shall transcribe them for your perusal:

“The present rage for novels, (says this sensible writer) and your particular
application to me, lead me to make remarks upon the general effects that may
arise from the frequent perusal of these publications. There are books of this
description which deserve the highest commendation; and when we meet with
characters struggling with magnaminity, under complicated distresses, we may
be led to think that they are examples worthy [of] imitation; but whether these
details are conducive to the advantage of the two sexes, or not, ought to be
fully investigated, as the characters should be, in many particulars, totally dis-
similar. Hence it follows, that what is beneficial to one sex, may be detrimen-
tal to the other; and this obvious conclusion will assist in solving the question
concerning the advantage or disadvantage of novels towards forming the
youthful and unexperienced mind. I am of opinion that it is very desirable for
a young man to form an attachment to a virtuous woman. Such a passion calls
forth the noblest feelings, raises in his mind an emulation to make himself
worthy of the beloved object, and is often the means of inducing him to apply
with increased diligence to any particular profession, business, or science,
which may promote his success in life. Every sort of reading, therefore, which
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awakens the feelings of virtuous love in his breast, may safely and prudently
be encouraged. But when I consider a girl, who is nearly entering into life with
a susceptible heart, instead of recommending novels in general to her perusal,
I would strongly dissuade her from reading them. Women’s situations are very
delicate; their inclinations, when of the purest kind, lead them to wish to
please, and to become an object of love to one amiable and respectable char-
acter of the other sex; to one alone their wishes ought to be bounded, and they
ever will be so in women that are truly amiable. I am of opinion, that not
more than one woman in fifty has it in her power to marry the man whom she
would really prefer to all others. Women are to conceal their feelings,
although they like any of the other sex, or they will appear bold, and become
objects of ridicule; and a lady of delicacy would rather die than first disclose
her partiality.

“Such being the situation of women, I would recommend them to read his-
tory in preference to novels, and to cultivate any particular pursuit to which
their genius leads them. By having their minds properly occupied, they will be
in less danger of forming a romantic attachment; or, if they should be caught
in the snare unexpectedly, and should have fixed their affections where they
can meet with no return, they may (by calling reason to their aid) have
strength of mind sufficient to enable them to drive from their thoughts a per-
son whom it may be necessary for their peace to think of no more.”

I am, Dear DELIA, Most affectionately yours, HONORIA

95. Thomas Gisborne, “On the Employment of Time,” An Enquiry into the
Duties of the Female Sex (1797)

[In the tenth chaper of his book, Gisborne* warns that romance reading
becomes an increasingly addictive habit, crowding out more instructive books.]

ON THE EMPLOYMENT OF TIME.

[...] To indulge in a practice of reading romances is, in several other particu-
lars, liable to produce mischievous effects. Such compositions are, to most
persons, extremely engaging. That story must be uncommonly barren, or
wretchedly told, of which, after having heard the beginning, we desire not to
know the end. To the pleasure of learning the ultimate fortunes of the heroes
and heroines of the tale, the novel commonly adds, in a greater or in a less
degree, that which arises from animated description, from lively dialogue, or
from interesting sentiment. Hence the perusal of one romance leads, with
much more frequency than is the case with respect to works of other kinds, to
the speedy perusal of another. Thus a habit is formed, a habit at first, perhaps,
of limited indulgence, but a habit that is continually found more formidable
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and more encroaching. The appetite becomes too keen to be denied; and in
proportion as it is more urgent, grows less nice and select in its fare. What
would formerly have given offence, now gives none. The palate is vitiated or
made dull. The produce of the book-club, and the contents of the circulating
library are devoured with indiscriminate and insatiable avidity. Hence the
mind is secretly corrupted. Let it be observed too, that in exact correspon-
dence with the increase of a passion for reading novels, an aversion to read-
ing of a more improving nature will gather strength. There is yet another con-
sequence too important to be overlooked. The catastrophe and the incidents
of romances commonly turn on the vicissitudes and effects of a passion the
most powerful of all those which agitate the human heart. Hence the study of
them frequently creates a susceptibility of impression and a premature
warmth of tender emotions, which, not to speak of other possible effects, have
been known to betray young women into a sudden attachment to persons
unworthy of their affection, and thus to hurry them into marriages terminat-
ing in unhappiness. [...]

96. Rachel Hunter, Preface to The Unexpected Legacy (1804)

[Hunter’s* preface depicts a woman arguing with a male visitor; she defends
novel reading and admits that she has been writing a novel herself.]

PREFACE.

“Their only labour, how to kill the time,
And labour dire it is, and weary woe!”1

“If such be the misery attached to indolence,” said I, placing the poem on
its shelf, and drawing out my concealed manuscript, “I may at least plead in
defence of novel-writing a benevolent principle, which in its exertions serves
at least to ameliorate the unhappy condition of people of this description; and
although I may have to encounter those who are governed by prudential
motives, and a rigid circumspection in the acrimony they display against
novel-writers and novel-readers, some may have the candour to pronounce
that time not unprofitably bestowed which has saved me from feeling it an
insupportable burthen, and themselves from ‘the labour how to kill the
time’.”

I was interrupted in my meditation by the bell at my gate announcing a vis-
itor: it was my accustomed guest, who, entering, drew his chair to the fire [...].
[H]e renewed the subject, by asking me whether I really wished to know his
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opinion of novels. “It will be amusing,” replied I, smiling; “for it will, I doubt
not, be like most you support, influenced by the wind that blows: but let us
hear what you have to say by way of illustration to what you have advanced
against good novels.”—“Willingly,” answered he, collecting himself into seri-
ousness.

“In the first place, we will consider the baneful effects of the very best mod-
els of this species of composition, as they strike on the vivid fancy of youth.
Is it not undeniable that they are expressly calculated, by the extraordinary
events with which they abound, to excite in a powerful degree the curiosity of
the reader, who, beguiled by a semblance to truth, acquires the habit of view-
ing the real scenes of life through a false medium, and gradually loses the rel-
ish for the unadorned pages of sober truth?... You are silent, my good friend:
we will proceed. Is it not as indisputable, that a young and inexperienced crea-
ture must, when thus diverted from the simple deductions of common sense
and daily observation, be in danger of deviating into the paths of delusion and
error? Let us trace one of these pupils of Romance. Prepared by an imagina-
tion which, it is more than probable, needed no auxiliary to adopt the senti-
ments to which, it may be, she was a stranger, the young adventurer goes forth
into this world’s warfare with a fastidious sensibility which precludes content.
She rejects all that is common in the allotment of human happiness, as too
vulgar for her refined ideas; and views with contempt, and even abhorrence,
all the imperfections to which human nature is, in some way or other,
exposed; whilst, blinded by her own imaginary perfections, she becomes the
dupe of the first man who finds it for his interest or his amusement to flatter
her vanity by an affectation of her folly. [...]”

“You have gone much further into this subject,” answered I, “than I think
necessary for my purpose; and although I admit the truth of your arguments
as these justly reprobate dangerous novels, yet I cannot help thinking your
objections to a good novel rest solely on the weakness of the reader, who, defi-
cient in more solid attainments, would be at the mercy of every accident,
whether she read novels or shunned them. I firmly believe a good novel is enti-
tled to the gratitude of many for the little knowledge they have. No one who,
reflecting on human nature, looks out for a remedy for indolence, will deny
that a good novel may furnish employment for the mind, which, deprived of
this aliment of easy digestion, would have recourse to something worse; and
in a country like this, where, by the influx of opulence and ease, there are
probably more idle people than in any other, novels are of some use. But I will
go further in my defence of a good work of this kind, and assert, that in the
blooming region of fancy, and in the paths of genius, there may be found
secure spots in which innocence may sport, and in which the traveller, weary
of the dull road of life, may rest a while without forgetting the purpose of his
journey. Thus I think I have proved to you that the writer of a good novel has
at least a claim to the good will of society, as the contriver of an agreeable
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amusement, and the enlivener of a vacant hour: for you will allow, that what-
ever contributes to the sum of human enjoyments, without being too charge-
able to human prudence, is so much gained. But I think that even more may
be said in favour of works of this sort,” continued I with increasing ardour.
“In all ages of literary knowledge and human improvement, it has been the
study to allure curiosity to the school of morality by means of fiction. Instruc-
tion cannot assume a more pleasing form than when attired by the hands of
a chaste and correct fancy; nor will that lesson be useless which shows Vice
smarting with self-inflicted wounds; Folly blushing beneath the keen eye of
Ridicule; and Virtue, although impeded by trials and opposed in her progress,
steadily pursuing her road and reaching the recompense annexed to well-
doing. Surely a species of composition which has for its aim so benevolent an
end, cannot, if it be properly conducted, deserve your condemnation. I have
seen disobedient daughters who had not been novel-readers, and discontent-
ed and weak women amongst those who regard them as sinful books, and as
carrying along with them a contagion never to be evaded but by shunning
even those suspected of indulging in the perusal of them. To a mind without
strength there is nothing which may not be hurtful; and he who believes that
his wife or his daughter will be perverted by an acquaintance with the works
of those women in particular whose lives are the best commentaries on their
books, must have a shallow judgment, and a better claim to my respect than
any which arises from his contempt of a good novel.”

“I should not be displeased to see a novel from your hand,” observed my
friend with a smile; “for, with all your faults and imperfections on your head,
you want not experience; and you seem to have considered the subject very
maturely. If you will engage to try your abilities, I will bring you to-morrow
an excellent recipe1 for your government, by adhering to which you will con-
firm me in your opinions.”—“I thank you,” replied I with an air he under-
stood: “I have written one without any recipe but that which an honest and
simple understanding afforded me; and although I believe it would neither
corrupt nor mislead any girl, I shall take care it add not to the national sin.”
He left me; and I passed away the solitary hours in writing down the conver-
sation of the day; not exactly knowing whether it might not be more proper-
ly reserved as a concluding chapter, than placed before my work as a preface.
[...]
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E. The Novel’s Threat to Religion

97. John Nesbitt, from A Sermon Preached to Young Persons (1713)

[Nesbitt* laments young readers who study novels rather than scripture.]

A SERMON Preached to Young Persons, April 16, 1713, 
At the Desire of several YOUNG MEN, and Publish’d at their Request.

[...] [I]t hath justly been the constant Care of the most faithful Patriots of Reli-
gion and Liberty, by all proper Methods, to train up the Rising Generation in
the Knowledge of the Written Word; esteeming it the strongest Barrier against
Popery1 and its genuine Offspring, Civil Slavery. Against both which, an
Acquaintance with the Truths of the Sacred Scripture will render us all sted-
fast and immovable, wise and faithful; by these we shall be able to direct our
Choice, regulate our Practice, and secure our later End. And it being our
Unhappiness to live in such Times, in which the Authority of the Sacred Writ-
ings is contested by some, the Sense and Design of them perverted by others,
and the Use of them in a manner wholly laid aside by many, especially Young
Persons, who instead of studying the Scriptures, and learning their Duty from
them, imploy their Time in reading Novels, Romances, Plays, and other such
like writings, which corrupt the Mind, and greatly contribute to the Increase
both of loose Principles, and profane Practices among us; being desired to
preach before you, I could not think any Subject more proper, than to repre-
sent to you the Excellency and Benefit of the Word, and earnestly recommend
the constant and diligent Study of it, as the most perfect Rule of Faith and
Manners. By which that you may always be directed and assisted, as ’twas the
Design in Preaching, and now in Printing this Discourse, so it will continue to
be the earnest Prayer of

Your faithful Friend, and Servant in the Gospel, John Nesbitt

1 Roman Catholicism; a derogatory term for the doctrines, practices, and ceremony associated
with the Pope and papal power (OED).
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98. George Whitefield, from Christ the Best Husband (1740)

[Whitefield* connects novel reading to “Evil Customs” and “vain Conversa-
tion.”]

CHRIST the best HUSBAND: Or an earnest Invitation to Young Women to
come and see CHRIST. 

A SERMON Preached to a SOCIETY of YOUNG WOMEN, 
in Fetter-Lane.

[...] You must likewise forget your Father’s House. Hearken, O Daughter, and
consider and forget thy Father’s House. You are not here to cast off all Affec-
tions unto natural Relations; but you must forget all Relations, so as to be
ready to forego all their Favours, when it standeth in Competition with that
of the Lord Jesus Christ; and do not let your carnal Friends and Relations hin-
der you from closing and espousing with the Lord Jesus. I earnestly beseech
you to suffer the Loss of any Thing, rather than to lose his Favours; you must
indeed forget your own People, that is, you must forget all your Evil Customs
which you have learned in your Father’s House, and forsake all your vain
Conversation, your reading of Plays, Novels, or Romances; and you must
keep from learning to sing the Songs of the Drunkard; for Christ, if you are
his Spouse, hath redeemed you. [...]

99. James Relly, from The Life of Christ (1762)

[Novels, Relly* argues, wrongly inculcate pride of mind and pride of virtue.]

The Life of CHRIST: The Perseverance of the CHRISTIAN. 
A SERMON Preached at Coachmakers-Hall, 

On Sunday Morning, Jan. 30, 1762.

[...] In the books of Job we have at least an oblique hint, that Satan is king
over all the children of pride: and therefore he is called the god of this world.
How great the variety of pride in man! [...]

The pride of mind from the supposition of superiority in understanding;
penetration, invention, &c: This also is vanity and lighter than vanity. The
pride of virtuous sentiments and conduct in life; and hope of reward thereby:
this also is vanity, and consists only in the pride of principle and words: for
our senses bear witness, that their every action of life is common and undig-
nified: when we respect what is truly virtuous. It is a weakness, yea the gross-
est absurdity, to imagine that opinion only is virtue: and yet such is the state
of this world, that by far the greatest part worship this phantom: this nonen-
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tity is the Diana1 of the age: the spread of which is in a great measure owing
to the reading of romances, novels, &c. with which the world more than ever
abounds. In those the reality, (of what is only imaginary) is asserted: and this
fancied Being, is represented in a variety of forms; in order to impose upon
the reader’s judgment through the weakness of his passions: her beauty, forti-
tude, humility, meekness, and goodness, is painted in those; with such colour-
ing; that the weak deceived mind, is charmed; and with all the passions of love
and desire professes itself her votary: and aims as far as admiration carries it,
at possession. This also is vanity, it is grasping a shadow, and endeavoring to
fill the belly with the east wind. [...]

100. John Kendall, from Remarks on the Prevailing Custom of Attending
Stage Entertainments: Also on the Present Taste for Reading
Romances and Novels (1794)

[Novels, Kendall* argues, fill the mind “with ideas of vanity and lightness”
and are thus a waste of time.]

[...] I shall proceed to say something concerning the disposition for reading
Novels, and other books calculated to afford diversion and entertainment; the
sale and hire of which make a considerable part of the business of a book-
seller, in most parts of the nation. The hurt which attends the reading these
books is like to be great, to the youth in particular; who, instead of being
formed to the practice of religion and virtue, and instructed in a Christian-like
conduct, by frequent reading [of] the Holy Scriptures, and other excellent
writings which may tend to form good principles, have their minds filled with
ideas of vanity and lightness, and are ready to forget the obligation of a hum-
ble walking in the fear of God, in a land from which they must soon be
removed!

If Christian characters were exhibited in these compositions, with a view to
promote the interests of religion and piety (which I fear is seldom the case);
there would be the less objection to them; but when it appears they are intend-
ed merely for the purpose of amusement, and rather to banish serious
thoughts and reflections, than to strengthen them in us; it gives room to fear
great harm will come from this method of spending our precious time: much
the same as by seeing and hearing the actions and speeches of the stage; and
ought to be equally avoided by those who desire to be helped in all the ways
of promoting their best interests, and to be preserved from the contaminating
evils of a wicked world. [...]
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101. William Jones, from The Human Imagination (1796)

[In Jones’s* sermon, novels are compared to “worms [that] breed in putrid
flesh.”]

The Nature, Uses, Dangers, Sufferings, and Preservatives, 
of the Human Imagination. 

A SERMON, Preached in the Cathedral Church of St. Paul, London, 
on Sunday, January 31, 1796.

[...] If we know the true excellence of the Scripture in furnishing the mind with
images, we shall of course avoid all such reading as only fills the head with
empty visions, which is too often the only excellence that can be found in
works of genius. In a corrupt age, the vanity of invention abounds: idle nov-
els arise, to feed upon public folly; as worms breed in putrid flesh, and then
live upon it. Those fashionable productions, whose object is only to amuse,
are the ruins of thousands; who collect from thence false ideas of themselves
and of the world, which betray them into false mistakes, and render them
totally unfit for the business of life. Nor is this the worst: the disappointed
mind, with vanity to inflate it, and nothing solid to support it, is driven to the
agonies of despair—God send better things to every Christian soul in which
there is a spark of grace! [...]

102. Hester Rogers, from The Experience of Mrs. H.A. Rogers (1796)

[In her famous autobiographical account of her conversion to the Methodist
faith, Rogers* makes her rejection of novels, romance, and histories a central
part of her experience.]

[...] I was born at Macclesfield, in Cheshire, Jan. 31, 1756, of which place
my father was Minister for many years; being a Clergyman of the Church of
England. [...]

When about eight years of age, I heard my father say he had a very remark-
able dream, in his recovery from a dangerous illness: That he stood before the
throne of God, and saw his glory! [...]

A material change was evident from that time, in all his conduct and tem-
pers. Anger was ever before a besetting sin, but I never remember seeing him
overcome by it after this. He was more vigilant in public and private duties;
more humble and patient under little difficulties and trials; more watchful
over the morals of all around him; and took more pains than ever, to inform
my infant mind in all things which led to piety and virtue. He warned me
against reading novels and romances; would not suffer me to learn to dance,
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nor to go on visits to play with those of my own age. He said, it was the ruin
of youth to suppose they were only to spend their time in diversions. I believe
I shall have reason to bless God for ever, for several lessons he then gave me,
and to all which I listened with great delight. [...]

I was some time, however, before I had so resisted the convictions of the
Spirit of God, as to remain at ease: he strove with me various ways, till I was
a little more than fifteen. But I so repeatedly grieved and quenched the
motions of that Holy Spirit, that I was then, in some measure, given up to my
own foolish, rebellious heart. Dress, novels, plays, cards, assemblies, and
balls, took up most of my time, so that my mother began to fear the conse-
quences of my living so much above my station in life. But I would not now
listen to her admonitions. I loved pleasures and after them I would go. [...]

In the summer of 1773, I was at Adlington with my God-mother above-
mentioned: when I heard various accounts of a Clergyman,1 whom my Uncle
Roe had recommended to be Curate at Macclesfield, and who was said to be
a Methodist. [...] I heard also, that this new Clergyman preached against all
my favourite diversions, such as going to plays, reading novels, attending
balls, assemblies, card-tables, &c. But I resolved he should not make a con-
vert of me, and that if I found him, on my return home, such as was repre-
sented, I would not go often to hear him. [...]

About this time, I grew tired of novels, and took great delight in reading
history. I went through several English and Roman histories, Rollin’s Ancient
History, Stackhouse’s History of the Bible, intending to go through the Uni-
versal History also.2 And now I believed myself far wiser than any person of
my age: upon the whole, I believe I was at this time on the pinnacle of destruc-
tion! and had a Just and Holy God, then cut the brittle thread of life, I know
I should have sunk into hell. But love had swifter wings than death, and mercy
to my rescue flew! [...]

In April, 1774, on the Sunday before Easter, Mr. Simpson preached from
John vi. 44. [...] Then he appealed to each; “Have you renounced the devil
and all his works, the pomps and vanities of this wicked world, with every sin-
ful desire?” While I could only plead, guilty, guilty. [...]
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1 David Simpson (1745-99), Church of England clergyman associated with Methodism.
Charles Roe (1715-81) invited him to serve as a curate in Macclesfield in 1772 and, when
parishioners called for his resignation due to his evangelical preaching, built him a new
church in 1779. Simpson published over thirty sermons, tracts, and essays.

2 Charles Rollin (1661-1741), Ancient History of the Egyptians […] (1734-36); Thomas
Stackhouse (1706-84), A New History of the Holy Bible (1752); “Universal History” prob-
ably refers to An Universal History (1744-66), which contains 21 volumes in “The Ancient
Part” and 44 volumes in “The Modern Part.”
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Part IV: Book Reviews

The periodical devoted to book reviewing is an eighteenth-century phenomenon and
provides clear evidence of the invention of a new commenting culture. As detailed in
the Introduction (23-25, 32), novel reviewing becomes a focal concern of the periodi-
cal when Ralph Griffiths* starts the Monthly Review in 1749 and is joined by Tobias
Smollett’s* Critical Review in 1756; the two periodicals solidify the notion that a
growing popular literary culture not only exists but is worthy of focused and sustained
critical attention. The book-reviewing “monthly” marks the mid-eighteenth century 
as a moment when the novel is institutionalized through the formation of a dependent
literary practice.

The eighteenth-century book review takes a variety of shapes, with the length of the
review typically growing with the perceived importance of the book under considera-
tion. Reviews of “important” novels can run to several pages, but they are often com-
prised of lengthy extracts from the novel. To today’s reader, the review can seem sur-
prisingly general, too full of plot summary, and lacking in critical commentary. The
best reviews offer a detailed analysis of the novel’s characters, plot, and language and
work to place the novel within larger literary trends. These reviews maintain a lively
critical tone, calling attention to the critic’s self-positioning as a person who speaks for
the public while simultaneously working to protect its morals and elevate its taste. In
addition to the review essays, periodicals typically provide a catalogue-like list of
recently published novels, offering a sentence or two of commentary on each. These
short comments are often very funny, dismissing a disliked novel in an acerbic phrase;
the critic seems to relish the opportunity to mock a title, central character, or out-
landish plot.

Part IV of Novel Definitions approaches the book review from four different per-
spectives: first, it provides sets of reviews written on one novel with the aim of show-
ing complementary and contrasting critical perspectives on the same text; second, it
collects a series of positive reviews, selecting essays that offer interesting definitions of
the novel’s form or striking commentary on the larger state of novel writing; third, it
reprints a collection of negative reviews that reveal the critic’s desire to dismiss the for-
mulaic novels that fill his shelves; and fourth, it collects essays that feature an author
writing back to the book reviewer. These various approaches to the review reveal its
many functions: debating the merits of one author or novel, defining the formal qual-
ities of the novel, acknowledging that novels are created for profit (not just aesthetic
merit), and encouraging arguments between the author and critic.

The reviews mix formal and cultural commentary, warning the reader away from
poorly written novels and poorly behaving characters. Like the prefatory writings in
Part I and the essays in Part II and Part III, the reviews seek virtuous characters, uni-
fied events, and probable plots—and often define these goals by addressing the reader
directly or predicting the reader’s thoughts. For example, the gothic plot’s reliance on
the stimulated reader is assessed in the reviews; the Critical Review praises Ann Rad-
cliffe’s* ability to maintain the reader’s interest and describes a “contest of curiosity”
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between the reader and author (291), while the Monthly Review details the reader’s
imagination by cataloguing feelings of suspense, sympathy, passion, fancy, sorrow,
mystery, agitation, and terror (293-94). With this focus on the reader, the review must
address the novel’s moral influence, and will typically warn against any immoral scenes
or characters. For example, even in the Monthly Review’s effusive appraisal of Rad-
cliffe’s work, the hero must be critiqued because he “fall[s] into disgraceful indiscre-
tions during [the heroine’s] absence” (294).

The negative reviews are most interesting for the insight they provide into the cul-
ture of novel production rather than readership. As the negative reviews repeatedly
insist, too many novels are being written, the plots are formulaic and the characters
predictable, and the writing is derivative of the genius of Samuel Richardson* and
Henry Fielding.* The critics complain of fame-seeking writers, non-discriminating
readers, and an oversaturated marketplace—all signs that the novel has moved into a
position of prominence in the literary culture of the period.
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A. Competing Reviews of the Same Novel

103. Owen Ruffhead, Review of Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions 
of Tristram Shandy, Vols. 3 and 4, Monthly Review, No. 24 (February
1761)

[Ruffhead’s* review labels Laurence Sterne’s* Tristram Shandy* (1759-67)
“dull, very dull.”]

In our Review1 of the first two volumes of this whimsical and extravagant
work, we ventured to recommend Mr. Tristram Shandy as a Writer infinitely
more ingenious and entertaining than any other of the present race of Novel-
ists: and, indeed, amidst all the things of that kind, which we are condemned
to peruse, we were glad to find one which merited distinction. His characters,
as we took notice, were striking and singular, his observations shrewd and
pertinent; and, allowing a few exceptions, his humour easy and genuine. As
the work had confessedly, merit upon the whole, we forbore any strictures on
the indelicacies with which it was interspersed, and which we attributed to the
warm imagination of some young Genius in Romance.

Little did we imagine, that the diminutive volumes then before us, would
swell into such importance with the public: much less could we suppose, that
a work of so light a nature, could be the production of a Dignitary of the
Church of England, had not the wanton brat been publicly owned by its rev-
erend Parent.2

It is true, that in some degree, it is our duty, as Reviewers, to examine
books, abstracted from any regard to their Author. But this rule is not with-
out exception: for where a Writer is publicly known, by his own acknowl-
edgement, it then becomes a part of our duty, to animadvert3 on any flagrant
impropriety of character. What would be venial in the farcical Author of the
Minor,4 would be highly reprehensible from the pen of a Divine. In short,
there is a certain faculty called Discretion, which reasonable men will ever
esteem; tho’ you, the arch Prebend5 Mr. Yorick, alias Tristram Shandy, have
done all in your power to laugh it out of fashion. [...]

1 William Kenrick reviewed the first two volumes of Tristram Shandy in the 1759 Appendix
to the Monthly Review.

2 The “brat” is Sterne’s novel; Sterne worked as a vicar, overseeing parishes, serving as a
judge in ecclesiastical courts, and delivering sermons at York Minster.

3 To comment critically on; to express censure or blame (OED).
4 Samuel Foote (1720-77), actor and author of comic plays, including The Minor (1760), a

play that satirized the Methodists.
5 A tenure provided to support a canon of a cathedral or collegiate church; the right to an

estate or portion of land from which a stipend is derived or the right to an equivalent share
in the revenues of such a church (OED).
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Hast not thou, O Tristram! run over things holy, profane, clean, obscene,
grave, and light, without regard to time, place, thy own person, or the persons
of thy Readers? Hast thou not written the extravagant and pleasant Fancies
about unclean things, about Forceps, Tire Tete, and Squirts,1 which became
none but an Anatomist, a Physician, or the obstetrical Doctor Slop? Hast thou
not tumbled into the dirt, and after being worse beluted and bemired than the
aforesaid squab Doctor, hast thou not indecently presented thyself before
good, nay before the best company? Hast thou not played with sounds, and
equivocal significations of words, ay, and with Stars and Dashes,2 before
those whom thou oughtest to reverence—for whom should’st thou reverence
more than the Public? Will not these things be accounted unto thee as Folly?
Do they not most manifestly prove, what the Philosopher3 has most justly
concluded, that Fancy without Judgment, is not Wit.

But your Indiscretion, good Mr. Tristram, is not all we complain of in the
volumes now before us. We must tax you with what you will dread above the
most terrible of all imputations—nothing less than DULLNESS. Yes, indeed,
Mr. Tristram, you are dull, very dull. Your jaded Fancy seems to have been
exhausted by two pigmy octavos, which scarce contained the substance of a
twelve-penny pamphlet:4 and we now find nothing new to entertain us. [...]

104. Anonymous, Review of Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of
Tristram Shandy, Vols. 3 and 4, Critical Review, No. 11 (April 1761)

[In this review, Tristram Shandy’s* (1759-67) observations on life are praised
and its forced humor criticized.]

[...] [T]he performance now before us [...] is no more than a continuation of
the first two volumes, which were published last year, and received with such
avidity by the public, as boded no good to the sequel; for that avidity was not
a natural appetite, but a sort of fames canina,5 that must have ended in nau-
sea and indigestion. Accordingly all novel readers, from the stale maiden of
quality to the snuff-taking chambermaid, devoured the first part with a most
voracious swallow, and rejected the last with marks of loathing and aversion.
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1 Forceps, a tire-tete (in French, “pull head”), and syringes are featured in Tristram’s birth
scene.

2 Sterne is famous for his creative use of typeface, filling paragraphs with asterisks and dash-
es, and incorporating blank and black pages into his novel.

3 Earlier in the review, Ruffhead quotes from philosopher Thomas Hobbes’s (1588-1679)
Leviathan (1651).

4 Eighteenth-century popular print often appeared in cheap unbound pamphlets, which are
contrasted here to the two bound octavo volumes under review; an octavo is comprised of
paper that is folded three times, creating eight leafs.

5 Latin: “Wolf-like or insatiable hunger.”
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We must not look for the reason of this difference in the medicine, but in the
patient to which it was administered. While the two first volumes of Tristram
Shandy lay half-buried in obscurity, we, the Critical Reviewers, recommend-
ed it to the public as a work of humour and ingenuity, and, in return, were
publicly reviled with the most dull and indelicate abuse: but neither that
ungrateful insult, nor the mawkish disgust so generally manifested towards
the second part of Tristram Shandy, shall warp our judgment or integrity so
far, as to join the cry in condemning it as unworthy of the first. One had merit,
but was extolled above its value; the other has defects, but is too severely
decried. The reader will not expect that we should pretend to give a detail of
a work, which seems to have been written without any plan, or any other
design than that of shewing the author’s wit, humour, and learning, in an
unconnected effusion of sentiments and remarks, thrown out indiscriminate-
ly as they rose in his imagination. Nevertheless, incoherent and digressive as
it is, the book certainly abounds with pertinent observations on life and char-
acters, humorous incidents, poignant ridicule, and marks of taste and erudi-
tion. We will venture also to say, that the characters of the father and uncle
are interesting and well sustained, and that corporal Trim is an amiable pic-
ture of low life. [...]

Having pointed out the beauties of this performance, we cannot, in justice
to the public, but take some notice also of its defects. We frequently see the
author failing in his endeavours to make the reader laugh; a circumstance
which throws him into a very aukward attitude, so as even to excite contempt,
like an unfortunate relator, who says, “O! I’ll tell you a merry story, gentle-
men, that will make you burst your sides with laughing;” and begins with a
ha! ha! ha! to recite a very dull narrative, which ends in a general groan of the
audience. Most of his apostrophes and digressions are mere tittle-tattle, that
species which the French distinguish by the word caqueter,1 fitter for the nurs-
ery than the closet. A spirit of petulance, an air of self-conceit, and an affec-
tation of learning, are diffused through the whole performance, which is like-
wise blamable for some gross expressions, impure ideas, and a general want
of decorum. If we thought our opinion could have any weight with a gentle-
man who seems to stand so high in his own opinion, we would advise him to
postpone the history of Tristram’s childhood and youth, until the world shall
have forgot the misfortune he received in his birth: by that time he may pass
for a new man, and once more enjoy that advantage which novelty never fails
to have with the public.
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1 French: “To cackle, prattle.” The reviewer argues that this meaningless chatter is more suit-
ed to the child’s nursery than the adult’s private study or closet.
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105. Anonymous, Review of Frances Burney, Evelina, Monthly Review, No.
58 (April 1778)

[This short review commends Evelina’s* (1778) incidents, characters, and lan-
guage.]

This novel has given us so much pleasure in the perusal, that we do not hesi-
tate to pronounce it one of the most sprightly, entertaining, and agreeable pro-
ductions of this kind, which has of late fallen under our notice. A great vari-
ety of natural incidents, some of the comic stamp, render the narrative
extremely interesting. The characters, which are agreeably diversifyed, are
conceived and drawn with propriety, and supported with spirit. The whole is
written with great ease and command of language. From this commendation,
however, we must except the character of a son of Neptune,1 whose manners
are rather those of a rough, uneducated country figure, than those of a gen-
uine sea-captain.

106. Anonymous, Review of Frances Burney, Evelina, Gentleman’s Maga-
zine, No. 48 (September 1778)

[Accepting Frances Burney’s* own description of her novel, this one-sentence
review praises her characters.]

“To draw characters from nature, tho’ not from life, and to mark the manners
of the time, is the attempted plan of the following letters. For this purpose, a
young female, educated in the most secluded retirement, makes, at the age of
seventeen, her first appearance upon the great and busy stage of life: with a
virtuous mind, a cultivated understanding, and a feeling heart, her ignorance
of the forms, and inexperience of the manners of the world, occasion all the
little incidents which these volumes record, and which form the natural pro-
gression of the life of a young woman of obscure birth, but conspicuous beau-
ty, for the first six months after her Entrance into the World.”2—Such is the
just account given of this work by the author; to which we shall only add that
these volumes will afford a pleasing, innocent amusement, exhibiting, in an
easy style, many such characters as occur in the world, not raised so high as
to be extravagant, nor sunk so low as to be disgusting.
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1 A reference to a character in the novel, Captain Mirvan.
2 From Burney’s Preface to Evelina (1778).
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107. Anonymous, Review of Frances Burney, Evelina, Critical Review, No.
46 (September 1778)

[Offering a clear example of the Critical Review’s comparatively lengthier and
more in-depth reviewing style, this analysis of Evelina* (1778) praises its
characters and plot, but critiques its length and interest in the upper classes.]

This performance deserves no common praise, whether we consider it in a
moral or literary light. It would have disgraced neither the head nor the heart
of Richardson.* The father of a family, observing the knowledge of the world
and the lessons of experience which it contains, will recommend it to his
daughters; they will weep and (what is not so commonly the effect of novels)
will laugh, and grow wiser, as they read; the experienced mother will derive
pleasure and happiness from being present at its reading; even the sons of the
family will forego the diversions of the town or the field to pursue the enter-
tainment of Evelina’s acquaintance, who will imperceptibly lead them, as well
as their sisters, to improvement and to virtue.

If the author of this amusing and instructive novel possess[es] any of
Richardson’s merits, he1 labours also under one of his principal faults. The
gold is in some places beat out considerably too fine. The second volume
deserves few of the solid praises which we with pleasure bestow on the first
and the third. The Roman sibyl, after she burnt part of her work, still per-
sisted in demanding the same price for what remained;2 we should set a high-
er value upon this performance had the writer made it shorter—but perhaps,
as Swift* said of a long letter, he had not time.3

The outline of Evelina’s story is this.—The child of a mother who gave her
existence at the expence of her own life; and of a brutal father who occasioned
that mother’s death, and refused, as it was supposed, to acknowledge her
daughter; she is educated under the paternal care of Mr. Villars, a worthy cler-
gyman. The novel opens when Evelina is of the age at which young ladies are,
as the phrase is, introduced into the world. Mr. Villars trusts his accomplished
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1 The first edition of Evelina (1778) was published anonymously; this reviewer assumes the
novel’s author is male.

2 Sibyls are ancient fortune-telling oracles. The story of the Sibylline Books tells of a seeming-
ly crazy old woman, the Cumaean Sibyl, who comes before Lucius Tarquinius Superbus (fl.
535-510 BC), the last of the seven legendary kings of Rome, offering to sell him nine books
for half of his treasury. He refuses, even after she explains the books foretell events that will
befall Rome. She burns three books; the king asks her price; she replies that it is half of his
treasury, the same as before. He refuses to pay, and she burns three more books. With only
three books remaining, he finally pays her the original asking price. The Sibylline Books
were consulted for guidance at moments of crisis in Roman history.

3 The source of this aphorism seems to be Blaise Pascal’s (1623-62) Les provincials (Provin-
cial Letters [1656-57]): “The present letter is a very long one, simply because I had no
leisure to make it shorter.”
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ward with a family of fashion and fortune, that she may be brought upon the
public stage in that great theatre of the world, London. Her simplicity, good
sense, and inexperience, are productive of useful humour and diverting satire.
The characters of her newly-discovered grand-mother Madame Du Val, and
of a captain Mirvan, the latter an honest, English sailor, the former a frenchi-
fied English waiting-woman, whose good stars had made her the widow of a
man of rank and fortune, are well supported, finely drawn, and, in a great
measure original. During the few months which Evelina spends at a distance
from Mr. Villars, she commences an acquaintance, that ripens into love, with
lord Orville. His lordship’s rivals are painted from nature, the progress of the
amour is traced by the hand of an artist. The winding up of the story is obvi-
ous—Evelina gets a husband, and discovers a father. We could wish her hus-
band had not been a lord, and that her father had been less rich. Lords and
ladies cannot afford to spend their precious time in reading novels, and, if they
could, they bear no proportion to the commonality of the literary world. The
purchasers of novels, the subscribers to circulating libraries, are seldom in
more elevated situations that the middle ranks of life.—The subjects of nov-
els are, with a dangerous uniformity, almost always taken from superior life.
The satirists complain with injustice of the want of virtue in our modern
nobility; when the hero and the heroine of every novel hardly ever fail, soon-
er or later, to turn out a lady or a lord. What effect has this upon the readers?
They are convinced that happiness is not to be found in the chilling climate of
low life, nor even, where one of our poets so truly fixed it, in the temperate
zone of middle life.1—Rank alone contains this unknown good, wealth alone
can bestow this coveted joy.—The title of Sir Charles Grandison,* the fortune
of Miss Byron,2 are the least with which our young novel readers are deter-
mined to sit down satisfied. What is the consequence? Their fates have per-
haps destined them to be a petty attorney or a silversmith’s daughter, a gro-
cer’s son or a clergyman’s heiress; fortune positively refuses to realize any of
their romantic dreams; and a quarter of an hour’s perusal of an unnatural
novel has embittered all their lives.

We have heard of an advertisement for a house with a N. B.3 that it must
not be within a mile of a lord: we wish, to see one novel in which there is no
lord.
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1 Reference not traced. 
2 The central characters of Samuel Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison (1753-54); both are

financially secure.
3 An abbreviation for “nota bene,” a Latin phrase meaning “note well” or “take notice.”
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108. Anonymous [attributed to Samuel Taylor Coleridge], Review of Ann
Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho, Critical Review, Series 2, No. 11
(August 1794) and Addendum to Review, Critical Review, Series 2,
No. 12 (November 1794)

[In this review, often attributed to Samuel Taylor Coleridge,* Ann Radcliffe’s*
gothic novel is praised for skillfully maintaining the reader’s curiosity, but its
author is chastised for creating an unnatural plot. The Addendum to the
review restates its praise, calling The Mysteries of Udolpho* (1794) “[t]he
most interesting novel in the English language.”]

Thine too these golden keys, immortal boy!
This can unlock the gates of joy, 
Of horror, that and thrilling fears, 
Or ope the sacred source of sympathetic tears.1

Such were the presents of the Muse to the infant Shakespeare,* and though
perhaps to no other mortal has she been so lavish of her gifts, the keys refer-
ring to the third line Mrs. Radcliffe must be allowed to be completely in pos-
session of. This, all who have read the Romance of the Forest2 will willingly
bear witness to. Nor does the present production require the name of its author
to ascertain that it comes from the same hand. The same powers of description
are displayed, the same predilection is discovered for the wonderful and the
gloomy—the same mysterious terrors are continually exciting in the mind the
idea of a supernatural appearance, keeping us, as it were, upon the very edge
and confines of the world of spirits, and yet are ingeniously explained by famil-
iar causes; curiosity is kept upon the stretch from page to page, and from vol-
ume to volume, and the secret, which the reader thinks himself every instant
on the point of penetrating, flies like a phantom before him, and eludes his
eagerness till the very last moment of protracted expectation. This art of escap-
ing the guesses of the reader has been improved and brought to perfection
along with the reader’s sagacity; just as the various inventions of locks, bolts,
and private drawers, in order to secure, fasten, and hide, have always kept pace
with the ingenuity of the pickpocket and housekeeper, whose profession it is to
unlock, unfasten, and lay open what you have taken so much pains to conceal.
In this contest of curiosity on one side, and invention on the other, Mrs. Rad-
cliffe has certainly the advantage. She delights in concealing her plan with the
most artificial contrivance, and seems to amuse herself with saying, at every
turn and doubling of the story, “Now you think you have me, but I shall take
care to disappoint you.” This method is, however, liable to the following
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1 From Thomas Gray’s* “The Progress of Poesy” (1757), 91-94.
2 Radcliffe’s third novel, published in 1791.

04-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 291

Review Copy



inconvenience, that in the search of what is new, an author is apt to forget what
is natural; and, in rejecting the more obvious conclusions, to take those which
are less satisfactory. The trite and the extravagant are the Scylla and Charyb-
dis1 of writers who deal in fiction. With regard to the work before us, while
we acknowledge the extraordinary powers of Mrs. Radcliffe, some readers will
be inclined to doubt whether they have been exerted in the present work with
equal effect as in the Romance of the Forest.—Four volumes cannot depend
entirely on terrific incidents and intricacy of story. They require character,
unity of design, a delineation of the scenes of real life, and the variety of well
supported contrast. The Mysteries of Udolpho are indeed relieved by much ele-
gant description and picturesque scenery; but in the descriptions there is too
much of sameness: the pine and the larch tree wave, and the full moon pours
its lustre through almost every chapter. Curiosity is raised oftener than it is
gratified; or rather, it is raised so high that no adequate gratification can be
given it; the interest is completely dissolved when once the adventure is fin-
ished, and the reader, when he is got to the end of the work, looks about in
vain for the spell which had bound him so strongly to it. [...]

ADDENDUM to August 1794 Review of Radcliffe
We have received a remonstrance on this subject; and can only say that we are
sorry and surprised that any reader should so far mistake the object and inten-
tion of our critique on that ingenious performance; we, however, rejoice in the
opportunity which is thus afforded us of explaining our sentiments, which we
doubt not will be to the satisfaction of all parties.

It never could be our intention to depreciate the genius of Mrs. Radcliffe;
for if our Correspondent will re-examine the introductory sentences of the
Review in question, he will find such a compliment paid to the powers of her
imagination as we seldom condescend to pay to any writer whatever.

It could not be our intention to speak slightingly of a work which all must
admire, and which we have no hesitation in pronouncing “The most interest-
ing novel in the English language.” If such indeed had been our view, the very
specimen which we selected would have completely refuted our decision.

But, while we cheerfully give to literary excellence its full tribute of praise,
we must be allowed to point out whatever appears faulty in the most unex-
ceptionable productions; and the more eminent the writer, the more pressing
is our duty to guard against those faults which are concealed from common
eyes under an accumulation of beauties.

It does not at all destroy the merit of Udolpho to say that it is not perfect—
[...].

We must repeat it, that we are happy in being afforded this opportunity for
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1 Two monsters in Greek mythology that controlled the narrow waters through which
Odysseus had to pass. On one shore, the six-headed Scyllas devoured all that passed; on the
other, Charybdis swallowed and belched out water. They personify a reef and whirlpool
and, more broadly, a treacherous journey that requires careful navigation.
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explanation. Whatever men may think of the severity and sourness of pro-
fessed critics, we beg leave to assure our readers, that when we do err, we wish
it always to be on the side of liberality and candour. Far be from us the base
and malignant gratification of giving pain to any writer whatever! and least
of all to one, in whom (if we are rightly informed) the highest endowments of
the imagination are enriched by the more substantial excellence of amiable
manners, and genius is accompanied by its best ornament, modesty.

109. Anonymous, Review of Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho,
Monthly Review, Series 2, No. 15 (November 1794)

[As in the Critical Review essay, the Monthly Review essay assesses Ann Rad-
cliffe’s* emotional manipulation of the reader. The reviewer praises her novel
for its mystery, uncertainty, and suspense.]

[...] The works of this ingenious writer not only possess, in common with many
other productions of the same class, the agreeable qualities of correctness of sen-
timent and elegance of style, but are also distinguished by a rich vein of inven-
tion, which supplies an endless variety of incidents to fill the imagination of the
reader; by an admirable ingenuity of contrivance to awaken his curiosity, and
to bind him in the chains of suspence; and by a vigour of conception and a del-
icacy of feeling which are capable of producing the strongest sympathetic emo-
tions, whether of pity or terror. Both these passions are excited in the present
romance, but chiefly the latter; and we admire the enchanting power with which
the author at her pleasure seizes and detains them. We are no less pleased with
the proofs of sound judgment, which appear in the selection of proper circum-
stances to produce a distinct and full exhibition, before the reader’s fancy, both
of persons and events; and, still more, in the care which has been taken to pre-
serve his mind in one uniform tone of sentiment, by presenting to it a long con-
tinued train of scenes and incidents, which harmonize with each other.

Through the whole of the first volume, the emotions which the writer
intends to excite are entirely of the tender kind. Emily, the heroine of the tale,
early becomes familiar with sorrow, through the death of her parents; yet not
before the reader is made acquainted with their characters and manners, and
has accompanied them through a number of interesting circumstances, suffi-
cient to dispose him to the exercise of tender sympathy. [...]

Something of the marvellous is introduced in the first volume, sufficient to
throw an interesting air of mystery over the story; and the reader feels the
pleasing agitation of uncertainty concerning several circumstances, of which
the writer has had the address not to give a glance of explanation till toward
the close of the work. [...]

Without introducing into her narrative any thing really supernatural, Mrs.
Radcliffe has contrived to produce as powerful an effect as if the invisible

293 Book Reviews

04-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 293

Review Copy



world had been obedient to her magic spell; and the reader experiences in per-
fection the strange luxury of artificial terror, without being obliged for a
moment to hoodwink his reason, or to yield to the weakness of superstitious
credulity. We shall not forestall his pleasure by detailing the particulars: but
we will not hesitate to say, in general, that, within the limits of nature and
probability, a story so well contrived to hold curiosity in pleasing suspence,
and at the same time to agitate the soul with strong emotions of sympathetic
terror, has seldom been produced.

Another part of the merit of this novel must not be overlooked. The char-
acters are drawn with uncommon distinctness, propriety, and boldness. Emily,
the principal female character, being naturally possessed of delicate sensibili-
ty and warm affection, is early warned by her father against indulging the
pride of fine feelings,—(the romantic error of amiable minds,)—and is taught
that the strength of fortitude is more valuable than the grace of sensibility.
Hence she acquires a habit of self command, which gives a mild dignity to her
manners, and a steady firmness to her conduct. [...]

The numerous mysteries of the plot are fully disclosed in the conclusion,
and the reader is perfectly satisfied at finding villainy punished, and steady
virtue and persevering affection rewarded. If there be any part of the story
which lies open to material objection, it is that which make Valancourt,
Emily’s lover, fall into disgraceful indiscretions during her absence, and into a
temporary alienation of affection. [...]

The embellishments of the work are highly finished. The descriptions are
rich, glowing, and varied: they discover a vigorous imagination, and an
uncommon command of language; and many of them would furnish admirable
subjects for the pencil of the painter. If the reader, in the eagerness of curiosi-
ty, should be tempted to pass over any of them for the sake of proceeding more
rapidly with the story, he will do both himself and the author injustice. They
recur, however, too frequently; and, consequently, a similarity of expression is
often perceptible. Several of the pieces of poetry are elegant performances, but
they would have appeared with more advantage as a separate publication. [...]

110. Anonymous, Review of Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, British 
Critic, Vol. 41, No. 2 (February 1813)

[This reviewer gives Jane Austen’s* Pride and Prejudice (1813) high marks,
singling out its characters for praise.]

We had occasion to speak favorably of the former production of this author
or authoress,1 specified above, and we readily do the same of the present. It
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1 In May 1812, The British Critic, Vol. 39, provided a favorable review of Austen’s Sense and
Sensibility (1811).
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is very far superior to almost all the publications of the kind which have late-
ly come before us. It has a very unexceptionable tendency, the story is well
told, the characters remarkably well drawn and supported, and written with
great spirit as well as vigour. The story has no great variety, it is simply this.
The hero is a young man of large fortune and fashionable manners, whose dis-
tinguishing characteristic is personal pride. The heroine, on the first introduc-
tion, conceives a most violent prejudice against Darcy, which a variety of cir-
cumstances well imagined and happily represented, tend to strengthen and
confirm. The under plot is an attachment between the friend of Darcy and the
elder sister of the principal female character; other personages, of greater or
less interest and importance, complete the dramatis personae, some of whose
characters are exceedingly well drawn. Explanations of the different perplex-
ities and seeming contrarieties, are gradually unfolded, and the two principal
performers are happily united.

Of the characters, Elizabeth Bennet, the heroine, is supported with great
spirit and consistency throughout; there seems no defect in the portrait; this is
not precisely the case with Darcy her lover; his easy unconcern and fashion-
able indifference, somewhat abruptly changes to the ardent lover. The char-
acter of Mr. Collins, the obsequious rector, is excellent. Fancy presents us with
many such, who consider the patron of exalted rank as the model of all that
is excellent on earth, and the patron’s smiles and condescension as the sum of
human happiness. Mr. Bennet, the father of Elizabeth, presents us with some
novelty of character; a reserved, acute, and satirical, but not indolent person-
age, who sees and laughs at the follies and indiscretions of his dependents,
without making any exertions to correct them. The picture of the younger
Miss Bennets, their perpetual visits to the market town where officers are
quartered, and the result, is perhaps exemplified in every provincial town in
the kingdom.

It is unnecessary to add, that we have perused these volumes with much sat-
isfaction and amusement, and entertain very little doubt that their successful
circulation will induce the author to similar exertions.

111. Anonymous, Review of Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice, Critical
Review, Series 4, Vol. 3, No. 3 (March 1813)

[This review provides an admiring analysis of Jane Austen’s* characters and
their relationships. It also notes the didactic potential of the novel, proclaim-
ing that an “excellent lesson may be learned” from the character Lydia. Sig-
naling its positive reading of the novel, the review contains lengthy excerpts
from the novel, which are deleted here.]

Instead of the whole interest of the tale hanging upon one or two characters,
as is generally the case in novels, the fair author of the present introduces us,
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at once, to a whole family, every individual of which excites the interest, and
very agreeably divides the attention of the reader.

Mr. Bennet, the father of this family, is represented as a man of abilities, but
of a sarcastic humour, and combining a good deal of caprice and reserve in his
composition. He possesses an estate of about two thousand a year, and lives
at Longbourne, in Hertfordshire, a pleasant walk from the market town of
Meryton. This gentleman’s estate is made to descend,1 in default of male issue,
to a distant relation. Mr. Bennet, captivated by a handsome face and the
appearance of good temper, had married early in life the daughter of a coun-
try attorney,

“A woman of mean understanding, little information and uncertain temper.
When she was discontented, she fancied herself nervous. The business of
her life was to get her daughters married; its solace was visiting and news.”

At a very early period of his marriage, Mr. Bennet finds, that a pretty face
is but sorry compensation for the absence of common sense; and that youth
and the appearance of good nature, with the want of other good qualities, will
not make a rational companion or an estimable wife. The consequence of this
discovery of the ill effects of an unequal marriage, is the defalcation2 of all real
affections, confidence, and the respect on the side of Mr. Bennet towards his
wife. [...]

However this may be, though Mr. Bennet finds amusement in absurdity, it
is by no means of advantage to his five daughters, who, with the help of their
silly mother, are looking out for husbands. Jane, the eldest daughter, is very
beautiful, and possesses great feeling, good sense, equanimity, cheerfulness,
and elegance of manners. Elizabeth, the second, is represented as combining
quickness of perception and strength of mind, with a playful vivacity some-
thing like that of her father, joined with a handsome person. Mary is a female
pendant, affecting great wisdom, though saturated with stupidity. [...] Kitty is
weak-spirited and fretful; but Miss Lydia, the youngest [...] is mad after the
officers who are quartered at Meryton; and from the attentions of these beaux
garçons,3 Miss Lydia becomes a most decided flirt.

Although these young ladies claim a great share of the reader’s interest and
attention, none calls forth our admiration so much as Elizabeth, whose arch-
ness and sweetness of manner render her a very attractive object in the fami-
ly piece. She is in fact the Beatrice4 of the tale; and falls in love on much the
same principles of contrariety. [...]

Mr. Darcy, who has, in his manners, the greatest reserve and hauteur, and
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1 To pass to an heir by way of inheritance (OED).
2 Diminution or reduction, curtailment (OED).
3 French: attractive fellows; fops (OED).
4 The intelligent, feisty heroine of William Shakespeare’s* Much Ado About Nothing (1600).
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a prodigious quantity of family pride, becomes, in spite of his determination
to the contrary, captivated with the lively and sensible Elizabeth; who, think-
ing him the proudest of his species, takes great delight in playing the Beatrice
upon him; and, finding his manners so very unbending, sets him down as a
most disagreeable man. This dislike is heightened almost into hate by her
being made acquainted with the part which he took in separating Mr. Bingley
from her sister. She is also prejudiced against him for some cruel conduct, of
which she believes him guilty towards a young man who was left to his pro-
tection. [...]

On the character of Elizabeth, the main interest of the novel depends; and
the fair author has shewn considerable ingenuity in the mode of bringing
about the final eclaircissement1 between her and Darcy. Elizabeth’s sense and
conduct are of superior order to those of the common heroines of novels.
From her independence of character, which is kept within the proper line of
decorum, and her well-timed sprightliness, she teaches the man of Family-
Pride to know himself better. [...]

An excellent lesson may be learned from the elopement of Lydia:—the work
also shows the folly of letting young girls have their own way, and the danger
which they incur in associating with the officers, who may be quartered in or
near their residence. The character of Wickham is very well pourtrayed;—we
fancy, that our authoress had Joseph Surface2 before her eyes when she
sketched it; as well as the lively Beatrice, when she drew the portrait of Eliz-
abeth. Many such silly women as Mrs. Bennet may be found; and numerous
parsons like Mr. Collins, who are every thing to every body; and servile in the
extreme to their superiors. Mr. Collins is indeed a notable object.

The sentiments, which are dispersed over the work, do great credit to the
sense and sensibility of the authoress. The line she draws between the prudent
and the mercenary in matrimonial concerns, may be useful to our fair read-
ers. [...]

We cannot conclude, without repeating our approbation of this perfor-
mance, which rises very superior to any novel we have lately met with in the
delineation of domestic scenes. Nor is there one character which appears flat,
or obtrudes itself upon the notice of the reader with troublesome imperti-
nence. There is not one person in the drama with whom we could readily dis-
pense;—they have all their proper places; and fill several stations, with great
credit to themselves, and much satisfaction to the reader.
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1 French: a clearing up or revelation of what is obscure or unknown (OED).
2 A central character in Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s* The School for Scandal (1777); a greedy

hypocrite, Joseph Surface attempts to have an affair with the married Lady Teazle.
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B. Positive Reviews of the Novel’s Plot, Character,
Style, and Morality

112. Anonymous, Review of Henry Fielding, Tom Jones, London Magazine,
No. 18 (February 1749)

[This reviewer comments on the “plot or design” of Henry Fielding’s* Tom
Jones* (1749).]

A Book having been lately published, which has given great Amusement,
and, we hope, Instruction to the polite Part of the Town, we think
ourselves obliged to give our Readers some Account of it.

It is intitled, The History of TOM JONES, a Foundling, by Henry Fielding,
Esq; being a novel, or prose epick composition, and calculated to recommend
religion and virtue, to shew the bad consequences of indiscretion, and to set
several kinds of vice in their most deformed and shocking light. This piece,
like all such good compositions, consists of a principal history, and a great
many episodes or incidents; all which arise naturally from the subject, and
contribute towards carrying on the chief plot or design. Through the whole,
the reader’s attention is always kept awake by some new surprising accident,
and his curiosity upon the stretch, to discover the effects of that accident; so
that after one has begun to read, it is difficult to leave off before having read
the whole. [...]

113. John Cleland, Review of Tobias Smollett, Peregrine Pickle, Monthly
Review, No. 4 (March 1751)

[Cleland’s* review is an extended reflection on the purpose of the novel; it
stresses the “public benefit” of works that depict common life in a probable
form and provide moral instruction as well as amusement.]

Complaints are daily made, not without reason, of the number of useless
books, with which town and country are drenched and surfeited. How many
productions do we see continually foisted upon the publick, under the sanc-
tion of the deceitful title pages, and against which we have more cause of com-
plaint than merely from our being drawn in by false-tokens, or on account of
the loss of our money and time bestowed upon them: for to say nothing of
those works which carry their own condemnation with them, (such as lewd
or profane subjects, the spawn of indigence, of profligacy, or of both united)
what are so many worthless frivolous pieces as we constantly see brought out,
but the marks of that declension of wit and taste, which is perhaps more just-
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ly the reproach of the public than the authors who have been forced to con-
sult, and conform to, its vitiated palate? Serious and useful works are scarce
read, and hardly any thing of morality goes down, unless ticketed with the
label of amusement. Hence that flood of novels, tales, romances, and other
monsters of the imagination, which have been either wretchedly translated, or
even more unhappily imitated, from the French, whose literary levity we have
not been ashamed to adopt, and to encourage the propagation of so depraved
a taste. But this forced and unnatural transplantation could not long thrive in
a country, of which the faculty of thinking, and thinking deeply, was once, and
it is to be hoped, has not yet entirely ceased to be, the national characteristic.

The necessity then of borrowing from truth its colour at least, in favour of
fiction, a point so justly recommended by Horace,* and common sense,
occurred, at length, to some of our writers, who tried the experiment with suc-
cess. To this new species of writing, the title of biography, humorously, and of
course not improperly, assumed by the first ingenious author, has been howev-
er too lightly continued, since it certainly conveys a false idea. Pictures of fancy
are not called portrait painting, and no body who distinguishes terms will
allow the title of biographer, which can only mean a writer of real lives, such
as Plutarch,* Nepos,1 Etc. to be well applied to the authors of Tom Jones,*
Roderick Random,* David Simple,* Etc. who may be more justly styled
comic-romance-writers. This piece of verbal criticism is the less insignificant,
as it is owing to the mistake of a writer of great wit and humour, who likewise
calls this a Life-writing age,2 which may be true too, and yet not applicable to
it, on most of the examples he quotes for the grounds of this epithet.

If this epithet too is used by way of ridiculing, or exploding this species of
writing, (unless when too detestably employed in the service of lewdness and
immorality, to deserve no more than being ridiculed) the censure does not
seem entirely well warranted. There are perhaps no works of entertainment
more susceptible of improvement or public utility, than such as are thus cal-
culated to convey instruction, under the passport of amusement. How many
readers may be taught to pursue good, and to avoid evil, to refine their
morals, and to detest vice, who are profitably decoyed into the perusal of
these writings by the pleasure they expect to be paid with for their attention,
who would not care to be dragged through a dry, didactic system of morali-
ty; or who would, from a love of truth universally impressed on mankind,
despise inventions which do not at least pay truth the homage of imitation?
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1 Cornelius Nepos (c. 100-25 BC), Roman historian who wrote a collection of brief biogra-
phies, De viris illustribus (On Famous Men).

2 Calling himself a “biographer,” Henry Fielding describes writing from life in Joseph
Andrews (3.1). Many authors use this terminology. For example, in his preface to The His-
tory of Pompey the Little, Or, the Life and Adventures of a Lap-Dog (1751), Francis
Coventry (1725-53/54) refers to “this Life-writing Age [...] where no Character is thought
too inconsiderable to engage the public Notice, or too abandoned to be set up as a Pattern
of Imitation” (8).
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To judge then candidly and impartially of works of this sort, and to fix their
standard, their mint may be tried by that short and excellent test, which
Horace, perhaps the greatest, the wisest wit of any age, suggests to us in that
so often quoted expression of utile dulci.1

If we consider then in general, before we come to particular application, the
true use of these writings, it is rather to be concluded that we have so few of
them, than that there are too many. For as the matter of them is chiefly taken
from nature, from adventures, real or imaginary, but familiar, practical, and
probable to be met with in the course of common life, they may serve as pilot’s
charts, or maps of those parts of the world, which every one may chance to
travel through; and in this light they are public benefits. Whereas romances
and novels which turn upon characters out of nature, monsters of perfection,
feats of chivalry, fairy-enchantments, and the whole train of the marvelous
absurd, transport the reader unprofitably into the clouds, where he is sure to
find no solid footing, or into those wilds of fancy, which go for ever out of the
way of all human paths.

No comparison that affords such variety of just applications, as that of
human life to a voyage, can ever disgust by its staleness, or repetition. And
where is the traveler who would complain of the number of maps, or journals,
designed to point him out his way through the number of different roads that
choice or chance may engage him in? The objections that the number may
bewilder, or the falsity, or insufficiency may mislead him, are of little or no avail,
compared to the utility which may redound2 from them, since hardly a case
occurs in these pieces, in which nature and probability have been consulted, but
by its appositeness, or similarity, at least may afford respectively salutary hints,
or instructions. And as to the last objection, it is easily refuted, by remarking,
in pursuance of the same metaphor, that it would be vain and ridiculous to con-
demn the use of maps, or charts, because some are laid down by unskilful or
treacherous artists. Something in all productions of this sort must be left to
judgment: and if fools have not the gift, and are sometimes, in such reading,
hurt by the want of it, such a consideration surely says but little against works,
from benefiting by which, only fools are excluded: and even that is a misfortune
to which nature has made them as insensible as they are incorrigible. [...]

114. Owen Ruffhead, Review of John Hawkesworth, Almoran and Hamet,
Monthly Review, No. 24 (May 1761)

[This review essay emphasizes the didactic potential of the realistic novel:
when enjoying a “delectable” novel, Ruffhead* argues, the reader can be
“cheated into instruction.”]
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1 Latin: “The useful with the beautiful” (Horace, Ars poetica [Art of Poetry], 343).
2 To result in contributing to an advantage or disadvantage (OED).
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The Genius of Romance seems to have been long since drooping among us;
and has, of late, been generally displayed only for the basest purposes; either
to raise the grin of Ideotism by its buffoonery, or stimulate the prurience of
Sensuality by its obscenity. Novels, therefore, have circulated chiefly among
the giddy and licentious of both sexes, who read, not for the sake of thinking,
but for want of thought.

So shameful a prostitution has brought this species of writing into such dis-
repute, that if the more serious and solid Reader is at any time tempted to cast
an eye over the pages of Romance, he almost blushes to confess his curiosity.

Compositions of this kind, nevertheless, when conducted by a Writer of fine
talents and elegant taste, may be rendered as beneficial as delectable. They
have this peculiar advantage, that, by making a forcible impression on the
imagination, they answer the purposes of conviction and persuasion, with the
generality of mankind, much better than a direct appeal to the judgment.

Very few are disposed to relish the dry precepts of morality, or to connect
a lengthened chain of reasoning; the majority must be entertained with nov-
elty, humoured with fiction, and, as it were, cheated into instruction. Old as
the world is, it will not attend to the grave lessons of Wisdom, unless Pleasure
introduces the Sage—

Le Monde est vieux, dit on. Je le crois: Cependant
Il le faut amuser encore comme un Enfant.1

But, though Romance is, in fact, nothing more than a poetical fiction, in the
habit of prose, yet, it ought never to exceed the bounds of probability. The
Writer may adorn the Probable, however, with every incident to make it agree-
able, and to charm and surprise the Reader. We must copy Nature, it is true;
but Nature in the most perfect and elegant form in which conception can
paint her.

It is not requisite, therefore, that his characters should bear resemblance to
any known original: It is sufficient that they are aggregates of those qualities
which lie scattered among the species. He may draw after a prototype in his
own mind, and use his pen as Zeuxis2 did his pencil, who, when he was about
to paint a Venus, did not copy from any single original, but collected the most
beautiful women of that time, from whom he drew those parts which were
most perfect in each; and then formed an idea of perfection in his own mind,
resulting from all those beauties combined.

These principles may be of use to us, in judging of the little volumes before
us [...]
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1 French: “The world is old, they say. I believe this: However / It is necessary still to entertain
it like an infant” (Jean de La Fontaine [1621-95], Fables [1678-89], Book 8, Fable 4).

2 Greek painter (fl. 5th century BC) famous for his illusionism; stories of his success include
the one Ruffhead describes in this sentence and the claim that his drawing of grapes was so
realistic that birds tried to eat it.
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There is an improbability [...], highly disgusting, in Almoran’s supposing,
that, by assuming the appearance of the soldier, he should be invisible, or
unknown to the Genius from whom he derived the power of transformation.
This is inconsistent with all human ideas of a superior spirit. Indeed, there are
many circumstances, in the machinery of the piece, which wound probability,
and are not, perhaps, strictly conformable to the known rules of oriental
manners, and eastern magic. But these are trifling inaccuracies, not worth
regarding in a work written with so commendable a design, and executed in
so elegant a manner.

115. Anonymous, Review of Frances Sheridan, Memoirs of Miss Sidney
Bidulph, Critical Review, No. 11 (March 1761)

[Favorably comparing Frances Sheridan’s* novel to Samuel Richardson’s*
works, this review discusses the characterization afforded by the epistolary
novel and the form’s need to break from the unities of time, place, and action.]

If a copy drawn with the most exquisite skill, and heightened with the nicest
touches of art, can be allowed merit equal to a justly admired original, the
Memoirs of Miss [Sidney] Bidulph* may deservedly claim a place in our
esteem with the histories of Clarissa* and Sir Charles Grandison.* They are
characterized by the same elegant fluency of narrative, the same interesting
minuteness, inimitable simplicity, delicacy of sentiment, propriety of conduct,
and irresistible pathos, which render them indisputably the best models in
this species of writing, perhaps the most engaging, persuasive, and difficult
of any other. Memoirs written in the epistolary manner, necessarily appear
prolix and redundant; to imitate nature more closely, the reader is withheld
from the principal events by a thousand little previous formalities, which,
though they exert his patience at the time, fully recompense it in the end, by
marking the characters more strongly, and introducing a variety of natural
circumstances, that cannot fall under the pen of an historian. Slight strokes,
and gentle touches, seemingly frivolous and impertinent, have an astonishing
effect in strengthening the resemblance of the portraiture. Under correction
of the critics, we must profess ourselves admirers of this kind of dramatic
writing; where every character speaks in his own person, utters his feelings,
and delivers his sentiments warm from the heart. It admits of an infinity of
natural moral reflections, which a true biographer cannot, without pedantry
and seeking the occasions, introduce. To sustain with propriety all the dif-
ferent personages, to think, to act in their peculiar characters thro’ a whole
life, checkered with prosperity and adversity, requires a truly dramatic
genius. If the writer is not confined to the unities of time and place, he
labours under other inconveniences, from which the strict dramatist is

302 Novel Definitions

04-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 302

Review Copy



exempted.1 He supports a character through life, the other only through one
particular action; he observes probability in the transactions possibly of half
a century, the other only of a day; he must rouse the passions, and engage the
attention through a variety of unconnected incidents, the dramatist directs
his whole strength only to one object; in a word, the memoir writer must be
minute, without being tedious; he must study variety, and yet be perfectly
simple and natural; he must extend without enervating his characters, rise
gradually to his catastrophe, unfold his design slowly, and, after running a
long course, appear vigorous, fresh and unexhausted. [...]

116. Anonymous, Review of Mary Robinson, Vancenza, Monthly Review,
No. 7 (March 1792)

[When judging style, this review argues, “richness of fancy and of language”
can be praised, even though “[s]implicity and ease in language” is more in
vogue.]

Style, like dress, admits of various degrees of ornament, between the limits of
perfect plainness and finished elegance, each of which has its proper use and
peculiar excellence; and it would be as absurd to expect all writers to express
themselves in the same style, as to require all men to appear in an uniform
habit. Simplicity and ease in language are characters, which when they do not
degenerate into insipidity and negligence, will be always pleasing: but it would
be carrying the matter too far, to measure the merit of all writers by this stan-
dard. Rich birth-day suits are not thrown aside, because the poet has said of
beauty, that it is, “when unadorned, adorned the most”;2 nor will true criti-
cism, because it is pleased with the modest simplicity of a Gay* or a
Parnel[l],* refuse its tribute of admiration to the studied graces of a Pope* or
a Thomson.*

We have said thus much to prevent the unfavourable impression which the
language of this novel may possibly, on the first perusal, make on the minds
of some readers. Vancenza, it is true, is not written in the simple style: but it
is written, and in our opinion well-written, in the style of elegance peculiar to
Mrs. R. The richness of fancy and of language, which the fair author has so
successfully displayed in her poetical productions, [...] she has transferred to
prose narration; and has produced a tale, which we venture to predict, will be
much read and admired. [...]
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1 As outlined in Aristotle’s* Peri poietikes (Poetics), the three unities are those of action,
place, and time: a play is supposed to follow a single action, occur within a single place, and
comprise a single day (5.1-5.5).

2 From James Thomson’s* The Seasons: Autumn (1730), 204.
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117. Anonymous, Review of Charlotte Smith, The Old Manor House, Ana-
lytical Review, No. 16 (May 1793)

[After stating that a novel can be evaluated for its novelty, passion, or truth,
this review praises those works that offer a “true picture of men and man-
ners,” emphasizing the construction of characters.]

If it were inquired what is the principal excellence of novel writing, the greater
number of readers would perhaps place it in novelty of story, variety of inci-
dent, and an arrangement happily contrived to awaken, and to keep alive
curiosity. Others, who have naturally a high degree of sensibility, or who are
at that period of life in which the heart is most susceptible of tender emotions,
would be inclined to pronounce those the best novels, which most successful-
ly touch the strings of sentiment and passion; and would estimate the merit of
a story, by its power of calling forth the sympathetic tear. Whilst a third class
of readers, who, even in the perusal of a novel, look further than to the pre-
sent momentary amusement of fancy or gratification of feeling, will value a
fictitious tale in proportion as it exhibits a true picture of men and manners;
and, in judging of the merit of any work of this kind, will, first of all, inquire
what characters it describes, and with what degree of accuracy and strength
it delineates them.

Disposed as we are to rank ourselves in the last class of novel readers, we
give the ingenious author of the Old Manor House, to whom the public has
been indebted for some other similar productions, great credit for her talents
as a novelist. In the present novel, she has not, indeed, been particularly for-
tunate in her story. Some leading circumstances are scarcely reconcilable with
probability; particularly the daily and nightly interviews of the two lovers,
residing so long in the same mansion, all the while kept secret from the rest
of the family. Sometimes the narrative is clogged by collateral incidents,
which produce little effect: the whole amour of the old general with the sis-
ter of Orlando might have been omitted without much loss. With respect to
sentiment and passion, the reader’s mind is throughout agreeably interested,
rather than powerfully agitated. But, as an exhibition of characters, the piece
has considerable merit. They are taken from different classes of life, marked
with distinct features, illustrated by happily associated incidents, and fur-
nished with suitable sentiments and language. Among these, the principal
persons, Orlando and Monimia, are patterns, the former of ardent and unal-
terable affection, courage, generosity, and gratitude, the latter of simplicity,
modesty, and tenderness. Mrs. Rayland, the mistress of the mansion, is fam-
ily-pride, personified [...]. [...] Several of the less important characters, both
in high and low life, are equally well drawn; and the piece, on the whole, is
a gallery of portraits, of which it would not be difficult to find originals in
real life. [...]
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118. Anonymous, Review of William Godwin, Caleb Williams, Analytical
Review, No. 21 (February 1795)

[Although William Godwin’s* Caleb Williams* (1794) seems to lack a plot,
this review argues, it is saved by its exploration of “the state of society.”]

We are somewhat at a loss how to introduce our readers to an acquaintance
with this singular narrative. Of incident it presents little, of character and sit-
uation much. The power of genius is often seen in these pages to give effica-
cy to scenes and reflections, little calculated in their own nature to affect the
human mind. Strong feeling, and a depth of reflection on the state and habits
of society, claim our attention, and lead us forward at the will of the writer,
while an almost total want or disregard of the rules of composition have
betrayed him into faults of the first magnitude. [...]

The two great objects of fictitious narrative are entertainment and instruc-
tion. For mere entertainment it may be said, that intellectual relaxation or
amusement is of more value, and attending with better effects, than any other
employment commonly taken up as a relief from the more fatiguing duties of
life: and in defence of the other object, instruction, nothing need be urged. The
greatest sources of entertainment are those, on which the powers of intellect
are most ardently employed. What are these? Universal benevolence on the
ground of moral principle in the individual; and particular benevolence, on
which the natural arrangements of society depend. Hence flow the duties of
friendship, sexual attachment, parental love, filial affection, protection, grati-
tude, and every other object of amiable emotion. Will Mr. G[odwin]’s system
of morality overthrow any or all of these?1 If it should, still they will remain
as the beloved sources of exquisite enjoyment, capable of bringing forth all the
powers of the understanding, and affording the most sublime entertainment.
Whatever may be the portion of errour attached to the present state of society,
still the errours in these great departments are as worthy the attention of the
novelist, as the admiration of chivalry, the love of reputation, or the fatal
effects of indiscreet curiosity. To us it appears, that the author is not sufficiently
aware of the necessity of drawing a general outline of the plot of any work of
imagination, before the narrative is entered upon; and that from this cause, as
well as from a wish to avoid common place subjects, he has greatly restricted
his power, and the effect of his composition. He has no tale of rational love,
no marked instance of personal attachment, no fondly anxious parent, or child
devoted to filial duty, in the development of his story; but by the exertion of
genius, which is indeed astonishing, he rivets our attention to a minute dissec-
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1 The reviewer is referring to Godwin’s An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793), a
philosophical treatise that advocates individual freedom as achieved through the pursuit of
knowledge and the practice of benevolence; it condemns any system of restraint, such as
government, law, and marriage.
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tion of the characters, feelings, and emotions, of three insulated men, in a great
measure confined to their own individual ease and comfort. [...]

We will not enter more minutely into the discussion of a plot so imperfect;
or inquire into the degree of probability, that such characters should act as
they are made to do. It does not appear to us, that any entire moral pervades
this narrative. The author’s occasional deductions, on the state of society, are
but too well founded. [...]

119. Walter Scott, Review of Jane Austen, Emma, Quarterly Review, 
No. 14 (dated October 1815, issued March 1816)

[Walter Scott’s* review provides an assessment and defense of novel reading,
a condensed history of the novel, and an analysis of the form’s need to main-
tain probability by copying from nature. Scott praises Emma’s (1816) origi-
nality and its precision in depicting the “middling classes of society.”]

There are some vices in civilized society so common that they are hardly
acknowledged as stains upon the moral character, the propensity to which is
nevertheless carefully concealed, even by those who most frequently give way
to them; since no man of pleasure would willingly assume the gross epithet of
a debauchee or a drunkard. One would almost think that novel-reading fell
under this class of frailties, since among the crowds who read little else, it is
not common to find an individual of hardihood sufficient to avow his taste
for these frivolous studies. A novel, therefore, is frequently “bread eaten in
secret”;1 and it is not upon Lydia Languish’s2 toilet alone that Tom Jones* and
Peregrine Pickle* are to be found ambushed behind works of a more grave
and instructive character. And hence it has happened, that in no branch of
composition, not even in poetry itself, have so many writers, and of such var-
ied talents, exerted their powers. It may perhaps be added, that although the
composition of these works admits of being exalted and decorated by the
higher exertions of genius; yet such is the universal charm of narrative, that
the worst novel ever written will find some gentle reader content to yawn over
it, rather than to open the page of the historian, moralist, or poet. We have
heard, indeed, of one work of fiction so unutterably stupid, that the propri-
etor, diverted by the rarity of the incident, offered the book, which consisted
of two volumes in duodecimo,3 handsomely bound, to any person who would
declare, upon his honour, that he had read the whole from the beginning to
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1 From Proverbs 9:17.
2 In Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s* comedy The Rivals (1775), Lydia Languish reads too many

romance novels and tries to carry out a courtship according to their dictates.
3 The size of a book, or of the page of a book, in which each leaf is one-twelfth of a whole

sheet: usually abbreviated 12mo (OED).
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end. But although this offer was made to the passengers on board an India-
man,1 during a tedious outward-bound voyage, the Memoirs of Clegg the
Clergyman,2 (such was the title of this unhappy composition,) completely baf-
fled the most dull and determined student on board, and bid fair for an excep-
tion to the general rule above-mentioned,—when the love of glory prevailed
with the boatswain, a man of strong and solid parts, to hazard the attempt,
and he actually conquered and carried off the prize!

[...] [B]ut in truth when we consider how many hours of languor and anx-
iety, of deserted age and solitary celibacy, of pain even and poverty, are
beguiled by the perusal of these light volumes, we cannot austerely condemn
the source from which is drawn the alleviation of such a portion of human
misery, or consider the regulation of this department as beneath the sober con-
sideration of the critic.

If such apologies may be admitted in judging the labours of ordinary nov-
elists, it becomes doubly the duty of the critic to treat with kindness as well
as candour works which, like this before us, proclaim a knowledge of the
human heart, with the power and resolution to bring that knowledge to the
service of honour and virtue. The author is already known to the public by
the two novels announced in her title-page, and both, the last especially,
attracted, with justice, an attention from the public far superior to what is
granted to the ephemeral productions which supply the regular demand of
watering-places and circulating libraries. They belong to a class of fictions
which has arisen almost in our own times, and which draws the characters
and incidents introduced more immediately from the current of ordinary life
than was permitted by the former rules of the novel.

In its first appearance, the novel was the legitimate child of the romance;
and though the manners and general turn of the composition were altered so
as to suit modern times, the author remained fettered by many peculiarities
derived from the original style of romantic fiction. These may be chiefly traced
in the conduct of the narrative, and the tone of sentiment attributed to the fic-
titious personages. [...] The hero no longer defeated armies by his single
sword, clove giants to the chin, or gained kingdoms. But he was expected to
go through perils by sea and land, to be steeped in poverty, to be tried by
temptation, to be exposed to the alternate vicissitudes of adversity and pros-
perity, and his life was a troubled scene of suffering and achievement. [...] The
heroine was usually condemned to equal hardships and hazards. She was reg-
ularly exposed to being forcibly carried off like a Sabine virgin3 by some fran-
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1 A ship engaged in the trade with India (OED).
2 Anonymous, Memoirs of a Clergyman; or, the Character and Ideas of the Rev. Mr. Clegg. A

Sentimental History Founded upon Facts (1774).
3 A supposed event in early Roman history; the abduction of the Sabine women was said to

have occurred when Roman men, having no women of their own, invited the Sabines to a
festival and abducted their women.

04-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 307

Review Copy



tic admirer. And even if she escaped the terrors of masked ruffians, an insidi-
ous ravisher, a cloak wrapped forcibly around her head, and a coach with the
blinds up driving she could not conjecture whither, she had still her share of
wandering, of poverty, of obloquy,1 of seclusion, and of imprisonment, and
was frequently extended upon a bed of sickness, and reduced to her last
shilling before the author condescended to shield her from persecution. In all
these dread contingencies the mind of the reader was expected to sympathize,
since by incidents so much beyond the bounds of his ordinary experience, his
wonder and interest ought at once to be excited. [...]

In short, the author of novels was, in former times, expected to tread pret-
ty much in the limits between the concentric circles of probability and possi-
bility; and as he was not permitted to transgress the latter, his narrative, to
make amends, almost always went beyond the bounds of the former. Now,
although it may be urged that the vicissitudes of human life have occasional-
ly led an individual through as many scenes of singular fortune as are repre-
sented in the most extravagant of these fictions, still the causes and person-
ages acting on these changes have varied with the progress of the adventurer’s
fortune, and do not present that combined plot, (the object of every skilful
novelist), in which all the more interesting individuals of the dramatis per-
sonae have their appropriate share in the action and in bringing about the cat-
astrophe. Here, even more than in its various and violent changes of fortune,
rests the improbability of the novel. [...]

We return to the second broad line of distinction between the novel, as for-
merly composed, and real life,—the difference, namely, of the sentiments. The
novelist professed to give an imitation of nature, but it was, as the French say,
la belle nature.2 Human beings, indeed, were presented, but in the most sen-
timental mood, and with minds purified by a sensibility which often verged
on extravagance. [...]

But strong and powerful as these sources of emotion and interest may be,
they are, like all others, capable of being exhausted by habit. The imitators
who rushed in crowds upon each path in which the great masters of the art
had successively led the way, produced upon the public mind the usual effect
of satiety. [...]

Materials also (and the man of genius as well as his wretched imitator must
work with the same) become stale and familiar. Social life, in our civilized
days, affords few instances capable of being painted in the strong dark colours
which excite surprize and horror; and robbers, smugglers, bailiffs, caverns,
dungeons, and mad-houses, have been all introduced until they ceased to
interest. And thus in the novel, as in every style of composition which appeals
to the public taste, the more rich and easily worked mines being exhausted,
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1 Verbal abuse, detraction, slander (OED).
2 French: “Idealized or perfected nature.”
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the adventurous author must, if he is desirous of success, have recourse to
those which were disdained by his predecessors as unproductive, or avoided
as only capable of being turned to profit by great skill and labour.

Accordingly a style of novel has arisen, within the last fifteen or twenty
years, differing from the former in the points upon which the interest hinges;
neither alarming our credulity nor amusing our imagination by wild variety
of incident, or by those pictures of romantic affection and sensibility, which
were formerly as certain attributes of fictitious characters as they are of rare
occurrence among those who actually live and die. The substitute for these
excitements, which had lost much of their poignancy by the repeated and
injudicious use of them, was the art of copying from nature as she really exists
in the commons walks of life, and presenting to the reader, instead of splen-
did scenes of an imaginary world, a correct and striking representation of that
which is daily taking place around him.

In adventuring upon this task, the author makes obvious sacrifices, and
encounters peculiar difficulty. He who paints from le beau idéal,1 if his scenes
and sentiments are striking and interesting, is in a great measure exempted
from the difficult task of reconciling them with the ordinary probabilities of
life: but he who paints a scene of common occurrence, places his composition
within that extensive range of criticism which general experience offers to
every reader. The resemblance of a statue of Hercules we must take on the
artist’s judgment; but every one can criticize that which is presented as the
portrait of a friend, or neighbour. Something more than a mere sign-post like-
ness is also demanded. The portrait must have spirit and character, as well as
resemblance; and being deprived of all that, according to Bayes, goes “to ele-
vate and surprize,”2 it must make amends by displaying depth of knowledge
and dexterity of execution. 

We, therefore, bestow no mean compliment upon the author of Emma,
when we say that, keeping close to common incidents, and to such characters
as occupy the ordinary walks of life, she has produced sketches of such spirit
and originality, that we never miss the excitation which depends upon a nar-
rative of uncommon events, arising from the consideration of minds, man-
ners, and sentiments, greatly above our own. In this class she stands almost
alone; for the scenes of Miss Edgeworth* are laid in higher life, varied by
more romantic incident, and by her remarkable power of embodying and
illustrating national character. But the author of Emma confines herself
chiefly to the middling classes of society; her most distinguished characters do
not rise greatly above well-bred country gentlemen and ladies; and those
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1 French: “Idealized beauty” (as opposed to natural beauty).
2 In The Rehearsal (1671), George Villiers,* 2nd Duke of Buckingham (1628-87) depicts the

rehearsal of a play in which the playwright Bayes cannot explain the chaotic plot of his
play; his actors discuss “fellows that scorn to imitate nature, but are given altogether to 
elevate and surprise” (1.1.45-46).
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which are sketched with most originality and precision, belong to a class
rather below that standard. The narrative of all her novels is composed of
such common occurrences as may have fallen under the observation of most
folks; and her dramatis personae conduct themselves upon the motives and
principles which the readers may recognize as ruling their own and that of
most of their acquaintances. The kind of moral, also, which these novels,
inculcate, applies equally to the paths of common life [...].
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C. Negative Reviews of the Novel’s Plot, Character,
Style, and Morality

120. Anonymous, Review of Anonymous, The Fortune-Teller, Critical
Review, No. 1 (January-February 1756)

[The Critical Review’s first review of a novel immediately complains that the
work is not worthy of such attention. The review explains its own structure,
which it defines as a plot summary with quotations, and critiques the novel’s
poor word choice.]

Nothing could have obliged us to the perusal of a performance so wearisome
as the Fortune-teller, but the absolute necessity under which we are laid by
our plan, of giving some account of every thing that appears in print. In the
conduct of the piece, there is nothing either entertaining, interesting, or
instructive; nor yet the slightest gleam of talent or invention. The narration,
which is excessively insipid, manifests as great an ignorance of the language
in which it is written, as the piece does want of genius and observation.

We shall, in as few words as possible, give the plot, and illustrate it with a
quotation or two from the body of the work; but first we beg leave to present
a few, out of the multitude of mistakes, in which this authorling has been
involved by his ignorance and affectation.

Election, he uses for inclination; evicted of, for being deprived of; recur, for
occur; recapitulate, for ruminate; subsist, for exist; propriety, for possibility;
surprisal, for reprieve, &c. &c. &c. drawing his arm out of his shirt, he calls
extracting it; putting it on, he terms encasing himself; and for reading a letter
thro’, tells us he has surveyed every syllable of it.

The plan is as follows: A woman, who had led a very retired but genteel life
in Hampshire, dying suddenly, left an only son, to whom she had given an
excellent education, with little money, and fewer friends, without ever having
communicated to him what family he was of, or who was his father; for he
had never seen this son, who is the hero of the ensuing sheets. [...]

121. Anonymous, [A Series of Short Negative Reviews,] Monthly Review,
No. 42 (January 1770)

[In addition to their lengthy (and thus often positive) reviews, eighteenth-cen-
tury periodicals often notice books in a catalogue-like list. Such lists usually
quickly dismiss disliked novels and are notable for their humor and biting
commentary.]
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Art. [9]. The Placid Man: or, the Memoirs of Sir Charles Beville. 12 mo. 2
vols. 6 s. Wilkie. 1770.1

In these memoirs of Sir Charles Beville, the aim of the Writer has been to
unite the method of our celebrated novelist, Fielding,* with the negligence of
Sterne;* and it is of course one of those novels in which a great deal is said,
and very little is done. But if the incidents are not many, the Author, in his dia-
logues and remarks, proves himself acquainted with the world, and conver-
sant in literature; and, without absolutely determining how far he may have
succeeded in the species of composition he has chosen, we need not scruple to
pronounce that his style is lively and agreeable.
Art. 27. The Happy Discovery: or the History of Miss Emilia Creswell. 12

mo. 2 Vol. 5 s. sewed. Wilkie, &c.
The discovery which the Reader will make in these volumes, is that of an

improbable tale formed on a plan copied from Richardson’s* Clarissa.*
Art. 28. Female Friendship: or, the Innocent Sufferer. A Moral Novel. 12 mo.

2 Vols. 5 s. sewed. Bell.
When a person sits down with a novel in his hand, he knows he is going to

read a fiction; but if it be well written, he soon forgets that circumstance,
under an agreeable imposition; and becomes interested in the narrative, as a
history of real events: others on the contrary, like the above curious composi-
tion, are so honestly framed, as continually to keep the Reader in mind that
they are downright lies throughout.
Art. 29. Lucilia: or the Progress of Virtue. Translated from the French. 12 mo.

3 s. Lowndes, &c.
The progress of virtue is very injudiciously traced in the professed abode of

vice; whereas in the present instance, its escape (beyond all credibility) is a
matter of meer contingence; and can illustrate no principle of conduct. But if
the reader loves the wonderful, he may divert himself with the adventures of
Miss Lucilla, a very young French lady, who, to avoid a forced match, ran
away to Paris with her father’s clerk; where being discovered, she escapes into
the street, and takes shelter under the protection of an old bawd. After six
months virtuous residence, the old lady sells her, as her daughter, to a young
rake; a scheme in which she co-operates;—and the rake and his tutor under-
take to teach her virtuous principles, in which she likewise coincides. The
young spark then, under these circumstances, proposes to marry her: On this
she relates her real history; which, to be sure, gives him additional joy. Her
parents arrive, and many strange discoveries ensue; as—that her lover’s tutor
is her dear uncle, that the clerk with whom she eloped is a woman, who in
this interval, had been in Martinico, and now came home very rich; with
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1 The information listed after the title indicates the size of the novel (12 mo or duodecimo
size), the number of volumes (two), the price (six shillings), the publisher (Wilkie), and the
publication date.
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many other surprising events, which conclude the wonderful progress of
Virtue.
Art. 32. The Fortunate Blue-Coat Boy: or, Memoirs of the Life and Happy

Adventures of Mr. Benjamin Templeman, formerly a Scholar in Christ’s-
Hospital. By an Orphanotrophian. 12 mo. 2 Vols. 6 s. Cooke.
A rich young widow falls in love with Benjamin Templeman, one of the

Blue-Coat Boys1 of Christ’s hospital, as he was singing an anthem. [S]he sends
for him to her house, stuffs him with plumb-pudding, charges him to come
again on Saturday, and the next week they are married.

We are not a little alarmed at the publication of this dull and uninteresting
romance, which appears to have been actually written by one of the “Gentle-
men educated at Christ’s hospital.”—What will become of the Reviewers, if
this numerous band of charity-boys should follow their comrade’s example,
and run their callow heads against the press. Mercy on us! what a deluge of
histories, memoirs, lives, and adventures, shall we have! Their very titles
would more than fill our Monthly Catalogues; and we should, therefore, be
obliged to exclude them altogether, or to lump them into one lot, like an auc-
tion-purchase;—“Six and thirty novels this month, by the Blue-Coat Boys of
Christ’s Hospital: each 2 vols. 5 s. sewed. Noble, Lowndes, Wilkie, Cooke,
Bell, Roson, &c. &c.”
Art. 33. The Male-Coquet: or, the History of the Hon. Edward Astell. 12 mo.

2 Vols. 5 s. sewed. Robinson and Co.
The character from which this work takes its title, is here very imperfectly

drawn. Mr. — is rather a coxcombly rake, than one of those Narcissus-like,
or Lady-like, gentlemen, called a male-coquet: a character which hath neces-
sarily nothing to do with rakishness and debauchery—this is all we have to
say to a light and flimsy performance, that differs little from the rest of those
mushroom romances which our expert novel Spinners will manufacture in a
week, with as much ease as that with which Ambrose Phillips could “turn a
Persian tale for half a crown.”2

Art. 34. The Fruitless Repentance: or, the History of Miss Le Fever. 12 mo. 2
Vols. 5 s. sewed. Newberry.
The very name of Le Fever unavoidably led us to expect something tender,

interesting, and affecting; but alas! how were we disappointed! When we had
laboured through these 2 Vols. we thought of Le Fever no more; and nothing
but the Fruitless Repentance remained.
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1 A pupil of Christ Church Hospital, a charity school opened in 1552 for orphaned or home-
less children.

2 Ambrose Phillips (1674-1749), English poet best known for his translation from the French
of The Thousand and One Days: Persian Tales (1722); he was mocked by Alexander Pope,*
who reputedly made this critique of Phillips.
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122. Anonymous, “Address to the Public” and Review of Anonymous,
Peggy and Patty, London Magazine, No. 1 (July 1783)

[Covering a wide range of topics, the London Magazine uses its first issue to
explain its goals for its literary section and offers an implied critique of other
periodicals engaged in book reviewing. In its first review of a novel, it pro-
vides a lengthy plot summary and then attempts to enact its self-described
goals.]

ADDRESS TO THE PUBLIC
THE LITERARY REVIEW

In our work, an account of new publications will fill an important depart-
ment.

The union of the three species of criticism, which have been with great pro-
priety intitled the Philosophical, the Historical or Explanatory, and the Cor-
rective, seems to form the province of the reviewer.

In our account of Books we shall endeavour to point out the principles upon
which good writing depends: we shall comment on the examples presented to
our view, and examine whether by their excellencies they confirm and illustrate
the rules of composition, which the decisive consent of the learned has estab-
lished though successive ages; or whether their authors, by a deficiency in
genius, taste, or judgement, have infringed the critical canons. Lastly, we shall
think it incumbent on us, to point out, with a view to correction, the errors and
inaccuracies which sometimes creep into the most polished writings.

Of these three departments, the last is infinitely the most disagreeable:

Hoc opus, hic labor est!1

This is the post of drudgery; and unthankful is the employment, as well as
laborious. In general, we shall not, in our articles, enter into minute details,
and in our choice of books, we shall select those from the mass of daily pub-
lications which were written on instructive and amusing subjects. Works of
learning and taste, we shall examine with care and attention, but shall review
no book merely because it is dull, or because it serves to display our talents
for ridicule, and our abilities for correction. But all works of an immoral ten-
dency, and those which may contribute to a false taste in composition, we
shall treat with the asperity which they deserve.

Let it not, however, be expected, that we shall retail scandalous anecdotes,
draw family pictures, or write the secret histories of living authors. Our pages
shall never give pain to modest genius, or trespass on the circle of domestic
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1 Latin: “Here is labor, here is toil” (Virgil,* Aeneid,* 4.126).
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happiness. We review the works of authors, not their private conduct. We
wish to cull flowers from every part of the gardens of literature and amuse-
ment, but it shall be our endeavour to select only which are without thorns
for the acceptance of our readers. [...]

Art. XI. Peggy and Patty; or the Sisters of Ashdale. 4 vols, small 8 vo. Dodsley.
[...] In examining the production of a female pen, as the work before us

avowedly is, we desire to lay aside all asperity, and all petulance of criticism;
and as we wish not to quench the smoking flax, and think we discover in it
some scintillations of genius, which study and experience may blow into
flame, we have bestowed upon it a more patient perusal, and a more minute
abridgement than the work itself may seem to merit. Truth, however, and our
duty to the public, oblige us to remark, that the materials which compose it
are neither rare nor precious. A country curate and his family, a profligate
lord, a bawd, and a lewd captain, are characters, in which little novelty can
be expected. Nor is the texture superior to the materials. The style professes
to be affecting rather than pompous; the sentiments rather warmly expressive
than coldly correct. To be affecting it aims at being simple, but we must warn
the fair author, that simplicity consists not in low expressions, or childish
prattle; and that correctness and warmth of expression, for which latter she
seems often to mistake an immoderate and injudicious use of superlatives, are
strictly compatible. A letter of Miss Weller’s1 tempted us to believe, that,
instead of a lady, one of the half male, half female creatures, who measure lace
and ribband behind the haberdasher’s2 counter, was the writer. Her playful-
ness is vulgar, and her archness coarse. Mrs. Branville’s regard for an extort-
ed promise, when she had it in her power to rescue her once loved friends
from infamy and ruin, was a childish scruple: what duty she owed to the
commands of her husband we will not take upon us to decide. The exclama-
tion “My stars!” is certainly not a polite one, and even Mother H. for the
name of a procuress, we think in the same predicament. That it is a first per-
formance, we are convinced, from the many aukward modes of expression,
and the many grammatical improprieties, of which we have selected the fol-
lowing: —“Are you both the eldest of the family?—The grass walks are
already began mowing.—Whom it is impossible she could ever passionately
love with an excess of affection—final sequel—O Peggy!—Patty! My dear—
dear sisters, I am thy brother—I shall be made to marry him.” To warn the
young, the unprotected, the inexperienced part of the female world against the
fatal effects of a too easy belief is an intention deserving praise and encour-
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1 Here and in the sentences that follow, the reviewer critiques specific characters from the
novel.

2 A dealer in or maker of hats and caps; a dealer in small articles pertaining to dress, as
thread and ribbons (OED).
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agement, to which we heartily wish all possible success. If the author should
be again induced to take up her pen, as the evil habit of writing is of all evil
habits is the most inveterate, we beg leave to advise her to make herself mis-
tress of the irregular verbs, of which she has not conjugated one properly in
the present work; to distinguish the active verbs set and lay, from the neuter
verbs sit and lie; and to avoid repeating the same thing in different letters.

123. Anonymous, Review of Mrs. Thomson [i.e., Harriet Pigott], The
Labyrinths of Life, Monthly Review, Series 2, No. 5 (July 1791)

[This “review” is a satirical send-up of the “manufacture” of novels. Old for-
gotten novels, it suggests, are easily recycled: simply change the names, update
the situations, and add fashionable language.]

When a manufacture has been carried on long enough for the workmen to
attain a general proficiency, the uniformity of the stuffs will render it difficult
to decide on the preference of one piece beyond another; and this must be our
apology for not entering into a discussion of the merits of the novel now
before us, which, at the same time that it exhibits nothing to shock our feel-
ings, affords nothing to attract particular attention, either as to materials or
workmanship.1 Two of the earliest fabricators of this species of goods, the
modern novel, in our country, were Daniel Defoe,* and Mrs. Haywood;* the
success of Pamela* may be said to have brought it into fashion; and the
progress has not been less rapid than the extension of the use of tea, to which
a novel is almost as general an attendant, as the bread and butter, especially
in a morning. While we are on this subject, it is also to be noted, that nothing
is more common than to find hair-powder lodged between the leaves of a
novel; which evinces the corresponding attention paid to the inside as well as
to the outside of a modern head. Richardson,* Fielding,* Smollet[t],* and
Sterne,* were the Wedgwoods2 of their days; and the imitators that have since
started up in the same line, exceed all power of calculation! When an art
becomes general, then is the time for the invention of engines to facilitate the
operations, as in the cotton manufacture. Swift’s* machine for the composi-
tion of books, described in his Gulliver,3 like most other first attempts, has
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1 Author’s footnote: “We cannot avoid remarking the dull uniformity of conclusion which
this writer has given to the letters of his personages. From whomsoever, and to whomsoever,
the epistles are written, the single word ‘Your’s,’ suffices, nearly throughout all the vol-
umes.”

2 Josiah Wedgewood (1730-95), innovative pottery designer and founder of England’s first
pottery factory; his high-quality work, like that of the celebrated novelists listed in the same
sentence, was widely imitated.

3 In Book 3, Chapter 5 of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels* (1726), Gulliver describes an
“engine” made of a “frame” that connects wood, wire, and paper; words are rotated in this
frame and recorded by forty pupils, resulting in ready-made books.
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not been found to answer. It was reserved for us to publish a scheme for the
easy multiplication of novels, cheap in its execution, and certain in its opera-
tion, so long as not only our presses, but those of Germany and France, will
furnish raw materials to work up; and before they can fail, we may hope to
import ample supplies from America. Here then we disinterestedly offer it pro
bono publico:1 and expect the thanks of the whole body of frizeurs,2 for our
assistance toward relieving them from a multitude of impatient exclamations,
and profane oaths.

RECIPE FOR DRESSING UP NOVELS ad libitum3

Go to Middle Row, Holborn;4 where, since mankind have discovered that
their own hair is sufficiently capable of distortion, the sellers of old cast-off wigs
have given place to the dealers in cast-off books; there on the bulks, from
among the classes of a groat or sixpence per volume, buy any old forgotten
novel, the older the better; give new names to the personages and places, reform
the dates, modernize such circumstances as may happen to be antiquated, and,
if necessary, touch up the style a little with a few of those polite cant5 words and
phrases that may be in fashion at the time. All this may be done with a pen, in
the margin of the printed book, without the trouble of transcribing the whole,
unless it is to be carried to a bookseller for sale; for then you must shew a man-
uscript. In either case, it may be boldly sent to the printer; for printers, like sur-
geons and lawyers, are bound to keep the secrets of their employers.

To a publisher, there are many advantages attending this mode of proceed-
ing; and the saving of copy-money is to be reckoned as the chief. A novel of
two or three volumes, that could not be purchased under four or five guineas,
may be thus new vamped from an old one, by a compositor who dabbles a lit-
tle with his pen, for perhaps half a guinea; and if the alterations be skifully
performed, they will confound the judgment, so that, neither author nor
bookseller knowing his own book again, a prosecution for copy-right need
not be apprehended. The most that even a reader with a good memory could
say, would be, that there is nothing new in it; and though we have so
expressed ourselves a hundred times, novels are pouring forth as fast as ever!
We are therefore not without suspicions that this our scheme has been antici-
pated, and is already in practice; for, as far as recollection can reach, the char-
acters, situations, plots, and catastrophes, are, with very few exceptions, still
the same. [...]
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1 Latin: “for the public good.”
2 A hairdresser (OED).
3 Latin: “in accordance with desire.”
4 An area of central London known for the printing trades, as well as for places of entertain-

ment and related illicit trades.
5 A pet phrase, especially a stock phrase that is much affected at the time; phraseology used

for fashion’s sake, without being a genuine expression of sentiment (OED).
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D. Writers Review the Critics

124. Henry Fielding, from Book 11, Chapter 1 of Tom Jones (1749)

[Henry Fielding* labels the critic a “Slanderer” (as well as an “odious Ver-
min,” a “Monster,” and a “bad Man”), explaining that he who condemns a
book slanders its author as a “Blockhead.”]

A Crust for the Critics.

In our last initial Chapter, we may be supposed to have treated that formi-
dable Set of Men, who are called Critics, with more Freedom than becomes
us; since they exact, and indeed generally receive, great Condescension from
Authors. We shall in this, therefore, give the Reasons of our Conduct to this
august Body; and here we shall perhaps place them in a Light, in which they
have not hitherto been seen.

This Word of Critic is of Greek Derivation, and signifies Judgment. [...]
But in reality there is another Light, in which these modern Critics may with

great Justice and Propriety be seen; and this is that of a common Slanderer. If
a Person who prys into the Characters of others, with no other Design but to
discover their Faults, and to publish them to the World, deserves the Title of
a Slanderer of the Reputations of Men; why should not a Critic, who reads
with the same malevolent View, be as properly stiled the Slanderer of the Rep-
utation of Books?

Vice hath not, I believe, a more abject Slave; Society produces not a more
odious Vermin; nor can the Devil receive a Guest more worthy of him, nor
possibly more welcome to him, than a Slanderer. The World, I am afraid,
regards not this Monster with half the Abhorrence which he deserves, and I
am more afraid to assign the Reason of this criminal Lenity shewn towards
him; yet it is certain that the Thief looks innocent in the Comparison; nay, the
Murderer himself can seldom stand in Competition with his Guilt: For Slan-
der is a more cruel Weapon than a Sword, as the Wounds which the former
gives are always incurable. One Method, indeed, there is of killing, and that
the basest and most execrable of all, which bears an exact Analogy to the Vice
here disclaimed against, and that is Poison. A Means of Revenge so base, and
yet so horrible, that it was once wisely distinguished by our Laws from all
other Murders, in the peculiar Severity of the Punishment.1

Besides the dreadful Mischiefs done by Slander, and the Baseness of the
Means by which this are effected, there are other Circumstances that highly

1 According to Martin Battestin’s edition of Tom Jones, the punishment Fielding alludes to is
boiling to death.
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aggravate its atrocious Quality: For it often proceeds from no Provocation,
and seldom promises itself any Reward, unless some black and infernal Mind
may propose such a Reward in the Thoughts of having procured the Ruin and
Misery of another.

Shakespear* hath nobly touched this Vice, when he says,

Who steals my Gold steals Trash, ’tis something, nothing;
’Twas mine, ’tis his, and hath been Slave to Thousands:
But he who filches from me my good Name,
Robs me of that WHICH NOT ENRICHES HIM,
BUT MAKES ME POOR INDEED.1

With all this my good Reader will doubtless agree; but much of it will prob-
ably seem too severe, when applied to the Slanderer of Books. But let it here
be considered, that both proceed from the same wicked Disposition of Mind,
and are alike void of the Excuse of Temptation. Nor shall we conclude the
Injury done this Way to be very slight, when we consider a Book as the
Author’s Offspring, and indeed as the Child of his Brain.

The Reader who hath suffered his Muse to continue hitherto in a Virgin
State, can have but a very inadequate Idea of this Kind of paternal Fondness.
To such we may parody the tender Exclamation of Macduff.2 Alas! Thou hast
written no Book. But the Author whose Muse hath brought forth, will feel the
pathetic Stain, perhaps will accompany me with Tears (especially if his Dar-
ling be already no more) while I mention the Uneasiness with which the big
Muse bears about her Burden, the painful Labour with which she produces it,
and lastly, the Care, the Fondness, with which the tender Father nourishes his
Favourite, till it be brought to Maturity, and produced into the World.

Nor is there any paternal Fondness which seems less to savour of absolute
Instinct, and which may so well be reconciled to worldly Wisdom, as this.
These Children may most truly be called the Riches of their Father; and many
of them have with true filial Piety fed their Parent in his old Age; so that not
only the Affection, but the Interest of the Author may be highly injured by
these Slanderers, whose poisonous Breath brings his Book to an untimely End.

Lastly, The Slander of a Book is, in Truth, the Slander of the Author: For as
no one can call another Bastard, without calling the Mother a Whore, so nei-
ther can any one give the Names of sad Stuff, horrid Nonsense, &c. to a Book,
without calling the Author a Blockhead; which tho’ in a moral Sense it is a
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1 From William Shakespeare’s Othello (1603), 3.3.157-61.
2 A reference to William Shakespeare’s Macbeth (c. 1603-06), 4.3.216, where a grieving Mac-

duff, having just learned that his entire family has been murdered, says of Macbeth, “he has
no children.”
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preferable Appellation to that of Villain, is perhaps rather more injurious to
his worldly Interest.

Now however ludicrous all this may appear to some, others, I doubt not,
will feel and acknowledge the Truth of it; nay, may, perhaps, think I have not
treated the Subject with decent Solemnity; but surely a Man may speak Truth
with a smiling Countenance. In reality, to depreciate a Book maliciously, or
even wantonly, is at least a very ill-natured Office; and a morose snarling Crit-
ic may, I believe, be suspected to be a bad Man. [...]

125. Peter Shaw, “Of Authors and Censors,” The Reflector (1750)

[In the eighth chapter of the first section of his collection, Shaw* maintains
that a writer must be prepared for criticism, making his point through a
unique composition that reveals the “back and forth” of criticism: the essay
includes an imagined letter written to an angry author who, in turn, wants to
defend himself to a critic.]

Of Authors and Censors.

The Fate of Authors.
An antient Writer says, “When Jupiter is angry with a Man, he makes him a
Schoolmaster:”1 we may say, “When Jupiter hates a Man, he makes him an
Author.” The Hope that flatters a Writer, of living in History, and receiving
Honour after his Death, may, in some Measure, alleviate the Anxieties he feels
in Writing. But the better he writes, the more Hatred and Envy he may hap-
pen to meet with. Authors make themselves no bitter Enemies by ordinary
Writings. Nor is Censure, or Clamour, always a Sign of a bad Book. Perhaps
a good Writer may have the Pleasure to hear his Works commended; whilst a
bad one has the Mortification of seeing his Labours moulder in the Shop.
This, however, is no constant Rule: for, as most Readers have but a vulgar
Taste; so vulgar Books have sometimes a great Currency. Many an excellent
Author has wrote to little Purpose.

Unjust Censure.
Upon the first Appearance of a new Book, some suspicious Tempers imagine,
that every Word has a latent Meaning. They try the Lock with false Keys,
whilst the Door stands open; and at length, they find no other Key was want-
ing, but one to open their own Understandings. As some Readers see Things
that are not in Authors; other see nothing at all; and take the most laboured
and useful Performances, for low Stuff and idle Common-Place. To open the
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1 Quotation not traced.
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Eyes of such People seems impracticable. The Fable of the Mole suits them.
“A young Mole intreated his Mother to buy him a Pair of Spectacles; because
he had observed that Men wore them:” his Mother replied, “The Money
would only be thrown away, Child: for the Spectacles which Men use, are of
no Service to Molewarps.”1

Jealous, weak, and suspicious Readers, are a kind of Cabbalists,2 who, by
their own self-applauding Explanations, can make a Word speak what they
please; or like those subterraneous Gentry, Klim’s Maccati,3 whose Eyes were
so sharp, that they could see Freckles, but not the Face; the smallest Faults,
but not the Subject; and were almost blind by dint of poring. It is bad writing
in a Study that swarms with Flies; where the Author must sit with his Pen in
one Hand, and a Fly-Flap in the other. Snarlish Readers are like unruly Ser-
vants disturbing their Master. Their unjust, censorious Temper, impertinent
Noise and Clamour, cause an Author to miscarry; or oblige him to suppress
and stifle such Writings as might possibly benefit Mankind.

Just Censure.
All human Performances are liable to Censure, but not in an equal Degree,
even tho’ the Performances should be alike. If a Man performs an Action out
of his own free Choice, or merely to shew his Understanding or Dexterity;
such an Action will be more severely censured, than one performed out of
Necessity, or by Compulsion. [...]

Authorship.
Masterpieces of Skill and Workmanship are more accurately examined by
Artists, than ordinary Work; and Authors are justly criticized with more
Rigour that other Labourers. If a Man publishes a Book unasked, he forces
the World to criticize him: if he performs well, no body is obliged to thank
him; as no body set him to Work: and if he writes ill, he is looked upon as a
conceited Scribler, who gives himself out to be what he is not; and publishes
his own Weakness, which might otherwise have lain concealed. Si tacuisset.
Philosophus mansisset.4 “If he had not published himself for a Fool; he might
have passed for a Philosopher.” And really, when any one, without being
desired, publishes a monstrous Production of his Brain; the Author gives this
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1 This story appears in Joseph Addison’s* Spectator* No. 124 (July 23, 1711). Aesop’s* fable
of the mole is quite different: a young mole tells his mother that he can see; the mother tests
him by placing frankincense before him; the young mole calls them pebbles; the mother pro-
claims that he is not only blind, but has lost his sense of smell. 

2 One who professes faith in the Jewish Cabbala; one skilled in mystic arts and learning
(OED).

3 Reference not traced.
4 Latin: “If you had been silent, you would have remained a philosopher.” This saying is

attributed to the Roman philosopher Anicius Manlius Severinus Boethius’s (470?-524 AD)
De consolatione philosophiae (The Consolation of Philosophy [c. 524 AD]).
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Advertisement. “Be it known that I am a Fool; but lest every body should not
think so, this my Book shall make the World sensible of it; in such Manner,
that neither the present Generation, nor the future, shall have the least Doubt
of it.” [...]

A Letter to an incensed Author.
I Have received your Manuscript Defence, wherein you express a just Resent-
ment against an unjust Censor; who has sharpened his Quill and dipt it in Gall,
to discredit your last Performance. You beg me to read over your Defense; and
to strike out, or add, what I may judge proper. I find nothing, in particular, to
strike out; but I except to the Whole. I do not censure the Work, but am sorry
it was wrote; and beg of you not to print it yet; but wait a while, in order to
learn the public Opinion of your Adversary’s Censure. Perhaps it may sink of
itself, or be rejected by the general Voice; and if that shall be the Case, all
Defence is unnecessary. We should look upon hot Critics as peevish Brooks, that
rage the more for stopping; and are never better managed, than by giving them
vent, till they run themselves dry. The most honourable Victories are gained
without Bloodshed. If your Defence be made public, your Adversary will imag-
ine his Censure was just, keen, and level to the Point; and judge you are wound-
ed, because you complain. But if you treat him with Silence and Disdain, he may
think he has missed his Mark; and thus your Silence will gall him more, than
the most cutting Apology. No body, unasked and unhurt, publicly calumniates1

the Work of another; unless he has itching Fingers, or loves a Dispute. By not
answering, therefore, and leaving the Public to judge, you deprive your Adver-
sary of a wished-for Engagement; turn his Bullets into Paper-Pellets, and his
Artillery into Pop-Guns. A good Book sufficiently answers for itself: and Apolo-
gies raise Suspicion. When Tradesmen praise their Ware, I doubt of its Good-
ness. It is only in dubious and weak Causes, that Counsellors reply and rejoin:
when the Case is clear, the Pleader abides by his Opening. Let the Public, who
is here a third Person, and a proper Judge betwixt you and Adversary, determine
which is in the Right. You may confute him as much as you please, still you
speak but in your own Cause, where no Man is a proper Judge. Condescend
not, therefore, to answer thy Opponent, but appeal to the Public; to whose
Judgment thy Book is already submitted. Hence will arise two Advantages. By
not replying, and thus shewing a Confidence in the Goodness of thy Cause, and
in thy Judge, thou givest others a good Opinion of it: and, secondly, you thus
take rich Revenge of your Adversary; who finds himself disappointed, and his
Criticism thought unworthy of an Answer. If this Silence passes for Fear with
some unintelligent People; yet it will be accounted to thee for Moderation, and
Merit, by Persons of Understanding. Nay, thou wilt be looked upon like a pru-
dent General, whom the Enemy cannot, by Provocation and Reproach, betray
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1 To asperse with calumny; to accuse falsely with something disreputable; to slander (OED).
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into the quitting of his Resolution. A certain Commander once contumeliously1

treated the famous Roman General C. Marius, saying, “If thou art the great
Marius, come out of thy Camp:” to which Marius answered, “If thou art a great
Commander, oblige Marius to change his Resolution.”2

As Censure often proceeds from Jealousy, Pride or Envy; a single Erasmus,3 a
Grotius,4 or a Scaliger,5 has more Censors upon his Back, than all the Shoal of
ordinary Writers. Every Seed sown by the Hand of a good Author raises Crops
of armed Men, and Hosts of doughty Censors. But the greater the Number is, the
less they hurt. Remember the Traveller in Liliput; who, in his Sleep, was attacked
by whole Dwarf-Regiments of Liliputians; all at once digging into him with
Spears, Darts, and Javelins, yet never disturbed his Rest; and, upon waking, he
imagined himself rather beset with Swarms of Fleas, than attacked by Soldiers.6

Strongly represent to yourself, that this outrageous Critic is actuated by
Pride and Envy. Remember, that envious Men are apt to blacken the fairest
Works; which they cannot imitate. Remember, that those who speak with
Pride and Boasting, do the least Hurt. Rage and Revenge, Bitterness and
Reviling, are Signs of a weak and groveling Mind. [...]

126. Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, No. 176 (November 23, 1751)

[Johnson’s* essay criticizes both the over-zealous critic and the over-sensitive
author, providing a memorable description of the “microscope” and “tele-
scope” employment of criticism.]

[...] Among the principal of comick calamities, may be reckoned the pain
which an author, not yet hardened into insensibility, feels at the onset of a furi-
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1 Full of contumely; reproachful and tending to convey disgrace and humiliation (OED).
2 As recorded in Plutarch’s* Bioi paralleloi (Parallel Lives), Gaius Marius (157-86 BC) was a

successful military leader. In a battle towards the end of his career (and when over 65 years
old), Marius was surrounded by enemies; Publius [Pompaedius] Silo (c. 88 BC) taunted him
to come out of his camp and fight, but Marius refused to yield to the provocation.

3 Desiderius Erasmus (1469-1536), Dutch humanist and theologian, and a key figure in the
Renaissance; he was the first editor of the New Testament, a historian of the Bible, an inno-
vator in the study of classics, and author of many texts, including Moriae ecomium (In
Praise of Folly [1511]).

4 Hugo Grotius (1583-1645), Dutch jurist, statesman, and scholar who wrote many theologi-
cal, historical, and political works; most importantly, he authored De jure belli ac pacis (On
the Law of War and Peace [1625]), a study that laid the foundation for international law.

5 Joseph Justus Scaliger (1540-1609), Dutch historian and classicist famous for his studies of
chronology; his Opus de emendatione tempore (Study on the Improvement of Time [1583])
assessed, aligned, and revised calendars of antiquity, providing the first scientific study of
chronology.

6 A reference to the opening scene of Gulliver’s voyage to Lilliput in Part I of Jonathan
Swift’s* Gulliver’s Travels* (1726).
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ous critick, whose age, rank or fortune gives him confidence to speak without
reserve; who heaps one objection upon another, and obtrudes his remarks,
and enforces his corrections without tenderness or awe.

The author, full of the importance of his work, alarmed at the danger of his
character, and anxious for the justification of every syllable, starts and kindles
at the slightest attack; the critick, eager to establish his superiority, triumphing
in every discovery of failure, and zealous to impress the cogency of his argu-
ments, pursues him from line to line without cessation or remorse. The critick,
who hazards little, proceeds with vehemence[,] impetuosity[,] and fearlessness;
the author whose quiet and fame, and life and immortality are involved in the
controversy, tries every art of subterfuge and defence; maintains modestly what
he resolved never to yield, and yields unwillingly what cannot be maintained.
The critick’s purpose is to conquer, the author hopes only to escape; the critick
therefore knits his brow, and raises his voice, and rejoyces whenever he per-
ceives any tokens of pain excited by the pressure of his assertions, or the point
of his sarcasms. The author whose endeavour is at once to mollify and elude
his persecutor, composes his features, and softens his accent, breaks the force
of assault by retreat, and rather steps aside than flies or advances.

As it very seldom happens that the rage of extemporary criticism inflicts
fatal or lasting wounds, I know not that the Laws of benevolence entitle this
distress to much sympathy. The diversion of baiting an author has the sanc-
tion of all ages and nations, and is more lawful than the sport of teizing other
animals, because for the most part he comes voluntarily to the stake, fur-
nished, as he imagines, by the patron powers of literature, with resistless
weapons and impenetrable armour, with the mail of the boar of Erymanth,
and the paws of the lion of Nemea.1

But the works of genius are sometimes produced by other motives than van-
ity; and he whom necessity or duty enforces to write, is not always so well sat-
isfied with himself as not to be discouraged by censorious impudence. It may
therefore be necessary to consider by what measures they whom the publica-
tion of their names lays open to the insults of such as their obscurity secures
against reprisals, may extricate themselves from unexpected encounters.

Vida,2 a man of considerable skill in the politicks of literature, directs his
pupil wholly to abandon his defence, and even when he can irrefragably3

refute all objections, to suffer tamely the exultations of his antagonist.
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1 Two of twelve labors of Hercules include trapping the Erymanthian boar and killing the
Nemean lion. In the first labor, the skin of the lion is impervious to arrows and Hercules
must kill it by choking it. In the fourth labor, the tusked boar is driven into the snow and
captured by Hercules.

2 Marco Girolamo Vida (1485?-1566), Italian poet who wrote De arte poetica (On the Art of
Poetry) and Scacchia ludus (The Game of Chess), both published in 1527.

3 So as not to admit of being refuted, incontrovertible, indisputable (OED). Johnson’s sen-
tence is cited in the OED’s definition of this word.
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This rule may perhaps be just, when advice is asked, and severity solicited,
because no man tells his opinion so freely as when he imagines it received with
implicit veneration; and critics ought never to be consulted but while errors
may yet be rectified or insipidity suppressed. But when the book has once been
dismissed into the world, and can be no more retouched, I know not whether
a very different conduct should not be prescribed, and whether firmness and
spirit may not sometimes be of use to overpower arrogance and repel brutal-
ity. Softness, diffidence and moderation will often be mistaken for imbecility
and dejection; they lure cowardice to the attack by the hopes of easy victory,
and it will soon be found that he whom every man thinks he can conquer,
shall never be at peace.

The animadversions of criticks are commonly such as may easily provoke
the sedatest writer to some quickness of resentment and asperity of reply. A
man who by long consideration has familiarised a subject to his own mind,
carefully survey’d the series of his thoughts, and planned all the parts of his
composition into a regular dependence on each other, will often start at the
sinistrous1 interpretations, or absurd remarks of haste and ignorance, and
wonder by what infatuation they have been led away from the obvious sense,
and upon what peculiar principles of judgment they decide against him.

The eye of the intellect, like that of the body, is not equally perfect in all,
nor equally adapted in any to all objects; the end of criticism is to supply its
defects; rules are the instruments of mental vision, which may indeed assist
our faculties when properly used, but produce confusion and obscurity by
unskillful application.

Some seem always to read with the microscope of criticism, and employ
their whole attention upon minute elegance, or faults scarcely visible to com-
mon observation. The dissonance of a syllable, the recurrence of the same
sound, the repetition of a particle, the smallest deviation from propriety, the
slightest defect in construction or arrangement, swell before their eyes into
enormities. As they discern with great exactness, they comprehend but a nar-
row compass, and know nothing of the justness of the design, the general spir-
it of the performance, the artifice of connection, or the harmony of the parts;
they never conceive how small a proportion that which they are busy in con-
templating bears to the whole, or how the trivial inaccuracies with which they
are offended, are absorbed and lost in general excellence.

Others are furnished by criticism with a telescope. They see with great
clearness whatever is too remote to be discovered by the rest of mankind, but
are totally blind to all that lies immediately before them. They discover in
every passage some secret meaning, some remote allusion, some artful allego-
ry, or some occult imitation which no other reader ever suspected; but they
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1 Malicious, unfair, prejudiced (OED). Again, Johnson’s sentence is cited in OED’s definition
of this word.
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have no perception of the cogency of arguments, the contexture of narrations,
the various colours of diction, or the flowery embellishments of fancy; of all
that engages the attention of others, they are totally insensible, while they pry
into worlds of conjecture, and amuse themselves with phantoms in the clouds.

In criticism, as in every other art, we fail sometimes by our weakness, but
more frequently by our fault. We are sometimes bewildered by ignorance, and
sometimes by prejudice, but we seldom deviate from the right, but when we
deliver ourselves up to the direction of vanity.

127. Frances Burney, Dedication of Evelina (1778)

[Burney’s* dedication is famous for its overt recognition of and appeal to the
power of book reviewers. In a careful dance, she positions herself as simulta-
neously asking for “patronage” and “justice,” praising the reviewers’ “impar-
tiality” but not requesting “MERCY,” and entreating them to avoid seeing
her appeal in terms of either “Courage” or “EGOTISM.”]

TO THE AUTHORS OF THE MONTHLY and CRITICAL REVIEWS.

GENTLEMEN,
The liberty which I take in addressing to You the trifling production of a few
idle hours, will, doubtless, move your wonder, and, probably, your contempt.
I will not, however, with the futility of apologies, intrude upon your time, but
briefly acknowledge the motives of my temerity: lest, by a premature exercise
of that patience which I hope will befriend me, I should lessen its benevolence,
and be myself accessary to my own condemnation.

Without name, without recommendation, and unknown alike to success
and disgrace, to whom can I so properly apply for patronage, as to those who
publicly profess themselves Inspectors of all literary performances?

The extensive plan of your critical observations,—which, not confined to
works of utility or ingenuity, is equally open to those of frivolous amuse-
ment,—and yet worse than frivolous dullness,—encourage me to seek for
your protection, since,—perhaps for my sins!—it entitles me to your annota-
tions. To resent, therefore, this offering, however insignificant, would ill
become the universality of your undertaking, though not to despise it may,
alas! be out of your power.

The language of adulation, and the incense of flattery, though the natural
inheritance, and constant resource, from time immemorial, of the Dedicator,
to me offer nothing but the wistful regret that I dare not invoke their aid. Sin-
ister views would be imputed to all I could say; since, thus situated, to extol
your judgment, would seem the effect of art, and to celebrate your impartial-
ity, be attributed to suspecting it.
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As Magistrates of the press, and Censors for the Public,—to which you are
bound by the sacred ties of integrity to exert the most spirited impartiality,
and to which your suffrages1 should carry the marks of pure, dauntless,
irrefragable2 truth—to appeal for your MERCY, were to solicit your dishon-
our; and therefore,—though ’tis sweeter than frankincense,—more grateful to
the senses than all the odorous perfumes of Arabia,—and though

It droppeth like the gentle rain from heaven
Upon the place beneath,—3

I court it not! to your justice alone I am entitled, and by that I must abide.
Your engagements are not to the supplicating author, but to the candid pub-
lic, which will not fail to crave

The penalty and forfeit of your bond.4

No hackneyed writer, inured to abuse, and callous to criticism, here braves
your severity;—neither does a half-starv’d garretteer,5

Oblig’d by hunger,—and request of friends,—6

implore your lenity: your examination will be alike unbiassed by partiality
and prejudice:—no refractory murmuring will follow your censure, no private
interest be gratified by your praise.

Let not the anxious solicitude with which I recommend myself to your
notice, expose me to your derision. Remember, Gentlemen, you were all
young writers once, and the most experienced veteran of your corps, may, by
recollecting his first publication, renovate his first terrors, and learn to allow
for mine. For, though Courage is one of the noblest virtues of this nether
sphere, and, though scarcely more requisite in the field of battle, to guard the
fighting hero from disgrace, than in the private commerce of the world, to
ward off that littleness of soul which leads, by steps imperceptible, to all the
base train of the inferior passions, and by which the too timid mind is
betrayed into servility derogatory to the dignity of human nature;—yet is it a
virtue of no necessity in a situation such as mine; a situation which removes,
even from cowardice itself, the sting of ignominy;—for surely that Courage
may easily be dispensed with, which would rather raise disgust than admira-
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1 A vote in support or an opinion in favor (OED).
2 That which cannot be refuted or disproved; incontrovertible (OED).
3 From William Shakespeare’s* Merchant of Venice (c. 1596-98), 4.1.185-86.
4 From William Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice (c. 1596-98), 4.1.207.
5 One who lives in a garret, especially a literary hack (OED).
6 From Alexander Pope’s* “Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot” (1735), 44.
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tion! Indeed, it is the peculiar privilege of an author, to rob terror of contempt,
and pusillanimity of reproach.

Here let me rest,—and snatch myself, while yet I am able, from the fascina-
tion of EGOTISM,—a monster who has more votaries than ever did homage
to the most popular deity of antiquity; and whose singular quality is, that while
he excites a blind and involuntary adoration in almost every individual, his
influence is universally disallowed, his power universally contemned, and his
worship, even by his followers, never mentioned but with abhorrence.

In addressing you jointly, I mean but to mark the generous sentiments by
which liberal criticism, to the utter annihilation of envy, jealousy, and all self-
ish views, ought to be distinguished.

I have the honour to be, GENTLEMEN,
Your most obedient humble servant, ***

128. Isaac Disraeli, “The Origin of Literary Journals,” Curiosities of Litera-
ture (1791)

[Disraeli’s* essay stresses the explosive growth of critics and reviews over the
course of the eighteenth century.]

THE ORIGIN OF LITERARY JOURNALS

If we abound with a multitude of scribblers, what an infinite number must
there be of critics, since, according to the computation of one of the first—

“Ten censure wrong, for one who writes amiss!”1

In the last century, it as a consolation, at least, for the unsuccessful writer, that
he fell insensibly into oblivion. If he committed the private folly of printing what
no one would purchase, he had only to settle the matter with his publisher: he
was not arraigned at the public tribunal, as if he had committed a crime of mag-
nitude. But, in those times, the nation was little addicted to the cultivation of let-
ters: the writers were then few, and the readers were not many. When, at length,
a taste for literature spread itself through the body of the people, vanity induced
the inexperienced and the ignorant to aspire to literary honours. To oppose these
inroads into the haunts of the Muses, Periodical Criticism brandished its formi-
dable weapon; and it was by the fall of others that our greatest geniuses have
been taught to rise. Multifarious writings produced multifarious strictures; and
if the rays of criticism were not always of the strongest kind, yet so many con-
tinually issuing, formed a focus, which has enlightened those whose occupations
had otherwise never permitted them to judge on literary compositions. [...]
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1 From Alexander Pope’s* “An Essay on Criticism” (1711), 1.6.
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Our elder Journals seem only to notice a few of the best publications; and
this not with great animation of sentiment, or elegance of diction.

Of our modern Journals it becomes me to speak with caution. It is not
treading on ashes still glowing with latent fire, as Horace* expresses it,1 but
it is rushing through consuming flames. Let it be sufficient, that from their
pages I acknowledge to have acquired a rich fund of critical observation; and,
if I have been animated by their eulogiums, I ascribe this honour, not so much
to the confined abilities Nature has bestowed on me, as to their strictures,
which have taught me something of the delicacy of Taste, and something of
the ardour of Genius.

129. Richard Cumberland, from Book 2, Chapter 1 and Book 4, Chapter 1
of Henry (1795)

[In the Fieldingesque “Reasons for writing as fast as we can” (the first chap-
ter to Book 2 of his novel), Cumberland* describes the reviewer as strangling
deformed books—and taking “infinite pleasure” in the act. Conversely, “The
Author appeals to his Readers” (the first chapter to Book 4) describes his own
attempts to predict and meet the contradictory desires of several critics. He
concludes by noting that the novel, which takes the familiar world as its sub-
ject, makes “every man [...] a critic.”]

Reasons for writing as fast as we can.

[...] I implicitly resign [myself] to the favour and protection of those public-
spirited inspectors of literature, who undertake the laborious task of review-
ing every thing we write, and who understand so well the policy of the wise
Lacedaemonians,2 that no sooner do they light upon a deformed or ricketty
bantling, but they charitably strangle it outright, and don’t let it survive to dis-
grace us with posterity. This is mercy to the age at large, though any one of
us, upon whom it falls, is apt to call it cruelty, when we are sent to the trunk-
maker and the pastry-cook to drive the best bargain we can for our property,
before it is turned over to the worms,3 who then only take us into reading,
when nobody else will: but such is our obstinacy notwithstanding, that it
seems as if we spitefully wrote the more in contradiction to our real friends,
who fairly tell us we cannot write at all.
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1 Horace, Carmina (Odes), 2.1.11.
2 The ancient Greek Spartans or Lacedaemonians killed unfit children (“bantlings”) by aban-

doning them, a practice usually termed “exposure.”
3 I.e., because readers will not pay for the work, the author is forced to sell the pages it is

printed on as waste paper, which will be reused to line trunks and wrap pastry before ulti-
mately being eaten by worms.
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However, at the very worst, we can always draw this consolation from our
faults, that our kind correctors have had infinite pleasure in finding them out; for
surely if the discovery gave pain, no man would voluntarily engage in the search.

There is also another cheering reflection we have to feed upon, which is, that
those authors, who shall follow us in point of time, will fall short of us in point
of merit. Homer* himself tells us this, who, as an Epic poet, was surely inter-
ested to hold up his heroes as high as he could, and yet is compelled to confess
that the pelting they bestowed upon each other was but children’s play, com-
pared to what their fathers could do at that sport.1 Now it is clear, that from
Homer’s day to the present hour, there has been a gradual falling-off in the
human powers, mental and bodily; from which I infer that the novel last writ-
ten may always be presumed the worst that ever was written; and therefore that
it beho[o]ves every writer, and myself amongst the rest, to write as fast as ever
we can, for the longer we are about it the worse it will be. And this reminds me
that I ought to bring this chapter to a conclusion, and attend to the history,
which, in the meantime, has been standing still, and cannot profit by a pause.

The Author appeals to his Readers

I shall now put in a few words, whilst my history pauses, touching what I
claim from my readers, as a right, and what I hope and expect from them, as
a favour.

My claim is briefly this, credit in all cases for an honest meaning, or in other
words, the best sense that a doubtful passage will bear: it is thus I 
have treated others, the same treatment I have a right now to claim from
them.

On the score of favour, I am their suitor in the humblest sense, for I see so
many imperfections starting up in my performance, which I cannot cure, and
suspect there may be so many more, which possibly I cannot cure, and sus-
pect there may be so many more, which possibly I shall not discover, that I
have no notion of sending my sins into the world without one apology; I am
not hardy enough to give in the account between my readers and myself, with-
out the usual salvo of errors excepted.—“Take Nature for your guide,” says
the critic; “follow her and you can’t go wrong.” True, most sagacious critic, I
reply; but what is so difficult? Does the tragic poet always find her out? Does
the comic writer never miss her haunts? Yet they profess to paint from nature,
and no doubt they do their best: the outline may be true, but the least slip in
filling it up mars the portrait; it demands a steady hand, a faithful eye, a
watchful judgment, to make the likeness perfect; and grant it perfect, the
author’s work will gain no praise, unless it be pleasing also; for who opens a
novel but in the expectation of being amused by it?

330 Novel Definitions

1 See Alexander Pope’s* translation of Homer’s Iliad,* 1.345-55.

04-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 330

Review Copy



“Let it be merry,” says one, “for I love to laugh.”—“Let it be pathetic,”
says a second, “for I have no objection to the melancholy tale that makes me
weep;”—“Let your characters be strongly marked,” cries a third, “your fable
well imagined, and work it up with a variety of new and striking incidents,
for I like to have my attention kept alive.”—These and a hundred more are
the demands, which one poor brain is to satisfy in a work of fancy; wit,
humour, character, invention, genius, are to be set to work together, fiction is
to be combined with probability, novelty with nature, ridicule with good-
humour, passion with morality, and pain with pleasure; every thing is to be
natural, but nothing common; animating, but not inflammatory; interesting,
yet not incredible; in short, there must be every thing that judgment can plan
and genius execute, to make the composition perfect: no man has done all
this, and he, who has done most towards it, has still fallen very short of the
whole. [...]

To represent scenes of familiar life in an elegant and interesting manner, is
one of the most difficult tasks an author can take in hand; for of these every
man is a critic: Nature is in the first place to be attended to, and probability
is not to be lost sight of; but it must be nature strongly featured, and proba-
bility closely bordering on the marvellous; the one must touch upon extrava-
gance, and the other be highly seasoned with adventures—for who will thank
us for a dull and lifeless journal of insipid facts? Now every peculiarity of
humour in the human character is a strain upon nature, and every surprising
incident is a degree of violence to probability: How far shall we go then for
our reader’s amusement, how soon shall we stop in consideration of our-
selves? There is undoubtedly a land-mark in the fields of fancy, sunt certi
denique fines,1 but it requires a nice discernment to find them out, and a cau-
tious temper not to step beyond them.

Here, then, I will rest my cause and conclude my chapter. [...]

130. William Beckford, “An Humble Address to the Doers of [...] the
British Critic,” Vol. 2 of Modern Novel Writing (1796)

[In the final chapter of his work, Beckford* provides a conclusion to his satir-
ical novel, which is subtitled “A Rhapsodical Romance” and presented as
written by “Lady Harriet Marlow.” Beckford mocks the critics by listing the
superficial qualities of the novels they celebrate, comparing them to a group
of animals that praises a braying mule, and explaining how they undermine
“free discussion” and “toleration.”]
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1 Latin: “There are, in short, fixed bounds” (Horace,* Sermonum [Satires], 1.1.106).
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AN HUMBLE ADDRESS TO THE DOERS OF THAT EXCELLENT AND
IMPARTIAL REVIEW, CALLED THE BRITISH CRITIC

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN,
As I am well assured that your invaluable criticism on the various literary pro-
ductions of the present day, proceed from the joint labours of many ingenious
men, and respectable old women, so I feel myself deeply interested in your
d[e]cision on the merits of the foregoing work. It is therefore my most ardent
wish to deprecate your vengeance, it is my most anxious hope to obtain your
praise.

“O do not break a fly upon a wheel”1

But surely I will not be deemed too vain, or unpardonably presumptuous,
when I express a lively confidence in your approbation of this my first essay
as a novelist—I am certain I have spared no pains in the composition, and I
have carefully avoided all those allusions and remarks which might tend to
produce an overflow of your bile, or excite your laudable indignation. [...]

But to return to my novel, I will be bold to say, that there is great precision
and a pure moral tendency throughout the whole, with so inviolate a consis-
tency of character, that I think I may challenge a fair comparison with any of
my most celebrated competitors in the same line. The story you will allow to
be plain, simple, interesting, well-connected, and full of pathos; and I doubt
not but you will think it worthy of your generous protection [...]. Besides, as
I have had the honor to inform you that it is the offspring of a female pen, I
can rely with perfect satisfaction on the acknowledged gallantry of your gen-
tlemen, and the tender sympathy of your ladies—indeed the more so, as I have
the good fortune to be personally known to several very valuable members of
your illustrious body, from whom I have already received many striking
proofs of justice, liberality and good will towards me.

Being convinced that you possess the most exquisitely refined taste in poet-
ry, I have been particularly attentive to this article,2 which I trust will be
deemed of prime quality, calculated for general benefit, and immediate use,
such as will neither clog your stomachs, nor produce that nausea, to which
you are subject, upon taking any quantity of pungent, strong, or stimulative
rhimes.

If it should appear that I have occasionally borrowed a sentence or a
thought from some of our most admired modern writers, I trust you will gra-
ciously forgive so venial an offence, as I am ready to affirm that any passages
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1 Adapted from Alexander Pope’s* “An Epistle to Arbuthnot” (1735): “Who breaks a Butter-
fly upon a Wheel?” (308).

2 Beckford’s novel’s prose is interspersed with poetry.
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I may thus have selected, and transplanted, which shew to disadvantage in
their new situations, were not inserted with a design of depreciating their
excellence, but merely to display that happy intricacy of style and sentiment,
without which no novel, can have a just claim to your notice and approba-
tion. With all humility therefore I am free to assert, that some of those extracts,
which unfortunately in my little work may seen ludicrous and absurd, possess
great beauty and propriety as connected with their original combinations. If
you should suppose that I have wished to excite a laugh at the expence of their
respective authors, your high mightinesses are mistaken, my sole intention
having been, by a happy mixture of discordant parts, to produce a pleasing
regularity, with a lively and captivating variety.

“Thus from dissentions concords rise,
And beauties from deformities,
And happiness from woe.”1

I dare say your imperial majesties will pronounce this quotation to be inap-
plicable; but if you should, I can only say, that you do not comprehend me,
and are not so clear-sighted as you ought to be, and as hitherto I have always
been inclined to think you.

Do me the favor to erect your magnificent ears with attention while I recite
to you a fable that shall fascinate you.

A screech Owl, an Ass, a Peacock, and a Boar, formed themselves into a
critical Junto2 to decide upon the harmony of the groves, and the modulations
of the forest. The roaring of the Lion was voted nem. con.3 to be bombast, the
neighing of the Horse vapid and jejune,4 the song of the Nightingale miser-
able affectation, and the notes of the Linnet, the Goldfinch, and the Lark,
namby-pamby nonsense. In short, they unanimously agreed that, (not includ-
ing themselves) no living creature possessed any genius, musical powers, or
natural melody, but THE MULE; his voice and abilities, therefore, they can-
didly acknowledged to be capital. These four animals now endeavored to con-
vince all the beasts and birds that their decision was a just one, and that in
consequence, the mule ought to be the hero of the day.

With your permission “most potent, grave, and reverend Signors!”5 I will
defer the moral, and the application, to some more favorable opportunity.

But to lay aside all levity, it is impossible to deny that you waste your mid-

333 Book Reviews

1 William Whitehead,* “The Enthusiast,” Poems on Several Occasions (1754), 64-66.
2 A body of men who have joined or combined for a common purpose, especially of a politi-

cal character; a self-elected committee or council (OED).
3 Latin: nemine contradicente, “with no one speaking or voting against,” especially with ref-

erence to a motion carried (OED).
4 Unsatisfying to the mind or soul; dull, flat, insipid, uninteresting (OED).
5 From William Shakespeare,* Othello (1603), 1.3.76.
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night oil, to save the present race from the horrors of licentiousness and the
encroachments of philosophy, and when it is considered that

“The evil which men do, lives after them;
The good oft lies interred with their bones.”1

Your disinterestedness must be most striking, for posterity, perhaps, may not
pay to the pious memory of you or your employers, those honors which you
have so assiduously struggled to deserve. You will, however, during your lives,
find sufficient consolation from the idea, that you have supported to the best
of your abilities, the good cause of GENERAL RESTRAINT and that you
have laboured in your vocation with unabated ardor. [...]

Go on then great and generous arbitrators of national taste! in your glori-
ous and splendid career, direct the thunderbolts of your rage at the heads of
those infamous and audacious libellers, who degrade literature by their free
discussions, and philosophical remonstrances; and who even insult religion by
their pernicious doctrines of toleration. Be it yours “to stand in the gap”2

between error and truth, between vice and virtue, be it yours to shake a flam-
ing scourge, and to chastize those literary monsters who dare to push their
researches beyond the sacred line of demarcation you have drawn. [...]
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1 From William Shakespeare, Julius Caesar (1599), 3.2.81-82.
2 From Ezekiel 22:30.
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Part V: Histories of the Novel

As explained in the Introduction (36-37, 43-47), the story of a linear, chronological
development of prose fiction—one that anticipates Watt’s “rise of the novel” thesis—
is an eighteenth-century invention. Our understanding of the history of the novel is
rooted in the period’s articulation of its own literary history. The late eighteenth cen-
tury solidifies a history that emphasizes the novel’s international origins and develop-
ment, its evolution from other genres such as the romance and history, and its unique-
ly British reformulation.

In the writing of the period, the novel is given a long and complex history, develop-
ing over many centuries and traveling across many lands. In general, these histories
tend to agree that Greco-Roman heroic history blended with the Persian romance,
leading to the formation of the European romance and its depiction of both military
adventures and amorous exploits. The new genre of the novel is thus tied to ancient
forms, including the epic and romance, and the ancient cultures that produced them.
The novel is seen as resulting from a surprisingly diverse international heritage, and
eighteenth-century critics often recover the novel’s generic lineage by tracing a complex
geographical lineage. In charting this international lineage, for example, Anna Letitia
[Aikin] Barbauld* explains that the Greco-Roman-Persian romance develops into spe-
cific national sub-genres of the French, Spanish, and British romance (362-65).

As these chronological surveys enter into a discussion of their own period, the crit-
ics must move the romance to England and explain how the romance is recast as the
modern novel. Each of these histories emphasizes the individual genius of specific
British writers. For example, Hugh Blair’s* lecture overtly lauds “the strength of the
British genius,” drawing particular attention to Daniel Defoe,* Samuel Richardson,*
and Henry Fielding* (346). Clara Reeve’s* dialogue offers a similar assessment, pro-
claiming the importance of Richardson and Fielding to the development of the mod-
ern novel, while emphasizing the moral superiority of the former over the latter (354-
55). Perhaps not surprisingly, the two female critics, Reeve and Barbauld, also trace
female writers’ contributions to the English novel. They name Aphra Behn,* Delariv-
iere Manley,* and Eliza Haywood* as innovators of the form, only to then critique
these writers as immoral (353-54, 365-66).

Collectively, these histories create a narrative of the “rise of the novel” that sounds
remarkably similar to modern scholarly accounts of the origins of the novel. In addi-
tion, as is emphasized in the Introduction (43-47), eighteenth-century narratives of the
novel prove to be more international, more interested in related genres, and more
inclusive of women than many of those written in the twentieth century.
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A. The Rise of the Novel

131. Pierre-Daniel Huet, from The History of Romances [Trans. Stephen
Lewis] (1715)

[Huet* provides an international history of the romance, explaining how the
form evolved from the barbaric histories popular throughout Europe. After
defining the romance by comparing it to poetry, tragedy, and history, he
explains its transnational development. At over 140 pages in length, his
account of romance’s origins in Persia and India, its adoption by Greeks and
Romans, and its movement to Europe can only be hinted at here. He catego-
rizes romances as works of “Fancy and Imagination” that “agreeably pro-
voke” the emotions and that are “True in Appearance, and False in Reality.”
His account becomes a touchstone for later writers and is cited in many com-
mentaries on and histories of the novel collected here.]

The PREFACE.1

[...] I dare assert, that none of [Huet’s] Labours have contributed more to his
Reputation, than his Accurate Disquisition into the Original of ROMANCES.

For if it has not improved, It has certainly enlarg’d his Fame; because It is
Recommended to the World, in Two of the most Extensive Languages Known
in it; I mean, Latin and French: so that I have no great Reason to fear its being
well received in English: Especially since Romance has of late convey’d it self
very far into the Esteem of this Nation, and is become the Principle Diversion
of the Retirement of People of all Conditions.

And (tho’ we have been hitherto, for the most part, supply’d with Transla-
tions from the French) it is to be hoped, that we won’t any longer subsist upon
Reverse; but that some English Genius will dare to Naturalize Romance into
our Soil; which (I don’t doubt) it will agree with, as well as that of a Neigh-
bouring Country; since we are acknowledg’d to be very Ingenious, in Improv-
ing Foreign Inventions.

To promote this Design, the Reader will find in the following Treatise, the
Best Instructions for Composing ROMANCES, with all Necessary Disposi-
tions for the Perfections of the Art. And because the only Way to a Right Judg-
ment upon our own, is to Compare them with the Performances of other
Men; Our Author has, with Great Perspicuity and Clearness, illustrated the
Beauties, and pointed out the Deficiencies, of the Best Productions of this
Kind; and, according to the Directions of the Poet,

1 By Stephen Lewis,* who translated Huet’s French essay into English. Huet’s essay follows
this preface.
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—miscuit utile dulci.   HOR.1

I have no more to add, by way of Preface; but to hope the Original has not
suffer’d, by Translation into English; If it has; This, I presume, is not the first
Case, where a Good Design has aton’d for some slight Imperfections in the
Prosecution of it.

THE ORIGINAL OF ROMANCES.

[...] The Name of Romance was formerly extended not only to Prose but
Verse; Giraldi and Pigna, in their Treatises de Romanzi,2 scarce mention any
other, and lay down Bayardos and Arioste3 for Instances of their Opinion. But
the Custom of this Age prevails to the contrary; so that we esteem nothing to
be properly Romance but Fictions of Love Adventures, disposed into an Ele-
gant Style in Prose, for the Delight and Instruction of the Reader.

I call them Fictions, to discriminate them from True Histories; and I add, of
Love Adventures, because Love ought to be the Principal Subject of Romance.
It is required to be in Prose by the Humour of the Times. It must be compos’d
with Art and Elegance, lest it should appear to be rude undigested Mass, with-
out Order or Beauty.

The principal End of Romance, or at least what ought to be so, and is chiefly
to be regarded by the Author, is the Instruction of the Reader; before whom he
must present Virtue successful, and Vice in Disgrace; but because the Mind of
Man naturally hates to be inform’d, and (by the Influence of Self-Conceit)
resists Instruction; ’tis to be deceived by the Blandishments of Pleasure; and the
Rigor of Precept is to be subdued by the Allurements of Example. Thus we reg-
ulate our own Defects, and at the same Time condemn them in others.

Thus it appears, That the Entertainment of the Reader, which the Ingenious
Romancer seems chiefly to design, is subordinate to his Principal Aim, which
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1 Latin: “He has blended profit and pleasure” (Horace,* Ars poetica [Art of Poetry], 343).
2 Giovambattista Giraldi Cintio (1504-73), Italian scholar and poet who wrote Discorso

intorno al compone dei romanzi (Discourse Concerning the Composition of Romance
[1554]), which defines the rules of the major genres, including the epic, romance, and
tragedy; he is best known for a Decameron-like cycle of stories that provides plots for
Shakespeare’s plays. Giovanni Battista Pigna (1530-75), Italian critic, poet, and dramatist
who wrote I romanzi (The Romance [1554]), considered the first theoretical assessment of
the chivalric romance; Pigna’s work is known for aligning the Odyssey* with romance. Both
Giraldi and Pigna apply Aristotle’s* poetic principles to the romance and question
romance’s relationship to epic.

3 “Bayardos” refers to Matteo Mara Boiardo (1441-94), Italian poet who wrote the unfin-
ished Orlando innamorato (Roland in Love [1483]), which details the knight Roland’s quest
for Angelica, defining love as both chivalric and passionate. “Arioste” refers to Ludovico
Ariosto,* Italian poet and author of Orlando furioso* (The Madness of Roland [1532]), a
poem famous for depicting unrequited love devolving into madness.
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is the Instruction of the Mind, and Correction of Manners; and the Beauty of
a Romance stands or falls according to its Attention to this Definition and
End.

’Tis with an Account of this Sort that I shall endeavour to entertain you,
and I hope your Curiosity extends no farther. I shall not therefore in this Place
take Romances in Verse much less Epic Poems, which beside the Difference of
their Style, are compos’d of very different Essentials which distinguish them
from Romances. [...]

Romances preserve a much greater Simplicity, and are not so exalted, nor
have the same Figures in Invention and Expression.

Poems have more of the sublime, though they are not always confined to
Probability. Romances have more of Probability, though they don’t advance
so far towards the Sublime.

Poems are more regular and correct in the Frame of their Contrivance, and
receive less Addition from Events and Episodes than Romances, which are
capable of these Accessions, because their Style is not so elevated, and they
don’t so far distend the Intellect, so that they give it leave to admit a greater
Number of different Ideas.

In short, Poems make some Military Act, or Politic Conduct, their Theme,
and only descant upon Love at Pleasure; whereas Romances, on the contrary,
have Love for their Principal Subject, and don’t concern themselves in War or
Politics, but by Accident. I speak of Regular Romances, for those in Old French,
Spanish, and Italian, have generally more of the Soldier than Gallant. [...]

These [Epic Poems] are true in the Main, and false in some Parts.
Romances, on the contrary, are false in the Gross, and true in some Particu-
lars. These contain Truth mingled with Falshood; those Falshood[s] irradiat-
ed by some Inspersion1 of Truth; I mean, that Falshood is so Predominant in
Romance, that it may be altogether False in Whole and every Particular.

Aristotle* informs us, That that Tragedy whose Argument is known, and
extracted from History, is the most Perfect, because it arises nearer to
Verisimility than that whose Subject is New and Fictitious.2 However, this he
does not condemn, because tho’ the Plot of the Former be taken from Histo-
ry, yet the Generality of the Spectators may be Ignorant of it, and therefore
this Sort can’t fail to give Diversion to the Company. The same may be apply’d
to Romances, with this Restraint, that a total Fiction of the Argument is more
allowable in Romances, where the Actors3 are of indifferent Quality, (such are
the Comic) that in Heroic Performances where Princes and Conquerors are
the Characters [...]; and Probability, which is not always observ’d in History,
is essential to a Romance.
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1 Sprinkling on (OED).
2 Aristotle, Peri poietikes (Poetics), 5.5.
3 I.e., characters.
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I exclude that sort of History which is False throughout the whole Narra-
tion. [...]

Lastly, I shall exclude Fables from my Subject, for Romance is a Fiction of
Things which may, but never have happen’d; whereas the Matter of Fables is
what never has, nor ever will be perform’d.

Now I have determin’d the Works which properly deserve the Name of
Romance, I assert That their Original is deriv’d from the Eastern Nations, I
mean the AEgyptians, Arabians, Persians, and Syrians. I don’t doubt your
Concurrence with my Opinion, when I shall have shown, that the most
ancient Authors of this Work were descended from these Countries. [...]

The Indians also, Neighbors to the Persians, had a strong Inclination to
Fabulous Inventions. [...]

But it is not enough to have discovered The Original of Romances; we must
see by what Streams they have spread and convey’d themselves into Greece,
and Italy, and whether they have passed from thence to us; or we have
received them from any other Nation. [...]

[...] As Necessity engages us, in a Dearth of Bread, to sustain our Bodies
with Herbs and Roots; so when the Knowledge of Truth, which is the Proper
and Natural Aliment of the Mind, begins to fail, we have Recourse to Fals-
hood, which is the Imitation of Truth. As in Plenty we refuse Bread, and our
ordinary Viands, for Ragouts;1 so our Minds, when acquainted with the
Truth, forsake the Study and Speculation of it, to be entertained with its
Image, which is Fiction. This Imitation, according to Aristotle, is often more
agreeable than the Original itself;2 so that two oppositely different Paths,
which are Ignorance and Learning, Rudeness and Politeness, do often conduct
us to the same End; which is, an Application to Fictions, Fables, and
Romances. Hence it is, that the most Barbarous Nations are taken with
Romantic Inventions, as well as the most Refined. The Originals of all the
Savages of America, and particularly those of Peru, are nothing but Fables; no
more are those of the Goths, which they wrote in their Ancient Runic Char-
acters, upon great Stones; the Remains of which I my self have seen in Den-
mark. And if any Thing were left us of the Works, which the Bards among the
Ancient Gauls composed, to eternize the Memory of their Nations, I don’t
question but we should find them enriched with Abundance of Fictions.

This Inclination to Fables, which is common to all Men, is not the Result
of Reason, Imitation, or Custom. ’Tis Natural to them, and has its Seat in the
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1 Viands: articles of food; victuals (OED). Ragout: a dish usually consisting of meat cut in
small pieces, stewed with vegetables and highly seasoned (OED).

2 “Imitation comes naturally to human beings from childhood [...]; so does the universal plea-
sure in imitations. What happens in practice is evidence of this: we take delight in viewing
the most accurate possible image of objects which in themselves cause distress when we see
them (e.g. the shapes of the lowest species of animal, and corpses). The reason for this is
that understanding is extremely pleasant [...]” (Aristotle, Peri poietikes [Poetics], 3.1).
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very Frame and Disposition of their Soul. For the Desire of Knowledge is par-
ticular to Man, and distinguishes him from Beasts no less than his Reason.
Nay we may observe in other Creatures some Rude Impressions of this;
whereas the Desire of Understanding is Peculiar to Us only.

The Reason of this, according to my Opinion, is; because the Faculties of
the Soul are of too Vast an Extent, to be supplied by the Present Objects, so
that ’tis obliged to have recourse to what’s past, and to come, in Truth and in
Fictions, in Imaginary Spaces and Impossibilities, for Objects to exert it self
upon. [...]

[B]ecause Labour is naturally tedious, the Soul is not carried to Hard and
Spinous Learning, unless in Prospect of some Advantage, or Hopes of some
remote Amusement, or else by Necessity. But the Knowledge which attracts
and delights it most, is that which is acquired without Pain, and where the
Imagination alone acts on Subjects which fall under our Sense, ravish our Pas-
sions, and are great Movers in all the Affairs of Life. Such are Romances,
which require no great Intention or Dispense of Mind, to understand them.
No long Reasonings are exacted; the Memory is not over-burthened: Nothing
is demanded, but Fancy and Imagination. They move our Passions; but ’tis on
purpose to sooth and calm them again: They excite neither Fear nor Com-
passion; unless it be to display to us the Pleasure of seeing those we were
afraid, or concern’d for, out of the Reach of Danger or Distress. In short, all
our Emotions there find themselves agreeably provoked and appeased.

’Tis hence, that those who act more by Passion than Reason, and labour
more with their Imagination than Understanding, are affected by them; tho’
these others are touched by them too, but after another manner. These are
touched by the Beauties of Art, which amuse the Understanding; but the for-
mer, Ignorant and Simple, are sensible of no more than what strikes upon the
Imagination, and stirs their Passions. They love the Fiction, and enquire no
farther. Now Fictions being nothing but Narrations, True in Appearance, and
False in Reality; the Minds of the Simple, who discern only the Disguise, are
pleased and highly satisfied with this Shew of Truth. But those who penetrate
farther, and see into the Solid, are easily disgusted with the Falsity[.] So that
the First love Falsehood, because ’tis concealed under an Appearance of 
Truth; the Latter are distracted with the Image of Truth, because of the Real
Forgery which is couched under it; unless it be varnished with Ingenuity, Sub-
tilty, and Instruction, and recommends it self by the Excellency of Invention
and Art. [...]

Since then ’tis true, that Lies commonly flow from Ignorance, and the
Grossness of our Intellect; and that this Inundation of the Barbarians, who
issued from the North, spread over all Europe, and plunged it into such pro-
found Ignorance, as it could not clear it self from, within the Space of Two
Ages; is it not then probable, that this Ignorance caused the same Effect in
Europe, which it had produced every where besides? And is it not vain to
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enquire for that in Chance, which we find in Nature? There is then no Rea-
son to contend, but that French, German, and English Romances, and all the
Fables of the North, are the Fruits of those Countries, and not imported from
Abroad: That they never had other Originals than the Histories stuffed with
Falsities, and made in Obscure Ignorant Times, when there was neither Indus-
try nor Curiosity to discover the Truth of Things, nor Art to describe it, if
’twas found: That these Histories have been well received by the Unpolished
and Half barbarous People; and that the Historians there upon took upon
them the Liberty to present them with what was purely forged, which were
the Romances. [...]

It shall suffice if I tell you, that all these Works which Ignorance has given
Birth to, carried along with them the Marks of their Original, and were no
other that a Complication of Fictions, grossly cast together in the greatest
Confusion, and infinitely short of the Excellent Degree of Art and Elegance,
to which the French Nation is now arrived in Romances. ’Tis truly a Subject
of Admiration, that we, who have yielded to others the Bays1 for Epic Poet-
ry, and History, have nevertheless advanced these to so high a Perfection, that
the Best of theirs are not Equal to the Meanest of ours.

We owe (I believe) this Advantage to the Refinement and Politeness of our
Gallantry; which proceeds, in my Opinion, from the great Liberty which the
Men of France allow to the Ladies. They are in a manner Recluses in Italy and
Spain; and separated from Men by so many Obstacles, that they are scarce to
be seen, and not be spoken with at all. Hence the Men have neglected the Art
of Engaging the Tender Sex, because the Occasions of it are so rare. All the
Study and Business there, is to surmount the Difficulties of Access, when this
is effected, they make Use of the Time, without amusing themselves with
Forms. But in France, the Ladies go at large upon their Parole; and being
under no Custody but that of their own Heart, erect it into a Fort, more
strong and secure than all the Keys, Grates, and Vigilance of the Douegnas.2

The Men are obliged to make a Regular and Formal Assault against this Fort,
to employ so much Industry and Address to reduce it, that they have formed
it into an Art scarce known to other Nations.

’Tis this Art which distinguishes the French from other Romances, and ren-
ders the Reading of them so Delicious, that they cause more Profitable Stud-
ies to be neglected.

The Ladies were first taken with this Lure: They made Romances their
Study; and have despised the Ancient Fable and History so far, that they now
no longer understand those Works, from which they received their greatest
Embellishments: And lest they should blush at this Ignorance, which they find
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1 Leaves of the Bay-tree or Bay Laurel, especially as woven into a wreath to reward a con-
queror or poet (OED).

2 Elderly women whose duty it is to watch over young ladies; chaperones (OED).
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themselves so often guilty of; they perceive they had better disapprove what
they don’t know, than take the Pains to learn it. [...]

I don’t, for all this, pretend to condemn the Reading of them. The Best
Things in the World are attended with their Inconveniences; Romances too
may have much worse than Ignorance. I know what they are accused [of]:
They exhaust our Devotion, and inspire us with Irregular Passions, and cor-
rupt our Manners. All this may be, and sometimes does happen. But what
can’t Evil and Degenerated Minds make an Ill Use of? Weak Souls are conta-
gious to themselves, and make Poyson of every Thing. Histories must be for-
bidden, which relate so many Pernicious Examples; and the Fable must under-
go the same Fate; for there Crimes are authorized by the Practice of the Gods.

A Marble Statue, which was adored by the Publick Devotion of the Hea-
thens, incited the Passion, Brutality and Despair of a Young Man.1

Cherea, in Terence, fortifies himself in a Criminal Design, at the Sight of a
Picture of Jupiter, which drew the Reverence of all other Spectators.2

Little Regard was had to Sobriety of Manners, in most Part of the Greek
and Old French Romances, by Reason of the Vice of the Times in which they
were composed. Even the Astrea,* and some others, which have followed, are
Licentious. But the Modern Romances (I speak of the Good ones) are so far
from this Fault, that you’ll scarce find an Expression, or Word, which may
shock Chaste Ears, or one single Action which may give Offence to Modesty.

If any one object; That Love is treated of in a Manner so Soft and Insinuat-
ing, that the Bait of this Dangerous Passion invades too easily the Tender Hearts:
I answer, that it is so far from being Dangerous, that it is in some Respects Nec-
essary, that the Young People of the world should be acquainted with it; that
they may stop their Ears to that which is Criminal, and be better fortified against
its Artifices; and know their Conduct, in that which has an Honest and Sacred
End. This is so true, that Experience lays before us, that such as are least
acquainted with Love, are the most unguarded to its Assaults, that the most
Ignorant are the soonest decoyed. Add to this, that Nothing so much refines and
polishes Wit; Nothing conduces so much to the Forming and Advancing it to the
Approbation of the World, as the Reading of Romances. These are the Dumb
Tutors, which succeed those of College, and teach us how to Live and Speak by
a more Persuasive and Instructive Method than their’s; who deserve the
Compl[i]ment of Horace upon the Iliad,* “That it teaches Morality more 
effectually, than the Precepts of the most Able Philosophers.”3 [...]
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1 In Book 12 of his Deipnosophistae (Sophists at Dinner [c. 230 AD]), Athenaeus (c. 170-230
AD) tells of a young Greek who is sexually attracted to a stone cupid in the Delphi picture
gallery and of Clisophus who falls in love with and attempts to possess a statue of Paros in
the temple of Samos.

2 A character in Terence’s (c. 195-159 BC) Eunuchus (The Eunuch [161 BC]) who is embold-
ened by an erotic painting and rapes Pamphila.

3 From Horace’s Epistulae (Epistles), 1.2.2-4. Huet directly quotes the lines containing these
sentiments earlier in his essay.
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132. Hugh Blair, “Fictitious History,” Vol. 2 of Lectures on Rhetoric and
Belles Lettres (1783)

[In the thirty-seventh lecture of his two-volume collection, Blair* describes the
romance’s evolution into the novel: Persian and Arabian tales mixed with
Greek and Roman fictitious histories, creating the chivalric romance, which
evolved into the heroic romance, which in turn “dwindled down to the Famil-
iar Novel.” He ends by naming the authors that show the “British genius” in
this form: Daniel Defoe,* Samuel Richardson,* and Henry Fielding.*]

PHILOSOPHICAL WRITING—DIALOGUE—
EPISTOLARY WRITING—FICTITIOUS HISTORY.

[...] There remains to be treated of, another species of Composition in prose,
which comprehends a very numerous, though, in general, a very insignificant
class of Writings, known by the name of Romances and Novels. [...] Let us
then, since the subject wants neither dignity nor use, make a few observations
on the rise and progress of Fictitious History, and the different forms it has
assumed in different countries.

In all countries we find its origin very antient. The genius of the Eastern
nations, in particular, was from the earliest times much turned towards invention,
and the love of fiction. Their Divinity, their Philosophy, and their Politics, were
cloathed in fables and parables. The Indians, the Persians, and Arabians, were all
famous for their tales. The “Arabian Night’s Entertainments”* are the produc-
tion of a romantic invention, but of a rich and amusing imagination; exhibiting
a singular and curious display of manners and characters, and beautified with
very humane morality. Among the ancient Greeks, we hear of the Ionian and
Milesian Tales;*1 but they are now perished, and, from any account that we have
of them, appear to have been of the loose and wanton kind. Some fictitious his-
tories yet remain, that were composed during the decline of the Roman Empire,
by Apuleius, Achilles Tatius,2 and Heliodorus,* bishop of Trica, in the 4th centu-
ry; but none of them are considerable enough to merit particular criticism.

During the dark ages, this sort of writing assumed a new and very singular
form, and for a long while made a great figure in the world. The martial spir-
it of those nations, among whom the feudal government prevailed; the estab-
lishment of single combat, as an allowed method of deciding causes both of
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1 Ionians are an ancient Greece tribe and Miletus is a coastal Ionian town. Named for Aris-
tides of Miletus,* a Milesian tale is a short, often erotic story.

2 Lucius Apuleius (c. 124-70 AD), Roman philosopher best known for Asinus aureus (The
Golden Ass or The Metamorphoses), which relates the bawdy adventures of a man turned
into an ass. Achilles Tatius (c. 200 AD), Greek writer and author of Leucippe and
Cleitophon, a prose romance featuring extreme love and adventures, such as shipwrecks and
abductions.
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justice and honour; the appointment of champions in the cause of women, who
could not maintain their own rights by the sword; together with the institution
of military tournaments, in which different kingdoms vied with one another,
gave rise, in those times, to that marvellous system of chivalry, which is one of
the most singular appearances in the history of mankind. Upon this were
founded those romances of knight-errantry, which carried an ideal chivalry, to
a still more extravagant height than it had risen in fact. There was displayed in
them a new and very wonderful sort of world, hardly bearing any resemblance
to the world in which we dwell. Not only knights setting forth to redress all
manner of wrongs, but in every page magicians, dragons, and giants, invul-
nerable men, winged horses, enchanted armour, and enchanted castles; adven-
tures absolutely incredible, yet suited to the gross ignorance of these ages, and
to the legends, and superstitious notions concerning magic and necromancy,1

which then prevailed. This merit they had, of being writings of the highly
moral and heroic kind. Their knights were patterns, not of courage merely, but
of religion, generosity, courtesy, and fidelity; and the heroines were no less dis-
tinguished for modesty, delicacy, and the utmost dignity of manners.

These were the first compositions that received the name of Romances. The
origin of this name is traced, by Mr. Huet* the learned bishop of Avranche,
to the provençal Troubadoures,2 a sort of story-tellers and bards in the
count[r]y of Provençe, where there subsisted some remains of literature and
poetry. The language that prevailed in that country was a mixture of Latin
and Gallic, called the Roman or Romance Language; and their stories being
written in that language, hence it is said the name of Romance, which we now
apply to all fictitious Composition.

The earliest of those Romances is that which goes under the name of
Turpin,3 the archbishop of Rheims, written in the 11th century. The subject is,
the Achievements of Charlemagne and his peers, or Paladins, in driving the
Saracens out of France and part of Spain;4 the same subject which Ariosto*
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1 The art of predicting the future by supposed communication with the dead; more generally,
sorcery, witchcraft (OED).

2 A class of lyric poets, living in southern France, eastern Spain, and northern Italy, from the
eleventh to the thirteenth centuries, who sang in Provençal, chiefly of chivalry and gallantry
(OED). In a passage not reproduced in selection 131, Huet explains that the troubadours
are “Princes of Romancing” and that “all the Counties of France had Persons of that Pro-
fession.”

3 Turpin, archbishop of Reims (d. c. 800 AD), reputed author of a collection of the legends of
Roland entitled Historia de vita caroli magni et rolandi (History of Charles the Great and
Roland). Turpin is often named in French epic “chansons de geste” (songs of deeds) that
feature the heroic exploits of Charlemagne, as he is one of the “Twelve Noble Peers” in
Charlemagne’s court.

4 Charlemagne (747-814), famous French warrior king and Christian leader who was
crowned emperor of Rome by Pope Leo III in 800. He invaded Spain in 778, hoping to
defend Gaul from Muslim attacks (“Saracens” is a general term for Arab tribes) but was
defeated by Basque forces; these events are retold in the epic poem La chanson de Roland
(The Song of Roland [c. 1150]).

05-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 344

Review Copy



has taken for his celebrated poem of Orlando Furioso,* which is truly a
Chivalry Romance, as extravagant as any of the rest, but partly heroic, and
partly comic, embellished with the highest graces of poetry. The Romance of
Turpin was followed by Amadis de Gaul,* and many more of the same stamp.
The Crusades1 both furnished new matter, and increased the spirit for such
Writings; the Christians against the Saracens made the common ground-work
of them; and from the 11th to the 16th century, they continued to bewitch all
Europe. In Spain, where the taste for this sort of writing had been most greed-
ily caught, the ingenious Cervantes,* in the beginning of the last century, con-
tributed greatly to explode it; and the abolition of tournaments, the prohibi-
tion of single combat, and the disbelief of magic and enchantments, and the
change in general of manners throughout Europe, began to give a new turn to
fictitious Composition.

Then appeared the Astrea* of D’urfè,2 the Grand Cyrus,* the Clelia* and
Cleopatra* of Mad. Scuder[y],* the Arcadia* of Sir Philip Sidney,* and other
grave and stately Compositions in the same style. These may be considered as
forming the second stage of Romance Writing. The heroism and the gallantry,
the moral and virtuous turn of the chivalry romance, were still preserved; but
the dragons, the necromancers, and the enchanted castles, were banished, and
some small resemblance to human nature was introduced. Still, however, there
was too much of the marvelous in them to please an age which now aspired
to refinement. The characters were discerned to be strained; the style to be
swoln; the adventures incredible: the books themselves were voluminous and
tedious.

Hence, this sort of Composition soon assumed a third form, and from mag-
nificent Heroic Romance, dwindled down to the Familiar Novel. These nov-
els, both in France and England, during the age of Lewis XIV. and King
Charles II.3 were in general of a trifling nature, without the appearance of
moral tendency, or useful instruction. Since that time, however, somewhat bet-
ter has been attempted, and a degree of reformation introduced into the spir-
it of Novel Writing. Imitations of life and character have been made their prin-
cipal object. Relations have been professed to be given of the behaviour of
persons in particular[ly] interesting situations, such as may actually occur in
life; by means of which, what is laudable or defective in character and in con-
duct, may be pointed out, and placed in a useful light. Upon this plan, the
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1 A series of military expeditions led by much of Christian Europe (1095-1291) that aimed to
stop Muslim wars of expansion, recapture formerly Christian territories, and take control of
the Holy Land; the Crusades inspired various stories that celebrate militarism, chivalry, and
Christianity.

2 Honoré d’Urfé (1567-1625), French author who was born of a noble family and who served
in wars against Spain; although he wrote moral essays, he is best known for his pastoral
romance L’Astree (Astrea).

3 Louis XIV (1638-1715), king of France (1643-1715) known for his elaborate court society
at Versailles; King Charles II (1630-85), king of Great Britain and Ireland (1660-85) known
for his licentious court.
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French have produced some compositions of considerable merit. Gil Blas,* by
Le Sage,* is a book full of good sense, and instructive knowledge of the world.
The works of Marivaux,* especially his Marianne,1 discover great refinement
of thought, great penetration into human nature, and paint, with a very deli-
cate pencil, some of the nicest shades and features in the distinction of char-
acters. The Nouvelle Heloise [i.e., Julie; or the New Heloise*] of Rousseau*
is a production of a very singular kind; in many of the events which are relat-
ed, improbable and unnatural; in some of the details tedious, and for some of
the scenes which are described justly blameable; but withal, for the power of
eloquence, for tenderness of sentiment, for ardour of passion, entitled to rank
among the highest productions of Fictitious History.

In this kind of Writing we are, it must be confessed, in Great Britain, infe-
rior to the French. We neither relate so agreeably, nor draw characters with so
much delicacy; yet we are not without some performances which discover the
strength of the British genius. No fiction, in any language, was ever better sup-
ported than the Adventures of Robinson Crusoe.* While it is carried on with
that appearance of truth and simplicity, which takes a strong hold of the imag-
ination of all Readers, it suggests, at the same time, very useful instruction; by
showing how much the native powers of man may be exerted for surmount-
ing the difficulties of any external situation. Mr. Fielding’s Novels are highly
distinguished for their humour; a humour which, if not of the most refined
and delicate kind, is original, and peculiar to himself. The characters which he
draws are lively and natural, and marked with the strokes of a bold pencil.
The general scope of his stories is favourable to humanity and goodness of
heart; and in Tom Jones,* his greatest work, the artful conduct of the fable,
and the subserviency of all the incidents to the winding up of the whole,
deserve much praise. The most moral of all our novel Writers is Richardson,
the Author of Clarissa,* a Writer of excellent intentions, and of very consid-
erable capacity and genius; did he not possess the unfortunate talent of spin-
ning out pieces of amusement into an immensurable length. The trivial per-
formances which daily appear in public under the title of Lives, Adventures,
and Histories, by anonymous Authors, if they be often innocent, yet are most
commonly insipid; and, though in the general it ought to be admitted that
Characteristical Novels, formed upon Nature and upon Life, without extrav-
agance, and without licentiousness, might furnish an agreeable and useful
entertainment to the mind; yet according as these Writings have been, for the
most part, conducted, it must also be confessed, that they oftener tend to dis-
sipation and idleness, than to any good purpose. Let us now therefore make
our retreat from these regions of fiction.
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1 Marivaux’s early novel La Vie de Marianne (The Life of Marianne [1731-41]) offers a rich
psychological study of the eponymous heroine and her desire to move upward in society.
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133. James Beattie, “On Fable and Romance,” Dissertations Moral and
Critical (1783)

[Beattie* creates an elaborate taxonomy that is notable for using generic and
formal structure to describe the novel. He suggests that the “New Romance,”
or novel, can be divided into the following subcategories: 1) the serious his-
torical romance, which is non-comic and provides a continuous narrative of a
person’s life from birth to end; 2) the serious poetical romance, which is non-
comic and starts its story in the middle of an action; 3) the comic historical
romance, which is comic and provides a continuous narrative of a person’s life
from birth to end; and 4) the comic poetical romance, which is comic and
starts its story in the middle of an action.]

On Fable and Romance.

The New Romance may be divided into the Serious and the Comick: and each
of these kinds may be variously subdivided.

I. 1. Of Serious Romances, some follow the historical arrangement; and,
instead of beginning, like Homer* and Virgil,* in the middle of the subject,1

give a continued narrative of the life of some one person, from his birth to his
establishment in the world, or till his adventures may be supposed to have
come to an end. Of this sort is Robinson Crusoe.* The account commonly
given of that well-known work is as follows.

Alexander Selkirk,2 a Scottish mariner, happened, by some accident which
I forget, to be left in the uninhabited island of Juan Fernandes in the South
Seas. Here he continued four years alone, without any other means of sup-
porting life, than by running down goats, and killing such other animals as he
could come at. [...]—Selkirk was advised to get his story put in writing, and
published. Being illiterate himself, he told every thing he could remember to
Daniel Defoe, a professed author of considerable note [...].

Some have thought, that a lovetale is necessary to make a romance inter-
esting. But Robinson Crusoe, though there is nothing of love in it, is one of
the most interesting narratives that ever was written; at least in all that part
which relates to the desert island: being founded on a passion still more preva-
lent than love, the desire of self-preservation; and therefore likely to engage
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1 Author’s footnote: “Essay on Poetry and Musick. Part i. chap. 5.” Beattie references his
Essay on Poetry and Music as They Affect the Mind (1776), in which he argues that music
is an expressive rather than an imitative art.

2 Scottish sailor (1676-1721) who is considered the real-life inspiration for Daniel Defoe’s*
Robinson Crusoe (1719). Selkirk quarreled with his captain and was put ashore on the
uninhabited Mas a Tierra in the Juan Fernandez Islands west of Chile; he lived there from
September 1704 to February 1709 and was rescued by Woodes Rogers (c. 1676-1732), an
English captain who describes Selkirk in his Cruising Voyage Round the World (1712).
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the curiosity of every class of readers, both old and young, both learned and
unlearned. [...]

2. A second species of the Modern Serious Romance is that, which follows
the poetical arrangement; and, in order to shorten the time of the action,
begins in the middle of the story. Such, partly, are Sir Charles Grandison,* and
Clarissa* Harlowe, by Mr. Richardson.* That author has adopted a plan of
narrative of a peculiar kind: the persons, who bear a part in the action, are
themselves the relaters of it. This is done by means of letters, or epistles;
wherein the story is continued from time to time, and the passions freely
expressed, as they arise from every change of fortune, and while the persons
concerned are supposed to be ignorant of the events that are to follow. And
thus, the several agents are introduced in their turns, speaking, or, which is the
same thing in this case, writing, suitably to their respective feelings, and char-
acters: so that the fable is partly Epick, and partly Dramatick. There are some
advantages in this form of narrative. It prevents all anticipation of the cata-
strophe; and keeps the reader in the same suspense, in which the persons
themselves are supposed to be: and it pleases further, by the varieties of style,
suited to the different tempers and sentiments of those who write the letters.
But it has also its inconveniencies. For, unless the fable be short and simple,
this mode of narration can hardly fail to run out into an extravagant length,
and to be encumbered with repetitions. And indeed, Richardson himself, with
all his powers of invention, is apt to be tedious, and to fall into a minuteness
of detail, which is often unnecessary. His pathetick scenes, too, are over-
charged, and so long continued, as to wear out the spirits of the reader. [...]

Yet, like most other novel-writers, he represents some of his wicked char-
acters as more agreeable than was necessary to his plan; which may make the
example dangerous. I do not think, that an author of fable, in either prose or
verse, should make his bad characters completely bad: for, in the first place,
that would not be natural, as the worst of men have generally some good in
them: and, secondly, that would hurt his design, by making the tale less cap-
tivating; as the history of a person, so very worthless as to have not one good
quality, would give disgust or horror, instead of pleasure. But, on the other
hand, when a character, like Richardson’s Lovelace,1 whom the reader ought
to abominate for his crimes, is adorned with youth, beauty, eloquence, wit,
and every other intellectual and bodily accomplishment, it is to be feared, that
thoughtless young men may be tempted to imitate, even while they disap-
prove, him. [...]

II. 1. The second kind of the New Romance is the Comick; which, like the
first, may, with respect to the arrangement of events, be subdivided into the
Historical and the Poetical.
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1 The central male character in Clarissa (1747-48); a seductive rake, Lovelace proves his
immorality when he rapes Clarissa.
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Of the Historical form are the novels of Marivaux,* and Gil Blas* by M. [L]e
Sage.* These authors abound in wit and humour; and give natural descriptions
of present manners, in a simple, and very agreeable, style. And their works may
be read without danger; being for the most part of a moral tendency. [...]

Smollet[t]* follows the same historical arrangement in Roderick Random*
and Peregrine Pickle:* two performances, of which I am sorry to say, that I
can hardly allow them any other praise, than that they are humorous and
entertaining. He excels, however, in drawing the characters of seamen; with
whom in his younger days he had the best opportunities of being acquainted.
He seems to have collected a vast number of merry stories; and he tells them
with much vivacity and energy of expression. But his style often approaches
to bombast; and many of his humourous pictures are exaggerated beyond all
bounds of probability. And it does not appear that he knew how to contrive
a regular fable, by making his events mutually dependent, and all co-operat-
ing to one and the same final purpose.—On the morality of these novels I can-
not compliment him at all. He is often inexcusably licentious. Profligates, bul-
lies, and misanthropes, are among his favourite characters. A duel he seems to
have thought one of the highest efforts of human virtue; and playing dexter-
ously at billiards a very genteel accomplishment. [...]

2. The second species of the New Comick Romance is that which, in the
arrangement of events, follows the poetical order; and which may properly
enough be called the Epick Comedy, or rather the Comick Epick poem: Epick,
because it is narrative; and Comick, because it is employed on the business of
common life, and takes its persons from the middle and lower ranks of
mankind.

This form of the Comick Romance has been brought to perfection in Eng-
land by Henry Fielding;* who seems to have possessed more wit and
humour,1 and more knowledge of mankind, than any other person of modern
times, Shakespeare* excepted [...].

Some have said, that Joseph Andrews* is the best performance of Fielding.
But its chief merit is parson Adams;2 who is indeed a character of masterly
invention, and, next to Don Quixote,* the most ludicrous personage that ever
appeared in romance. This work, though full of exquisite humour, is blame-
able in many respects. Several passages offend by their indelicacy. [...]
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1 Author’s footnote: “The great Lord Lyttelton,* after mentioning several particulars of
Pope,* Swift,* and other wits of that time, when I asked some questions relating to the
Author of Tom Jones,* began his answer with these words, ‘Henry Fielding, I assure you,
had more wit and more humour than all the persons we have been speaking of put togeth-
er.’ This testimony of his Lordship, who was intimately acquainted with Fielding, ought not
to be forgotten.” 

2 The central comic character in Joseph Andrews (1742); Parson Adams offers physical come-
dy, as he makes absent-minded mistakes (such as losing a horse), and social comedy, as he
draws characters into revealing discussions concerning the sermons he hopes to sell.
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Tom Jones* and Amelia1 are Fielding’s best performances; and the most
perfect, perhaps, of their kind in the world. The fable of the latter is entirely
poetical, and of the true epick species; beginning in the middle of the action,
or rather as near the end as possible, and introducing the previous occur-
rences, in the form of a narrative episode. [...]

Since the days of Homer, the world has not seen a more artful Epick fable.
The characters and adventures are wonderfully diversified: yet the circum-
stances 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 is kept always awake, and, instead
of flagging, grows more and more impatient as the story advances, till at last
it becomes downright anxiety. And when we get to the end, and look back on
the whole contrivance, 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 so perspicuously
conducted, and with perfect unity of design.—These remarks may be applied
either to Tom Jones or to Amelia: but they are made with a view to the for-
mer chiefly; which might give scope to a great deal of criticism, if I were not
in haste to conclude the subject. Since the time of Fielding, who died in the
year one thousand seven hundred and fifty-four, the Comick Romance, as far
as I am acquainted with it, seems to have been declining apace, from simplic-
ity and nature, into improbability and affectation.

Let not the usefulness of Romance-writing be estimated by the length of my
discourse upon it. Romances are a dangerous recreation. A few, no doubt, of
the best may be friendly to good taste and good morals; but far the greater
part are unskillfully written, and tend to corrupt the heart, and stimulate the
passions. A habit of reading them breeds a dislike to history, and all the sub-
stantial parts of knowledge; withdraws the attention from nature, and truth;
and fills the mind with extravagant thoughts, and too often with criminal
propensities. I would therefore caution my young reader against them: or, if
he must, for the sake of amusement, and that he may have something to say
on the subject, indulge himself in this way now and then, let it be sparingly,
and seldom.

134. Clara Reeve, from The Progress of Romance (1785)

[Taking the form of a multi-evening dialogue among Hortensius, Sophronia,
and Euphrasia, a group of friends who gather to exchange opinions on romance
writing, The Progress of Romance explores the definition of the romance and
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novel, provides a chronological study of important novelists, and debates the
cultural phenomenon of novel reading and the circulating library. The dialogue
form allows Reeve* to provide a detailed consideration of the merits and weak-
nesses of the major eighteenth-century novelists, including Aphra Behn,* Delar-
iviere Manley,* Samuel Richardson,* and Henry Fielding.*]

PREFACE.

Romances may not improperly be called the polite literature of early ages, and
they have been the favourite amusements of later times. In rude and barbarous
ages, they resided in the breath of oral tradition, in civilized nations they were
of course committed to writing: and in still more polished periods, they have
varied their forms, and have appeared either in prose or verse, according to
the genius of the writers, or the taste of the times.

In the following pages, I have endeavoured to trace the progress of this species
of composition, through all its successive stages and variations, to point out its
most striking effects and influence upon the manners, and to assist according to
my best judgment, the reader’s choice, amidst the almost infinite variety it
affords, in a selection of such as are most worthy of a place in the libraries of
readers of every class, who seek either for information or entertainment. [...]

EVENING I.
Hortensius, Sophronia, Euphrasia.

[...] Euph. [...] [P]ray what do you understand by the word Romance?
Hort. By Romance I understand a wild, extravagant, fabulous Story.
Euph. Sophronia, favour me with an explanation of this word? It is not

merely a question of idle curiosity.
Soph. I understand it to mean all those kinds of stories that are built upon

fiction, and have no foundation in truth.
Euph. You will please to reflect, that under this general denomination of

Romance, a vast genus of composition is included, works of various kinds,
merits, and tendencies. It is running some hazard, to praise or to decry in gen-
eral terms, without being perfectly acquainted with the whole extent of the
subject under consideration.

Hort. What is it necessary to read all the trash contained in this Genus, as
it pleases you to call it, in order to speak of any part of it?

Euph. By no means, I will explain this point presently.—No writings are
more different than the ancient Romance and modern Novel, yet they are fre-
quently confounded together, and mistaken for each other. [...]

I propose to trace Romance to its Origin, to follow its progress through the
different periods to its declension,1 to shew how the modern Novel sprung up
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out of its ruins, to examine and compare the merits of both, and to remark
upon the effects of them. [...]

EVENING II.
[...] Soph. You are to explain to us the word Romance, of which it seems

we have no certain Idea.
Euph. Since our last meeting I have not been idle.—I have consulted all the

Dictionary writers upon the subject, and I do not find that any of them are
clear and certain in their definition of it.

Ainsworth and Littleton1 speak in the following terms:—Narratio Ficta,—
fabulosa heroicorum facinorum historia.—Scriptum eroticum—splendida
fabula.2

Boyers3 calls a Romance too concisely—un fable—une conte—un mensonge.4

Old Dyche and Bailey—a fiction, or feigned Story.5

Dr. Johnson*—a military fable of the middle ages:—A tale of wild adven-
tures of war and love.6

With all respect to the Doctor’s judgment,—I must affirm that this defini-
tion can only be proper to the Romances of the middle-ages, but cannot
extend to the whole Genus.

Hort. A proper distinction—but what use will you make of it?
Euph. The Origin of Romance is of much higher date, as I hope to convince

you,—but first let us speak of the name.
Hort. How then would you define it?
Euph. By fixing a clear and certain meaning to it, not as of my own inven-

tion or judgment; but borrowing the idea of the Latinists, I would call it sim-
ply an Heroic fable,—a fabulous Story of such actions as are commonly
ascribed to heroes, or men of extraordinary courage and abilities.—Or if you
would allow of it, I would say an Epic in prose. [...]
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1 Robert Ainsworth (1660-1743), English Latin lexicographer and author of Thesaurus lin-
guae latinae compendiarius (A Compendious Dictionary of the Latin Tongue [1736]); Adam
Littleton (1627-94), clergyman, philologist, and author of Linguae latinae liber dictionarius
(A Latin Dictionary, in Four Parts [1678]).

2 Loosely translated, these Latin names for romance are “fictional narrative,” “a tale of hero-
ic and criminal history,” “love writings,” and “splendid tales.”

3 Abel Boyer (1667?-1729), English lexicographer, journalist, and author of The Royal Dic-
tionary: In Two Parts, First French and English, Secondly, English and French (1699), later
known as Boyer’s Royal Dictionary Abridged (15th edition, 1783).

4 Loosely translated, these French names for romance are “a story,” “a tale,” and “an
untruth.”

5 Thomas Dyche (d. c. 1727), English schoolmaster, philologist, and author of A Dictionary
of All the Words Commonly Us’d in the English Tongue (1723) and A New General Eng-
lish Dictionary (1735); Nathan Bailey (d. 1742), English lexicographer, schoolmaster, and
author of An Universal Etymological English Dictionary (1727).

6 Samuel Johnson (1709-84), A Dictionary of the English Language (1755); see selection 48
for an excerpt containing these definitions.
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EVENING VII.
[...] Euph. The word Novel in all languages signifies something new. It was

first used to distinguish these works from Romance, though they have lately
been confounded together and are frequently mistaken for each other.

Soph. But how will you draw the line of distinction, so as to separate them
effectually, and prevent future mistakes?

Euph. I will attempt this distinction, and I presume if it is properly done it
will be followed,—If not, you are but where you were before. The Romance
is an heroic fable, which treats of fabulous persons and things.—The Novel is
a picture of real life and manners, and of the times in which it is written. The
Romance in lofty and elevated language, describes what never happened nor
is likely to happen.—The Novel gives a familiar relation of such things, as
pass every day before our eyes, such as may happen to our friend, or to our-
selves; and the perfection of it, is to represent every scene, in so easy and nat-
ural a manner, and to make them appear so probable, as to deceive us into a
persuasion (at least while we are reading) that all is real, until we are affected
by the joys or distresses, of the persons in the story, as if they were our own.

Hort. You have well distinguished, and it is necessary to make this distinc-
tion.—I clearly perceive the difference between the Romance and Novel, and
am surprized they should be confounded together.

Euph. I have sometimes thought it has been done insidiously, by those who
endeavour to render all writings of both kinds contemptible.

Soph. I have generally observed that men of learning have spoken of them
with the greatest disdain, especially collegians.

Euph. Take care what you say my friend, they are a set of men who are not
to be offended with impunity. Yet they deal in Romances, though of a differ-
ent kind.—Some have taken up an opinion upon trust in others whose judg-
ment they prefer to their own.—Others having seen a few of the worst or
dullest among them, have judged of all the rest by them;—just as some men
affect to despise our sex, because they have only conversed with the worst part
of it.

Hort. Your sex knows how to retort upon ours, and to punish us for our
offences against you.—Proceed however. [...]

Euph. We had early translations of the best Novels of all our Countries, but
for a long time produced very few of our own. [...]

—Among our early Novel-writers we must reckon Mrs. Behn.—There are
strong marks of Genius in all this lady’s works, but unhappily, there are some
parts of them, very improper to be read by, or recommended to virtuous
minds, and especially to youth.—She wrote in an age, and to a court of licen-
tious manners, and perhaps we ought to ascribe to these causes the loose turn
of her stories.—Let us do justice to her merits, and cast the veil of compassion
over her faults. [...]

The next female writer of this class is Mrs. Manley, whose works are still
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more exceptionable than Mrs. Behn’s, and as much inferior to them in point
of merit.—She hoarded up all the public and private scandal within her reach,
and poured it forth, in a work too well known in the last age, though almost
forgotten in the present; a work that partakes of the style of the Romance, and
the Novel. I forbear the name, and further observations on it, as Mrs. Man-
ley’s works are sinking gradually into oblivion. I am sorry to say they were
once in fashion, which obliges me to mention them, otherwise I had rather be
spared the pain of disgracing an Author of my own sex.

Soph. It must be confessed that these books of the last age, were of worse
tendency than any of those of the present.

Euph. My dear friend, there were bad books at all times, for those who
sought for them.—Let us pass them over in silence.

Hort. No not yet.—Let me help your memory to one more Lady-Author of
the same class—Mrs. H[a]ywood.*—She has the same claim upon you as
those you have last mentioned.

Euph. I had intended to have mentioned Mrs. H[a]ywood though in a dif-
ferent way, but I find you will not suffer any part of her character to escape
you.

Hort. Why should she be spared any more than the others?
Euph. Because she repented of her faults, and employed the latter part of

her life in expiating the offences of the former.—There is reason to believe that
the examples of the two ladies we have spoken of, seduced Mrs. H[a]ywood
into the same track; she certainly wrote some amorous novels in her youth
[...], all of which I hope are forgotten. [...]

EVENING VIII.
[...] Hort. You have not yet made mention of the most eminent writers of

our country, Richardson and Fielding.
Euph. I hope you did not think it possible for me to forget them. Mr.

Richardson published his works, at a considerable distance of time from each
other.—Pamela* was the first, it met with a very warm reception, as it well
deserved to do.—I remember my mother and aunts being shut up in the par-
lour reading Pamela, and I took it very hard that I was excluded.—I have
since seen it put into the hands of children, so much are their understandings
riper than mine, or so much are our methods of Education improved since
that time.

Soph. It is a general mistake in regard to the youth of our time, they are put
too forward in all respects. Let us return to Pamela, I can remember the time
when this book was the fashion, the person that had not read Pamela, was
disqualified for conversation, of which it was the principal subject for a long
time.—You will give us your opinion of this, and the other works of Mr.
Richardson?

Euph. To praise the works of Mr. Richardson is to hold a candle to the Sun,
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their merits are well understood in other countries besides our own; they have
been translated into French, Italian, and German, and they are read in Eng-
lish frequently, by the people of the first rank in all the politest countries in
Europe. [...]

I will hazard a few remarks on them, which perhaps I may be allowed,
because no person whatever has read them over with more pleasure and
delight than myself.

It seems to me that Pamela is the Chef d’Oeuvre1 of Mr. Richardson.—The
Originality, the beautiful simplicity of the manners and language of the
charming maid, are interesting past expression; and find a short way to the
heart, which it engages by its best and noblest feelings.—There needs no other
proof of a bad and corrupted heart, than its being insensible to the distresses,
and incapable to the rewards of virtue.—I should want no other criterion of
a good or bad heart, than the manner in which a young person was affected,
by reading Pamela. [...]

Pamela has the most originality.—Grandison* the greatest regularity and
equality.—Clarissa* the highest graces, and most defects.

Mr. Richardson was besides the first who wrote Novels in the Epistolary
style, and he was truly an Original writer. [...]

Euph. The next Author upon the list, and whom Hortensius feared I should
forget, is Henry Fielding, Esq. whose works are universally known and
admired.—As I consider wit only as a secondary merit, I must beg leave to
observe, that his writings are as much inferior to Richardson’s in morals and
exemplary characters, as they are superior in wit and learning.—Young men
of warm passions and not strict principles, are always delirious to shelter
themselves under the sanction of mixed characters, wherein virtue is allowed
to be predominant.—In this light the character of Tom Jones* is capable of
doing much mischief; and for this reason a translation of this book was pro-
hibited in France.—On the contrary no harm can possibly arise from the imi-
tation of a perfect character, though the attempt should fall short of the orig-
inal.

Soph. This is an indisputable truth,—there are many objectionable scenes in
Fielding’s works, which I think Hortensius will not defend.

Hort. My objections were in character, and your’s are so likewise; as you
have defended Richardson, so I will defend Fielding.—I allow there is some
foundation for your remarks, nevertheless in all Fielding’s works, virtue has
always the superiority she ought to have, and challenges the honours that are
justly due to her, the general tenor of them is in her favour, and it were 
happy for us, if our language had no greater cause of complaint in her behalf.
[...]
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EVENING IX.
[...] Euph. [...] The reputation of dead Authors is ascertained, and we may

speak of their works with freedom and safety; but it is not so with living ones,
we shall say too much or too little, either for them, or ourselves.—As we
advance, they multiply upon us, till they become a formidable army. [...]

With truth and candour on each side, that is yourself and Sophronia, I will
endeavour to go forward warily and circumspectly.—First then, I shall only
speak of the most capital works of the kind, therefore I shall have a demand
for praise more then censure.—Secondly, I shall speak briefly to their merits,
and only enlarge upon those most celebrated.—And Thirdly, I shall fortify my
own opinions, by the judgment of others of superior authority.

Hort. Since you have divided your heads so methodically, give me leave to
add another.—Fourthly, we will (en dernier resort)1 consult those infallible
judges the Reviewers,2 as good Catholics do the Pope, and let them decide,
where we desire to be excused.

Euph. I thank you for that thought,—it will lighten my labour, and relieve
my apprehensions,—we will appeal occasionally to the most candid and
impartial of them, viz.—The Monthly Reviewers.

Soph. No more disqualifying, Euphrasia.—Hortensius, no more sub-divi-
sion,—let me beg you to proceed, and not to abbreviate as you threaten us.

Hort. Come on then.—Let us view and Review your list Euphrasia.3 [...]

EVENING XII.
[...] Euph. A Circulating Library is indeed a great evil,—young people are

allowed to subscribe to them, and to read indiscriminately all they contain;
and thus both food and poison are conveyed to the young mind together.

Hort. I should suppose that if books of the worst kind were excluded, still
there would be enough to lay a foundation of idleness and folly.—A person
used to this kind of reading will be disgusted with every thing serious or solid,
as a weakened and depraved stomach rejects plain and wholesome food.

Soph. There is truth and justice in your observation,—but how to prevent it?
Hort. There are yet more and greater evils behind.—The seeds of vice and

folly are sown in the heart,—the passions are awakened,—false expectations are
raised.—A young woman is taught to expect adventures and intrigues,—she
expects to be addressed in the style of these books, with the language of flattery
and adulation.—If a plain man addresses her in rational terms and pays her the
greatest compliments,—that of desiring to spend his life with her,—that is not
sufficient, her vanity is disappointed, she expects to meet a Hero in Romance.
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Euph. No Hortensius,—not a Hero in Romance, but a fine Gentleman in a
Novel:—you will not make the distinction. [...]

Hort. From this kind of reading, young people fancy themselves capable of
judging of men and manners, and that they are knowing, while involved in the
profoundest ignorance. They believe themselves wiser than their parents and
guardians, whom they treat with contempt and ridicule:—Thus armed with
ignorance, conceit, and folly, they plunge into the world and its dissipations,
and who can wonder if they become its victims?—For such as the foundation
is, such will be the superstructure.

Euph. All this is undoubtedly true, but at the same time would you exclude
all works of fiction from the young reader?—In this case you would deprive
him of the pleasure and improvement he might receive from works of genius,
taste and morality.

Hort. Yes, I would serve them as the Priest did Don Quixote’s* library,1

burn the good ones for being found in bad company. [...]
Soph. Surely this is carrying the prohibition too far, and though it may

sound well in Theory, it would be utterly impracticable. [...]
Euph. As this kind of reading is so common, and so much in every body’s

power, it is the more incumbent on parents and guardians to give young peo-
ple a good taste for reading, and above all to lay the foundation of good prin-
ciples from their very infancy; to make them read what is really good, and by
forming their taste teach them to despise paltry books of every kind.—When
they come to maturity of reason, they will scorn to run over a circulating
Library, but will naturally aspire to read the best books of all kinds.

Soph. In most cases it would supersede the evil we complain of: but for the
middling and lower ranks of people, I apprehend this would not hinder either
children or servants from reading Novels.

Euph. The best way to do this is to find them constant employment. In
every rank and situation, people may superintend the education of their chil-
dren, and “train them up in the way they should go.”2 There is no duty
enjoined but what is practicable.—I am afraid the negligence of parents, is too
often the cause of a wrong bias in their children,—or else their false indul-
gence, which is equally prejudicial to them.

With all these precautions in view, I would select such books as were prop-
er to be put into the hands of youth; and with the same circumspection I
would carry them to the Theatres, to satisfy the curiosity of youth, and pre-
vent their taking these amusements clandestinely, for how in an age like this,
cou’d I flatter myself I cou’d prevent them? [...]
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1 In an effort to end Don Quixote’s chivalric delusions, his niece, housekeeper, and priest
decide to burn his library full of romances, telling him afterwards that an enchanter stole his
library in a cloud of smoke.

2 Adapted from Proverbs 22:6: “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is
old, he will not depart from it.”
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Soph. It is now that I may enter upon my office of Moderator.—Hortensius
would prohibit the reading [of] all Novels in order to exclude the bad ones.—
Euphrasia would make a separation in favour of works of Genius, taste, and
morality; she would recommend such methods of preventing the mischiefs aris-
ing from novel reading, as are moderate, prudent, and above all practicable.—

The objections to bad books of this species, are equally applicable to all
other kinds of writing,—indecent novels, indecent plays, essays, memoirs, dia-
logues are equally to be exploded: but it does not follow that all these kinds
of writing are to be extirpated,1 because some are bad.—By the same kind of
reasoning we might plead for the prohibition of all kinds of writing; for excel-
lent and unexceptionable works of every species, may be contrasted with
vicious and immoral ones. All these objections amount to no more than that
bad books are bad things;—but shall we therefore prohibit reading?

Hort. You have spoken to some purpose.—I know that mine is an Utopian
scheme; and I acknowledge that Euphrasia’s is practicable, if parents and
guardians would give due attention to it.

Euph. Then we are agreed at last,—Selection is to be strongly recommend-
ed, and good books to be carefully chosen by all that are concerned in the edu-
cation of youth.—In order to make this work of ours of some public utility, I
would recommend some that may properly be given to children even from
their infancy, and as they grow up towards maturity:—that is to say, if my
friends think it worthy to be offered to the public. [...]

135. John Moore, “A View of the Commencement and Progress of
Romance,” The Works of Tobias Smollett (1797)

[After explaining that Miguel de Cervantes* “banished” the “old romance,”
Moore* emphasizes the development of a “new species of romance,” the
novel. Singling out Samuel Richardson,* Henry Fielding,* and Tobias Smol-
lett* as the most important practitioners of the form, Moore defends the novel
against the criticism that it provides only frivolous entertainment; novels are
important, he argues, because they represent life, and “Nothing can be so
interesting to men as man.”]

A VIEW OF THE COMMENCEMENT AND PROGRESS
OF ROMANCE.

Before we enter into any account of the life and writings of Dr. Smollett, it is
thought proper to present the reader with a sketch of those variatio[n]s of
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manners in Europe, which gave rise to that particular species of writing for
which he was so much distinguished. [...]

Most of the prose romances, which appeared in England from the days of
Chaucer to those of James the First,1 were translations from the Spanish or
French. [...]

Sir Philip Sidney’s* Arcadia* was among the first English performances of
that class, and by far the best published in that period. It is a kind of pastoral
romance, intermingled with adventures of chivalry. His defence of poetry, and
some of his other writings,2 are still more esteemed: but the reputation of this
gallant nobleman has a more lasting and honourable foundation, in his hero-
ic and amiable character, than in his writings. [...]

The profession of chivalry was more universally exercised, and continued
longer, in Spain, than in any other country of Europe. This was probably
owing to the long wars between the Spaniards and the Moors, and to the siege
of Grenada,3 before whose walls the youth of both nations often fought in
detatched combats. After knight-errantry was proscribed by law, or consid-
ered as ridiculous, in various other nations, and the actual exercise of it exist-
ed no longer in Spain itself, still that country overflowed with books of chival-
ry, which were passionately read, filling the heads of numbers with the absurd
ideas of enchantments, magicians, invincible knights, and peerless virgins; per-
verting the taste of the readers, giving them false notions of historical facts,
rendering them unfit for their necessary occupations, and disgusting them
with domestic life.

In this state the immortal Cervantes, by the magic of his wit, banished all
other magicians. By the exquisite exhibition of one madman, of his own cre-
ation, he cured his countrymen of one species of epidemic madness; for the
renowned Don Quixote* drove knights-errant, giants, dwarfs, dragons, and
their historians, entirely out of Spain.

But while Cervantes placed the absurdities of the old romance in the most
striking point of view, he gave, in the same work, the most convincing proof
that the passions could be affected, the understanding instructed, mirth excit-
ed, and all the purposes of writing attained, by representations of real domes-
tic life, without offending the modesty of nature. [...]

[Cervantes] became the model of that species of romance which has been
since adopted by Le Sage,* Marivaux,* Rousseau,* Richardson, Fielding,
Smollett, and so many others. [...]
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1 Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1343-1400), English poet and author of The Canterbury Tales (c.
1387-1400); King James I (1566-1625), King of Scotland (1567-1625) and England (1603-
1625).

2 Sir Philip Sidney’s (1554-86) writings include The Defense of Poesie (1595).
3 A city in southern Spain under Muslim control from the eleventh century until 1492, when

it was placed under siege and surrendered to the monarchs Ferdinand II (1452-1516) and
Isabella I (1451-1504).
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Richardson introduced a new species of romance, wherein the persons con-
cerned are supposed to be the relaters of what passes; and the sentiments are
expressed as they arise on the first impression, and while the relater is still
ignorant of the events that are to follow.

This method certainly has the advantage of affording the author the oppor-
tunity of varying his style, by adapting it to the characters of the different per-
sons he introduces; an advantage of which Richardson avails himself very suc-
cessfully [...]. [...]

This manner of giving the whole story by letters is liable to the inconve-
niencies of producing repetitions, and of drawing out the story to a tiresome
length; which inconveniencies Richardson has not always had the address to
avoid. His favourite character of [Sir Charles] Grandison* is much too formal
to be a favourite with the women in general; and there is somewhat of prud-
ery in his heroines that prevents them from being favourites with the men: but
he describes the operation of the passions with a truth and minuteness that
evinces a great knowledge of human nature. [...]

The late Henry Fielding, in the romance of Joseph Andrews,* written in
imitation of the style and manner of Cervantes, displayed much of the spirit
and humour of his model; and he afterwards gave the world a still stronger
proof of his knowledge of human nature, and the powers of his invention, by
the publication of Tom Jones;* a work wherein, after the imagination of the
reader has been gratified by the exhibition of a variety of interesting scenes
and characters, and his heart warmly engaged in the fortunes of the hero, his
mind is agitated and alarmed by a series of incidents which seem to cross and
obstruct the schemes and blast the hopes of him for whom he is now deeply
interested, and whom he sees involved in unmerited disgrace, and threatened
with ruin. [...]

The success of Richardson, Fielding, and Smollett, in this species of writing,
produced, what great success generally does produce, a prodigious number of
imitators: but by far the greater part of them, like Hamlet’s players,1 imitated
abominably; and instead of representing the manners of the age, exhibited
men and women, neither having the manners of Christians nor Pagans, and
who seemed to have been made by the least expert of Nature’s journeymen.

There were, for a considerable time, so many novels written of this descrip-
tion, and with so few exceptions, that the very words Romance or Novel con-
veyed the idea of a frivolous or pernicious book. Even this, however, did not
diminish the number, though it made many people at pains to declare, that for
their part they never read novels; a declaration sometimes made by persons of
both sexes, who never read any thing else. This is being much too cautious.
They might, with equal prudence, declare, that they never would read any
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book, because many books are silly or pernicious. The truth is, that the best
romances always have been, and always will be, read with delight by men of
genius; and with the more delight, the more taste and genius the reader hap-
pens to have. Nothing can be so interesting to men as man. The modern
romances are or ought to be a representation of life and manners in the coun-
try where the scene is placed. Had works of this nature existed in the flour-
ishing ages of the Greek and Roman republics,1 and had some of the best of
them been preserved, how infinitely would they be relished at present as they
would give a much more minute and satisfactory picture of private and
domestic life than is found in history, which dwells chiefly on war and affairs
of state. This species of writing may also be made most subservient to the pur-
poses of instruction; but even those which afford amusement only, provided
they contain nothing immoral, are not without utility, and deserve by no
means to be spoken of with that contempt which they sometimes are, by their
most intimate acquaintance. [...]

136. Anna Letitia [Aikin] Barbauld, “On the Origin and Progress of Novel-
Writing,” The British Novelists (1810)

[In the introduction to her fifty-volume collection of eighteenth-century nov-
els, Barbauld* provides a lengthy history of the form and an evaluation of its
most important British writers. She traces the international development of
the romance in Persian, Greek, and European writing and ascribes the first
English romance to Sir Philip Sidney.* She also assesses both male and female
British novelists, placing Frances Sheridan* next to Laurence Sterne,* for
example. Her defense of the novel emphasizes the form’s provision of “domes-
tic pleasure” and “knowledge of the world.”]

ON THE ORIGIN AND PROGRESS OF NOVEL-WRITING.

A Collection of Novels has a better chance of giving pleasure than of com-
manding respect. Books of this description are condemned by the grave, and
despised by the fastidious; but their leaves are seldom found unopened, and
they occupy the parlour and the dressing-room while productions of higher
name are often gathering dust upon the shelf. It might not perhaps be difficult
to show that this species of composition is entitled to a higher rank than has
been generally assigned it. Fictitious adventures, in one form or other, have
made a part of the polite literature of every age and nation. These have been
grafted upon the actions of their heroes; they have been interwoven with their
mythology; they have been moulded upon the manners of the age,—and, in
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1 I.e., from the sixth century through first century BC.
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return, have influenced the manners of the succeeding generation by the sen-
timents they have infused and the sensibilities they have excited.

Adorned with the embellishments of Poetry, they produce the epic; more
concentrated in the story, and exchanging narrative for action, they become
dramatic. When allied with some great moral end, as in the Telemaque* of
Fenelon,* and Marmontel’s* Belisaire,1 they may be termed didactic. They
are often made the vehicles of satire, as in Swift’s* Gulliver’s Travels,* and the
Candide* and Babouc2 of Voltaire.* They take a tincture from the learning
and politics of the times, and are made use of successfully to attack or rec-
ommend the prevailing systems of the day. When the range of this kind of
writing is so extensive, and its effects so great, it seems evident that it ought
to hold a respectable place among the productions of genius; nor is it easy to
say, why the poet, who deals in one kind of fiction, should have so high a
place allotted him in the temple of fame; and the romance-writer so low a one
as in the general estimation he is confined to. To measure the dignity of a
writer by the pleasure he affords his readers is not perhaps using an accurate
criterion; but the invention of a story, the choice of proper incidents, the
ordonnance3 of the plan, occasional beauties of description, and above all, the
power exercised over the reader’s heart by filling it with the successive emo-
tions of love, pity, joy, anguish, transport, or indignation, together with the
grave impressive moral resulting from the whole, imply talents of the highest
order, and ought to be appre[c]iated accordingly. A good novel is an epic in
prose, with more of character and less (indeed in modern novels nothing) of
the supernatural machinery.

If we look for the origin of fictitious tales and adventures, we shall be oblig-
ed to go to the earliest accounts of the literature of every age and country. The
Eastern nations have always been fond of this species of mental gratification.
The East is emphatically the country of invention. The Persians, Arabians, and
other nations in that vicinity have been, and still are, in the habit of employ-
ing people whose business it is to compose and to relate entertaining stories;
and it is surprising how many stories (as Parnell’s* Hermit4 for instance)
which have passed current in verse and prose through a variety of forms, may
be traced up to this source. From Persia the taste passed into the soft and lux-
urious Ionia. The Milesian Tales,* written by Aristides of Miletus,* at what
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1 Jean François Marmontel’s* Bélisaire (1767), a philosophical romance featuring a series of
conversations on political systems; it advocates religious toleration and freedom of opinion,
causing the work to be condemned.

2 Voltaire’s Vision de Babouc (The Vision of Babouc [1748]), a short story featuring Babouc’s
visit to Persepolis, where he visits men and women of all classes and trades and is amazed
by the extremes he finds—particularly, cruelty existing side-by-side with generosity—and
comes to accept this as the human condition.

3 Systematic arrangement; a plan or method of literary composition (OED).
4 The Hermit (1722), a poem by Thomas Parnell that recommends acceptance of God’s will;

it was first published in Poems on Several Occasions (1722), edited by Alexander Pope.*
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time is not exactly known, seem to have been a kind of novels. They were
translated into Latin during the civil wars of Marius and Sylla.1 They con-
sisted of loose love stories, but were very popular among the Romans; and the
Parthian general who beat Crassus2 took occasion, from his finding a copy of
them amongst the camp equipage, to reproach that nation with effeminacy, in
not being able, even in time of danger, to dispense with such an amusement.
From Ionia the taste of romances passed over to the Greeks about the time of
Alexander the Great.3 The Golden Ass4 of Lucian,* which is exactly in the
manner of the Arabian Tales [i.e., The Arabian Nights’ Entertainment*] is one
of the few extant.

In the time of the Greek emperors these compositions were numerous, and
had attained a form and a polish which assimilates them to the most regular
and sentimental of modern productions. The most perfect of those which are
come down to our time is Theagenes and Chariclea,5 a romance or novel,
written by Heliodorus* bishop of Tricca in Thessaly who flourished under
Arcadius and Honorius.6 [...]

[...] But romance writing was destined to revive with greater splendour
under the Gothic powers, and it sprung out of the histories of the times,
enlarged and exaggerated into fable. Indeed all fictions have probably grown
out of real adventures. The actions of heroes would be the most natural sub-
ject for recital in a warlike age; a little flattery and a little love of the marvel-
lous would overstep the modesty of truth in the narration. A champion of
extraordinary size would be easily magnified into a giant. Tales of magic and
enchantment probably took their rise from the awe and wonder with which
the vulgar looked upon any instance of superior skill in mechanics or medi-
cine, or acquaintance with any of the hidden properties of nature. The Arabi-
an Tales, so well known and so delightful, bear testimony to this. [...]
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1 A reference to the first full-scale civil war in Roman history (88-82 BC). Gaius Marius (157-
86 BC) and Lucius Cornelius Sulla (138-78 BC) fought each other to capture Rome and
gain control of the Roman armies; Sulla seized power in 82 BC after the elderly Marius died.

2 Marcus Licinius Crassus (c. 115-53 BC), Roman statesmen and general who supported
Sulla; as governor of Syria, he invaded Parthia and was defeated and killed in the Battle of
Carrhae.

3 Legendary Greek military commander (356-323 BC) and king of Macedonia (336-323 BC).
4 A version of the Golden Ass known as Lucius, or the Ass has been attributed to Lucian.

The Golden Ass is better known as Lucius Apuleius’s (c. 124-70 AD) work. Both feature a
human ass and it is conjectured that both could have used the same source text. Apuleius’s
is a lengthier, bawdier, and more complexly plotted tale.

5 A romance set in Greece that depicts the love of Chariclea and Theagenes, which undergoes
extreme tests such as the threat of their being sacrificed on a fire to the sun and the moon.
In a section of her essay not excerpted here, Barbauld praises the romance for beginning
dramatically in the middle of the plot and featuring love that is at once “passionate and
chaste.”

6 Arcadius (c. 377-408 AD), Eastern Roman emperor from 383 to 402; Honorius (384-423
AD), Western Roman emperor from 393 to 423; both are sons of Theodosius I.
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The first Gothic romances appeared under the venerable guise of history.
Arthur1 and the knights of the round table, Charlemagne2 and his peers, were
their favourite heroes. The extended empire of Charlemagne and his con-
quests naturally offered themselves as subjects for recital; but it seems extra-
ordinary that Arthur, a British prince, the scene of whose exploits was in
Wales, a country little known to the rest of Europe, and who was continually
struggling against ill-fortune, should have been so great a favourite upon the
continent. [...]

Richard Coeur de Lion3 and his exploits were greatly to the taste of the
early romance writers. The Crusades4 kindled a taste for romantic adventure;
the establishment of the Saracens5 in Spain had occasioned a large importa-
tion of genii and enchantments, and Moorish magnificence was grafted upon
the tales of the Gothic chivalry. Of these heroic romances, the Troubadours6

were in France the chief composers: they began to flourish about the end of
the tenth century. They by degrees mingled a taste for gallantry and roman-
tic love with the adventures of heroes, and they gave to that passion an
importance and a refinement which it had never possessed among the
ancients. It was a compound of devotion, metaphysics, Platonism, and
chivalry, making altogether such a mixture as the world had never seen
before. [...]

In the mean time Europe settled into a state of comparative tranquillity: cas-
tles and knights and adventures of distressed damsels ceased to be the topics
of the day, and romances founded upon them had begun to be insipid when
the immortal satire of Cervantes* drove them off the field, and they have
never since been able to rally their forces. [...].

In England, most of the earlier romances, from the days of Chaucer to
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1 The legend of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table fills medieval romances,
ranging from Chretien de Troyes’s various late-twelfth-century works to Thomas Malory’s
La morte d’arthur (The Death of Arthur [1485]).

2 Charlemagne (747-814), famous French warrior king and Christian leader who was
crowned emperor of Rome by Pope Leo III in 800. He invaded Spain in 778, hoping to
defend Gaul from Muslim attacks, but was defeated by Basque forces. While tales of King
Arthur were considered the “matter of Britain,” tales of Charlemagne were considered the
“matter of France.”

3 Richard I, or Richard the Lionheart (1157-99), King of England, Duke of Normandy, and
Count of Anjou (1189-99); his success in the Third Crusade (1189-92) made him a popular
figure in heroic and romantic legend.

4 A series of military expeditions led by much of Christian Europe (1095-1291) that aimed to
stop Muslim wars of expansion, recapture formerly Christian territories, and take control of
the Holy Land; the Crusades inspired various stories that celebrate militarism, chivalry, and
Christianity.

5 Saracens is a general term for Arab tribes or Muslim peoples; Charlemagne hoped to defeat
them when he defended Gaul.

6 A class of lyric poets, living in southern France, eastern Spain, and northern Italy, from the
11th to the 13th centuries, who sang in Provençe chiefly of chivalry and gallantry (OED).
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James the First,1 were translations from the Spanish or French. One of the
most celebrated of our own growth is Sir Philip Sidney’s* Arcadia,* dedicated
to his sister the Countess of Pembroke. It is a kind of pastoral romance, min-
gled with adventures of the heroic and chivalrous kind. It has great beauties,
particularly in poetic imagery. It is a book which all have heard of, which some
few possess, but which nobody reads. The taste of the times seems to have been
for ponderous performances. The Duchess of Newcastle [i.e., Cavendish*] was
an indefatigable writer in this way. Roger Boyle,2 earl of Orrery, published, in
1664, a romance called Parthenissa. [...] All these, though works of fiction,
would greatly disappoint those who should look into them for amusement. Of
the lighter species of this kind of writing, the Novel, till within half a century
we had scarcely any. The [New] Atalantis* of Mrs. Manley* lives only in that
line of Pope which seems to promise it immortality: 

“As long as Atalantis shall be read.”3

It was, like Astrea,* filled with fashionable scandal. Mrs. Behn’s* Novels were
licentious; they are also fallen; but it ought not to be forgotten that Southern4

borrowed from her his affecting story of Oroonoko. Mrs. Haywood* was a
very prolific genius; her earlier novels are in the style of Mrs. Behn’s, and Pope
has chastised her in his Dunciad*5 without mercy or delicacy, but her later
works are by no means void of merit. She wrote The Invisible Spy, and Betsy
Thoughtless, and was the author of The Female Spectator.6

But till the middle of the last century, theatrical productions and poetry
made a far greater part of polite reading than novels, which had attained nei-
ther to elegance nor discrimination of character. Some adventures and a love
story were all they aimed at. The ladies’ library, described in the Spectator,*7
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1 The sense and structure of the following sentences echo comments made in John Moore’s*
history of the novel; see selection 135.

2 Roger Boyle, 1st Earl of Orrery (1621-79), an influential Protestant Irish leader who wrote
political tracts, plays, and the lengthy unfinished romance Parthenissa (6 vols., 1651-69),
which combines Roman history and idealized love.

3 From Alexander Pope’s Rape of the Lock (1712-14), 3.165. After cutting Belinda’s lock of
hair, the Baron proclaims his fame will last as long as Delariviere Manley’s (then-popular)
New Atalantis* (1709) is read.

4 Thomas Southern (1660-1746), playwright who experienced success with his Oroonoko, or,
the Royal Slave (1696), a dramatic adaptation of Behn’s Oroonoko.*

5 Eliza Haywood is mercilessly satirized as one of the dunces in Book 2 of Pope’s The Dunci-
ad (1728).

6 A prolific writer of over fifty-five fictional works, Haywood’s writings include the political
tale The Invisible Spy (1755), the novel The History of Miss Betsy Thoughtless (1751), and
the periodical The Female Spectator (1744-46).

7 Joseph Addison* and Richard Steele’s* Spectator No. 37 (April 12, 1711) is devoted to list-
ing the contents of Leonora’s library, which includes Madeleine de Scudéry’s* popular ten-
volume romances, Le grande Cyrus (The Grand Cyrus* [1649-53]) and Clelia* (1654-60),
as well as Delariviere Manley’s New Atalantis (1709).
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contains “The grand Cyrus, with a pin stuck in one of the leaves,” and
“Clelia, which opened of itself in the place that describes two lovers in a
bower:”1 but there does not occur either there, or, I believe, in any other part
of the work, the name of an English novel, the Atalantis only excepted;
though plays are often mentioned as a favourite and dangerous part of ladies’
reading, and certainly the plays of those times were worse than any novels of
the present. The first author amongst us who distinguished himself by natur-
al painting, was that truly original genius De Foe.* His Robinson Crusoe* is
to this day an unique in its kind, and he has made it very interesting without
applying to the common resource of love. At length, in the reign of George the
Second,2 Richardson,* Fielding,* and Smollett,* appeared in quick succes-
sion; and their success raised such a demand for this kind of entertainment,
that it has ever since been furnished from the press, rather as a regular and
necessary supply, than as an occasional gratification. Novels have indeed been
numerous “as leaves in Vallombrosa.”3 The indiscriminate passion for them,
and their bad effects on the female mind, became the object of the satire of
Garrick* in a sprightly piece entitled Polly Honeycomb.*4 [...]

About fifty years ago a very singular work appeared, somewhat in the guise
of a novel, which gave a new impulse to writings of this stamp; namely, The
Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy [i.e., Tristram Shandy*], followed by
The Sentimental Journey,5 by the Rev. Mr. Sterne, a clergyman of York. They
exhibit much originality, wit, and beautiful strokes of pathos, but a total want
of plan or adventure, being made up of conversations and detached incidents.
[...]

Many tears have been shed by the young and tender-hearted over [Memoirs
of Miss] Sidney Bidulph,* the production of Mrs. Sheridan, the wife of Mr.
Thomas Sheridan the lecturer, an ingenious and amiable woman: the senti-
ments of this work are pure and virtuous, but the author seems to have taken
pleasure in heaping distress upon virtue and innocence, merely to prove, what
no one will deny, that the best dispositions are not always sufficient to ward
off the evils of life. Why is it that women when they write are apt to give a
melancholy tinge to their compositions? Is it that they suffer more, and have
fewer resources against melancholy? Is it that men, mixing at large in society,
have a brisker flow of ideas, and, seeing a greater variety of characters, intro-
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1 I.e., he book falls open to an erotic scene in which the lovers enjoy a rendezvous in a private
arbor enclosed by trees and shrubs. A bower meeting is a popular assignation in the eigh-
teenth-century novel.

2 King George II (1683-1760), English king who reigned from 1727 until his death.
3 From John Milton’s* Paradise Lost* (1667), 1.302-03.
4 The Prologue to this play appears in selection 70. Although the play was written by George

Colman (the Elder)* (d. 1794), it was rumored that David Garrick* (1717-79), a playwright
and the most important actor of the eighteenth century, was the author.

5 Laurence Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768), which details Mr.
Yorick’s excessively emotional experiences and amorous adventures.
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duce more of the business and pleasures of life into their productions? Is it
that humour is a scarcer product of the mind than sentiment, and more con-
genial to the stronger powers of man? Is it that women nurse those feelings in
secrecy and silence, and diversify the expression of them with endless shades
of sentiment, which are more transiently felt, and with fewer modifications of
delicacy, by the other sex? The remark, if true, has no doubt many exceptions;
but the productions of several ladies, both French and English, seem to coun-
tenance it. [...]

For my own part, I scruple not to confess that, when I take up a novel, my
end and object is entertainment; and as I suspect that to be the case with most
readers, I hesitate not to say that entertainment is their legitimate end and
object. To read the productions of wit and genius is a very high pleasure to all
persons of taste, and the avidity with which they are read by all such shows
sufficiently that they are calculated to answer this end. Reading is the cheap-
est of pleasures: it is a domestic pleasure. Dramatic exhibitions give a more
poignant delight, but they are seldom enjoyed in perfection, and never with-
out expense and trouble. Poetry requires in the reader a certain elevation of
mind and a practised ear. It is seldom relished unless a taste be formed for it
pretty early. But the humble novel is always ready to enliven the gloom of soli-
tude, to soothe the languor of debility and disease, to win the attention from
pain or vexatious occurrences, to take man from himself, (at many seasons the
worst company he can be in,) and, while the moving picture of life passes
before him, to make him forget the subject of his own complaints. [...]

It is sufficient therefore, as an end, that these writings add to the innocent
pleasures of life; and if they do no harm, the entertainment they give is a suf-
ficient good. We cut down the tree that bears no fruit, but we ask nothing of
a flower beyond its scent and its colour. The unpardonable sin of a novel is
dullness: however grave or wise it may be, if its author possesses no powers
of amusing, he has no business to write novels [...]. [...]

Some knowledge of the world is also gained by these writings, imperfect
indeed, but attained with more ease, and attended with less danger, than by
mixing in real life. If the stage is a mirror of life, so is the novel, and perhaps
a more accurate one, as less is sacrificed to effect and representation. There
are many descriptions of characters in the busy world, which a young woman
in the retired scenes of life hardly meets with at all, and many whom it is safer
to read of than to meet; and to either sex it must be desirable that the first
impressions of fraud, selfishness, profligacy and perfidy should be connected,
as in good novels they always will be, with infamy and ruin. At any rate, it is
safer to meet with a bad character in the pages of a fictitious story, than in the
polluted walks of life [...].

After all, the effect of novel-reading must depend, as in every other kind of
reading, on the choice which is made. If the looser compositions of this sort
are excluded, and the sentimental ones chiefly perused, perhaps the danger lies
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more in fixing the standard of virtue and delicacy too high for real use, than
in debasing it. [...]

Least of all will a course of novels prepare a young lady for the neglect and
tedium of life which she is perhaps doomed to encounter. If the novels she
reads are virtuous, she has learned how to arm herself with proper reserve
against the ardour of her lover; she has been instructed how to behave with
the utmost propriety when run away with, like Miss Byron, or locked up by
a cruel parent, like Clarissa;*1 but she is not prepared for indifference and
neglect. Though young and beautiful, she may see her youth and beauty pass
away without conquests, and the monotony of her life will be apt to appear
more insipid when contrasted with scenes of perpetual courtship and passion.

It may be added with regard to the knowledge of the world, which, it is
allowed, these writings are calculated in some degree to give, that, let them be
as well written and with as much attention to real life and manners as they
can possibly be, they will in some respects give false ideas, from the very
nature of fictitious writing. Every such work is a whole, in which the fates and
fortunes of the personages are brought to a conclusion, agreeably to the
author’s own preconceived idea. Every incident in a well written composition
is introduced for a certain purpose, and made to forward a certain plan. [...]
But real life is a kind of chance-medley, consisting of many unconnected
scenes. The great author of the drama of life has not finished his piece; but the
author must finish his; and vice must be punished and virtue rewarded in the
compass of a few volumes; and it is a fault in his composition if every cir-
cumstance does not answer the reasonable expectations of the reader. But in
real life our reasonable expectations are often disappointed; many incidents
occur which are like “passages that lead to nothing,”2 and characters occa-
sionally turn out quite different from what our fond expectations have led us
to expect. [...]

Though a great deal of trash is every season poured out upon the public
from the English presses, yet in general our novels are not vicious; the food
has neither flavour nor nourishment, but at least it is not poisoned. Our
national taste and habits are still turned towards domestic life and matrimo-
nial happiness, and the chief harm done by a circulating library is occasioned
by the frivolity of its furniture, and the loss of time incurred. Now and then a
girl perhaps may be led by them to elope with a coxcomb; or, if she is hand-
some, to expect the homage of a Sir Harry or My lord, instead of the plain
tradesman suitable to her situation in life; but she will not have her mind 
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1 Harriet Byron is the heroine of Samuel Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison* (1753-54);
Clarissa Harlowe, the eponymous heroine of Richardson’s second novel (1747-48), is locked
up by her parents when she resists marrying a hideous suitor, Mr. Solmes.

2 From Thomas Gray’s* A Long Story (1753), 7-8: “Rich windows that exclude the light, /
And passages that lead to nothing.”

05-part.qxd  20/11/2008  2:18 PM  Page 368

Review Copy



contaminated with such scenes and ideas as Crebillon,* Louvet,1 and others
of that class have published in France.

And indeed, notwithstanding the many paltry books of this kind published
in the course of every year, it may safely be affirmed that we have more good
writers in this walk living at the present time, than at any period since the days
of Richardson and Fielding. A very great proportion of these are ladies: and
surely it will not be said that either taste or morals have been losers by their
taking the pen in hand. The names of D’Arblay [i.e., Burney*], Edgeworth,*
Inchbald,* Radcliffe,* and a number more will vindicate this assertion. [...]

Some perhaps may think that too much importance has been already given
to a subject so frivolous, but a discriminating taste is no where more called for
than with regard to a species of books which every body reads. It was said by
Fletcher of Saltoun, “Let me make the ballads of a nation, and I care not who
makes the laws.”2 Might it not be said with as much propriety, Let me make
the novels of a country, and let who will make the systems?
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1 Jean-Baptiste Louvet de Couvray (1760-97), French writer famous for the erotic novel Les
amours du chevalier de Faublas (The Loves of the Chevalier de Faublas [1786-91]).

2 Andrew Fletcher (1653?-1716), Scottish writer, politician, and patriot who opposed the
Union between Scotland and Ireland; he makes a well-known comment to this effect in his
An Account of a Conversation Concerning a Right Regulation of Governments (1704): “a
very wise man [...] believed if a man were permitted to make all the ballads, he need not
care who should make the laws of a nation.”
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Glossary of Authors and Texts

The authors and texts listed below are marked with an asterisk (*) when they
appear in the body of Novel Definitions. The author of each selection reprint-
ed in the anthology appears below. In addition, the anthology selections often
repeatedly reference specific romance and novel writers and specific titles; any
author or text named more than once in the collection appears below. With-
in each individual selection, an author or text that appears in the Glossary 
is marked with an asterisk the first time it appears, and is left unmarked 
afterwards.

The Glossary entries offer a brief introduction to the author or title under con-
sideration. They are not comprehensive in nature but are instead designed to
highlight the author’s or text’s contribution to the debates surrounding the
novel and its development in the period. The entries have been compiled with
the aid of the online edition of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004-08) and the online edition of the
Encyclopaedia Britannica (2008).

Addison, Joseph (1672-1719), writer and politician who achieved lasting
fame as a periodical essayist for The Tatler (1709-11) and The Spectator*
(1711-12, 1714). Centrally concerned with satirizing social practices and val-
ues, The Spectator also published literary criticism, popularizing prose liter-
ary debate aimed at a general audience. In addition, Addison wrote poetry,
travel writing, political pamphlets, and drama, including the extremely suc-
cessful Cato (1713). See selection 38.

Aeneid (c. 30-19 BC, unfinished), Virgil’s* famous national epic, which myth-
ologizes Rome’s founding and lauds its civilizing impulse. The Aeneid focuses
on Aeneas, an exiled Trojan who settles in Italy after the Trojan War and dis-
covers the foundational principles of Roman government.

Aesop, legendary figure assigned authorship of Greek fables. Although
ancient accounts depict him writing in the sixth century BC, he is most likely
an invented name used to indicate short fables featuring animals and overt
moral lessons. The first Latin collection of Aesop fables was produced by the
Roman author Phaedrus in the first century AD, and the French poet Jean de
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la Fontaine’s revision of the fables (1668-94) secured their influence in the
eighteenth century.

Aikin, John (1747-1822), physician and writer of religious pamphlets, med-
ical history, biography, and essays on literature aimed at children; his co-pro-
ductions with his sister Anna Letitia [Aikin] Barbauld* include Evenings at
Home, or, the Juvenile Budget Opened (1792-96) and Miscellaneous Pieces,
in Prose (1773). See selections 43 and 50.

Alves, Robert (1745-94), Scottish poet whose Scotland-focused works praise
her troops, her city of Edinburgh, and her native poets. His Sketches of a His-
tory of Literature (1794) is his one piece of literary criticism. See selection 54.

Amadis of Gaul (1508), or Amadís de Gaula, a prose chivalric romance in cir-
culation in the fourteenth century, and first written in Spanish by Garci
Ordóñes de Montalvo (d. 1504); the first known edition of the work was
posthumously printed in 1508. Amadis is a chaste, idealized knight who fights
valiant battles and wins the love of Oriana.

The Arabian Nights’ Entertainment (8th-12th centuries), better known as
The Thousand and One Nights, a famous collection of Persian stories (includ-
ing “Aladdin’s Lamp” and “Sinbad the Sailor”) by unknown authors and first
translated into English in the eighteenth century. The frame story features a
king who repeatedly marries a new wife and then kills her the next morning,
a pattern that his final wife Scheherazade ends by telling him suspenseful sto-
ries that cause him to delay her execution to hear the conclusion of her tales.

Arcadia (1580-84, published 1590), a heroic prose romance by Sir Philip Sid-
ney* featuring the idealized adventures of two princes, Musidorus and Pyro-
cles, who are often disguised as shepherds and whose challenges in love and
combat are emphasized.

Ariosto, Ludovico (1474-1533), Italian poet who wrote the influential Orlan-
do furioso* (The Madness of Roland), first published in 1516 but revised
throughout his lifetime, and several satires and comedies. Extremely popular,
Orlando furioso was praised for capturing the sensibilities of the Italian
Renaissance.

Aristides of Miletus (c. 100 BC), Greek author whose lost works provide the
name for the “Milesian tale,”* a short story that features romantic adventures
and is often erotic in nature. Milesian tales served as models for later collec-
tions such as Boccaccio’s Decameron (c. 1348-53).
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Aristotle (384-322 BC), Greek philosopher and one of the greatest intellects
in Western history; he devised theories of ethics, politics, psychology, and
physics (to name but a few) and founded systems of formal logic. His Peri poi-
etikes (Poetics) praises art as an essential expression of the human need to imi-
tate reality. Focusing on tragedy, the treatise emphasizes the cathartic release
of emotion in the audience and the importance of a carefully structured plot—
two insights that eighteenth-century critics applied to the novel. Its explo-
ration of plot—such as the need to have a clear beginning, middle, and end,
and the achievement of a climax through recognition and reversal—provides
foundational definitions for narrative.

Astell, Mary (1666-1731), philosopher, proto-feminist advocate of women’s
equality, and author of numerous political works, including her influential A
Serious Proposal to the Ladies (1694). This philosophical treatise argues for
women’s education, encouraging women to seek intellectual stimulation and
proposing the creation of convent-like retreats that foster intellectual com-
munity. See selection 88.

Astrea (1607-29), or L’Astrée, a popular pastoral romance by French author
Honoré D’Urfé (1567-1625) that details the love adventures of shepherds and
shepherdesses, and features the attachment of Astrée and Céladon, lovers who
cannot marry due to their feuding families.

Aubin, Penelope (1679?-1731?), poet, novelist, and translator of French fic-
tion. Her novels, such as The Strange Adventure of the Count de Vinevil
(1721) and The Noble Slaves (1722), feature exotic travel adventures and
depict heroines maintaining their virtue at all costs. See selection 4.

Austen, Jane (1775-1817), novelist of lasting influence and fame, best known
for her exploration of courtship within a small social circle and her depictions
of the realistic maturation of lively heroines. Her carefully structured plots,
sharp wit, and innovation in omniscient narration characterize all her novels,
including Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Emma (1816); for contemporary
reviews of these novels, see selections 110, 111, and 119.

Barbauld, Anna Letitia [Aikin] (1743-1825), poet and essayist who achieved
recognition for her poems on religion, friendship, and slavery, as well as her
educational writings for children. In addition to Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose
(1773), written with her brother John Aikin,* her prose work included writing
reviews for the Monthly Review (1809-15), editing the correspondence of
Samuel Richardson* (1804), and writing the introduction and prefaces for the
fifty-volume The British Novelists (1810). See selections 43, 50, and 136.
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Barker, Jane (1652-1732), poet and novelist whose work includes political
writing expressing her loyalty to James II, religious dialogues expressing her
Catholic faith, and the “Galesia trilogy” of autobiographical prose fictions
(1713, 1723, and 1726). While her poetry circulated in manuscript, her nov-
elistic writing, such as Exilius (1715), marks an early attempt by a female fic-
tion writer to enter the print marketplace. See selection 12.

Beattie, James (1735-1803), Scottish poet and philosopher whose semi-auto-
biographical poem The Minstrel (1771-74) inspired the Romantic poets, and
whose Essay on Truth (1769) provided a critique of skepticism. His Disserta-
tions Moral and Critical (1783) explores language, literature, and philosophy.
See selection 133.

Beckford, William (1760-1844), writer famous for his wealth, a scandalous
affair, art collections, and architectural projects. Although he published paro-
dies of gothic and sentimental novels, including Modern Novel Writing
(1796), his best-known work is the oriental tale Vathek (1786). See selection
130.

Behn, Aphra (1640?-89), poet, dramatist, and proto-novelist famous for
being the first professional woman writer to earn her living “by her pen.”
Known in her time for political and sexual poetry, successful comedies includ-
ing The Rover (1677), and the prose fiction Love-Letters between a Noble-
man and His Sister (1684), she is now best remembered for her proto-novel
Oroonoko* (1688), which details the enslavement and rebellion of an African
prince. See selection 1.

Berenger, Richard (1719-82), courtier who enjoyed friendships in the literary
world, published works on horsemanship, and contributed three essays to the
periodical The World (1753-56). See selection 90.

Blair, Hugh (1718-1800), Scottish minister and professor well known for his
literary criticism relating to the supposed ancient Celtic bard Ossian and his
bestselling Sermons (5 vols., 1777-1801). His popular Lectures on Rhetoric
and Belles Lettres (1783) offered a new model for comprehensive, accessible
essays on literature and language. See selection 132.

Brooke, Frances (1724-89), novelist, poet, translator, and playwright best
known for the sentimental epistolary novel The History of Lady Julia Man-
deville (1763). Notably, she lived in Quebec for a period (1763-67) and used
it as the setting for The History of Emily Montague (1769), often considered
the first Canadian novel.
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Bruyère, Jean de La (1645-96), French satirist whose fame rests on Les car-
actères de Théophraste traduits du grec avec Les caractères ou les moeurs de
ce siecle (The Characters of Theophrastus, translated from Greek, with the
Characters or the Manners of this Age [1688]), in which he translated and
added to Theophrastus’s* Charakteres. The satiric work defines abstract qual-
ities of personality, such as flattery, by providing striking portraits of those
qualities in specific characters.

Bunyan, John (1628-88), author of numerous religious works, including his
spiritual autobiography, Grace Abounding (1666), and his famous allegorical
account of spiritual conversion, The Pilgrim’s Progress* (1678). Bunyan’s
works take inspiration from his own experiences as a nonconformist who
underwent painful years of religious doubt, was arrested for his preaching,
and engaged in bitter religious controversies.

Burnett, James, Lord Monboddo (1714-99), Scottish judge and philosopher
whose unfinished Of the Origin and Progress of Language (6 vols., 1773-92)
traces the invention of language as part of the civilization of man. Its proto-
evolutionary theories about chimpanzees and wild men were ridiculed by fig-
ures such as Samuel Johnson.* See selection 61.

Burney, Frances (1752-1840), novelist and playwright who achieved fame for
novels featuring a young woman’s “entrance into the world” and her result-
ing emotional and intellectual maturation. Evelina* (1778), Cecilia*(1782),
and Camilla (1796) solidified the concerns of the domestic novel and influ-
enced authors such as Jane Austen* and Maria Edgeworth.* See selections
105, 106, 107, and 127.

Caleb Williams (1794), or Things as They Are: or the Adventures of Caleb
Williams, a novel by William Godwin* that details Caleb’s obsessed investi-
gation of and terrified escape from his master, Falkland. Dramatizing a cri-
tique of class, property, legal, and government structures, the novel reflects
Godwin’s liberal idealism and is often considered the first psychological sus-
pense novel.

Candide (1758), a French philosophical novel by Voltaire* that satirizes irra-
tional optimism. Trained by his tutor-philosopher Panglosse, Candide believes
that this world is the best of all worlds; this belief is disproved by horrible
events—war, slavery, rape, executions, earthquakes, and shipwrecks—that
show the cruelty of man and indifference of nature.

Canning, George (1770-1827), prime minister (1827) and, with a circle of
young friends at Eton, founder of and contributor to the literary magazine
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The Microcosm (1786-87). Early in his lengthy political career, he contributed
satirical political poetry to the journal The Anti-Jacobin (1797-98). See selec-
tion 53.

Cassandra (1642-45), or Cassandre, a ten-volume French heroic romance by
Gautier de Costes, Seigneur de la Calprenède (c. 1610-63) that glorifies the
virtuous love of prince Oroondates for princess Statira (who takes the name
Cassandra), and his rivalry with Alexander the Great (356-323 BC).

The Castle of Otranto (1764), a novel by Horace Wapole* often credited with
inventing the gothic genre of fiction. The story features supernatural events,
such as the appearance of giant body parts, and devices that have become
standard to the gothic, such as gloomy castles and hidden passageways. In the
novel, these symbolic and dramatic elements serve to underscore the evil Man-
fred’s immoral plans to avoid a prophecy that his family line will end.

Cavendish, Margaret, Duchess of Newcastle (1623?-73), prolific writer of
plays, poetry, philosophical essays, and scientific observations, as well as a
biography of her husband. Notorious for her lively personality and bizarre
clothing, she continues to fascinate with works such as “The description of a
new blazing world,” a science fiction-like tale which first appeared in Obser-
vations upon Experimental Philosophy (1666).

Cecilia (1782), a novel by Frances Burney,* which features the orphaned
heiress Cecilia Beverley and her growing love for Mortimer Delvile; the barri-
er to their marriage is the three guardians who impose restrictions on their
relationship, eventually causing her to descend into madness and lose her for-
tune before being accepted by the Delvile family.

Cervantes, Miguel de (1547-1616), Spanish novelist, playwright, poet, and
renowned author of Don Quixote* (1605-15). Before achieving lasting fame
with that work, Cervantes’s colorful life included serving as soldier and being
held as a slave in Algiers, and his writing included pastoral romance,
tragedies, comedies, poetry, and short stories.

Chapone, Hester (1727-1801), writer whose career began with a story pub-
lished in The Adventurer (1753) and letters written to Samuel Richardson,*
and subsequently evolved to focus on essays advocating women’s education
and power within marriage, such as Letters on the Improvement of the Mind
(1773). See selection 92.

Cibber, Colley (1671-1757), writer who was considered one of the most
important actors, theater managers, and playwrights of his day, leading to his
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being named poet laureate in 1730. His tireless self-advancement and his well-
known gambling and womanizing led to his being mercilessly satirized by
writers such as Alexander Pope,* John Gay,* and Henry Fielding.* Cibber is
now remembered for his highly public quarrels with Pope and his autobiog-
raphy, An Apology for the Life of Mr. Colley Cibber (1740).

Clarissa (1747-48), one of the most important novels of the eighteenth cen-
tury, the longest in the English language, and Samuel Richardson’s* master-
piece. The tragic novel features Clarissa Harlowe’s rebellion against the mar-
riage arrangements made for her by her family, her abduction and rape by the
attractive but immoral Robert Lovelace, and her decision to die as a means of
maintaining her moral purity. Epistolary in form, the novel is told through let-
ters between Clarissa and her friend Anna Howe, and between Lovelace and
his friend John Belford. In the period, Clarissa was such a well-known char-
acter that many Novel Definitions selections refer to the work simply by nam-
ing her.

Cleland, John (1709-89), a writer notorious for his explicit erotic novel,
Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748-49). In addition to book reviews
appearing in the Monthly Review, he wrote novels, plays, medical treatises,
and short stories. See selections 7 and 113.

Clelia (1654-60), or Clélie, a ten-volume French romance by Madeleine de
Scudéry.* Set in ancient Rome and charting the love between Clelia and
Aronce, it features numerous political, social, and love relationships that are
thinly disguised depictions of Scudéry’s contemporaries.

Cleopatra (1647-58), or Cléopatre, a twelve-volume French romance by Gau-
tier de Costes, Seigneur de la Calprenède (c. 1610-63) that relates the inter-
twined love affairs of three characters: Candace or the queen of Ethiopia,
Cleopatra, and the princess Elisa.

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor (1772-1834), Romantic poet famed for works such
as “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner” (1798), “Kubla Khan” (1816)
Biographia literaria (1817), and “Christabel” (1816); with William Word-
worth (1770-1850), he published Lyrical Ballads (1798), seen as a watershed
moment in literary history for its definition of what is now termed Romanti-
cism. Critics still debate whether or not he wrote reviews for the Critical
Review early in his career. See selection 108.

Collier, Jane (1715?-55), novelist who likely co-wrote The Cry (1754) with
Sarah Fielding,* a friend with whom she lived starting in late 1751; the
authorship of the novel continues to be debated. Collier is best known for her
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satirical work, An Essay on the Art of Ingeniously Tormenting (1753). See
selection 28.

Colman, George (the Elder) (1732-94), writer and theater manager who
authored successful comedies, maintained a friendship with David Garrick,*
and oversaw the Covent Garden and Haymarket theaters. With Bonnell
Thornton,* Colman created The Connoisseur (1754-56), a periodical sup-
ported by a group of literary wits known as the Nonsense Club, of which he
was a key member. See selections 68 and 70.

Congreve, William (1670-1729), playwright and poet famous for the
sparkling wit and sophisticated plotting of comedies such as Love for Love
(1695) and The Way of the World (1700). Incognita (1692), an early proto-
novel, was his first published work. See selection 11.

Craig, William (1745-1813), Scottish judge who contributed to The Mirror
(1779-80) and The Lounger (1785-87), periodicals overseen by Henry
Mackenzie* and associated with the Mirror Club, a society of literary writers.
See selection 62.

Crébillon, Claude-Prosper Jolyot, sieur de (1707-77), French novelist whose
writing has a satirical edge and experimental air; his works include Les
éngarements du coeur et de l’esprit (The Wayward Head and Heart [1735])
and Le sopha, conte moral (The Sofa, A Moral Tale [1742]).

Croxall, Samuel (1688/9-1752), writer and clergyman who wrote a popular
version of Aesop’s* fables (1722), translated works such as Ovid’s Metamor-
phoses (1717), and edited A Select Collection of Novels (6 vols., 1720-22),
which in spite of its title is comprised of translated short stories. See selection
74.

Cumberland, Richard (1732-1811), playwright and novelist whose Arundel
(1789) and Henry (1795) imitates the work of Samuel Richardson* and
Henry Fielding,* respectively. His writing also includes successful plays, 
such as The West Indian (1771), and prose, such as The Observer (5 
vols., 1786-90), which features literary criticism. See selections 30, 63, and
129.

Dacier, Anne (1654-1720), French translator and editor famous for her prose
translations of the Iliad* (1699) and the Odyssey* (1708). She and her hus-
band, André Dacier (1651-1722), produced a series of editions of Latin clas-
sics, and she engaged in literary debates concerning the merits of classic and
contemporary authors.
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Darwin, Erasmus (1731-1802), natural philosopher and Royal Society mem-
ber who practiced medicine, performed experiments, and furthered industri-
alization as a member of the Lunar Society. He supported his daughters’
founding of a boarding school, which led to the publication of A Plan for the
Conduct of Female Education, in Boarding Schools (1797). An early theorist
of reproduction and evolution, he is the grandfather of Charles Darwin
(1809-1882). See section 84.

David Simple (1744), or The Adventures of David Simple, a novel by Sarah
Fielding* that features the virtuous David Simple’s attempt to locate true
friendship; ultimately, he achieves that goal through a companionate marriage
to Camilla and leaves the corruptions of London for a country life. 

Davys, Mary (1674-1732), playwright and novelist known for The Reform’d
Coquet (1724), a novel which helped to solidify the plot of a heroine who
matures by learning from her mistakes in courtship and is rewarded with a
happy marriage. Her Works (1725) is comprised of eight plays and novels. See
selection 13.

Defoe, Daniel (1660-1731), prolific writer often considered the father of the
English novel and whose career encapsulates the lively culture of early eigh-
teenth-century popular print. Author of over three hundred titles, his works
include political and religious pamphlets, satiric and philosophical poetry, the
first opinion-driven political newspaper (The Review [1704-13]), historical
and geographical accounts, family conduct books, and tradesmen’s guides.
These titles were published before he wrote the extraordinarily popular
Robinson Crusoe* (1719), which initiated a series of novels including Moll
Flanders (1722) and Roxana (1724). See selections 2, 3, and 23.

Dennis, John (1658-1734), writer of poetry and plays, but now remembered
for his literary criticism, including The Advancement and Reformation of
Modern Poetry (1701) and An Essay on the Genius and Writings of Shake-
spear (1712). Like Colley Cibber,* his highly public arguments with Alexan-
der Pope* led to his being satirized in The Dunciad* (1728). See selection 46.

Dictionary (1755), or A Dictionary of the English Language by Samuel John-
son,* a monumental achievement of scholarship, which, while not the first
English dictionary, was considered the most comprehensive and learned until
the twentieth century. It captures the English language as a living art form,
using quotations from literature to illustrate each word’s definition and usage.

Disraeli, Isaac (1766-1848), writer of poetry, romances, novels, and literary
criticism, including Curiosities of Literature (1791), which presents biograph-
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ical anecdotes and opinions on literature and history, and The Literary Char-
acter (1818), which studies the qualities that define genius. See selection 128.

Don Belianis of Greece (1547), or Belianís de Grecia, a popular Italian
romance by Jerónimo Fernandez (fl. 1570) that features the chivalric adven-
tures of a heroic prince who delivers the princess Florisbella from enemies
while engaging in several war battles; it was in the library of the fictional Don
Quixote* and read and cited by Samuel Johnson.*

Don Quixote (1605-15), a novel by Miguel de Cervantes* that parodies
chivalric romances and employs a picaresque structure of episodic adventures.
Famous for its depiction of the traveling knight Don Quixote and his sidekick
Sancho Panza, Cervantes’s classic traces Quixote’s mistakes as he tries to live
his life according to the ideals he has learned from romance books. In the
eighteenth century, critics argued that Don Quixote revealed the absurdities
of romance, and thus initiated a rejection of romance and a turn toward real-
ism in the novel.

Drake, Judith (fl. 1696-1723), probable author of the anonymously published
An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex (1696), which defends women’s intel-
ligence by providing satirical sketches of male types, such as the Scholar and
the Beau. See selection 89.

Dryden, John (1631-1700), poet, playwright, and literary critic who domi-
nated the literary world of the Restoration period and was appointed poet
laureate in 1668. He is the author of Of Dramatick Poesie, an Essay (1668),
one of the first modern theorizations of drama, as well as a number of suc-
cessful plays, including Marriage A-la-Mode (1671). His poetry enjoyed a
lasting influence, ranging from political satire (Absalom and Achitophel
[1681]), to the mock-heroic lampooning of other authors (Mac Flecknoe
[1682]), to deeply felt religious verse (Religio Laici [1682]).

The Dunciad (1728, 1729, 1743), a mock-heroic epic by Alexander Pope*
that satirizes contemporary writers as Dunces who live in the kingdom of Dul-
ness. The poem depicts the Dunces engaging in all sorts of ridiculous contests
to win patronage and attract booksellers, and the goddess Dulness’s naming
of a new king. In the final version of the poem, published in 1743, Colley Cib-
ber* is crowned King of the Dunces.

Dunton, John (1659-1732), bookseller who published political, religious, and
didactic works. With the Athenian Mercury (1691-97), which was also known
as the Athenian Gazette: or, Casuistical Mercury, he created a new periodical
form that invited readers to submit questions to a “club” of men who pub-
lished answers in the form of short essays. See selection 37.
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Edgeworth, Maria (1768-1849), novelist and educational writer famous for
her novels’ depiction of the concerns, attitudes, and voices of Ireland; works
such as Castle Rackrent (1800) and The Absentee (1812) established the form
of the regional novel. Edgeworth engaged in a literary partnership with her
father, Richard Lovell Edgeworth,* producing Essays on Practical Education
(1798). Admired by writers such as Walter Scott,* her novels, educational
essays, and children’s literature brought her commercial success and enduring
literary influence. See selections 20 and 86.

Edgeworth, Richard Lovell (1744-1817), engineer and writer best known for
Essays on Practical Education (1798), a forward-thinking educational primer
written with his daughter, Maria Edgeworth.* He was a member of Erasmus
Darwin’s* Lunar Society, participated in Irish politics, and performed and
published scientific experiments. See selections 20 and 86.

Evelina, or, A Young Lady’s Entrance into the World (1778), epistolary novel
by Frances Burney* that features Evelina’s introduction to the pleasures and
trials of London society, negotiation of her comically embarrassing relatives,
reunion with the father who had disowned her, and marriage to the exemplary
Lord Orville. In charting the heroine’s virtuous maturation, the novel mixes
didacticism with social realism, comic relief, and sentimentality.

The Female Quixote, or, The Adventures of Arabella (1752), a novel by Char-
lotte Lennox (1730?-1804) that takes Don Quixote* as its inspiration, and
presents a heroine whose education consists of reading romances and who
tries to make reality conform to the romance. Lennox reveals the romance’s
appeal as a form that depicts empowered women and demonstrates the
novel’s capacity to function as literary criticism.

Fénelon, Archbishop of Cambrai (1651-1715), or François de Salignac de La
Mothe-Fénelon, French archbishop whose arguments for religious toleration
and support of mystical prayer were expressed in theological writings and
eventually led to his condemnation by the pope. He is best known for Les
aventures de Télémaque (The Adventures of Telemachus [1699]), an educa-
tional political tale in which Telemachus searches for this father Ulysses.

Ferdinand Count Fathom (1753), or The Adventures of Ferdinand Count
Fathom, Tobias Smollett’s* third novel, which features the picaresque-like
adventures of a villainous anti-hero. Ferdinand’s immoral actions include
deserting from the army, thieving, cheating, and ruining women; through
Fathom, Smollett depicts the depravity of London society.

Fielding, Henry (1707-54), novelist, playwright, and essayist who, with
Samuel Richardson,* is considered a founder of the English novel. Fielding is
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best known for his extraordinarily influential Tom Jones* (1749), which
establishes the comic, plot-driven tradition of the novel and emphasizes the
genre’s capacity for formal experimentation, as seen in Fielding’s self-reflective
narration and parodying of literary styles. In addition to his other novels,
Joseph Andrews* (1742) and Amelia (1751), he wrote poetry, plays, and peri-
odical essays, as well as satiric prose, such as The Life of Mr. Jonathan Wild
(1743). A practicing magistrate with an intimate knowledge of London crime,
Fielding is also known for his social and legal essays and his founding of the
Bow-Street runners, the first modern police force. See selections 14, 16, 18,
26, 112, and 124.

Fielding, Sarah (1710-68), novelist best known for The Adventures of David
Simple* (1744), which she extended in two continuations (1747 and 1753).
Her other notable works include a children’s story, The Governess (1749), a
novel co-authored with Jane Collier,* The Cry (1754), and a translation from
Greek of Xenophon’s* writings (1762). Many of her works feature collabo-
rations with her brother Henry Fielding,* and she maintained a lasting friend-
ship with Samuel Richardson.* See selections 15, 28, and 56.

De Foe, see Defoe, Daniel.

Fordyce, James (1720-96), Scottish minister and writer whose emotional ser-
mons made him one of the most popular preachers in London. His oft-reprint-
ed Sermons to Young Women (1766) advocates the traditional values of
virtue, modesty, and meekness. See selection 91.

Garrick, David (1717-79), actor and playwright who revolutionized eigh-
teenth-century acting with his expressive naturalistic style. In 1741, his debut
performance in the role of Richard III was a phenomenon and led to legendary
performances as Hamlet and Lear; he also performed in contemporary plays
such as an adaptation of Samuel Richardson’s* Pamela* (1740) and George
Farquhar’s The Beaux’ Stratagem (1707). From 1747 to 1775, he managed
the Drury Lane Theatre, making it the leading stage in Britain. Garrick wrote
many farces and musical pieces; his best-known work is The Clandestine Mar-
riage (1766), co-authored with George Colman (the Elder).*

Gay, John (1685-1732), poet and playwright famous for the Beggar’s Opera
(1728), a mock opera that satirized prime minister Robert Walpole (1676-
1745) by depicting the “low” immorality of highwaymen within the “high”
form of opera; it was one of the most successful dramatic works to appear in
the eighteenth century. With his friends Alexander Pope* and Jonathan
Swift,* he was member of the literary Scriblerus Club.
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Gildon, Charles (c. 1665-1724), professional “hack” writer of translations,
essays, plays, verse, tales, and criticism who associated with writers such as
John Dennis.* Although he wrote criticism of drama and poetry, he is best
remembered for his feuds with Alexander Pope,* Jonathan Swift,* and Daniel
Defoe.* See selection 39.

Gil Blas (1715-1735), or Histoire de Gil Blas de Santillane (The Adventures
of Gil Blas of Santillane), a wildly successful French picaresque novel by
Alain-René Lesage* that assured that form’s influence on the eighteenth-cen-
tury British novel. Both comic and realistic, Gil Blas traces the education of a
valet as he moves from master to master, learning skills in dubious fields such
as quack medicine.

Gisborne, Thomas (1758-1846), clergyman and writer of moral philosophy
and works emphasizing Christian responsibility such as Enquiry into the
Duties of the Female Sex (1797). He is also known for his support of the 1792
anti-slavery campaign. See selection 95.

Godwin, William (1756-1836), philosopher and writer of novels, essays,
reviews, histories, and children’s literature; he is best known for his idealistic
political philosophy emphasizing individualism, which he developed in An
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice (1793). Recognized as one of the first
psychological novels, Caleb Williams* (1794) is a fictional exploration of his
philosophical beliefs. He was married to Mary Wollstonecraft,* with whom
he had one child, Mary Shelley (1797-1851), author of Frankenstein (1818).
See selections 85 and 118.

Goldsmith, Oliver (1728?-74), Irish writer who achieved significant successes
in the novel (The Vicar of Wakefield [1766]), the essay (The Citizen of the
World [1762]), poetry (The Deserted Village [1770]), and drama (She Stoops
to Conquer [1773]). Early in his career, he wrote for the Monthly Review and
Critical Review, as well as for several periodicals, including The Bee (1759).
See selection 69.

Grand Cyrus (1649-53), or Artamene, ou le grand Cyrus (Artamene, or the
Grand Cyrus), a ten-volume French romance by Madeleine de Scudéry.* The
Persian prince Cyrus, under the assumed name Artamenes, engages in many
heroic battles and love rivalries as he works to regain his throne and rescue
the princess Mandane.

Gray, Thomas (1716-71), poet famous for lyric works such as “Ode on a Dis-
tant Prospect of Eton College” (1747) and “An Elegy Written in a Country
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Court Yard” (1751), which signal a shift in poetry towards more personal,
meditative expression.

Green, Sarah (fl. 1790-1825), author of seventeen novels, many of which are
satirical in nature and comment on the profession of writing, including
Romance Readers and Romance Writers (1810). Little is known of her back-
ground or private life. See selection 21.

Griffith, Elizabeth (1727-93), playwright, essayist, editor, translator, and nov-
elist. Her novels, such as The Delicate Distress (1769), explore female moral-
ity and suffering. Her interest in literary criticism is seen in her study of Shake-
speare* (1775) and her edition of novels by early women writers such as
Aphra Behn* (1777). Early in her career, she published fictionalized versions
of her love letters to her husband, Richard Griffith.* See selection 9.

Griffith, Richard (d. 1788), Irish writer known for his imitations of Laurence
Sterne* in works such as The Triumvirate (1764). With his wife Elizabeth
Griffith,* he published fictionalized versions of their love letters, Series of
Genuine Letters between Henry and Frances (1757). See selection 77.

Griffiths, Ralph (1720?-1803), bookseller and editor who, in June 1749,
started the Monthly Review, institutionalizing the practice of book reviewing
and thereby transforming the dynamics of the literary marketplace. Griffiths
also achieved notoriety for publishing John Cleland’s* Memoirs of a Woman
of Pleasure (1748-49).

Gulliver’s Travels (1726), or Travels into Several Remote Nations of the
World, a famous satire by Jonathan Swift* that parodies the travel narrative
form. Gulliver undergoes a series of fantastic voyages to strange islands, expe-
riencing changes in physical perspective that allow him to (unintentionally)
offer new satiric perspectives on British government and society. Perhaps his
most famous voyages are those to Lilliput, where he is a giant in comparison
to the Lilliputians and witnesses, for example, a war over the right way to
crack an egg, and to a land ruled by Houyhnhnms, a society of horses that is
more civilized that that of the human Yahoos.

Hawkesworth, John (1720?-73), long-standing contributor to and literary
editor of the Gentleman’s Magazine, from 1741 to 1773, and editor and prin-
cipal writer for The Adventurer (1752-54). His most popular literary work
was the oriental tale Almoran and Hamet (1761). In addition to collaborat-
ing with Samuel Johnson* and adapting plays for David Garrick,* he wrote
the official account of Captain Cook’s sea voyages (1773). See selections 41,
66, 75, and 114.
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Hays, Mary (1759-1843), writer of novels, biographies, children’s literature,
and political philosophy advocating the education of women. Her first novel,
Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796), was overtly autobiographical and scan-
dalously expressed her love for a man she did not marry. See selection 31.

Haywood, Eliza (1693?-1756), prolific writer now recognized as a founder of
the English novel. In addition to writing poetry, plays, translations, literary
criticism, and periodical essays for the Female Spectator (1744-46), she wrote
over fifty-five works of fiction. Her first romance-influenced novel, Love in
Excess, was published in 1719 (the same year as Daniel Defoe’s* Robinson
Crusoe,* often seen as the first English novel). Her early works contain ele-
ments of romance, travel writing, and scandal fiction. Her later novels, most
crucially The History of Miss Betsy Thoughtless (1751), experiment with the
form and help to develop the domestic novel’s plot of manners and marriage.
See selection 6.

Hazlitt, William (1778-1830), writer on politics, philosophy, and grammar
before finding his calling as a literary essayist. He wrote for several periodi-
cals, including Francis Jeffrey’s Edinburgh Review, which led to collections of
his essays on theater and politics; he also published a survey of Shakespeare’s*
plays (1817), lectures on comedy (1819), and essay portraits of public figures
(1825). See selection 45.

Heliodorus of Emesa (c. AD 300), Greek writer and author of Aethiopica (An
Ethiopian Romance) or, as it is sometimes called, Theagenes and Chariclea.
The complexly plotted romance details exotic obstacles, such as shipwrecks,
to the love between a prince and a princess.

Hill, Aaron (1685-1750), writer of poetry, drama, and periodical essays. A
friend of many writers of the day, including Eliza Haywood,* he was partic-
ularly close to Samuel Richardson,* and wrote him eulogistic letters on
Pamela (1740),* which were printed in the novel’s second edition. See selec-
tion 55.

Holcroft, Thomas (1745-1809), actor and writer of theatrical pieces, plays,
and essays; his novels include the picaresque Alwyn, or The Gentleman
Comedian (1780). In 1794, his political views led to him being arrested for
treason, supported by friends such as William Godwin;* acquitted at trial, he
was celebrated in reformist circles as a champion of political and literary free-
dom. See selection 19.

Homer (fl. 9th or 8th century BC), Greek poet and presumed author of the
Iliad* and the Odyssey,* epic retellings of legends of the Trojan War that
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were passed down by word of mouth. Although he seems to have been active
in Ionia, little is known about him and his fame rests on these two works,
which form the backbone of classical Greek education and culture.

Horace (65-68 BC), or Quintus Horatius Flaccus, Roman poet who empha-
sized the pleasures of love and friendship in his Carmina (Odes) and the evils
of wealth and ambition in his Sermones (Satires). After a military career, he
went on to produce new literary models for political satire and personal lyric.
The Ars poetica (Art of Poetry), his third book of Epistulae (Epistles), offers
a series of maxims that encapsulate his insights into poetic study and poetic
genre; he explains that a poet must follow nature, elicit emotion through care-
ful dramatic structure, and match poetic style and language to a character’s
class and actions. Most famously, the work analyzes poetry’s need to both
entertain and educate, a sentiment captured in his phrase “utile dulci” or
“profit and pleasure” (Ars poetica, 343) and repeated by many eighteenth-
century critics.

Huet, Pierre-Daniel (1630-1721), French bishop, philosopher, editor, and sci-
entist whose writings sought to critique reason and affirm faith as the source
of truth. In addition to a history of the romance (see selection 131), his liter-
ary criticism includes a history of French poetry; he is best known for his edi-
tions of Latin classics and his criticism of Cartesian philosophy.

Hunter, Rachel (c. 1754-1813), novelist specializing in gothic and moral sto-
ries; the prefaces to her novels often provide an interesting framing of the
issues of literary authorship and readership, as seen in The Unexpected Lega-
cy (1804). Little is known of her life outside her publications. See selection 96.

Hurd, Richard (1720-1808), bishop of Worcester, editor of Horace,* and
writer of moral dialogues, travel essays, and literary criticism, including Let-
ters on Chivalry and Romance (1762) and Dissertation on the Idea of Uni-
versal Poetry (1766); he later edited the works of Joseph Addison.* See selec-
tion 49.

Iliad (c. 750-700 BC), Homer’s* epic account of the battles of Troy and the
heroic actions of the Greek (Achaean) warrior Achilles. Reacting to an insult
from Agamemnon, Achilles refuses to engage in the war against the Trojans,
causing the Achaeans to suffer many losses. When he returns to battle to
avenge a friend’s death, the enraged Achilles kills the Trojan leader Hector,
leading to a truce. The Iliad is famous for its depiction of the warrior-hero and
human/god interactions, as well as its emphasis on the glories of war.
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Inchbald, Elizabeth (1753-1821), novelist and playwright who worked as an
actress for seventeen years. She experienced success with several comedies,
including Lover’s Vows (1798), the play to be performed in Jane Austen’s*
novel Mansfield Park (1814). Her novels include A Simple Story (1791),
notable for its rebellious heroine, and Nature and Art (1796), which critiques
class structure.

Johnson, Samuel (1709-84), writer who embodied the intellectual ambitions
of the eighteenth century and was universally hailed as its literary genius.
After writing poetry, plays, biographies, and essays for the Gentleman’s Mag-
azine, he achieved success with his own periodicals, The Rambler* (1750-52)
and The Idler (1758-60), and his oriental tale Rasselas (1759). His towering
achievement is his Dictionary* (1755), famous for its practice of using quo-
tations from literary works to illustrate word usage. With his edition of
Shakespeare* (8 vols., 1765) and his The Lives of the Poets (10 vols., 1779-
80), he helped to formulate the modern understanding of British literature. He
is perhaps best known as a conversationalist, as captured in James Boswell’s
The Life of Samuel Johnson, LL.D. (1791). See selections 40, 48, 57, and
126.

Johnstone, Charles (c. 1719-c. 1800), novelist best known for his popular
Chrysal, or The Adventures of a Guinea (4 vols., 1760-65), in which the main
character is a bank note that passes through the hands of numerous character
types, satirizing each in turn. He wrote several other novels before working as
a newspaper writer in Bengal, India. See selection 8.

Jones, William (1726-1800), clergyman and religious writer known as
William Jones of Nayland. In addition to numerous religious tracts and ser-
mons, he wrote on natural science, language, music, and, in 1793, helped to
found the quarterly the British Critic. See selections 81 and 101.

Joseph Andrews (1742), or The History of the Adventures of Joseph Andrews,
and of His Friend Mr. Abraham Adams, Henry Fielding’s* first novel, which
creates as its comic premise a hero who defends his virtue by resisting seduc-
tion, engages in picaresque adventures, and is rewarded with the discovery of
wealthy parentage and marriage to a beloved. While the character Joseph
Andrews is a parody (and supposed brother) of Pamela Andrews, the heroine
of Samuel Richardson’s* Pamela* (1740), Parson Adams, Joseph’s fellow-
traveler, is an eighteenth-century version of Don Quixote* who is given to
moral delusions. In the period, Joseph Andrews was such a well-known char-
acter that many Novel Definitions selections refer to the work simply by nam-
ing him.
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Julie; or, the New Heloise (1761), or Julie; ou, la nouvelle Heloise, an
immensely popular epistolary novel by Jean-Jacques Rousseau* that details
the love of Saint-Preux and Julie d’Etange, which is opposed by Julie’s father.
Although they engage in an affair, the two lovers do not marry, and Julie
instead enacts a new sense of virtue, marries the older and wiser Wolmar, and
creates a family defined by benevolence. Although Rousseau’s philosophical
writing explores social structures, this sentimental novel reveals his interest in
exploring private, domestic forms of happiness.

Kendall, John (1726-1815), Quaker minister and writer of numerous works
on scripture and morality, including his Remarks on the Prevailing Custom of
Attending Stage Entertainments: Also on the Present Taste for Reading
Romances and Novels (1794). His charitable acts included founding
almshouses for poor widows and a school for boys. See selection 100.

Knox, Vicesimus (1752-1821), school headmaster and writer on moral con-
duct (Essays Moral and Literary [1782]), educational practice (Liberal Edu-
cation [1781]), and theology (Christian Philosophy [1795]). Published on the
recommendation of Samuel Johnson,* Essays Moral and Literary envisions a
national literary culture defined by progress in taste, morality, knowledge, and
socially useful writing. See selections 71, 78, and 82.

Lesage, Alain-René (1668-1747), French dramatist and novelist who wrote
over 100 comedies and whose Gil Blas* (1715-35) established the picaresque-
inspired novel as a popular literary form. 

Lewis, Stephen (fl. 1715), writer of the preface to and translator of Pierre-
Daniel Huet’s* Traitté de l’origine des romans (Treatise on the Origin of
Romance [1670]). Other than this work, little is known of him.

Lucan (AD 39-65), or Marcus Annaeus Lucanus, Roman poet famous for 
his historical epic Bellum civile (Civil War, also known as the Pharsalia),
which details a war between Julius Caesar (100-44 BC) and Pompey (106-48
BC).

Lucian (AD 120-c. 180), Greek satirist well-known for his malicious wit and
cynical critique of wealth and fame, as seen in works such as Charon, Dia-
logues of the Dead, and Timon.

Lyttelton, George, 1st Baron Lyttelton (1709-73), politician known for his
patriotism and writer known for his poetry, political essays, fictional letters,
and travel writing. His Dialogues of the Dead (1760) includes essays by Eliz-
abeth Montagu.* A literary patron, he maintained meaningful friendships
with Alexander Pope,* Henry Fielding,* and James Thomson.*
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Macaulay, Catherine (1731-91), historian famous for undertaking the auda-
cious—for an eighteenth-century woman—project of writing an eight volume
History of England (1763-83), which was much celebrated for its learned use
of source material. In addition to political writings revealing her radical poli-
tics, she wrote Letters on Education (1790), which advocates the education of
women. See selection 83.

Mackenzie, Henry (1745-1831), Scottish author of the bestselling The Man of
Feeling (1771), a sentimental novel that popularized the ideal of a man of
heightened emotional sensibility. In addition to writing numerous plays and
novels, he edited The Mirror (1779-80) and The Lounger (1785-87), Scot-
land’s first literary weeklies. See selections 52 and 79.

Manley, Delariviere (c. 1670-1724), author famous for her scandal fiction,
which was central to the popularization of prose fiction in the early eighteenth
century. Offering accounts of contemporary political and personal scandals
thinly veiled as fiction, she is best known for the New Atalantis* (Secret Mem-
oirs and Manners of several Persons of Quality, of both Sexes. From the New
Atalantis, an Island in the Mediterranean [1709]), for which she was arrested
for seditious libel. In addition to similar works such as The Secret History, of
Queen Zarah, and the Zarazians (1705) and Memoirs of Europe (1710), she
wrote plays and edited a few issues of Jonathan Swift’s* periodical, The
Examiner (1710-1711). See selection 22.

Marivaux, Pierre (1688-1763), or Pierre Carlet de Chamblain de Marivaux,
French novelist, periodical essayist, and dramatist best known for his numer-
ous comedies and satires. His unfinished romance novel La vie de Marianne
(Marianne [1731-41]) provides a detailed depiction of a woman’s emotional
life.

Marmontel, Jean-Françoise (1723-99), French poet, dramatist, and novelist
who published moral stories, literary criticism, and an autobiographical mem-
oir. His philosophical romances Bélisaire (Belisarius [1767]) and Les Incas
(The Incas [1777]) were popular and controversial due to their arguments for
religious toleration.

Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulph (1761), an epistolary novel by Frances
Sheridan* featuring a sentimental plot of “virtue in distress.” In addition to
having unhappy familial relationships, the heroine is disappointed in love
when it is revealed that her suitor, Orlando Faulkland, has engaged in a pre-
vious affair.

Milesian tales (c. 100 BC), Greek works written by Aristides of Miletus* con-
sisting of short erotic tales of picaresque or romantic adventure, perhaps
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placed in a larger frame narrative. The works have been lost but their bawdy
nature was much referenced in classical literature.

Milton, John (1608-74), English poet, essayist, and civil servant best known
for his epic poem Paradise Lost* (1667), a retelling of the biblical account of
man’s fall and one of the most important works of English literature. He also
authored treatises on divorce, education, and censorship, and many political
writings denouncing monarchy, supporting republicanism, and defending
Cromwell’s Commonwealth government. With the aid of transcribers, he
wrote his ten book Paradise Lost, which was later expanded to twelve books
in 1674, while blind.

Montagu, Elizabeth (1718-1800), one of the leaders of the “bluestockings”
circle, which featured salon-like intellectual gatherings of the most important
thinkers of the mid-eighteenth century, and were led by women such as Mon-
tagu and Elizabeth Vesey (c. 1715-91). As a writer, Montagu is known for her
defense of Shakespeare* (in An Essay on the Writings and Genius of Shake-
spear [1769]) and the last three essays in George Lyttelton,* 1st Baron Lyttel-
ton’s Dialogues of the Dead (1760). See selection 76.

Moore, Edward (1712-57), playwright and author of verse fables and period-
ical essays. His first play, The Foundling (1748), proved popular, but his 1751
stage adaptation of Tobias Smollett’s* translation of Le Sage’s* Gil Blas* was
a failure. He served as the editor and primary writer for the weekly periodi-
cal The World (1753-56), which attracted contributions by fashionable writ-
ers such as Horace Walpole.* See selection 67.

Moore, John (1729-1802), physician and author of travel writings, medical
sketches, and novels that feature social criticism; his best-known work is the
popular Zeluco (1789), which positions a villain as its protagonist. His influ-
ential biography of his cousin Tobias Smollett* opens with “A View of the
Commencement and Progress of Romance” (1797). See selection 135.

Murphy, Arthur (1727-1805), playwright best known as the author of over
twenty farces, comedies, and tragedies, and essayist who wrote for several
periodicals, including the London Chronicle and the Monthly Review. He
also published biographies of Henry Fielding* (1762), Samuel Johnson*
(1792), and David Garrick* (1801). See selection 60.

Mysteries of Udolpho (1794), a bestselling gothic novel by Ann Radcliffe;*
the plot details the trials of Emily St. Aubert, an orphan kept imprisoned in a
seemingly haunted castle by the evil Montoni. She survives various gothic hor-
rors (including locked rooms, bloody corpses, and veiled pictures) to marry
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her beloved, Valancourt. The novel features Romantic descriptions of the nat-
ural world and detailed explanations of Emily’s psychological state.

Nesbitt, John (1661-1727), Independent minister who served as a pastor in
London; although his preaching drew crowds, he published only three funer-
al sermons and three sermons addressed to young people. See selection 97.

New Atalantis (1709), or Secret Memoirs and Manners of several Persons of
Quality, of both Sexes. From the New Atalantis, an Island in the Mediter-
ranean, a scandal chronicle by Delariviere Manley.* Taking the form of a
“roman à clef” (“novel with a key”), the work details Astrea’s, or justice’s,
visit to Atalantis, where she hears stories of betrayal, seduction, and immoral-
ity. These narratives are thinly veiled exposures of the private vices of leading
Whig politicians of Manley’s time; she was arrested for seditious libel as a
result.

Odyssey (c. 750-700 BC), Homer’s* epic account of the fantastic voyages of
the Greek hero Odysseus as he returns home to Ithaca after the fall of Troy.
Odysseus undergoes many trials, which he relates to the Phaeacians; these
include his battles with Cyclops, his temptation by the Sirens, and his journey
to Hades. When Odysseus returns home disguised as a beggar, he wins his
beloved wife Penelope and kills the suitors trying to displace him. While the
Iliad* emphasizes the epic hero’s physical powers, the Odyssey emphasizes his
intellectual cunning and skilled storytelling.

Orlando furioso (1516, 1532), or The Madness of Roland, a poem by Ludovi-
co Ariosto* that tells the story of Orlando’s unrequited love for Angelica,
causing his descent into madness; it also features the epic wars of Charle-
magne (747-812). Weaving together episodes from earlier epics and romances,
the poem combines sensuality and spirituality.

Oroonoko, or, the Royal Slave (1688), a proto-novel by Aphra Behn* that
features a “noble slave” who lives the life of a heroic prince before being
abducted and sold into slavery in the colony of Surinam. The narrative shifts
from a romance-driven account of war battles and harem seductions in Africa
to an increasingly realistic and horrific account of English slave trading, slave
rebellions, and ultimately murder and execution. Oroonoko is unexpected in
several ways: it not only explores the themes of slavery, native peoples, and
colonialism, but does so in a new novelistic form written by the first profes-
sional female author.

Pamela, or, Virtue Rewarded (1740), the extraordinarily popular and influ-
ential first novel by Samuel Richardson.* Pamela is a foundational text in the
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history of the modern novel; it solidifies the form and meaning of the novel,
particularly its realistic, intimate form and its domestic, didactic, and psycho-
logical goals, while proving the power of the novel as a cultural force, imme-
diately attracting a huge readership and extensive critical commentary. An
epistolary novel, its letters record the story of the attractive young servant
Pamela who wins the love of her master, Mr. B., by maintaining her virtue in
the face of his constant assaults and abductions. In the period, Pamela was
such a well-known character that many Novel Definitions selections refer to
the work simply by naming her.

Paradise Lost (1667, 1674), John Milton’s* epic retelling of the Biblical story
of the fall of man. Often considered the most important poem in the English
language, it dramatizes the battle between the Son (Jesus Christ) and Satan,
the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Eden, and the Son’s redeeming love for
humankind.

Parnell, Thomas (1679-1718), Irish essayist and poet best known for his few
periodical essays published in The Spectator* (1711-12, 1714) and The
Guardian (1713), his membership in the Scriblerus Club, and his posthu-
mously published Poems on Several Occasions (1722), edited by Alexander
Pope.*

Pegge, Samuel (the Elder) (1704-96), clergyman and antiquary who published
articles on British archeology, topography, and history. Between 1746 and
1795, he submitted letters and essays to the Gentleman’s Magazine under sev-
eral pseudonyms, including T. Row. See selection 80.

Peregrine Pickle (1751), or The Adventures of Peregrine Pickle, the second
novel by Tobias Smollett;* it features the episodic adventures of Peregrine as
he attempts to increase his fortune, which leads him into a social world that
encourages dissolution and violence. The novel satirizes British society in
comic episodes including Peregrine’s Grand Tour travels, his imprisonment in
Fleet Prison, and his abuse of his sidekicks Lt. Hatchway and Tom Pipes.

Philips, Katherine (1632-64), respected poet whose work was circulated
amongst a small coterie of intellectual friends and then published after her
death (1667). Writing under the pen name of Orinda, she focused on the
themes of love and friendship.

Pilgrim’s Progress (1678, 1686), an allegorical prose fiction by John Bunyan*
that recounts the spiritual education of its everyman hero, Christian. As he
leaves the City of Destruction for the desired Celestial City, Christian meets
several companions and opponents, and successfully overcomes many obsta-
cles, such as the Valley of the Shadow of Death.

392 Novel Definitions

10-back.qxd  20/11/2008  2:31 PM  Page 392

Review Copy



Plutarch (AD 46-c. 120), an influential Greek historian and author of over
200 works on moral, religious, political, and literary topics. His Bioi paral-
leloi (Parallel Lives) offers paired biographies of noble Greek and Romans
leaders, helping the reader to compare and learn from their moral practices.

Polly Honeycombe. A Dramatic Novel of One Act (1760), a satirical play by
George Colman (the Elder)* that warns against the dangers of novel reading;
its heroine attempts to conduct her courtships according to the dictates of the
novel by, for example, almost marrying the maid’s son.

Pope, Alexander (1688-1744), influential poet so central to eighteenth-centu-
ry literature that the first half of the period is often known as the “Age of
Pope.” He is famous for the epigrammatic wit and neoclassical learning
exhibited in poems such as The Rape of the Lock (1712-14), The Dunciad*
(1728), An Essay on Man (1733-34), and his verse translations of the Iliad*
(1720) and the Odyssey* (1726). His Essay on Criticism (1711) offers liter-
ary criticism written in and focused on poetry. These poems’ social commen-
tary, satiric comedy, and exploration of philosophical and literary questions
influenced many eighteenth-century novelists.

Radcliffe, Ann (1764-1823), author of popular gothic novels in the late eigh-
teenth century, including The Mysteries of Udolpho* (1794) and The Italian
(1796). She developed the form and goals of the gothic novel, making it more
emotionally suspenseful and psychologically complex. Her novels also feature
the “explained supernatural,” in which seemingly supernatural events are ulti-
mately revealed to have natural causes. Reviews of her work appear in selec-
tions 108 and 109.

Rambler (1750-52), Samuel Johnson’s* influential bi-weekly periodical that
was published in London; each issue contained a single essay. The essays fea-
ture morally didactic commentary, often tackling complex abstract concerns,
such as the quest for happiness or the joys of memory, or assessing the goals
of literary writing.

Ramsay, Andrew Michael (1686-1743), Scottish philosopher who lived in
France, studied with Fénelon,* and achieved fame with Les voyages de Cyrus
(The Voyages of Cyrus [1727]), a moral romance modeled on Fénelon’s Télé-
maque* (1699). The story features the Persian prince Cyrus’s travels to for-
eign lands and his resulting lessons in history, politics, and religion. It also
expresses Ramsay’s mystical Christian beliefs, which inform his historical and
philosophical writings.

Reeve, Clara (1729-1807), poet and novelist best known for the gothic novel
The Old English Baron (1778, originally published as The Champion of
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Virtue [1777]), followed by domestic, epistolary, and historical novels. She
explores the lineage, definition, and social utility of the novel in The Progress
of Romance (1785). See selections 34 and 134.

Relly, James (1721/2-78), preacher who, with his brother, created his own sect
of Methodism, the Rellyites or Rellites; he published many sermons and
tracts, which were interpreted as supporting Universalism, a theological belief
in universal salvation. See selection 99.

Repton, Humphry (1752-1818), landscape gardener best known for his gar-
dening treatises, which offered landscape history, theory, and instruction. He
also wrote a play, verse, and a collection of essays entitled Variety (1787). See
selection 64.

Richardson, Samuel (1689-1761), novelist who, with Henry Fielding,* is con-
sidered a founder of the English novel. Richardson is best known for his
incredibly popular Pamela* (1740) and Clarissa* (1747-48), which estab-
lished the character-driven tradition of the novel and emphasized the novel’s
capacity for psychological exploration. Epistolary in form, both novels create
a first-person immediacy of thought and action, producing an intimate knowl-
edge of character. His third novel, Sir Charles Grandison* (1753-54), depicts
a virtuous male protagonist, a project less successful than that of his previous
novels that featured virtuous heroines. A successful printer, Richardson print-
ed, edited, and wrote for newspapers and periodicals, which proved to be
valuable training ground for his fictional writing. See selections 5, 24, and 25.

Rival Kings, or the Loves of Oroondates and Statira (1677), a tragedy by
John Banks (1652/3-1706); it adapts for the stage the story of the prince
Oroondates and princess Statira featured in the romance Cassandra* (1642-
45).

Robinson Crusoe (1719), or The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures of
Robinson Crusoe, one of the most famous novels in the English language, and
often considered the first English novel. Daniel Defoe’s* story of a man ship-
wrecked on a desert isle transformed the early eighteenth-century interest in
travel writing into a bestselling fictional story featuring Crusoe’s plot for sur-
vival, battles with savage cannibals, and creation of a master/slave relation-
ship with Friday. Robinson Crusoe has captured the imagination of genera-
tions of readers, in part because of its adventurous elements, but also because
it conveys the psychological distress of Crusoe’s lonely situation.

Roderick Random (1748), or The Adventures of Roderick Random, Tobias
Smollett’s* first novel, which features the hero’s comic adventures as a sailor
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and soldier and his eventual happy marriage and ownership of an estate in
Scotland. The novel provides vivid images of naval warfare and memorable
scenes revealing the immorality of London.

Rogers, Hester (1756-94), Methodist writer who documents her spiritual con-
version and friendship with John Wesley (1703-91) in her journal and letters,
printed posthumously. See selection 102.

Rousseau, Jean-Jacques (1712-78), influential French philosopher whose
political, educational, and artistic theories helped to inspire the French Revo-
lution and Romantic thought. Works such as Du contrat social (The Social
Contract [1762]) articulate his belief that man is naturally good but corrupt-
ed by society, which should be built on a just social contract. His novel of sen-
sibility, Julie; ou, la nouvelle Heloise (Julie; or, the New Heloise* [1761])
explores domestic happiness as expressed in Julie’s love affairs, marriage, and
motherhood.

Ruffhead, Owen (c. 1723-69), writer of book reviews for the Gentleman’s
Magazine and the Monthly Review. In addition to political pamphlets and a
mediocre 1769 biography of Alexander Pope,* Ruffhead engaged in legal
writing and editing. See selections 103 and 114.

Le Sage, see Lesage, Alain-René.

Scott, Sarah (1720-95), novelist and historian best known for A Description
of Millenium Hall (1778), a utopian novel influenced by the ideals of Eliza-
beth Montagu’s* bluestocking circle; it describes a female-run society dedi-
cated to the arts, education, and charitable works. After 1748, she lived with
Montagu’s sister, Lady Barbara Montagu (c. 1722-65), in a philanthropy-
focused partnership not unlike that depicted in Millenium Hall. See selection
29.

Scott, Walter (1771-1832), Scottish novelist, poet, editor, and historian who
is often considered the inventor of the historical novel. Having achieved pop-
ularity with narrative poetry such as The Lady of the Lake (1810), he turned
to prose fiction. His first novel, Waverley (1814), was an immediate success
and established key elements of his writing: the use of historical setting and
conflict, the depiction of all classes of society, and a flair for capturing region-
al personality. His most famous novels include Rob Roy (1818) and Ivanhoe
(1819). See selections 36 and 119.

Scudéry, Madeleine de (1607-1701), prolific French writer famous for her
extremely popular romances. Her “romans à clef” (“novels with a key”) depict
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the lives of wealthy society figures thinly disguised as Greek and Roman heroes
and their lovers. The ten-volume romances Artamène ou le grand Cyrus (The
Grand Cyrus* [1649-53]) and Clélie, histoire romaine (Clelia* [1654-60]) are
her best known and were widely available in eighteenth-century England.

Shakespeare, William (1564-1616), poet and playwright universally acknowl-
edged as the most important writer in the English language. In the late seven-
teenth and eighteenth century, Shakespeare was just beginning to earn this
reputation, with critics such as Margaret Cavendish,* John Dryden,* and
John Dennis* being the first to argue for Shakespeare’s genius. In this period,
Shakespeare was routinely adapted for the stage; Romeo and Juliet (1591-95)
and King Lear (1603-06), for instance, were re-written and given happy end-
ings. The editing of Shakespeare—and with it the idea of scholarly editing
itself—was also being invented in this period, with Alexander Pope* and
Samuel Johnson* being but two among his many eighteenth-century editors
and critics.

Shaw, Peter (1694-1763), fashionable physician appointed to serve George II
and George III. He translated and wrote works on chemistry and medical sub-
jects; his one text on social matters is The Reflector (1750), also published as
The Tablet (1762). See selections 47 and 125.

Sheridan, Frances (1724-66), Irish novelist and playwright best known for her
sentimental novel of virtue in distress, The Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulph*
(1761), which was written with encouragement from Samuel Richardson,*
and her oriental tale, The History of Nourjahad (1767). She wrote plays after
her marriage to actor Thomas Sheridan (1719?-88). For a review of her work,
see selection 115.

Sheridan, Richard Brinsley (1751-1816), son of Frances Sheridan* and an
Irish playwright and theater manager famed for his sparkling comedies, The
Rivals (1775) and The School for Scandal (1777), which continue to be per-
formed. Sheridan also enjoyed an influential political career and engaged with
crucial issues of the day, including Ireland’s union with England and the war
with France.

Sidney, Sir Philip (1554-86), courtier, statesman, soldier, and poet best known
for his sonnet cycle, Astrophel and Stella (1582, published 1591), and his
heroic prose romance, the Arcadia* (1580-84, published 1590). Long consid-
ered the model of the well-educated gentleman, Sidney was a central political
and literary figure in the court of Elizabeth I.

Sir Charles Grandison (1753-54), or The History of Sir Charles Grandison,
Samuel Richardson’s* third novel, centered on a highly virtuous religious man
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who is responsible for organizing the relationships and marriages of an
extended family. The novel explores his romantic attraction toward Clementi-
na della Porretta and Harriet Byron, who he eventually marries. Although
now considered Richardson’s least successful novel, it was praised for its
morality in the eighteenth century. Sir Charles Grandison was such a well-
known character in the period that many Novel Definitions selections refer to
the work simply by naming him.

Skelton, Philip (1707-87), Irish clergyman and writer of numerous religious
and political tracts; his Candid Reader (1744) satirizes contemporary writers,
including Samuel Johnson.* See selection 65.

Smith, Charlotte (1749-1806), poet, translator, and novelist whose career
began with her commercially successful Elegiac Sonnets, and Other Essays
(1784), a collection of poems published to support her family. Author of ten
novels, her most popular include Emmeline, The Orphan of the Castle (1788)
and The Old Manor House (1793); her novels often combine sentimental
themes with social critique. At the end of her career, she wrote children’s lit-
erature. See selections 35 and 117.

Smollett, Tobias (1721-71), Scottish novelist, translator, editor, and historian
who is famed for adapting the picaresque tradition to the novel by creating
overtly satiric characters, exaggerated or absurd situations, and extreme phys-
ical comedy. His best-known novels include Roderick Random*(1748) and
The Expedition of Humphrey Clinker (1771). Significantly, he also translated
Gil Blas* and Don Quixote* into English, and edited the book-reviewing
periodical the Critical Review. See selections 17, 27, and 113.

Spectator (1711-12, 1714), a daily periodical by Joseph Addison* and
Richard Steele* that set the standard for eighteenth-century periodicals, solid-
ifying the form of the essay devoted to social, moral, and artistic commentary
and overseen by a fictional editor such as Mr. Spectator. The paper featured a
“Spectator Club” of characters who provided different perspectives on the
London scene, including its literary and dramatic productions.

Stanhope, Philip Dormer, 4th Earl of Chesterfield (1694-1773), politician and
writer; his greatest successes were perhaps his many diplomatic missions to
the Hague, but he is remembered for his Letters written by … the Earl of
Chesterfield to His Son (1774), a series of 448 letters which attempt to pro-
vide a social and political education for his illegitimate son, Philip Stanhope.
See selection 51.

Steele, Richard (1672-1729), essayist, dramatist, and politician who launched,
with Joseph Addison,* the The Tatler (1709-11) and The Spectator* (1711-
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12, 1714), two of the most important periodicals of the eighteenth century. In
addition to popularizing literary criticism, these periodicals also comment on
and often mock social values, fashions, and tastes. Steele participated in sev-
eral other periodicals, including The Guardian (1713) and The Lover (1714).
He is also known for the play The Conscious Lovers (1722), which exempli-
fies sentimental comedy.

Sterne, Laurence (1713-68), clergyman and novelist famous for the extreme-
ly innovative novel Tristram Shandy* (9 vols., 1759-67). Although the novel
had barely assumed a recognizable form at mid-century, Tristram Shandy is
nevertheless often read as a commentary on the possibilities of novelistic writ-
ing, an effect the novel achieves through its storytelling protagonist who can-
not narrate a linear story, thus testing the limits of character, plot, time, and
voice. Sterne’s A Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768) is
equally experimental in its fragmentary form. For reviews of his work, see
selections 103 and 104.

Swift, Jonathan (1667-1745), Irish author considered the most important
satirist in the English language. In Gulliver’s Travels* (1726), which is usual-
ly recognized as his masterpiece, the narrator travels to different, exotic
lands—such as Lilliput, where he is a giant among the tiny Lilliputians—and
innocently comments on their irrational political and social customs, provid-
ing a satiric critique of British politics and society in the process. His numer-
ous works include A Tale of a Tub (1704) and A Modest Proposal (1729). His
poetry, such as “Verses on the Death of Doctor Swift” (1739), engages in sim-
ilarly witty social critique.

Tacitus (56-c. 120), or Publius Cornelius Tacitus, Roman senator and histori-
an best known for the Historiae (Histories) and the Annals, two of the most
important histories of the Roman Empire. Tacitus’s style is notable for its
satiric wit and often negative reflections on human nature.

Télémaque (1699), or Les Aventures de Télémaque (The Adventures of
Telemachus), an educational French tale telling of Telemachus’s heroic search
for his father Ulysses, which includes a descent into the underworld. Written
by François de Salignac de La Mothe-Fénelon,* it provides political lessons
for Louis, Duke de Bourgogne (1682-1712), grandson of King Louis XIV.

Theophrastus (c. 372-c. 287 BC), Greek philosopher who studied in Athens
under Aristotle* and became head of Aristotle’s academy, the Lyceum. His
Charakteres sketches thirty moral character types, illustrating ethical and
rhetorical issues, and was translated and imitated by Jean de La Bruyère* in
1688, securing its influence in the eighteenth century.
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Thomson, James (1700-48), Scottish poet famous for his blank-verse poem
The Seasons (1730). Considered the first sustained nature poem in English,
each of its four parts takes a different season as its subject, opening new poet-
ic possibilities by breaking with eighteenth-century emphasis on narrative.

Thornton, Bonnell (1725-68), periodical essayist who contributed to several
publications such as The Adventurer (1752-54), co-wrote The Connoisseur
(1754-56) with George Colman (the Elder),* and co-founded the St. James
Chronicle (1761-62) with Colman and David Garrick.* See selection 68.

Tom Jones (1749), or The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling, Henry Field-
ing’s* masterpiece and a seminal work in the development of the novel. Taking
the form of a “comic epic in prose,” it features Tom Jones’s maturation as he
experiences a series of picaresque-like adventures while traveling to London and
romance-like questions concerning his parentage and love for Sophia Western.
Although Jones is a benevolent, good-hearted figure, much of the comedy
comes from his decidedly non-virtuous actions, which result in intimations of
illicit pregnancy and incest. Tom Jones brings new mastery to novelistic plot-
ting, carefully balancing its narrative action among three sections. Narrative
voice is the novel’s most experimental feature, with Fielding’s author-narrator
introducing each of its eighteen Books and inserting himself directly into the
plot. In the period, Tom Jones was such a well-known character that many
Novel Definitions selections refer to the work simply by naming him.

Tristram Shandy (1759-67), or The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy,
Gentleman, a novel by Laurence Sterne* that seems intent on breaking all of
the rules of the novel at a time when they are still in the process of emerging.
Highly experimental, it positions Tristram as a self-conscious narrator who
cannot move the story of his life forward because he continually stops to
explain how and why he is telling that story. Filled with intellectual digres-
sions, allusions, and satire, it also delights in sexual and bodily humor. Most
famously, the novel begins not with Tristrams’s birth, but with his conception,
a scene which Tristram comically reconstructs.

Villiers, George, 2nd Duke of Buckingham (1628-87), politician, courtier, and
playwright best known for The Rehearsal (1671), a play satirizing heroic
tragedy by depicting an ineffective dramatist named Bayes attempting to stage
a play; Bayes is usually interpreted as representing John Dryden.*

Virgil (70-19 BC), or Publius Vergilius Maro, Roman poet who patterned his
unfinished Aeneid* on the Iliad* and Odyssey.* Lauded by the Romans as
their greatest poet, Virgil is also famed for his pastoral and agricultural
poems, the Eclogae (Eclogues), and the Georgicon (Georgics), respectively.
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Voltaire (1694-1778), or Françoise-Marie Arouet, significant French writer
famous for his use of wit and satire to further the ideals of reason, toleration,
and respect for human rights. In addition to successful plays, historical stud-
ies, and philosophical treatises, he wrote several “contes” or stories, such as
Vision de Babouc (The Vision of Babouc [1748]) and Zadig (1747), and the
philosophical fiction Candide* (1758). Due to a social quarrel, he was exiled
to England from 1726 to 1728, where he met writers such as Jonathan Swift*
and William Congreve.*

Walpole, Horace (1717-97), collector, patron of the arts, and writer credited
with inventing the gothic novel with his Castle of Otranto* (1764). Walpole
not only wrote about but lived the gothic revival, creating a gothic castle at
Strawberry Hill, which he filled with antiquities, an extensive library, and a
private printing press. His other writings include poetry, periodical essays, his-
tory, and drama. Son of prime minister Robert Walpole (1676-1745), Walpole
also wrote political tracts. See selection 32.

Whitefield, George (1714-70), Calvinist leader whose eloquent, emotional
sermons inspired large crowds of followers; his preaching in America in the
1739-41 period helped foster the Great Awakening, a religious evangelical
movement that swept the American colonies during the second quarter of the
eighteenth century. He published his sermons and journals to finance his min-
istry and its charitable works; his American publisher was Benjamin Franklin
(1706-90). See selection 98.

Whitehead, William (1715-85), poet and playwright known for The School
for Lovers (1762); he served as poet laureate from 1757 to 1785. Whitehead
contributed essays to the periodicals The Museum (1746-47) and The World
(1753-56). See selection 42.

Wilson, Thomas (fl. 1797), writer who has been identified as a bookseller
who operated a circulating library in Kent in the 1790s; a 1797 catalog print-
ed by the bookseller Wilson features fifty-eight books, including plays and
novels along with non-fiction works. See selection 73.

Wingrove, Ann (fl. 1795-1801), author of the collection of didactic essays,
Letters, Moral and Entertaining (1795), and a novel entitled The Spinster’s
Tale (1801); other than signing her name as “Ann Wingrove of Bath,” little is
known of her. See selection 94.

Wollstonecraft, Mary (1759-97), author and philosopher who is considered a
foundational feminist thinker due to her famous advocacy of women’s rights
in works such as Thoughts on the Education of Daughters (1787) and A Vin-
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dication of the Rights of Woman (1792). Immersed in the literary world of the
late eighteenth century, she also wrote book reviews for the Analytical Review
and the novels Mary: A Fiction (1788) and Maria: or, The Wrongs of Woman
(1798, unfinished). Because of her scandalous love affairs, suicide attempts,
marriage to William Godwin,* and death while giving birth, Wollstonecraft’s
personal life often threatened to overshadow her intellectual legacy. She and
Godwin had one child, Mary Shelley (1797-1851), author of Frankenstein
(1818). See selection 93.

Wright, George (fl. 1775-93), author of essays collected in Pleasing Reflec-
tions on Life and Manners (1787) and graveyard poems collected in Solitary
Walks (1775) and Pleasing Melancholy, or a Walk among the Tombs in a
Country Church Yard (1793); he also served as editor of The Lady’s Miscel-
lany (1793). Little is known of Wright’s private life beyond the works he pub-
lished. See selection 44.

Xenophon (c. 430-c. 350 BC), Greek soldier and historian who wrote the
Cyropaedia (Education of Cyrus), a fictional biography detailing the idealized
education of Cyrus, the founder of the Persian empire. His prose narrative
Anabasis Kyrou (The Expedition of Cyrus, also known as Upcountry March)
describes his battles against the Persians.

Yeo, James (fl. 1782), name cited on the title page of Omar and Zemira
(1782) and a presumed pseudonym for the unknown author of the novel. See
selection 33.

Young, Edward (1683-1765), poet, dramatist, and literary critic who achieved
fame with The Complaint: or, Night Thoughts (1742-46), a lengthy poem that
offers a dramatic monologue expressing the pain and grief caused by the death
of loved ones. His Conjectures on Original Composition (1759), addressed to
Samuel Richardson,* praises originality over classical imitation. See selection
59.
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Chronological List of Texts

1688-1699
Aphra Behn, Dedication and Opening of Oroonoko (1688).
William Congreve, Preface to Incognita (1692).
John Dunton, ed., Athenian Mercury, Vol. 9, No. 2 (1692).
Mary Astell, from A Serious Proposal to the Ladies (1694).
Judith Drake, from An Essay in Defence of the Female Sex (1696).

1710-1719
Delariviere Manley, Preface to The Secret History, of Queen Zarah, and the

Zarazians (1705).
Joseph Addison, The Spectator, No. 416 (1712).
John Dennis, from Essay on the Genius and Writings of Shakespear (1712).
John Nesbitt, from A Sermon Preached to Young Persons (1713).
Jane Barker, Preface to Exilius (1715).
Pierre-Daniel Huet, from The History of Romances [Trans. Stephen Lewis]

(1715).
Daniel Defoe, Preface to Robinson Crusoe (1719).
Daniel Defoe, Preface to The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe

(1719).
Charles Gildon, “A Dialogue betwixt D— F–e, Robinson Crusoe, and his

Man Friday” and “An Epistle to D— D’F–e, the Reputed Author of
Robinson Crusoe,” The Life and Strange Surprising Adventures of Mr.
D—DeF– (1719).

1720-1729
Samuel Croxall, Preface to A Select Collection of Novels (1720-22).
Penelope Aubin, Preface to The Strange Adventures of the Count de Vinevil

and his Family (1721).
Daniel Defoe, Preface to Moll Flanders (1722).
Mary Davys, Preface to The Works of Mrs. Davys (1725).

1730-1739
Anonymous [attributed to Samuel Richardson], Preface to Penelope Aubin,

A Collection of Entertaining Histories and Novels (1739).
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1740-1749
Samuel Richardson, Preface to Pamela (1740).
George Whitefield, from Christ the Best Husband (1740).
Aaron Hill, “[Letter] To the Editor of Pamela,” Samuel Richardson, Pamela,

2nd ed. (1741).
Henry Fielding, Preface to Joseph Andrews (1742).
Sarah Fielding, Advertisement to The Adventures of David Simple (1744).
Henry Fielding, Preface to Sarah Fielding, The Adventures of David Simple,

2nd ed. (1744).
Eliza Haywood, Preface to The Fortunate Foundlings (1744).
Philip Skelton, from The Candid Reader (1744).
Samuel Richardson, Preface to Clarissa (1747-48).
Tobias Smollett, Preface to The Adventures of Roderick Random (1748).
John Cleland, Opening of Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure (1748-49).
Henry Fielding, from Book 8, Chapter 1; Book 9, Chapter 1; and Book 11,

Chapter 1 of Tom Jones (1749).
Anonymous, Review of Henry Fielding, Tom Jones, London Magazine, No.

18 (1749).
Sarah Fielding, from Remarks on Clarissa, Addressed to the Author (1749).

1750-1759
Peter Shaw, “Of Authors and Censors” and “Of Writings designed to

improve Morality,” The Reflector (1750).
Samuel Johnson, The Rambler, No. 4, No. 139, and No. 176 (1750-51).
John Cleland, Review of Tobias Smollett, Peregrine Pickle, Monthly Review,

No. 4 (1751).
Anonymous, from An Essay on the New Species of Writing founded by Mr.

Fielding (1751).
John Hawkesworth, The Adventurer, No. 4 and No. 16 (1752).
John Hawkesworth, The Adventurer, No. 35 (1753).
Edward Moore, The World, No. 13 (1753).
Tobias Smollett, Dedication to The Adventures of Ferdinand Count Fathom

(1753).
William Whitehead, The World, No. 19 (1753).
Richard Berenger, The World, No. 79 (1754).
Jane Collier and Sarah Fielding, Introduction to The Cry (1754).
George Colman (the Elder) and Bonnell Thornton, The Connoisseur, No. 96

(1755).
Samuel Johnson, from A Dictionary of the English Language (1755).
Anonymous, Review of Anonymous, The Fortune-Teller, Critical Review,

No. 1 (1756).
Oliver Goldsmith, “A Resverie,” The Bee, No. 5 (1759).
Edward Young, from Conjectures on Original Composition (1759).
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1760-1769
George Colman (the Elder), Prologue to Polly Honeycombe, A Dramatic

Novel of One Act (1760).
Elizabeth Montagu, “Plutarch—Charon—And a Modern Bookseller,”

George Lyttelton, 1st Baron Lyttelton, Dialogues of the Dead (1760).
Charles Johnstone, Preface to Chrysal (1760-65).
Anonymous, Review of Frances Sheridan, Memoirs of Miss Sidney Bidulph,

Critical Review, No. 11 (1761).
Anonymous, Review of Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of Tristram

Shandy, Vols. 3 and 4, Critical Review, No. 11 (1761).
Owen Ruffhead, Review of John Hawkesworth, Almoran and Hamet,

Monthly Review, No. 24 (1761). 
Owen Ruffhead, Review of Laurence Sterne, The Life and Opinions of 

Tristram Shandy, Vols. 3 and 4, Monthly Review, No. 24 (1761).
Arthur Murphy, Introduction to The Works of Henry Fielding (1762).
James Relly, from The Life of Christ (1762).
Horace Walpole, Prefaces to The Castle of Otranto (1764, 1765).
James Fordyce, “On Female Virtue,” Vol. 1 of Sermons to Young Women

(1766).
Richard Hurd, from Dissertation on the Idea of Universal Poetry (1766).
Sarah Scott, Preface to The History of Sir George Ellison (1766).
Samuel Pegge (the Elder), Gentleman’s Magazine, No. 37 (1767).
Elizabeth Griffith, Preface to The Delicate Distress (1769).

1770-1779
Anonymous, [A Series of Short Negative Reviews,] Monthly Review, No. 42

(1770).
Richard Griffith, “Novels,” Vol. 1 of Something New (1772).
Anna Letitia [Aikin] Barbauld and John Aikin, “On the Province of Comedy,”

“On Romances, An Imitation,” “On the Pleasure derived from Objects of
Terror [...],” and “An Enquiry into those Kinds of Distress which excite
agreeable Sensations [...],” Miscellaneous Pieces, in Prose (1773).

Hester Chapone, “On Politeness and Accomplishments,” Vol. 2 of Letters
on the Improvement of the Mind (1773).

Philip Dormer Stanhope, 4th Earl of Chesterfield, from Letters written by ...
the Earl of Chesterfield to His Son (1774).

James Burnett, Lord Monboddo, from Vol. 3 of Of the Origin and Progress
of Language (1776).

Frances Burney, Dedication of Evelina (1778).
Anonymous, Review of Frances Burney, Evelina, Critical Review, No. 46

(1778).
Anonymous, Review of Frances Burney, Evelina, Gentleman’s Magazine,

No. 48 (1778).
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Anonymous, Review of Frances Burney, Evelina, Monthly Review, No. 58
(1778).

William Craig, The Mirror, No. 31 (1779).

1780-1789
Thomas Holcroft, Preface to Alwyn (1780).
William Jones, “On Novels,” Letters from a Tutor to his Pupils (1780).
Vicesimus Knox, “On the Efficacy of Moral Instruction,” “On the Multipli-

cation of Books,” and “On the Best Methods of Exciting in Boys the
Symptoms of Literary Genius,” Vol. 1 of Essays Moral and Literary, new
ed. (1782).

James Yeo, Preface to Omar and Zemira (1782).
Anonymous, “Address to the Public” and Review of Anonymous, Peggy and

Patty, London Magazine, No. 1 (1783).
James Beattie, “On Fable and Romance,” Dissertations Moral and Critical

(1783).
Hugh Blair, “Fictitious History,” Vol. 2 of Lectures on Rhetoric and Belles

Lettres (1783).
Henry Mackenzie, The Lounger, No. 20 and No. 28 (1785).
Clara Reeve, from The Progress of Romance (1785).
Richard Cumberland, “Remarks upon novels, and particularly of Richard-

son’s Clarissa,” Vol. 2 of The Observer (1786).
George Canning, The Microcosm, No. 26 (1787).
Humphry Repton, “On the Clarissa of Richardson and Fielding’s Tom

Jones,” Variety (1787).
“R.R.E.,” Gentleman’s Magazine, No. 57 (1787).
George Wright, “Modern Novel-Writers Justly Censur’d,” Pleasing Reflec-

tions on Life and Manners (1787).

1790-1799
Catherine Macaulay, “Literary Education,” Letters on Education (1790).
Anonymous, Review of Mrs. Thompson [i.e., Harriet Pigott], The

Labyrinths of Life, Monthly Review, Series 2, No. 5 (1791).
Isaac Disraeli, “The Origin of Literary Journals,” Curiosities of Literature

(1791).
Clara Reeve, Preface to The School for Widows (1791).
Anonymous, Review of Mary Robinson, Vancenza, Monthly Review, No. 7

(1792).
Charlotte Smith, Preface to Desmond (1792).
Mary Wollstonecraft, “Some Instances of the Folly which the Ignorance of

Women Generates [...],” A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792).
Anonymous, Review of Charlotte Smith, The Old Manor House, Analytical

Review, No. 16 (1793).
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Thomas Thoughtless [pseudonym], Advertisement to The Fugitive of Folly
(1793).

Anonymous [attributed to Samuel Taylor Coleridge], Review of Ann Rad-
cliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho, Critical Review, Series 2, No. 11 (1794)
and Addendum to Review, Critical Review, Series 2, No. 12 (1794).

Robert Alves, “A Parallel between History and Novel writing,” Sketches of
a History of Literature (1794).

Anonymous, Review of Ann Radcliffe, The Mysteries of Udolpho, Monthly
Review, Series 2, No. 15 (1794).

John Kendall, from Remarks on the Prevailing Custom of Attending Stage
Entertainments: Also on the Present Taste for Reading Romances and
Novels (1794).

Anonymous, Review of William Godwin, Caleb Williams, Analytical
Review, No. 21 (1795).

Richard Cumberland, from Book 2, Chapter 1; Book 3, Chapter 1; and
Book 4, Chapter 1 of Henry (1795).

Ann Wingrove, “On Reading Novels,” Letters, Moral and Entertaining
(1795).

William Beckford, “An Humble Address to the Doers of [...] the British
Critic,” Vol. 2 of Modern Novel Writing (1796).

Mary Hays, Preface to Memoirs of Emma Courtney (1796).
William Jones, from The Human Imagination (1796).
Hester Rogers, from The Experience of Mrs. H. A. Rogers (1796).
Erasmus Darwin, “Polite Literature,” A Plan for the Conduct of Female

Education, in Boarding Schools (1797).
Thomas Gisborne, “On the Employment of Time,” An Enquiry into the

Duties of the Female Sex (1797).
William Godwin, “Of Choice in Reading,” The Enquirer (1797).
John Moore, “A View of the Commencement and Progress of Romance,”

The Works of Tobias Smollett (1797).
Thomas Wilson, from The Use of Circulating Libraries Considered (1797).
Maria Edgeworth and Richard Lovell Edgeworth, “Books,” Vol. 1 of Practi-

cal Education (1798).

1800-1815
[Maria Edgeworth and Richard Lovell Edgeworth], Preface to Maria Edge-

worth, Castle Rackrent (1800).
Elizabeth Parker, Eleanor Smith, Eliza Sinclaire, and Jane Lewis, [Students’

Prize-winning Essays on “The Love of Novels,”] Vol. 1 of The Juvenile
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