Lecture 5

18" and 19" Century English Novelists
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Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding

- To appreciate the historical forces at work inthe earliest English novels, we might consider
the striking contrasts between two early masters of the form, Samuel Richardson and Henry

Fielding.

- If Richardson represents the rising middle class—anxious, ambitious, and self-righteous—
then Fielding appears almost aristocratic, confident, and secure in his own social position.

- In Richardson's Pamela, we experience an intimate connection to Richardson’s central
character, largely because the story is told through her letters and diaries.

- In Fielding's Tom Jones, by contrast, we view the characters from a distance, eventually
discovering that our most important relationship is to the novel’'s learned and worldly narrator.

- Though both works end inreconciliation and marriage, they do not endorse the same social
values. Whereas Richardson rewards his heroine with promotion into the gentry, Fielding can
be said to close ranks, revealing that his wayward hero has been a gentleman all along.

- To say that class conflict is a central issue in early English fiction, then, is not to suggest
that all of our writers offer a unified response to it.
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After 1750—Lawrence Sterne, Frances Burney, and Anne
Radcliffe

- By 1750, it was clear that a new literary form had begun to take shape in England.
Although critics did not agree on what to call the new form, they believed that it was
distinguished by its use of realistic situations and settings.

- The form was especially popular with young women, and its effects on inexperienced
readers were often cause for worry. After reviewing early responses to the novel form,
we will turn our attention to three writers from the second half of the 18th century:
Laurence Sterne, Frances Burney, and Ann Radcliffe.

- Each of these writers takes a different approach to novel writing and suggests new
possibilities for the form.

- In Tristram Shandy, Sterne exposes the limitations of novelistic Realism, suggesting
that the illusion of reality is created through omission and distortion.

- In Evelina, Burney portrays the experiences of an innocent young woman, reflecting
the fears and fantasies of her middle-class readers.

- And in such Gothic novels as The Mysteries of Udolpho, Radcliffe explores extreme
states of emotional conflict.

- Having considered the very different achievements and legacies of these three
writers, we can identify the period from 1750 to 1800 or 1810 as one dominated by
experimentation.
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Walter Scott and the Historical Novel

- Sir Walter Scott cannot be credited with inventing the historical novel, but he certainly
deserves to be viewed as its greatest practitioner.

- Over the course of his prolific career, Scott also elevated the status of the novel form
in England, where it had often been regarded as disreputable and dangerous. For
those achievements alone, he would be important to our course.

- Writing in the 1810s and 1820s, at the height of the Industrial Revolution, Scott uses
such novels as Waverley to press a number of urgent questions:

1-How do societies grow and change over the course of time?

2-What happens when traditional ways of life

must give 3-way to larger historical forces?

4-What are our obligations to the past?

5-What about our duties to the present and the

future?

- Scott’s responses to these questions are complex and, at times, uncertain.

- Although he always sides with the forces of modernization, he also acknowledges
the intense appeal and enduring value of longstanding traditions.
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Jane Austen and the Comedic Tradition

- Although Austen’s work is often described as timeless, it is actually rooted in a specific time
and place.
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- In Pride and Prejudice, Austen comments on the phenomenon of social mobility. In addition,
Austen wonders how traditional elites can be protected from their own worst impulses, and in
arranging her comedic endings, she uses marriage as a metaphor for political and social
regeneration.

- The happy couple at the end of Pride and Prejudice serves as an example of how wealth
and privilege can be combined with a sense of duty and humility.

- Although earlier writers had tried to create similar effects, none of them had managed the
task as skillfully as Austen. As a result, her novels would become classic expressions of the
emerging comedic tradition in English fiction.

- Austen has often been praised for her use of dialogue and her handling of dramatic scenes.

- She is also thought to be a master of narrative construction, gifted with an impeccable
sense of how to shape and structure a story.

- Yet her greatest achievement, and her most important contribution to the development of
the novel, may be her innovative treatment of human consciousness.
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Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray.

Charles Dickens

- Charles Dickens is the most important single figure inthe history of English fiction
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-Dickens’s initial publications were urban sketches, and they offered early signs of his
obsession with London. As he tried his hand at longer works of fiction, Dickens experimented
with many styles and forms.

- Each of his early works took him in a new direction, and at times, he seemed unsure of
what he wanted to do or where he wanted to go.

- He later wrote his great works that include David Copperfield (1849-1850), Bleak House
(1852-1853), and Great Expectations (1860-1861).
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William Makepeace Thackeray

- Thackeray’s Vanity Fair is the first great multiplot novel of the Victorian Age, and in its use
of converging and diverging storylines, it lays the foundation for many later works.

- The book’s famous subtitle, “A Novel Without a Hero,” suggests its subversive tone, for
instead of creating obvious moral distinctions among his central characters, Thackeray
imagines a fictional world in which anyone can be the object of ridicule—or the focus of

sympathy.

- The novel's muted ending provides further evidence of Thackeray's innovative approach to
the form. Virtue is rewarded, and vice punished, but not in the ways one might expect.
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The Brontés

- Appearing in 1847, the same year as Thackeray's Vanity Fair, Charlotte Bronté’ Jane
Eyre and Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights take the English novel in new directions.

- The Brontés’ works are often passionate and angry, echoing the revolutionary
sentiments of the 1840s.

- The Brontés also challenge the limitations of earlier love stories, endowing their
fiction with the intensity of Romantic poetry and modeling their male characters on the
heroes of Lord Byron.

- Yet if the Brontés have much in common, they are also sharply distinct. Where
Charlotte is fundamentally conservative, creating secure social positions for such
characters as Jane Eyre, Emily is truly daring.

- In Wuthering Heights, Emily confounds the usual novelistic distinctions between love
and hate, birth and death, creation and destruction, creating one of the few 19th-
century English novels with the scope and shape of a tragedy.

The Brontés
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