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CHAPTER I
PLOT AND NARRATIVE TECHNIQUES

For two centurles the plot and narrative technigques of
Oliver Goldsmith's Vicar of Wakefield have insplred copious
critical commentéry. Because Goldsmith utilized such sen-
sational plot elements as kldnapping, protracted family
mlsfortune, and deception of a virtuous girl by a villain,
The Vicar gained immedlate popularity with the reading public
of the eighteenth century. Within six months following its
publication in 1766, The Vicar went through three editions.
So popular was this work during the nineteenth century that
it averaged nearly two editions annually and was translsted
seven times into French and at least once into all the ma jor
European languages as well as Hungarian, Rumanian, Bohemian,
Hebrew, and Icelandic.l Typical of late nineteenth~century
reaction to this book is an anonymous reviewer!'s opinion
that 1t lacked literary merit but deserved praiaa for its
moral tendency.g Current criticism, however, is more con-

cerned with the artistic achievement of Ths Vicar than with

lﬁalph Mo Wardle, Oliver Goldsmith (Lawrence, Kansas,
1957), ppe. 168-170.

aRobert Hopkins, "The Vicar of Wakefield, A Puzzler to
the Critic," Notes and QerTes, V (March, 1958), 113-11.
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its morality. In creating a plot for The Vicar gg.wakefield,
Goldsmith attained a relatively high degrse of artistic suc~
cess. Its plot, ingenious in meny respects, is not exceed-
ingly complicated.

The Vicar opems his tale by describing for the reader
the pleasures of rural life, the characteristics of his
family, and his views on monogamy. After pragenting this
background material, he opens the narrative with an account
of the romance betwsen hig eldest son, George Primrose, and
Arabella Wilmot. The first conflict of the plot occurs when
the Vicar tells Mr. Wilmot his views on monogamy and informs
him of the loss of his fortune. This revelation results in
the separation of George and Arabella, George's being sent
to the city, and the migration of the family from Wakefield
to the estate of Squire Thornhill. At an inn on the route
of thelr journey, the family meets Mr. Burchell, who relates
the reforming of Sir Williem Thornhill and who later rescues
Sophla, the Vicar's younger daughter, from a rapld stream.

Soon after tﬁey establish themselves in their new home,
the Primroses are honored with a visit from Squire Thornhlll,
their young landlord. Following the Squire's departure,
Burchell stops at the Primrose home and is éffared a bed for
the night. Refusing the offer, Burchell leaves, and the
family i1s free to discuss the latter's merits. A second
call from the Squire follows the next day, during which the

Squire attempts to be witty on the subject of the Church,



successfully debates the same subject with Moses, the sscond
son, and arouses the ambition of Mrs. Primrose by his at-
tention to Olivia, her older daughter. The ensuing morning
Burchell joins the family for lunch, during which he comments
on pathos in contemporary literature. The arrival of the
chaplain, announcing the Squire's ball, interrupts the peace-
ful meal. A% the ball Lady Blarney and Miss Skeggs, two
ladies of distinctlon, encourage Olivia and Sophia to visit
London, but the Vicar, suspicious, refuses to approve the
plan. A fortune-teller's prediction that Olivia shall narry
a Squire and Sophia, a Lord raises the gentesl ambitilons of
Olivia and Sophia even higher. However, the futile attempts
of Mrs. Primrose and the children to ride the horses to
church on a Sunday morning have a somewhat humbling effect
on the family. The Michaelmas Eve. celebration of the next
day presents a second opportunity for the Primrbsa family

to associate with Lady Blarney and Miss Skeggs. As a result
of this encounter, Mrs. Primrose suggeats that the ecolt be
sold immediately to buy a horse. Moses is sent to the fair
for this purpose but returns, not with a horse, but with
green spectacles. When Burchell expresses disapproval of
the glrls! visgit to town, Mrs. Primrose expels him from the
house. The Vicar, now approving the proposed London trip
for his daughters, resolves to sell the remaining horse
himself, but he, like Moses, returns home without horse or

moneys At home he finds more misfortune, for a malicious
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letter from Burchell to Lady Blarney and Miss Skeggs, a copy
of which the family find the next morning, has cancelled

his daughbers' intended excursion. Burchell, appearing on
the morrow, reluctantly confesses his guilt. After expell-
ing the alleged scoundrel, the Vicar sermonizes on Guilt

and Shame.

The attention of the family is now focused on persuad-
ing the Squire to marry Olivia. A family portrailt falls
short of being a successful undertaking, since the nelighbors
ridicule its enormous size and envy the Squire's being por-
trayed therein. Even the suggestion that Olivia may marry
Farmer Williams appears only questlonably successful in
arousing the Squire's interest. O0livia promises to marry
Williams i1f the Squire fails to Propose by a specified date.
The family seems content with the prospects of her marriage
to Williams but 1s aroused from complacency by the announce-
ment that Clivia has been taken away by a stranger fitting
the Squire's description. The Vicar, determined to find her,
goes to the estate of the Squire, who leads him to believe
that Burchell has taken her away.

At Wells, where Olivia was reported to be Seen, the
Vicar falls 11l but after three weeks ig able to return
home. He meets a company of strolling players, with one
of whom he is invited to the home of a gentleman. Reaching
the gentleman's home, he is led into a discussion on "modern

politics," which is soon interrupted by the arrival of Mr.



and Mrs. Arnold, owners of the house, and their niece
Arabella Wilmot. Following dinner the next night, the Vicar
accompanies the ladies of the Arnold household to the the-
ater, where he finds George, his eldest son, to be a sensa-
tional new player. Brought to the Arnolds' home, George,
after much persuasion, gilves an account of.his travels. The
arrival of the Squire in town proves to be an obstacle to the

renewal of the relatlonshlp between George and Arabella. The

Squire successfully disposes of his rival by securlng a com-
misslon to the West Indies for George. The Vicar, continu~
ing his journey home, finds Olivia at an inn, impoverished
and abandoned. Leaving her at another inn, he approaches
home only to find his house ablaze. After he has comforted
his family, the Vicar sends for Olivia, who is welcomsd sar~
castlically by her mother.

Since Olivia seems depressed, the Vicar tells the story
of Matllda and resolves to prevent the Squire's marriage to
Arabella. In the midst of breakfast the follbwing morning,
Squire Thornhill arrlves only to be confronted with the
Vicar's condemnation. The Squire's proposal to marry Olivia
to another arouses the father's iﬁsolance, whereupon the
Squire warns that the Vicar méy be compelled to pay his rent
or suffer the consequences of not paying. The next day
Squire Thorrhillts steward calls for the rent; in default of

payment, the steward brings officers to arrest the debtor.
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Willingly, the Vicar goes to jail, where in a conversation
with & fellow prisoner, he discovers the man to be Jenkin-
son, his decelver at the fair. After the Vicar preaches to
the other prisoners on the folly of serving the devil, he
invites Jenkinson to partake of the supper which the famlly
had brought. The next day he presents a plan for refoming
the prisoners and presches against the penal code. Jenkin-
son advises spproval of the approaching marriage of Squire
Thornhill, and upon the news of Olivials death, the Vicar
finally acquiesces. The kidnapping of Sophia and a letter
from George which bringé hope for a change of forbtune are
followed by the disheartening appearance of George himgself
in fetters. To comfort his son, the Vicar preaches on

the subject of religion versus philosophy.

Upon finishing his sermon, the Vicar is told of Sophiats
arrival with Burchell. Slowly Burchell reveals his true
identity: Sir William Thornhill. He then secures permission
for Jenkinson to producé Sophisats kidnappar. At that moment
Squire Thornhill arrives to defénd himself. His defense is
successful until Jenkinson returns with Baxter, Sophia's
kidnapper, and exposes the Squire's part in the kidnapping.
Miss Wilmot appears now and is reﬁnited with George. When
the Squire threatens to hold Arabellal's fortune, Jenkinson
produces Ollvia, alive, ag the Squire;s lawful wife. Sir |
William Thornhill assigns a punishmenf for his nephew and

proposes marriage to Sophia. The double wedding and the



gathering of the family around the fireside conclude the
narrative.

The plot of The Vicar of Wakefield 1s conventional in

its chronological arrangement of events. Like many such
plots, however, extensive use of flashback or retrospect3
is made. The flashbacks of The Vicar are related by a
person involved in the episode and not by an omniscient
author or the narrator. The first sxample of this departure
from the nérmal chronological arrangement of events occurs
when Burchell, accompanying the Primroses.to thelr new home,
tells the story of Sir Willlam Thornhill-~his excessive
generosity in youth, his subsequent loss of fortune, and
his renaissance through hls exercise of pz:*u,c'i,eanc:@.LL
Flashback is used again when Moses, returned from the
fair, relates that he has sold the colt for three poundag,
five shillings, and two pence and has returned not with monay
or another horse, but with a gross of green spectacles, All
of Chapter Twenty, one of the longest of the novel, 1s a
flashback. George Primrose, resembling the picaro of the

pleareaque novel, leads the reader from one adventure to

3 flashback or retrospect is M"an inferruption in the
chrenological arrangement, presenting an earlier apisode
than the one that has just been presented.t (Sylvan Barnet,
Morton Berman, and Williem Burto, The Study of Literature,
A Hangb?ok of Critlcal Essays and Terms, Boaton, 1960,

Pe 325.

LLOliver Goldsmith, The Vicar of Wakefield, "Everyman's

Edition" (London, 1908}, pp. 15-17. (&1i% subsequent refer-
ences will be to this edition.)




another as he gives an account of his travels after leaving
Wakefield.s The next flashback occurs when the Vicar, stop-
ping at an inn, finds Olivia and asks her to relate the
circumstences of her mysterious disappearance, Olivia, in
this account, tells of her marriage to the Squire which,both
et first thought was false, her efforts to forget infamy in
& tumult of pleasure, and her final desertion by the Squire.
Ephraim Jenkinson's autobiographical sketch is the next in-
stance of flashback. The occasion for this flashback is
Moses' comment that the narrative of Jenkinson's 1life ™must
- be extremely instructive and amusing.“6

On entering the jall, George Primrose in & brief flash-
back relates the incidents that led to his imprisonment -~
the receipt of his mother!'s letter, his challenging the
Squire to a duel, and his arrest by four domestics. The
final flashback of the novel is inserted immediately after
Sophla's appearance at the jaill with Burchell. During this
reunioﬁ with her famlly, Sophia has cecasion to relate the

detalls of an attempt to kidnap her and her rescue by Mr.

Burchell.T

5Ibid., pPp. 63-6l, 116~131. (For a summary of
George's travels see below p. 9.)

OIbid., pp. 139-140, 169-170.
"1vid., pp. 186, 194-195.



Another consideration in the plot analysis concerns
the author's use of other breaks in the narrative which do
not carry the action forward. In view of the contributions
which such breaks in The Vicar make to theme and characteriza-
tlon, these digressions cannot be classified as defects in
the novel, although they may, perhaps, be considered defects
in the structure of a clogely knilt plot. The breaks in
narrative fall into four categories; (1) allegories and other
types of stories, (2) sermons not containing stories, (3)
conversatlons not containing stories, and () a long ac~
count of George Primrose's search for fortune.

George opens his odyssey by relating how he became
discouraged in his attempt to become an usher at an academy.
He continues by describling his experiences as a neglected
author, his service in Squire Thornhilltis household, his
visit to the office of Crispe (a man who of fered -E30 &
vyear to anyone who would become a slave in Amsrica), his
attempt to teach English to the MDutch" and Greek to the
students at the University of Louvain, his trip through
Flanders and France and by explaining why he jolned a company
of strolling players.8 Unlike Qlivia's account df her ex-

perlences, the events described by George do not contribute

to the essential action of the story.

81pid., pp. 116-131.
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The sermons not containing stories are best illustrated
by the two which the Vicar delivers to his fellow prisoners.
The first is a short exhortation on the folly of serving the
devil, who has led them into their wretched condltion with=~
out promising rellef. The second sermon is a comparison of
religion and philosophy and an invitetion for the prisoners
to accept the comforts of raligion.9

The conversations not containing stories are best il-
lustrated by & discussion on modern politics between Dr.
Primrose and the servants of the Arnold home. On being
agked hls views concerning liberty, "that gloriocus privilege
of Britons," the Vicar presents a convincing defense of
nonarchy. Another example 1s the conversation on modern
drama between Dr. Primrose and the strolling player that he
meets on his journey from Wells. The pleasures and aver-
siong of the contemporary playwright and his audience are
the principal topics of debate.lo

The most frequently used departure from the main action
is the story. The first of these stories is told in the
form of a ballad by Burchell and concerns the hospltality
of a hermit to a girl in the dlsguise of a young man. The

revelation that the two are parted lovers who become happlily

9Ibid., pp. 167-168, 188-192.
lQEEié-, ppe. 102-103, 105-110.
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united conecludes the story. A second illustration is the
story of the Dwarf and the Glant told by Dick Primrose. This
tale, told at the request of the Vicar, is intended to serve
as & point of departure for a homily on the futility of the
attempts of the poor to gain a station in life commensurate
with that of the rich. A third illustration is the allegory
of Guilt and Shame. This story relates that Guilt and Shame
were companions at first but separated in a short whilse,
Guilt taking Fate as its companion and Shame returning to
accompany Virtue. A fourth break fitting this category is
the story told in "An Elegy on the Death of a Mad Dog." At
the request of his father,‘Bill Primrose sings an account of
the mad dog who bit a man but died as a result of its action.
The final illustration of thils type of digression is the
story of Matilda, which is recounted by the Vicar for the
benefit of Clivia and is chcerned with a young Italian
widow who believed her son to be lost in the river Volturna
but found him many years later to be a general in the Italian
anmy.ll |

Desplte these bresks in the plot, which do not carry
the action forward, The Vicar maintains its unity. One of
Goldsmith's favorite devie@s for unifying the plot is the
foresha&oﬁing of future events. For example, the Vicap

speaks of an "expected" alliance between George and Arabella.

Mbid., pp. 38-43, 66-67, 82, 93-9l, 14B-149.
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This comment portends the imminent sundering of their wed-
ding plans. A few pages 1atér the Vicar admonishes George
to act "a good part" in the "amphitheater of life." The
use of terms dealing with %he theater foreshadows George!s
association with the company of strolling playars.la

In Chapter Three Burchell, telling his story of Sip
William Thornhill, makes this significant slip of the
tongue: " . . . he now found that a man's own heart must
be ever given to gain that of another. I now found that--
that--I forgot what I was golng to observe; in short, sir,
he resolved to respect himself . . ., ,n%3 According to
Carl Grabo, the slip is made for the benefit of the reader
so that he may know Burchell's true ideﬂm‘:it’y;lkL however, the
8lip is too obscure for most'readers to notics.

The fortunefteller's prediction that 0livia shall
marry a Squlire and Sophia a Lord presages the actusl mar-
riage of Olivia to Squire Thornhill and the marriage of
Sophia to Sir William Thornhill. Olivia's marriage is also
heralded when her mother, commenting on fhﬁ locks and con-
versation of the Squire directed toward her, says:

" . . . for who knows how this may end?" The Viear's ob-

servation that 0livia seemed pensively tranquil after the

121bid., po. 7, 13.
Ibi4., p. 17.

Ucar1 eravo, The Technique of the Novel (New York,
1928), p. 35.
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Squire stopped paying visits to her foreshadows her de-
parture with the Squire a few nights later. The references
to the Squire as Olivia's "fancied admirer" and to Burchell
as Olivia's "fancied deluder" augur the revelation to Olivia
that the équire is false in his admiration and the reallizstion
of the Vicar that Burchell is not Olivia's deluder. A& final
instance of foréshadowing is the Vicar's statement of op-
timism that the family "may yet see happier days," and within
a few hours thess words of hope are I‘ulfillead.ll’5

Another unifying technique of the plot is the element
of mystery or suspense which it contains. E. M. Forsterp
says, "Mystery is essential to a plot. ., . ."16 In relation

to thils essential characteristic, The Vicar's plot nay be

classified as artistically successful. 1In creating the
characters of Jenkinson and Burchell, Goldsmith inserts
mystery into his plot. Soon after meeting Burchell, the
reader begins to wonder where thig seemingly learned vagabond
secured his insight into mankind and contemporary affairs.
Likewise, Jenkinson's actions in producing Sophia'sg kidnapper
and in asserting that the Squire has a wife leave the reader
puzzled for a moment. The kidnappings produce an atmosphere
of mystery equal to that aroused by any kidnapping account in

lSGoldsmith, pee 35, 48, 91-92, 100, 176.

géE. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (London, 1928),
pe 114,
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a modern newspaper. The greatest mystery of the plot con-
cerns the family's continued loss of fortune. Because the
reader sympathizés wlth the Vicar and his family, he wonders
how much more suffering the Primroses will be able to undergo.
While Forster asserts that mysteries are essential, he adds
that they must be selved.l7 As in any successful plot, the
mysteries of The Vicar are solved.

According to Aristotle, a successful author selects and
arranges the events of his plot so that they form a unified

actions« The terms riging action, climax, and falling action,

often used to describe the unified action of a five-act

play, may also apply to a nov&l.18 Louls Cazamian, who has
studled The Vicar with a view to these considerations, con-
cludes: "™ . . . the plot, though loose at some moments, con-
centrates and unifies itself in a true action. It is handled
by one who has a keen sense of situations, and here the play-
wright is recognizable. . . ."9 1 wnifying his rising ac-
tion, Goldamith incorporated twe plot devices: the use of
dlsgulse and the reversal of fortune, both of which are com-

mon to many other pleces of literature.

Y1bid., p. 129.
laBarnet, Pp. 326~327.

19Emila Legouls and Louis Cazamian, 4 History of English
Literaturs (New York, 1930), p. 877.
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Disgulse, especially in drama, has been a favorite plot
device of English literaturs for many centuries. Shakes-

peare made very effective use of disguise 1n The Merchant

of Venice and Twelfth Night. The first instance of dia-

gulse in The Egggg resembles that found in these plays, a
young girl disgulsing herself as a young man. Burchell's
ballad of the “gentle Hermit of the dale" provides the |
description of this deception. The young man, graciously
offered the hospitslity of the Hermitls home, proves in
reallty to be the rich young maiden who spurned the Hermit's
love in her youthful days but who has come now to the dale
to find the solitude that he sought.ze

The Primroses! encounter with the two ladies of gig~
tinction (Lady Blarney and Miss Carolina Wilelmina Amelia
Skeggs) 1s another example of women employing & disguise.
These women are first described as "young ladies richly
.dressed, whon he [ﬁhe Squire] introduced as women of very
great distinction and fashion from town." Although the
reader strongly suspects these "ladies," it is not mtil
af'ter her abandonment by the Sqﬁire that Olivlia reveals to
her father that the distinguished ladies are in reality
"abandoned women of the town" who, having no pity or breed-

ing, were employsed by the Squire to lure Olivia and Sophia

to London.al

20G01dsmith, pp. 38-L3.

2
lIbid., ppe. L5, 138,
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Another minor instance of dlisgulse is the appearance of
the Arnolds' butler as the master of the house. By leading
the Viear into the assumpbion that he is the mastor of bhe
house, he is able to provoke a discussion on modern pollitics
in which, says the Vicar, "he talked politics as well as
most country gentlemen da.“a2

The two most prominent instances of ruse are those of
Jenkinson and Burchell. Jenkinson first appears as a8
"reverend-looking man® who pretends to have a horse to sell.
In this role he appears to Moses Primrose and finally per-
suades the young man to buy a gross of green spectacles
with éilver rims and shagreen cases., In similarly tricking
the Vicar, Jenkinson appears as a benevolent old man who
speaks wisely on the subjsct of the world's creation. Upon
entering intc conversation with a fellow~prisoner following
his incarceration, the Vicar discovers that the fellow-
prisoner, speaking again on cosmogony and creation, is the
decelver of both himself and Moses.23

Burchell, in his first appearance to the Vicar, is
described as "a gentleman who seemed to be about thirty,
dressed in clothes that once were laced." From the host

and hostess of the inn, the Vicar learns that the young

22Tbid., pp. 110-111.
23Ibidn’ ppt 61}."'65, ?2-73’ 162-
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gentleman on the preceding day had paid the town beadle
three guineas to spare a broken old soldier but that he
now lacked money with which to pay his rent. Burchell's
real identity finally 1s revealed to the Primrose famiiy in
Chapter Thirty, in which Burchell orders "the best dinner,"
the jailer's servant ammounces that a person of distinction
awaits an éudience with Burchell, and Burchell dsclares his
ldentity as Sir William Thornhill in an admonitory speech
to George Primrose.eh |

Reversal of fortune, a plot device used extenslvely in
elghteenth-century drama and prose fiction, refers not only
to the losing of wealth but also to disappolntments in love
and to the loss of family and friends. A4lbert Baugh, in

summarizing the plot of The Vicar of Wakefleld, has this to

gsay about the family's reversal of fortune: " . . . clouds
gather more and morerblackly over the poor Primroses:
finally when their complete misery seems abgurd, the sun
shines out, all woes vanish, and we leave the family living
| happily ever afterwards."gs

Like Job of ths Old'Tastament, Charles Primrose, the
Vicar of Wakefield, is a happy and prosperous masn in his

first appearance to the reader. He has at that time

2iTbid., pp. 1, 196-199.

25Albert Baugh, ed., A Literary History of England
(New York, 19:8), p. 1060.
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sufficient wealth, & well-bred wife, and six virtuous chil-
dren. The first blow to the famlly's fortune comes when
Mr. Wilmot, aroused by the Vicar's éiews on monogamy,
threatens to sunder the wedding ﬁlans of George and Arsbella,
Plans for the wedding are completely shattered by the an-
nouncement that the merchant who holds the Vicar's money
has left town to avoid bankruptcy.26
As a result of losing his wealth, the Vicar is forced
to move his family to the estats of Squire Thornhill. Making
an effort to appear genteel in their new home, the family
are met on every side by disasters. First, Moses is vic-
timized. Then the Vicar is hoodwinked into exchanging his
horse for & note payable on his neighbor Flamborough. A
few days later 1t is discovered that the new family portrait
1s toc large for the house and i1s an object of the neighbors!
ridicule.27
The really serious disasters begin with the report that
Olivia has left home in the company of an unknown men. In
searching for Olivia, the Vicar falls ill. Returning home,
he finds the house ablaze and is burned himgelf in saving
his youngest sons. As a result of fallure to pay his rent,
the Vicar is imprisoned soon thereafter. Within the confines

of the jail, he is told that Olivia is dead, that Sophia

26501dsmith, p. 9.
“TIbid., pp. 6ly, 75, 85-86.
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has been kidnapped, and that George is to be tried for the
capital offense of sending a ohallenge.28

Chapter Twenty-Nine,with its many misfortunes, is the
climax of the novel. The title of Chapter Thirty, "Happier
Prospects Begin to Appear," indlcates that the family for-
tunes at last will change. Two devices are used to bring
the plot from its climax to its conclusion or, in other words,
to carry the falling action of the novel o a conc lusion.
These'devices are the use of a final revelation scene and

a deus ex machina for the restoration of good fortune and

happiness.
Goldsmith made effective use of revelation scenes not

only in The Vicar but also in She Stoops to Congquer. Like

Miss Hardcastle, who assumes the position of a poor relation
of the family to win the heart of Mr. Marlow, Sir William
Thornhill has doffed his gentlemanly clothing to win the
hearts of Sophia and of her family. Burchell reveals hils
true identity in this statement: "It would be wronging him
[the 8quiré] and you [George] to condemn him without exami-
nation: if there be injury, there shall be redress; and
this I may say, without boasting, that none have ever taxed

the Injustice of Sir William Thornhill.“29 From this

2Ibta., pp. 9, b, 157, 179, 181, 186.

291p14., p. 199.




20

statement, the family learns that Burchell is in reality
Sir William Thornhill.

The second revelation concerns the uncovering of
Squire Thornhill's personality disguise. Timothy Baxter,
Sophial's kidnappér, reveals to the people congregated in
the jail that Squire Thornhill had plenned the whole af-
falr, intending to rescue her and thus appear as her cham-
plon. Ephraim Jenkinson further exposes the Squire's cbar—
acter: " ., , , he commissioned me to procure him a‘falsa
license and a false priest, in order to deceive this young
lady [blivia Primrose].“3o Jenkinson adds that the license
and priest which he procured wers real; and, as a resulst,
Olivia became the true wife of the Squire.

Two other revelations are concerned with love affairs
of the novel. Arabella reveals that she still loves George
and that she would not have accepted the Squlire's affections
if he had not told her that George had gone to America with
a new wife. Sir William Thornhlll, by offering Sophia to
Jenklnson, discovers that he himself is the deslred object
of Sophlials affection.3l

The émployment of a deus ex machina in bringing a plot
to 1ts conclusion dates back to the ancient Greek theater.

The deus ex machina of The Vicar takes the form of two

3bid., pp. 204-206, 211,.
3l1pid., pp. 208, 217.
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persons--Sir William Thornhill and Ephraim Jenkinson.
Ephraim Jenkinson's role is to produce the kidnapper of
Sophis, to expose the true character of the Squlre, and to
be the means by which the Squire and Olivia are actually
united in marriage. Sir William Thornhill's role is to
rescue Sophia from her kidnapper, to be the instrument
through which Jenkinson 1s allowed to leave the jail and
produce Baxter, to be the agent through whonm George is
freed and reunited to Arabella with prospects of fortune,
to serve as a judge of his nephew's actions, and to become
Sophia's husband. "

The use of a deus ex machina is considered by many
eritics to be a serious plot defect. For instance, one
critic says that its use "to solve a complication ig now
generally condermed as a weakness in plot structure since
it 1s éo generally conceded that plot action should spring
from the innate quality of the characters participant in

the actian.“32

If the reader applies this eriticism to
The Vicar, he is likely to conclude that its plot is weak,
because the action is carried forth principally by the
authorts use of accidental meeting and his employment of

Mr. Jenkinson and Sir Thornhill as manipulators of the plot.

Carl Grabo calls The Vicar's plot, Ma tangle of inconsistencies

324111iam Thrall and Addison Hibbard, 4 Handbook to
Literature (New York, 1936), p. 317. ““




22

and coincidances."33 On what episcdes of the narrative
might Grabe base his opinion? First, the therft of the
Vicar's wealth at the moment’of George's anticipated mar-
riage‘to Arabella is a colncidence, in'that the Vicar's
characﬁer had nothing to do with his loss of fortune. A
second colncldence is the introduction of the Vicar to
Burchell. Although the two are brought together because
the Vicar desires to see "the stranger of so much charity,”
the fact that they are lodging in the same inn on that par-
ticular night is a {:.oinc:‘Ld.'eanc:ea.3"L

Another colncidence is the coming of the Vicar to the
Arnolds' home. The accidental meeting of the Vicar and the
Arnolds' butler, which provides the source of this co-
incidenée, cannot be attributed to the character traits of
either the Vicar or the butler. Another incident closely
connected to the preceding is the Viecar's finding George at
the playhouse, which also must be attributed to acclident.
Continuing his journey home, the Viecar accidentally finds
his eldest daughter, Olivia. By his recognition of her
voice as she speaks to the landlady from an upstairs roomn,
the father and daughter are reunited. The Vicarls arrival

home Jjust in time to save his sleeping family frém the

33Grabo, Ps 39.
g o1dsmith, pp. 9, 1l.
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burning house is another occurrence which must be attributed
to coincidenoe.35 .

In the scenes which follow the Viecar's imprisonment,
meny lnstances of coincldence are found. -The Vicar's meet-
ing of Ephraim Jenkinson in the jail is wholly unexpected.
Once in the jall, Jenkinson's native friendliness and the
Vicarts willingness to convérse naturally bring the two
togetﬁer, yet the confinement.of the two in the same jail
must be attributed to accident.36 Other instances which
illustrate Goldsmith's use of coincidence are the bringing
together of Sophia and Burchell so that the latter may
rescue her from the kidnapper, the smploying of Jenkinson
as the producer of both Sophia's kidnapper and the "regur-
rected" Olivia and as the deceiver of the Squlire in his
marriage with Clivia, and the coming of Arabella Wilmot o
the prison as a result of Seeing the young Primrose sons
playing in the street.

That the episodes described above must be attributed

te colncidence or the use of 2 deus ex machina is indis-

putable. But that Goldsmith's use of coincldence is a plot
defect does not necessarily follow. Thres considerations

geem to justify this technique in the plot of The Vicar.
Flrst, The Vicar of Wakefield, if it is to be considered &

3%Ibid., pp. 103, 113, 136, 1i3.

36Ibid., pPp. 16l-162.
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melodramatic romance {and Wardle says ﬁhat 1t may be so
considered37), must end happlly and must be based on a plob
which "is in accordsnce with our wishes, mot with our knowl-
edg@.“38 Second, Goldsmith prepared the reader for the
startling scenes of revelation and restoration to good for-
tune at the end of the novel by interspersing in the pre-
ceding narrative stories of fairy-tale quality such as the
ballad of Edwin and Angelina and the story of Matilda.

Frederic Hilles defends the artistic structure of The Vicar's

plot in this way: "Many of the apparently extraneous inai-'
dents are inserted in order to heighten the verisimilitude
of the melodramatic main narrative by setting agalnst it
even more improbable and unbelisvable tales."39 The thirad
considerafion iz the author!s attituds toward his use of
coincidence. @Goldsmith conéidered.ooincidencas to be a
natural part of 1ife. Through the mouth of the Vicar,
Goldsmith expressed the idea that "many seening accidents
mast unite before we can be clothed or fedl The peasant

mist be disposed to labor, the shower must fall, the wind

3Twardle, p. 171.

38Edwin Mulr, The Structure of the Novel (New Yofk,
1929), p. 19.

9
Quoted in Curtis Dahl, "Patterns of Disguise in
Ihe Vicar of Wakefield," ELH, XXV (June, 1958}, 90-91.
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£il1l the merchantts sall, or numbers must wanf the usual
supply.“uo

Although nineteenth-century critics praised The Vicar
for its moral tendency, twentieth-century critics are in-
terested primarily in determining its artistic success. The
plot of The Vicar is conventional in its chronology of events
and in its retrospective passages, which the persons in-
volved in the eplsodes relate to the reader. There are fre-
quent breaks in the narrative which contribute to the develop~-
ment of thems and character. These digressions fall into four
categories: allegories and other types of stories, sermons
not containing stories, conversations not containing storles,
and a travel account. Although the plot is interspersed
with these extransous passages, 1ts coherence is maintained,
In wnifying the plot, Goldsmith foreshadowed future events
and Inserted elements of mystery which the denouement ex-
plains. Other plot devices are Goldsmith's use of disgulse
and reversal of fortune in the rising action and use of a

scene of revelation and a deus ex machina in the falling

actlon. The author!'s employment of coincidence and acci-
dental meeting is called the greatest plot defect of the
novels. That there are unexpected occurrences is unques-

tionsble, but the view that they constitute a defect does

not follow.

Lo, oldsmith, p. 207.




CHAPTER II
CHARACTERIZATION

The method of characterization which Goldsmith uged in

the Vicar of Wakefield has been censured by some and com-

mended by others. A contemporary evaluation of The Vicar

appearing in the Critical Review praised the characteriza-

tion.l A late nineteenth-century critic found that the
description of characters is magsterly in perception snd de-
lineation, that the characters are drawn by a few strong
strokes, that the character traits described are those which
"make us feel at home with the characters," and that con-
Sistancy of character is maintained fairly well except in the
case of Burchell.2 Ancther critic of the same period com-
mented that the characters of this novel appear "fasulty and
superficial™ by contrast with those of later novels; only

to the Vicar himself does this critic attribute “"typical
human naturalness." The characters, he believed, are trested

too objectively and appear isolated and insufficiently
3

motivated.

lwardl@ s Po 1700

ZR. Adelaide Witham, "Introduction," The Vicar‘gg Wake -
fleld, The Academy Classics (New York, 18997, p. 13.

BH. A. Davidson, "“Alds to Study," The Vicar of Wake-
fleld, Riverside Litersature Series (Boston, 1895), pe. 22,

26
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Of primary concern to this character analysis is the

possible origin of personages in The Viecar of Wakefield and

their naturalness and consistency. Two critical terms are

used in the following discussion: flat character and round

character. The flat character is one who is "constructed
round & single idea or guality" and who "can be expressed
in one eaem’c;cmc:e-:."l‘L The round character is one who develops
and who has a capacity for surprising the reader convinc-
ingly.s

Although attempts are often made to characterize the
Viear of Wakefield in one sentence, such attempts fall short
of their purpose, because a thorough study of his speech
and action reveals that Charles Primross is not a flat
character. With "human naturalness" the Viear repeatedly
surprises the rea&er by his inconsis%ency. He has no one
personality trait without possessing, at least to a small
degree, its opposite. The Vicar is a preacher, and to a
great extent he acts and speaks in accordance with his
sermons. Hls inconsistencies arise from the fact that he
"unites in himself the three greatest characters upon
earth: he is a prlest, a husbandman, and the father of

a family."6 When the duties attached to these occupations

buir, p. 135. ®Ibid., pp. 139, 1hl.

6"Advertisement to First Edition," The Vicar of Wake-~
fleld, Riverside Literature Series (Boston, 18957, p. iL.
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come Into conflict, the reader may expect to find the Vicar
inconsistent.

Amlability is a prominent characteristic of which the
Vicar boasts. Speaking of himself and his family, he says,
"There was in fact, nothing that could make us angry with
the world or each other."? He demonstrates this quality by
his act of intercession for the butler who, masquerading as
the owner of the home in which he worked, had duped the Vicar
into conversing on the subject of "modern politics." At the
request of Dr. Primrose, the butler's master forgives him
for the masquerade. Another instanée of his amlability is
his willingness to converse with Jenkinson in the jail. The
Vicar tells the reader: "It was my constant rule in life
never to avold the conversation of any man who seemed to
desire it. . . .“8 An even stronger indication of his kingd
disposition is his promigse "to soften, or totally suppress®
Mr. Flamborough's evidence against Jenkinson as a coiner.

In view of the frickery used earlier by Jenkinson to obtain
the horse that the Viecar had brought to the fair, Dr.

Primrose's act of forgiveness certainly must be applauded.

TGoldsnith, p. 1.

8Ibid., pp. 111, 161. The Vicar's willingness to con~
verse 18 a contrast to Goldsmith's own aversion to conversa-
tion. Johnson says of Goldsmith: "He was not a social man,
He never exchanged mind with you" (James Boswell, Life of
samuel Johnson, "Modern Library" [New York, 1952] s Pe 305).

glbid., p. 163, |
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His expresslons of pleasure at the hospitality shown by
his family are also indications of his good nature. TFor
example, his sons! sacrificing thelr bed to the use of a
guest highly pleases the Vicar.

Although amiable and good-natured in most of his ac-
tions, the Vicar could be vexed. Troublesome gusests, the
robbing of his orchard by schoolboys, and the falling
asleep of a squire during his sermon are a few of the
"accidents" which aroused his ire at Wakefield. In his new
home the Vicar continues to be annoyed by small matters
such as the wearing of "laces, ribbons, bugles, and catgut"
by his daughters and of "crimson paduasoy" by his wife.
Feeling the duties of thé husbandman, he says, "I do not
know whether such flouncing and shredding is becoming even
in the rich, if we consider, upon a moderate calculation,
that the nakedness of the indigent world may be clothed from
the trimmings of the vain.“ll The fortune-hunting adven-
tures of Mrs. Primrose and her daughters also provoke con~
temptuous remarks from the Viecar, who expresses annoyance

with fortune hunters of either sex. The Vicar, however,

1OIbid., Pe 29. (Other examples may be found on
Pp. 2, 2L.)

lllbid., pp. 3, 21-22. Mr. Hardcastle resembles the
Vicar in hls view on superfluous dress: "I could never
teach the fools of this age that the indigent world could
be clothed out of the trimmings of the vain' (Oliver
Goldsmith, She Stoops fo Conguer, edited by Dudley Miles
[Boston, 19I7] 7, p. 8)%
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acts in a contradictory manner when he agrees as a father
to set a trap by which Olivia may win Squire Thornhill,
their rich young landlord. The Vicar's duties as a fﬁther
also cause him to grow displeased with the fraquent visits
of Burchell. Deslring for Sophia a more stable and pros-
perous nusband, he admits that he is secretly pleased to be
"rid of a guest" whose motives he had reason to suspect.
As a prlest who nust receive the unfortunates of the world,
Dr. Primrose scolds his wife and states that he feels &
pang of consclence for thelr "breach of hospitality" to
Burchell. The Vicar's role as a priest also causes him to
be "entirely displeaéed" with the laughter of the company
on the day of the double wedding. He reminds them "of the
grave, becoming, and sublime deportment they should assume
upon this mystical occcasion," but they so disregard his
sermon while going to the church that he threatens "to turn
back in indignation.“12 His occasional tendency to‘outbursts
of anger is best @xeﬁplified by his reaction on three oc-
cagions: Oliviats leaving home, the kidnapping of Sophia,
and the appearanée of George in fettera.lS

Another character trait of the Vicar is resignation to

the will of God. He rogrots the loss of his fortune only

12golasmith, Vicar, pp. 26, 37, 69, 219-220.

13866 below, pp. 31-32 for comments on these outbursts.
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because his family has not been educated to accept the con-
tempt which comes to the "humble." He preaches to his
famlly, who have been frustrated in their genteel smbitions:
You see, my children . . . how little is to be

got by attempts to impose upon the world in coping

with our betters. . . . Unequal combinations are

always disadvantageous to the weaker slde, the »rich

having the pleasure, afﬂ the poor the inconveniences

that result from them.
But his resignation is not complete; at the news of Olivia's
elopement he exclaims: "Now, then . . . my children, go and
be miserable; for we shall never enjoy one hour more. And
oh, may Heaven's everlasting fury light upon him [the Squire]
and hisb--thus to rob me of my childl"l5 Not only does the
Vicar cﬁrse the Squire, but he alsc threatens to pursue the
villain with his pistol. At the insistence of Mrs. Prinmrose
and Moses, he resumes his submissive role: "Blessed be His
holy name for all the good He hath given, and for all that

he hath taken away.“lé

His trust in God is again exemplified
when he observes to Olivia that often Hesven is kinder to us
then we are to ourselves and when he says to his family

while the flames destroy thelr home: " . . . now let the
flames burn on, and all my possesslons perish. Here ﬁhey

are; I have saved my treasure [his ohildren]_."17 The Vicar,

l%aoldsmith, Vicar, pp. 11, 66.
15Tv14., p. 96. 01bi4., p. 97.
Ivid., pp. 142, 14.
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too, humbly accepts imprisonment for his debts. When hisg
parishioners try to free him, he admonishes them to heed
his instructions from the pulpit and not to fly in the face
of justice.

SopQ;a's kldnapping, however, ends this period of pas-
sive acquieécence in his fate. The Vicar becomes emotlonal:
"Now . &+ . the sum of my miseries is made up, nor is 1t in
the power of anything on earth to give me another pang.“lB
The efforts of Mrs. Primrose and Moges bring the Vicar tem-
porarily Yo patlent submission: "How wujustly did I com-
plain of being stripped of every comfort, when still I hear
that he [Georgq} i3 . . . kept in reserve %o support his

1
wldowed mother, and to protect his brothers and sisters.® ?

But this trust in Providence 1s short lived. At the appear-

ance of George in fetters, the Vicar says, "Oh that sight
could break my heart at once, and let me die. . . . May all
the curses that ever sunk a soul fall heavy upon the mur-
derer of my childran!"go At George's bidding, nowever, the
Vicar becomes resigned once more, and in a sermon to his
fellow prisoners he polnts out that no man can be completely
happy in this 1ife; indeed, he may be completely miserable.

But he who knows no Joy in this world may be comforted by

Brpia., pp. 160, 162. 191b1d., p. 183.
20rp1d., p. 185.
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thoughts of the eternal rewards reserved for those who trust
in God.Zl

If any explanation may be given for the Vicarts occa-
slonal fallure to see justice in the acts of Providence, it
is that he fesrs no misfortune for himself; only when calamity
ls directed primarily toward his children does he find oc-
casion to rail. The Vicar excuses this ineonsistency of
his character in this way: "There is but one way in this
life of wounding my happiness, and that is by injuring them
[his children].“22

Another trait often attributed to the Vicar is humility.
One commentator has suggested that the reader of Goldsmith's
day probably criticized Goldsmith for making the Vicar ex-
cessively humble in order to heighten the novells effect.aB
Although this criticism may seem valid to the césual reader,
1t is easily refuted. To g great extent the Vicar lives up
to the common saying that there was at Wakefield "a parson
wanting pride.” But very early in the novel the Vicar ad-
mits pride. First, as a father, he is proud of his children.
He compliments the beauty of his daughters and later states,
"I have no apprehensions from the conduct of my children."

Secondly, the Vicar confesses that vanlity had led him to

ellbid., pp. 188-192. 22Tbide, p. 169.
23Davidson, p. 10. |
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show Wilmot his tract on monogamy, "a masterpiecé both for
argument and style.“gu

The loss of fortune has an immediate humbling effect
on the Vicar; before leaving Wakefield, he tells his family:
"We are now poor, my fondlings, and wisdom bids us conform
to our humble situation." Not even the Vlecar, however, dis-
plays complete humility, for he eventually joins his family
in thelr ambition to ensnare Squire Thornhill. As a part
of the scheme, Mrs. Primross suggests that the Vicarp sell
thelr remaining horse. In pondering this task, the Viecar
valnly asserts, "Though this was one of the first mercantile
transactions of my life, yet I had no doubt about acquitting
myself with reputation." The Vicar continues to preen him-
self on his ablility as a pamphleteer; in the family portrait
painted by a travelling painter, the Viecar chooses to be
portrayed in his "gown and bang," pPresenting his books on the
Whistonian contro#eray to Venus,‘his wife.as

The "death"of 0livia brings the Vicar to self-abasement
again, Uﬁon Jenkinson's announcement of her death, the Vicar
declares, "Heéven be péaisad + + o+ bthere is no pride left me
nows I should detest my own heart if I saw either pride or

resentment lurking there." In offering Sophla to Burchell

2hGoldsmith, Vicar, ppe 6, 8, 26.

25Ib1d., pp. 12, 70, 85. (Other examples of the Vicar!s
pride may be found on pp. 70, 73.)
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before he knows the latiter's true ldentity, the Vicar also
demonstrates extreme humility.26 But the reader is not
convinced that Dr. Primrose has, indeed, overcome prides.
His position as a father will cause him to worship his
children. And as a pamphleteer he will proudly maintain
monogamist views.

The most common criticism of the Vicar's character is
that he "is an impossible mixturs of folly and wisdom.“27
And truly his alternating perception of and blindness to
reallty often appear inexplicable. For instance, Primrogse
recognizes even in their first meating that Burchell has a
superflulty of wisdom and amlabllity, but Burchell's poverty
and attachment to Sophia blind the Vicar for & time to his
true worth. Primrose alsc seems to perceive the depraved
character of Lady Blarney, Miss Skeggs, and Squire Thornhill
in his first encounters with them. After Squire Thornhillts
First visit to the Primrose home, the Vicar comments that
"he has not prepossessed me in his favour." Yet later, under
ﬁemptation to dispose of Olivia advantageously, he recalls
ovidence of the Squire's "sincerity." The gross speech and
finery of the two "ladies" prejudice"the Vicar against theilr
initial efforts of friendliness. Their "very discreet and

serious dialogue upon virtue," however, pleases the Viecar

201114, pp. 179-180, 196, 2l5rabo, p. 36.

PR r——
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to such an extent that he later approves their proposal that
hls daughters accompany them to London.ZB

The Vicar's blindness appears to be disappearing when
he comments on“Burchell's letter to the "ladies": "There
seemed indeed, something applicable to both sides in this
letter, and its censures might as well be referred to those
to whom it was written, as to us. . . 129 pug he applies
the censures to his family, only momentarily conjecturing
that the "ladies" may be the "lewd" ones referred to in the
letter. He shows true perception into the Squire!'s character
after the latter's proposal to marry Olivia to anbther: "Thou
nast once wnefuliy,irreparably deceived me. I reposed my
heart upon thine honour, and have found its baseness."BO
The Vicar again reveals acute insight into Burchell's
character when he offers Sophia to him, recognizing that
sven in poverty "honest brave Burchell" is a worthy man.

There are two explanations for the Vicar's wavering
perception and blindness. PFirst,the Viecar ig "a thorough
sentimentalist in his trust of man,"32 an attribute perhaps
¢lossly allied with his decision to become a priests The
second explanation concerns his role as a father. Michael

Macmilian suggests that the Viecar is

28Goldsmith, Viear, pp. 26, 37, 48, 60.
2%1pid., p. 78. 301p14., p. 155, 3rpia., p. 196.
32

W. F. Gallaway, Jr., "The Sentimentalism of Goldsmith,"
FMLA, XLVITII (December, 1933), 1168.



37

far wiser than his wifs and daughters but he does

not always exert, as he ought to do, his aubthority

as the father of the family. He is 'tired of being

always wise,! when his wisdom seems to put him out

of sympathy with those whom he dearly loves.33

If the Vicar consistently manifests one character
tralt, 1t 1s benevolence, which Macmillan describes as his
"ehief character alement."3u The charity of Dr. Primrose
has its origin in his being "by nature, an admirer of. happy
human faces." As the priest-cf Wakefleld, the Vicar gives
all the profits of hls parish to the widows and orphans.
REven after the loss of his fortune, he continues his
benevolence by giving the needy stranger Burchell his purse.
Primrose's plan to relieve the suffering of his fellow
prisoners Indicates, too, that he finds pleasure in making
the human heart happy. Not only doeé the Vicar perform
charitable deeds, but he also desires friendship with
people who themselves are charitable. Both Burchell's
payment of the bheadle to spare the old soldier and Jénkinsoﬁ's
gift of &5 to "the modest youth" cause the Vicar to initiate

an acquaintance with these two men.35 An instance in which

the Viecar's kindhearted attitude may be questioned is his

33Michael Macmillan, "Introduction," The Vicar of
Wakeflield (London, 1950}, p. xxii.

Shrpia., p. xx.
35}oldsmith, Vicar, pp. 2, 6, 1h, 72.
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acqulescence iIn the scheme to use “honest Farmer Williams
ag & decoy“36 to trap Squire Thornhill into marriage. The
reason for the Vicar's lnconsistency may be the human
frallty he often shoﬁs when opposed by members of hls family.
According to various commentators, the Vicar's proto-
type 1n real life could have been Goldsmith's fathar, nis
uncle Contarine, or his brother Henry. Davidson suggests
that the “village preacher of real life sits for the por-
treith and that the Vicar assumes the place in literature
of the "parson" or the "conventional good man "7 Cazamian
belleves that the Vicar "is a moral figure of which BEnglish
literature offers us many close and distinct repiicas,"38
Fielding's Parson Adams, Sterne's Uncle Toby, and Addlson's
Sip Rogef de Coverley. Whiteford considers Dr. Primrose |
a "compact composition" of the three literary characters
mentioned above and the optimistic Job of our times being
portrayed in simplicity of narrative to set off the good
Individual in 1life fbr whom the snares are set.Bg Witham
qualifies his own comparison of Dr. Primrose and Job by
stating that "the deep despair and complaints of Job
have no parallel in the Vicart!s attitude.”uﬂ

36Macmillan, PpPe Xlil-xiv. 37Davidson, Pe 238,
38Legouis and Cazamian, p. 879.

3% obert Wniteford, Motives in English Fictlion (New
York, 1918), pp. 139-140.

4Oyitham, p. 13.
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Like the Vicar, Mrs. Primrose 1s often a stereotype.
Davidson says she is "fussy, small-souled, intriguing."al
That she possesses these characteristics is undeniable;
however, to say that these are her only traits doss not
follow. The close observer finds that she develops to a
certain degree within the novel and must be classified as
& round character. The reader's first impression of her is
very favorable. In the first ?aragraph of the novel the
Vicar describes her as a “good-natured, notable weman“‘whp
is well-bred and relatively well-learned. The instances,
however, Iin which she dlsplays amiability and wisdom are
very few. FPoverty teaches her only humilitj.uz

Pride ig the source of Mrs. Deborah Primrose!s weak-
ness. Her failure to recognize the worth of the &isguised
Burchell stems from her desire to see Sophia well married.
In several conversations with Burchell, the Viecar's wife
attempts to display her superior wit. On one of ﬁhese ce-
casions she ralses her voice to compensate for her lack of
reasoning power. On two other occasions, the Vicar, seeing
that her attempt at intellectusal humor is failing, replaces
her in the conversation. Her blindness to the real char-
acter of the Squire also stems from venlty. By a display of

genteel manners and affected speech, the Squire raises the

ulDavidson, re 10. ugGoldsmith, Vicar, p. 1.
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ambition of Mrs. Primross so high that she begins to be-
lieve her ingenlous tricks for trapping the Squire into
marriage are successful.uB

Mrs. Primrose demonstrates that she finally has ac-
quired humility as a result of misfortune 1n at least two
closing episodes of the novel. Whille eating breakfast on
the honeysuckle bank one morning immediately following
Glivia's return, the Vicar's wife, forgetting her wounded
pride,rbraaks into tears aﬁd expresses love of "her daughter
as before." The second instance in which she demonstrates
humility oceurs during the Vicar's incarceration. Feeling
& gense of gullt for her breach éf hespitallty to Burchell;
she says, "The slights you received from me the last time
I had the honour of seeing you at our house, and the jokes
witich I audaciously threw out--these jokes, sir, I fear,
can never be forgiven.“hu

George, the Vicar's eldest son, is a prime example of
the young man who leaves home %o make his living, "sows his
wild oats," and emerges a wlser man. Johnson says of
Goldsmith: ™"He has been loose in his principles, but he
is coming right."uS This statement might apply equally to
George Primrose. The account of George'ls vagabondage is
similar in many respects to Goldsmith‘s.early wenderings.

Both men achieve 1little success in théir youthful travels,

431p1a., op. 63, 68, 79. ih1pid., ppe 153, 199.

uBBGswell, pe 113,
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but both learn a great deal about human nature and learn to
patronize "the childhood world of the Ji‘am:x:i.ll:,r.“u6

Degcribing the character traits of his family, the
Vicar says that his sons are "hardy and active." By his
own statement, George disproves in part the Vicér's
‘gensralizaticn: ., . . I was unqualified for a ﬁrofession
where mere industfy along was to ensure success.“hT George's
aversion to labor, however, is not so strong that he sinks “
to earning his bread by flattery of the rich. Instead of
joining the "writers" who live off the subscriptions of a
patron yet néver wriﬁe, George attempts to become an guthor
but falls because he expects the praise of the world without
long periods of labor. In the household of Squire Thornhill,
George refuses again to use flattery as a means of obtaining
favor.us George is commendably active in, at least, one area
of his life; he is a dutiful son. His efforts to reliseve the
family's dlstress at a time when he is about to achieve
worldl& success demonstrate that he has learned to value
his home and feels the necessity of defending its honor.
By developing a commendable value system, he emerges from

the novel &s a round character.

hﬁMorris Golden, "The Familgﬂwanderer Theme in Gold-
smith," ELH, XXV (September, 1958), 187.

h7Gcldsmith, Vicar, pp. 3, 119.
LI-BIbid.’ ppc 119"1210
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Moses Primrose, the Vicar's second son, 1ls portrayed as
a youth of sixteen who is "proud of his new-acquired book-
learned skill, and utterly ignorant of the world.“ug Upon
first meeting Squire Thornhill, Moses endeavors to impress
nim by "a duestion or two from the ancienits." On another
occasion the young son agrees to debate the worth of church
tithes against Squire Thornhill.. In both instances Moges!
display of learning is rewarded by laughter.so It is in-.
teresting to note that the following passage from the first
edition was omitted later because it deseribed Goldsmith
himself too closely: ™ . . . for he Moses always ascribed
to his wit that laughter which was lavished at his sim-
plicity.“sl The inability of Moses either to detect
Jenkinson as an lmpostor or to argue successfully agalnst
experlienced men of the world proves that he is eszsentially
"ignorant of the world." Because Moges seems to show
little, if any, development during the story, he may justi-
fiably be classified as a flat character.

Of the Primrose daughters, Olivia undergoes the greater
change in character. At Wakefield the Vicar describes her
as "open, sprightly, and commanding." In the family por-
trait she is "an Amazon, sitting upoﬁ a bank of flowérs,

dressed in a green Jjoseph, richly laced in gold, and a whip
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| Macmilian, pp. xviii-xiv.

Q .
5 Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 25, 35. 51Davidson, Pe 9.



L3

in her hand.”sz Although Olivia proudly belleves she can
command the young landlord by her beauty and sprightliness,
she discovers that these qualities will not secure the love
of so mercenary a man as he. When the Vicar finds her at
the inn, he beholds an humbled Olivia, whose instant concern
1s her father's pallor. During the days of her infamy,
Oliviats vivaéity disappears, and her beauty seems "impaired."”
Feelings of regret for her famlly's concern alternate with
the emotions of envy and jealcusy: Words of optimism from
the Vicar provoke her despalr: “Happiness, I fear, is no
longer ressrved for me here; and I Jong to be rid of a

n53

place where I have only found distress. The flush of
pleasure drawn to her face by the news that she is an
"honest woman" causes the Vicar to surmise that she will
again be vfn;rac:;1.01,1.=.a,SLL but equally valid is the assumption
that she remains the "falr penitent" who has learned s
lesson from her adventure and escaped the penalty of death
imposed on the "lovely woman" who "stoops to folly."ss
The Viear's younger daughter, Sophia, 1s more nearly
a flat character than her sister, because her character,

wholly admirable, 1s consistent. Early in the novel her
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Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. L, 85.

531bid., pp. 137, 147, 158, 176. Sh1pia., p. 21k.

55Robert Utter and Gwendolyn Needham, Pamela's
Daughters (New York, 1936), pp. 259-260.
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father corments that, unlike Olivia, she "repressed excel-
lence, from her fears to offend" and that she "entertained"
him with her "sense" when he was serious. Sophia's early
disdain of the Squire and her ability to see the superior
quallties of Burchell's character readily demonstrate that
she has "almost the wisdom of an angel." Her fear of
Burchell's being a scoundrel, experienced after her father
reads Burchell!s letter to Miss Skeggs and Lady Blarney,
is evidently only momentary, for in seeking a defender from
Baxter, her kidnapper, she immediately calls on Burchell.
Her ability to perceive what constitutes goodness resembles
that of her father, and for this reason he calls her "the
child that was next ny heart.“56

Ma jor characters outside the family group are Sir
Willlam Thornhill, his nephew Ned Thornhill, and Ephraim
Jenkinson. Of these three, Burchell, or Sir William
Thornhill, has received the greatest amount of consldera-
tlon from the critics. Baker asserts the ideal nature of
Lord Thornhill's character: "The conduct and opinion of
Burchell are always to be approved. His insight is never
wrong; he sees all the pitfalls of life. The follies and
excesses of hls youth have taught him to see the world as

it is."57 Seltz conjectures that this English nobleman was

6
2 Goldsmith, Vicar, ppe i, 26, 182.

573rnest A. Baker, The Novel of Sentiment and the Gothlc
Romance, Vol. V of The History of the English Novel, 10 vois.
(Wew York, 1929), p. 82
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fashioned after the ideal Irish 1&ndlord.58 Other critics
volce opposite opinions. One says that the reader of
Goldamlth's day probably considered Burchell "too fan-
tasticallﬁ eccentric."59 Macmillan denles Burchell's per~
fection: "His high reputation for wisdom is hardly'con-
gistent with the conduct attributed to him when he is
traveling through the country incognito and neglects to
take the proper measures to save his frlends from impend~
ing disgrace and ruin.”

Baker!'s views of Lord Thornhillts faultlessness are
valid. If‘ths reader disregards th@ﬁmistakes of Burchellls
youth, which occur before the novel opens, Burchell amergé&
as a consistent character possessing the qualities of
generosity, Justice, and wisdom. His failure to restore the
Vlicar at once to good fortune, s weakness ascribed to him
by Macmillan, 1ls in reality an act of generosity qualified
Dy wisdom. From experience Sir William Thornhill has
learned that a man must "respect himself' by limiting his
charlity to those who will use the gift wlsely. By delaying
the Vicar's restoration to good fortune, he allows Primrose
to acquiré self-respect. His just punishment of his nephew

likewlse may be attributed to wisdome. Lord Thormhill does

SBRobart Seitz, "The Irish Background of Goldsmith's
Social and Politlcal Thought," PMLA, LII (June, 1939), L06.

59bavidson, p. 10. 0uacmillan, p. xviii.
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not decree that the Squire must suffer trial and imprison-
ment but that he, humiliatingly, must depend for his sus-
tenance on the wife he has abandoneds Burchell's desire
to marry Sophia (a sensible but poor young womaﬁ), his
immediate recognition of deceit in Lady Blarney and Miss
Skeggs, and hls aversion to a prevalence of epithets in
contemporary English literature, all indicate his abllity
to percelve worth.ﬁl

Ned Thornhill, like his uncle, is a consistent char-
acter. By showing little change or development, both
emerge as flat characters. No two men, however, offer
greater contrasts. The Squire's evil, extravagant nature
finds its antitype in the loviﬁg but prudent nature of his
uncle. Seitz suggests that the prototype for the younger
Thornhill 1s the villainous Irish landlord who was called
"squireen® or "middle man.”62 Typical of Squire Thornkillts
villainy is his deception of Olivia by a false promise of
marriage, his imprisonment of the Vicar and of George, and
nis plan to kidnap Sophiz. Macmillan states with some
reason that there is no redeeming trait in this villain,
unless we are Inclined to give any credit to George Prim-
rose's assertion that "'Ned Thornhill was at the bottom a
very“good~natured fellow,!' an asgertion that . . . has no

foundation in fact.“63 Yet Moses'! report that the people

®lgoldsmith, Viear, pp. 15-16, 38, 56, 215.
62561tz, Pe 1106, 63Macmillan, pe xviii.
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of the countryside praise the Squire for his "fine person
suggests that Ned Thornhill had some general attractiveness,
however superficial 1t may have bean.éa

The Squire's dependence on memory snd ceremony ls in
direct contrast”to his uncle's display of spontaneocus wisdem
and hatred of ceremony. Wheﬁ the young landlord attempts
to impress the Primrose family with a memorized arguemsnt,
the Vicar easily detects his real ignorance. Primrose,
morsover, immediately recognizes wisdom in Burchell's
literary views and wit in his unrehearsed arguments with
Mrs. Primrose. A "set speech" of gratitude which the Squire
begins to recite in apology ié cut short by his unele, who
"seemed not to understand ceremony, or to despise it."és

0f all the personages in the novel who undergo a change
of character, Ephraim Jenkinson's development 1s the most
unreslistic. Macmillan describes him as the "versatile
rogus™ who atones at the end of the story for his misdeeds.é'6
Being confined chiefly to unethical business practices,
Jenkinson's villalny never reaches the serlousness of Squire
Thornhill's. And, unlike the Squire, Jenkinson appears to
become geﬁuinely penitent. Instead of deceltfully arranging

events that he may receive benefit, Jenkinseon works without

éuGoldsmith, Vicar, p. 151. 6SIbid., pp. 1k, 3L, 215,

éMacmillan, Pe XiX.
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sxpecting reward for the restoration of the Vicar to good
fortune. His confession that he secured a true priest and
license so that he later could prove the valldity of
Oliviats marriage to the Squire in order to blackmall him
is the“clearest evidence of his refcnmation.é?

The variety of charactefs in this novel indicates that
Goldsmith learned much of humen nature from his travels on
the Continent. Hils Vicar, whose amisbility could be stirred
to anger, whose resignation to God's will could change with
clrcumstances to railings against ?rovidence, whose insight
into truth could be dimmed, and whose pride could be humbled,
is the most natural and believable character in the novel.
Deborah Primrose, whose pride in family and former wealth
prevented her from facing realistically her altered circum-
stances, also approaches natural presentation, although her
eventual humlllity seems somewhat artificial. A coﬁparison
of the Vicar's two older sons reveals that George receives
the more exténsive treatment and emerges as a more belisv-
able character. TUnllke his brother Moses, George learns
that the favor of the world is not won by an ostentatious
display ol learning. Primrose's daughters are also effec-
tively portraysd as opposites.“ The exuberant but shallow
Olivia, who matures through severe experienceg, forms a

direct contrast to Sophla, whose wisdom is unvarying.

Toolasmith, Viear, p. 21l.
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Other antitypes are Sir Willilam Thornhill, who exhibits
wlse benevolence, and his nephew Ned, who loves money and
licentious pleasure, however obtained. Ephraim Jenkinson,
another antitypa of the Squire, develops, perhaps capri-
ciously, from a deceltful robber of the Vicar and Moses
into their generous and truthful friend. Such varied ang
complex portraiture persuasively attests Goldsmithis skiil

and explains the perennial appeal of his novel.



CHAPTER III
THEMES

Equal in importance to the narrative structure and
characterization in The Vicar of Wakefield are the themes
Goldsmith develops. IWhat they are, why Goldsmith enlarged
them, and how consistently Goldsmith treated them are ques~
tions a close analysis of the novel answers. To choose a
central theme for the novel is difficult, but some scholars
have attempted the feat. Witham contends that the themelof
the story is "the struggle of a man, in the face of succes-
sive afflictions, to keep his faith in the divine guldance
of the world.“l Dahl malntains that disguise is the per-
vading theme and serves as the clue to the strong artistic
Impression which The Vicar makes. Cazamlan comments that
"everytihing resolves itself into the teaching of goodness.
Sentiment raised to the status of a doctrine and a rule [inds
the centre from which 1% will henceforth radiate over English

life o . . ."3 Baker and Gallaway, however, believe that

LYitham, p. 4.

ECurtis Dahl, "Patterns of Disguise in The Vicar of
Wakefield," ALH, XXV (June, 1958), o91. —

3Legouis and Cazamian, p. 877,
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this novel is a reaction against sentimentalism rather than

an apologia for "complacent trust in the supremacy of goc:d."iL

Dahl's theory that disguise is the source of The Vicar'!'s
thematic unity is convincing. He divides the theme into twb
parts--literal disguise and figurative disguise. Although
gubtle In 1ts ramifications, physical disguise is the most
obvious manifestation of the theme. 8ir William Thornhill
disguises himself so that he may see people as they really
are. Jenkinson disguilses himself as a "“reverend-looking
man" so that he may deceive Moses.s Jenkinson, whose “green
0ld age seemed to be the result of health and benevolance,“6
persuades the Vicar by flattery (false, not true admiration)
and specloug learning to accept a forged draft on Flamborough.
Ledy Blarney and Miss Skeggs adorn themselves with "high-
sounding names, fancy clothes, and fashionable conversation.”
To terrifly Sophla by pretending to carry her off, Baxter
dresses as a gentleman. The real kidnapper, Squire Thorn-
hill, plans to arrive "as if by accident" and to pretend to
be Sophia's defender. Sir William, posing as Burchell, her
supposed énemy, rescues her from this alleged protector.7

Members of the Primrose family employ literal disguise.

On the first Sunday morning following their departure from

hBakar, p. 81; Gallaway, p. 1168,

SDahl, Pp. 91-92. 6Goldsmith, Vicar, pe. 71.

"Danhl, pp. 91-92.
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Wakefield, the women, not humbled to their present situ-
ation, appear in "all thelr former splendour; their hair
plastered up with pomatum, thelr faces patched to taste,
their trains bundled up 1nto a heap behind, and rustling
at every motion.”B The entire family appears metamorphosed
in its portrait.' Mrs. Primrose is Venus, and the two
smaller sons are Cupids at her side. Olivia appears as an
Amazon and Sophia, as a shepherdess. Moses is "dressed out
with a hat and feather," his father, in a “gown and band."?
Though less obvious, examples of figurative disguise
are more numerous than those of physical disguise. The
Squire bellttles Moses! true reasoning with false sophisgti~
cation. Mrs. Primrose exults over what seems to be Olivia's
success in gaining the Squire. The Vicar, who sees through
the grossness of Lady Blarney and Miss Skeggs! speech and
the "fashionable cant" of Squire Thornhillts proposal to
Olivia, is blind to his visitors! insincere talk about
virtue. The prisoners, from Whom the Vicar expects to hear
lamentations, hide thelr true misery in uproarious mirth.
Squire Thornhill attempts to cover his evil motives for
imprisoning George and the Viecar by maintaining to his
uncle that he has acted virtuously. Jenkinson, appearing
%o be a villain, virtuously reveals Squire Thornhillts plots.
The Vicarts wealth, thought to be lost, 1s not lost ét all.lo

8¢oldsmith, Viear, p. 21. 9Ibid., p. B5.
105ah1, po. 92-93.
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Additional examples of figurstive disguise are the Prim-
roses! hypocritical kindness to Burchell after finding
his letter, Ollivia's pretence in lavishing attention on
Farmer Williams, the Squirets felgned purpose in securing
George's army commission, and the devil's clever triecks in
deceiving the prisoners.ll |

By word and deed, the Vicar preaches sincerity,
honesty, and truth, the ovposites of hypocrisy. He contrasts
the man who rears a large famlly with the man who only talks
about Incressing population. He prefers conventional, not
romantic, names for his daughters. His argument on the
Whistonisn controversy shows that he believes & clergyman
should not treat an eternal sacrament as i1f it were temporal.
After losing his fortune, the Vicar does not misrepresent
nis situation to Mr. Wilmot.lz In a wife and daughters,
ne prefers "such qualities as would wear well' to super-
Liclial beauty.13

Dahl finds "patterns of disguise" even in those
passages of the novel which often are called sxtraneous.

- » the fact that through the theme of disguiss
the apparently extraneous parts can be closely
fitted into the whole structure of the Vicar helps

support the thesis that diﬁguise-and-reality is
the book's central theme.+

Mgoldsmith, Viear, pp. 79, 90, 10k, 133, 167. (Other
examples may be found on pp. 12@, 151, 159, 202, 208,)

2 \
Dahl, pp. 93«9, 13Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 1-2.
Upant, p. 96.
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The "gentleman™" who suspects that the Viear is maéquerading
2s a clergyman 1is really only Mr. Arnoldts butler; his
aprilghtly expatiations on politics lead ﬁha Vicar to belleve
this servant "nothing less than a parliament~man.“15
Ephraim Jenkinson boasts of his skill in "counterfeiting
avery age from seventeen to seventy" but notes that if he
had been honest like Flamborough, his fortune might now be
greater. Burchell comments on "false taste in poetry."

The chief actor of the playing company says that current
theatrical taste demands imitations of Jonson and Shakespeare.
In the story of Matilda, the Italian general turns out to

be Matllda's long lost son. In the ballad of Edwin and
Angelina, both hero and heroine appear in disgulse., Dahl
also finds "patterns of disguise®™ in George's travel account.
George discovers that the usher of a school needs no learn-
ing and that the least Imaginative fellows are the best
authors. George writes a book on paradoxes. His false
friend S8quire Thornhill "draws him into a duel over the
pretended seduction of a pretended gentleman's pretended
sister.” Crispe promises to make George a sécretary to

the Chickasaw Indians but really intends td sell him in

. 16
America gs a slave.

1Go1dsmith, Vicar, p. 10i. 10panl, pp. 96-99.



Early in The Vicar Dr. Primrose says that he "was
never much displeased with those harmless delusions that
tend to make us more happy." Yet he later contradicts

himselfs

Oh, my children, if you could but learn %o ¢ ommune

Wwilth your own hearts, and know what noble company

you can make them, you would 1iFtla regard tf$

elegance and the splendour of the worthless.
According to Dahl, the principal teaching of The Viecar is
that "unhappiness springs from an imperfect perception of
bruth while happiness is born of a capacity to see the
real truth that lies behind appearance and disguise.“ls By
observing that Dr. Primrose, Lord Thornhill, and Jenkinson
find happiness in the perception of truth and that Squire
Thornhlll suffers punishment for a false sense of values,
one may conclude that Dahl's sssertion 1s valid.

Another pervading theﬁe in the novel is insistence
upon the necesslty of an equilibrium between Irgason~-
connoting prudence and temperance--and passion. Primrose
often recommends the use of reason. He exhoprts "the married
men |of Wakefield] to temperance.® In his new home the
Vicar observes that his family ignores his "painful lectures®
on the tempering of their ambition. Later he and his wife

send Moses to sell the colt, because they believe he

bossesses prudence. To teach Sophla to discriminate in the

l?Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 18, 151, labahl, pe. 101.
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cholice of a husband, the Vicar hopes to lodge her in town
for a winter. Seeking the lost Olivia, he finds himselfl
“driven to that state of mind in which we all are more
ready to act precipitately than to reason right." After
George's lncarceration, his father pleads to Sir William
Thornhlll that George challenged the Squlre in obediencs to
19

an imprudent mother. Other family members exerclse reason
less frequently. They discuss "the pleasures of temperance"
with Sgquire Thornhill, Lady Elarney, and Miss Skeggs. Later
Moses asserts that his bargaln with Jenkinson is justified
by "reason," and 0livia struggles between prudence and
passion In consenting to elope with the Squire. Mrs. Primrose
frequently fails to utilize her mind in wit combats with
Burchell; the Vicar's comment is that "instead of reasoning
atronger,'" she talked 1ouder.20

Many characters outside the family often advocate the
use of reason. Lord Thornhill commends the Squire’s
prudence in refusing to accept George's challenge. The
Squire himself approves the Vicar's Wisdom in not communi-
cating the news of Clivia's disapﬁaaranca to George and
Arabella. ZRarlier he obsérved to Mrs. Primrose that a
husband for Olivia should possess "prudence." Jenkinson

too recommends rationallty in telling Primrose that "reason®

19Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 6, L9, 61, 69, 99, 198.
201p14d., pp. 48, 6l, 68, 92.



51

obliges him to attempt reconciliation with the Squire.
Minor characters advocating the use of reason are the
Vicar's friend who assumes that the clergyman will exercise
prudence by not informing Wilmot of his lost fortune and
Wilmot himself, who exercises "prudence," his one perfect
virtue, by bresking off the engagement of George and
ﬁrabella.Zl

Although he frequently preached the use of reason,
Primrose was often motivated by passion. "Careless of
temporalities," the Vicar expresses the benevolent Teelings
of his heart by giving "the profits of his living" to the
wldows and orphans at Wakefield. A desire to see hig
daughters happy leads him to give them a shilling apiece
that they may hear the predictions of a fortune~telling
gypsys Although the Vicar states that his "tenderness as
a parent" shall never alter his "integrity as a man,"
passlion magsters his reason in outbursts following the an-
nouncement of Olivia's elopement, the news of Sophia's
abduction, and the sight of George in shackles. Burdhell‘s
bold threat that he could have the Viesr hanged for opening
his letter to Lady Blarney and Miss Skeggs causges the Vicar
to reply that "insolence raised me to such g piteh, that I
éould scarcely govern my passion." In making this statement,

Primrose contrasts himself to Burchell, who, "shutting the

E;EEié-: pp. 9-10, 88, 132, 179, 202.
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clasps [bf his pocketbook] with the utmost composure, left
us [the Primroses] quite astonished at the serenity of his
assurance." Again unlike the Vicar, Burchell restrains his
own charity, because “he carried benevolence to an excess
when young; for his passions were then strong, and as they
were all upon the side of virtue, they led it up to a
romantic extrame."aa Goldsmith also speaks of the emotions
of Mrs. Primrose, Olivia, and Squire Thornhill. During
Oliviats attempts to attract the Squire, Primrose tells
her.fhat he will not allow Farmer Williams to be the
"dupe" of her “ill-placed passion" for the young landlord,
whose "passion," the Vicar says, 1s "all a dream." At the
news of Olivia*s elopement, Mrs. Primrose, "whose passions
were not so strong" as the Vicar's, suggests that her
husbend resd from the Bible.&- |

In advocating a balance between reason and passion,
Goldsmith assuredly did not place the emphasis on passion.
In one of his essays he stated that the "preacher must
address the heart, not the head, for vice is the child of

passion.“a&

From this statement, the reader may assume
that Goldsmith saw less danger in a superfluity of reason

than he gaw in an abundance of its antithesis; however, the

221h16., pp. 6, 15-16, 49, 81-82.
232_*9_5;@-, ppe 90-91, 96.

2 .
J‘L@}mtwd from Gallaway, p. 1ll72.



prudence which he exalts is that of Sir William Thornhill,
not that of Mr. Wilmot, for in Thornhlll the gifts of the
mind and of the heart grow equally.

The struggle between pride and humility is another
prominent theme in The Viear. All members of the famlly
are at one time or another affected with pride. Dr. Prim-
rose voasts of the famlly's skilll in making gooseberry wine,
and the Vicar!s wife and daughters vainly "gazed at them-
gelves in the glass" during the hours between breakfast and
dinner. When Mrs. Primrose states that Burchell has defeated
the Vicar in argument, her husband retaliates: "You mistake
there, my dear; I belleve there are but few that can do that;
I never dispute your abilities at making a goose-pie, and
T beg you'll leave argument to me.“aS The Vicar is proud
also of his daughters' beauty and of his ability as a
pamphleteer. Mrs. ?rimrose shows her vanity by surmising
that she herself is the source of Oliviats dancing skill
and little Billts fine voice. The children, too, have ac-
quired their parents' weakness. In London George sits
"self-collected" walting for "the whole learned worldh
%o oppose hls book of paradoxés. Similarly believing'
Justifiably that his reasoning power surpasses that of the
Squire, Moses attempts to prove the worth of church tithes.

When & landlord remarks that Squire Thornhill has been

25114, pp. 2, 8, 28.
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successful with and then faithless to, almost every farmer's
daughter within ten miles, the features of both Olivia and'
Sephia "gseemed to brighten with the expectation of an ap-
proaching triumph.”

In the last half of the novel, however, the family
as well as some of the minor characters acquire humility.
The family's "mortification™ in not being able to ride the
horses successfully on a Sunday morning humbles them into
accepting modest Flamborough's invitation "to burn nuts and
play tficks" on Michaelmas Eve. At the same time, many
miles away, George's intellectual pretensions are mortified
by neglect. As misfortunes mount, the destruction of her
home by flre humbles Mrs. Primrose. With no "pride or
resantment“ in his heart, the Viecar, thinking Olivia dead,
agrees to submit to Squire Thornhill. The Squire himself,
the proudest character of all, finally begs in “utmost
humility" that Jenkinson and Baxter "not be adﬁitted a8
evidences against him."e7

According to Samuel Johnson, Goldsmith attributed
the vices and the virtues of his own life to vanity.28
Knowing Goldsmith's attitude toward pride and observing

his treatment of this theme in The Vicar, one may conclude

26 :
Ibido, PPRe 13, 33, LI.E)’ 9)—{-; ll?:

£11vid., pp. 53-5l, 118, 145, 180, 205. (Humility is
mentioned also on pp. 121, 156.)

EBBoswell, p. 305,
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that Goldsmith did not completely condemn vanity; in fact,

he commended the self-respect of 8ir William Thornhill.

He condemned felse pride, not defensible self-esteem.
Sentimentality has received more varying comment than

29

any other theme in The Vicar. As most eighteenth~century

humanitarians, Goldsmlth believed that man was innately

good.BO

Certainly if the words of Dr. Primrose reveal
Goldsmith's mind, the reader may find justification for
this critic's view. After the first of two sermons to his
fellow prlsoners, Dr. Primrose states "that no man was past
the hour of amendment, every heart lying open to the shafts
of reproof; 1f the archer could but take a proper aim."
3till referring specifieally to the prisoners, he says,
"If these wretches, my children, wers prindes, there would
be thousands ready to offer their ministry; but in my
opinion, the heart that is burled in a dungeon is as
precious as that seated upon a throne.“Bl Like Cazamian,
Macmlllan believes that Goldamith

contrives to reconcile us to human nature, andwshows

hls belief in the 1nherent goodness of his fellow-

men by ascribing kindly scts and feelings %o those

who are commonly represented as brutalized by the
character of their occupations,32

EQSentimentalism,has been defined as "the belief that
human nature is fundamentally good" (Gallaway, p. 1167).

30

Legouls and Cegamian, p. 877.

31Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 168, 171.
32

Macmillan, p. xix.
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Having a horse, one of the officers sent to arrest the
Vicar "kindly" takes the Menfeebled" Olivia behind him.
After the Vicar finishes the second of his jail sermons, he
comments that the jaller was "one of the most humane of his
profession” and that he pleaded duty when he removed George
to a stronger 0611.33

In a letter to David Garrick, Madame Riccobeoni aug-
gested that Goldsmith's attitudes were naive:

Pleading In favour of robbers, thieves, and people

of bad morals was very far from pleasing me,=-Youpr

vicar preaches to scoundrels and converts them; I

should not like to meet his congregation %& & wood,

1f I had a thousand guineas in ny pocket.

But Madame Riccoboni may have been misled, for some critics
believe that Goldsmith was really ridiculing current senti-
mentalitys:

It 1s clear . . . that Goldsmith is free from

two obsessions of the sentimentalist~-the natural

goodness of human kind, and the superior happiness

and virtue of savages on South Sea isles., . . .,

It 1s even possible that The Vicar of Wakefield

should be regarded not as an idyll T .7, but as a

satire . . . broken in the end by an indulgence of

the novelist to his own heart %nd to the hearts of

& sentimental reading public.3
Baker, too, states that The Vicar "was to be a fable at the

sxpense of santimental optimism, . . . confidence that

33&oldsmith, Vicar, pp. 159, 193,

BAB. Sprague Allen, "William Godwin ang the Stage,"
PMLA, XXXV (Septemb@r, 19203, 372.

3%¢allaway, pp. 1177, 1181.
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honesty will have its reward without s cautious sense of
the wickedness of the world and the gulle and unscruplous-
ness of others."36 Certainly Goldsmith's commendation of
Lord Thornhill's prudence teaches that man must use reason
as a eomplemenﬁ to the sentimentalism of the heart. To
this extent, at least, the views of Baker and Gallaway are
- defensible.

The ideal nature of pural 1ife is another major thems.
in The Vicar. Describing the family's exlstence at Wake~
field, Dr. Primrose says, "We hagd nodrevolutions to fear,
nor fatigues to undergo; all our adventures were by the
fireside, and all our migrations from the blue bed to the
brown." In his new home the Vicar comments that his
parishioners worked cheerfully on "days of labour" but
wolcomed holidays as occasions for idleness.

They kept up the Christman carcl, sent true love-

knots on Valentine morning, ate pancakes on

Shrovetide, showed their wit on the first of

ﬁgg%%? and religiously cracked nuts on Michaelmas

A day in the Primrose home began with grateful words
"to that Being who gave us another day" and ended with
family devotions. Laboring from sunrise to sunset, the
family found joyful relisf at the dinner hour, which was
passed, according to the Viecar, ™in innocent mirth between

my wife and daughters, and in philosophical arguments

36Bakar, p. 81 37Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 2, 19.
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between my son and me." Burehell's ballad of the "gentle
Hermit" presents another ideal piéture of rural life:
Around In sympathetic mirth,
Its tricks the kitten tries,
The cricket phirrups on tha he%gth,
The crackling faggot flies.

Goldsmith's mild expression of opposition to urban
life reveals itself in the theme of wealth and poverty.
George Primrose finds Paris a "retreat of venal hospitality"
and its people “fonder of strangers that have money, then of
those that have wit.® The Vicar finds the rural breeding of
his daughters "already superior to their fortune" and asserts
that ®greater refinement would only serve to make their
poverty ridiculous." By associsting city values with wealth,
Goldsmith demonstrated to the reader his distrust of urban
influence.3?

Through Primrose and his wife, thelr son George, and
Burchell, the author communicated his condemnation of wealth.
The Vicar observes that "the poorer the guest, the better
pleased he ever is with being treated." He also notes that
the fortune and fine clothing of Squire Thornhill persuade
the women of the family to accept him and his impertinent
humor. In a preamble to Dick!s story of the Giant and the
Dwarf, Primrose declares hisg fesentment of the wealthy:

"Unequal combinations are always disadvantageous to the

ﬁeaker side, the rich having the pleasure, and the peoor the

8., .
°Ibid., pp. 20, yo. 39Ibid., pp. 47, 127.



65

inconveniences that result from them."™ Later in his
political oration to the servants of the Arnold household,
he states that ambition for wealth leads men to undermine
"sacred monarchy" and gather about themselves "a circle of
the poorest people™ from whom they may purchase liberty
for a promise of bread.uo |
Mildly condemning the world!'s emphasis on wealth, Mrs.
Primrose remarks to Squire Thornﬁill that "they who had
wars fortunes were always sure of getting good husbands . .
It is not, What is she? but, What has she? is all the cery.®
George Primrose notes from his travels thét "richea in gen-
eral were in svery country another name for freedam."ul_
Even the ballad of Edwin and Angelina calls attention to

the advantages of money:

Alas! the joys that fortune brings
Are trifling, and decay;

And those who prize the paltry things,
More trifling still than they.4#

In commenting on this thems, Gallaway maintains that
Goldsmith condemmed luxury, not because of a romantic be~-
lief in man's primitive felicity, but because of luxury!s
effects én,ﬁational morale and economics. Hs further ob-

serves that the author did not deseribe "thé bliss of the

primitive, but the bourgeois happiness of the moderately

LLOIbid., pp. 2, 2L, 32, 66, 106-110.
hlibid., pp. 87, 130. haIbid., p. LO.
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well-to-do."*3 The reader may find justification for
Gallaway's view in the comment of Primrose:
. .”. there must still be a large number of the people
without the sphere of the opulent man's influence;
nemely, that order of man which subsists between the
very rich and the very rabble. . . . In this middle
order of mankind are generally to be fpund all the
arts, wisdom, and virtues of soclety.™
Charity, another prominent thematic element, appears
as a quality of most sympathetic male characters in the
novel. The Vicar demonstrates benevolence by giving the
profits of his living to widows and orphans. He cormends
the generosity of the disgulsed Jenkinson, who gives &5
to a distressed youth. After the fire the neighbors of
Primrose bring clothing to.the family and provide one of
thelr outhouses with kitchen utensils so that by morning
the Primroses have "another, though a wretched dwelling
to retire to." Jenkinson, undlsgulsed, offers part of his
bed clothing to the chilled Vicar. "With humanity® the
Jailer prepares a bed for the Vicar's two small sons that
they may lie in the prison with thgir father. Sir Willism
Thornhill generously orders that £ [0 "be distributed among
the prisoners," and induced by Thornhillts example, Wilmot

gives half tbaﬁ sum.“s

us@allaw&y, Ppe 11T74-1175.
uhGoldsmith, Vicar, pp. 108-109.
L‘-S:L.bidﬁg pp. 72’ 11—{-5’ 161, 165’ 21?-2180



67

Although generally praising charity, Goldsmith quali-
fied his commendation at least twice. The Vicar's purpose
in lending an object of some value to a relation "of very
bad character,” "a troublesome guest," or one he "desired
to get rid of," knowing that the receiver would not return,
demonstrates that the motives of benevolence are not all
worthye DBurchell's comment on his excessive generosity in
youth, when he lost "a regard for private interest in uni-
versal sympathy," reveals that wholesale charity is fool-
ish, since the friends that benefit gathers about a person
are "little estimable.“ué

Several soclal and political reforms are advocatsd
in The Vicar. Between the relgns of Queen Anne and
George III, political influence in Fngland and government
by oligarchy were at a peak. Parliament, ruled by the
rich, had reduced the King "to =& cipher.“uT In reaction
to this situatlion, Goldsmlth spoke through the Vicar to
condemn the opulent, whose efforts were directed always
toward the undermining of the single tyrant and the restora-
tion of hils power to themselves. The Vicar praises monarchy
because it is the only defender of the middle class and be-

cause it creates one king, "whose election at once diminishes

borpia., pp. 2, 16-17.

LLrHoward Bell, Jr., "The Deserted Village and Gold-
smith's Social Doctrines," PMLA, LIX (September, 19Lk), 751.




68

the number of tyrants, and puts tyranny &t the greatest dls-
tance from the greatest number of people."hB

A specific reform recommended by Goldsmith was correc-
tion of the penal code. Primrose is consecious of its in-
conalstency:

When, by indiscriminate penal laws, & nation bsholds

the same punlishment affixed to dissimilar degrees of

guilt . « . the people are led to lose all sense of

distinetion in the crime . . . ; thus the multltude

gﬁeigwieggggzggs?ﬁg vices, and new vices call for
To correct thls abuse, the Vicar recommends that law be
made "the protector, but not the tyrant of the people" and
gurmises that criminals 1f properly treated might "serve
to sinew the state in times of danger," since "few minds
are 8o base as that perseverance cannot amend."so Seltz
believeg that Goldamith owed his vliews on the penal code
to the Irish peasantry. The Vicar!s argument against
capital punishment resembles that éf a group of Irish
peasants who, when questloned by a nineteenth-century
traveller concernlng their failure to enforce the criminal
laws against a thief, replied; “Plaze your honour, would
you have us hang a man for stealing a bit of mutton?“Sl
With sufficient justification, Macmillan comments that

Goldsmith's views on the lnjustice and inefficiency of the

UBzoldsmith, Vicar, pp. 107-108.
491pid., pp. 174-175. 501p14., p. 175.
SlseitZ, P L{.lOc
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criminal code and on the proper treatment of prisoners show
that he was "capable of making valuasble contributions to
soclal and political science.“52
A thematic element which seems to have aroused iittle,
if any, corment from critics of The Vicar is anti-feminism.
Although not wholly derogatory, Goldsmith's attitude in the
novel toward the female sex often assumed this quality. The
Vicar states that his wife prided herself "upon being an
excellent contriver in housekeeping" but that he never found
they "grew richer with all her contrivances." She demon-
strates her occasional extravagance on the Squire's second
visit, and the Vicar's observation is that “our family was
pinched for thres weéks after." His wife'!'s conduct at the
dinner hour causes the Vicar to state with disgust that
"as she always insisted upon carving everything herself,
1t being her mother's way, she gave us upon these occasions
the history of everﬁ dish." When he sees his wife and
daughters in their “formerwfinery," he comments that “all
this is not neatnesé, but frippery.* Later upon discovering
that the women are making a wash for the face, he says,
"Washes of all kinds I had a natural antipathy to; for I
knew that instead of mending the complexion, they spoiled
it.h The reader may find other indications of the Vicar's

anti-feminism in hils deseription of Lady Blarney and Miss

52

Macmillen, pe xxv.
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Skeggs, in his implication that Mrs. Primrose lacks humor
and wit, and 1n his statement that "0ld England is the
only place . . . for wives to manage their husbands.“53
Moses Primrose and Burchell also reveal anti-feminist
tendencies. The Vicar's son observes that the Spanish
market for wives "is oﬁen orice a year; but our English
wives are saleable every night." Burchell's "gentle
Hermit" advises "his love-lorn guest® to "Spurn the sex"
before he discovers this disguised stranger to be the
sweetheart who had "triumphed in his pain." Burchellts
comment on "ladles set up for wit that had none," directed
2%t Mrs. Primrose, exemplifies this attitude again.5h
Anti-feminism, however, i1s not a consistent theme.
The Vicar concedes that "as men are capable of distinguish-
ing merit in women, so the ladies often form the truest
Judgments of us." He speaks sympathetically of his wife
to the abandoned 0livia: "Poor woman! this has gone to
her heart; but she loves yéu still, Oiivia, and will for-
get it." Preparing to go to the prison, Primrose describes
his wife as "pale and trembling," clasping the "affrighted"
children in her arms. Moses displays & 'real liking"™ for

one of the two Miss Flamboroughs, and Sir William Thornhill

53Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 1, 8, 22, 31, 32, 95.

S“Ibid., pp. 40, 79, 95. (Other examples of anti-
Teminism are found on ppe 7, 53, 145, 183, 221.)
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choosés Sophla as his wife because she, a stranger to his
fortune, ﬁloved him for himself alone."ss
Comments on literature are the subject matter of
another popular theme in The Vicar. Johnstone concludes
from a study of Goldsmith's literary views that he has

little reverence for the rules:

Although he believed in the Aristotelisn doctrine of
imitation, he thought that the author should copy
nature dilrectly and produce original work instead of
imitating the ancients. He had little reverence for
such ancients as Homer, Pindar, and Horace; and he
held up for his ideal the writers of the reign of
Queen Anne, notably Pope.

- As for the literary work, he believed that it
should represent ideal nature. Its function is to
present a blend of the delightful and useful. It
should elicit from the audience the emotiona% effects
of the beautiful, the sublime, or the novel.o®

- In view of Goldsmith's emphasis on the direct imitation
of nature in literature, 3ohnson's comment to Mrs. Thrale
appears ironle: " . . . it [Egngégggl is very faulty;
‘there is mothing of real life in it, and very little of
nature.“57

Coﬁversing with Primrose, a sbrolling player observes
that "Dryden and Rowe's manners . . . are quite out of
fashion: our taste hés gone back a whole century; Fletcher,

Ben Jonson, and all the plays of 3hakespeare are the only

SEIbido, PPe L]J-"" l}.}.l, 158, 217’ 221

5660ragreene Johnstone, "The Literary Views of Oliver
Goldsmith," Dissertation Abstracts, XIT (1952), 187.

57

Davidson, De T
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things that go dowm." .The player later adds that "the
public think nothing about dialect, or humour, or chare
acter, for that is none of their business; they only go
to be amused." When the Vicar eritically surmises that
the "modern dramatists are rather imitators of Shakespeare
than of nature," his companion observes that they are in
reality imitatofs of no one and that "it is not the compo~
sition of the piece, but the number of starts and attitudes
that may be introduced into it, that elicits applause."58
Speaking through Burchell, Goldsmith also censured the
artificlallity of contemporary poetry:
English postry, like that in the latter empire of
Rome, 1s nothing at present but a combination of
luzuriant images, without plot or connection~-a
string of epithets thaggimprove the sound without
carrying on the sense,
Contemporary prose receives the reproach of George Primrose,
who finds that "forty very dull fellows about town" live
in opulence by ﬁriting "history and politics." Searching
for an untreated subject on which to writs, he decides %o
write nonsense, because "the best things remained to be
sald on the wrong side." His book of paradoxes having
failed, George becomes an essayist, but his 68s8ys are

"thrown off to oblivien," being

buried among the essays upon liberty, East-
ern tales, and cures for the bite of a mad dog; whils

Saeoldsmith, Vicar, pp. 102103, Sglbid., pe 38.
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Philautos, Philalethes, Phllelutheros, and Philan-
thropos all wrote hetter, because they wrote faster
than T.60

The reader may assume that of poetic forms Goldsmith
favored the ballad. Burchell, for example, uses a ballsad
to 1llustrate his theory of literary perfection, and the
Vicar commsnts that "the most vulgar ballad of them all
generally pleases me better than the fine modern odes,
and things that petrify us in a single stanza." Censur-
ing the contemporary eleglasts, Primrose is contempbtuous
of the triviality of their subject matter: |

The great fault of these eleglasts is, that they are

in despair for griefs that give the sensible part of

mankind very little pain. A lady loses her muff,
her fan, or her lap~-dog, and go the silly poet runs
home to verify the disaster.éi

Goldsmith stated an axlom by which he judged litera-
ture in his comment that “a book may be amusing with
numerous errors, or it may be dull without a single
abaurdity,"62 Burchellls theory that "the reputation of

books is raised, not by thelr freedom from defect, but the

greatness of their beauties" is an echo of Goldsmlth's own

stébement.éB
601p1d., ppe 117, 119-120. 611pid., pp. 38, 9.

62npavertisement to First Edition," The Vicar of Wake-
field (Bostom, 1845}, p. 1h.

63601dsmith, Vicar, p. 80,



i

Closely allied to Goldsmith's view of literature is
his commentary on the patronage system. Johnstone ob-
serves that "Goldsmith thought the 'author by profession!
was to be preferred to the dilettante."éu Through George
Primrose, Goldsmith expressed contempt for the writer who
besieges the prospective subscriberts heart “with flattery"
then pours in his proposals "at the breach.” A hack writer
describes for George the method of his attack on a patron:

If they subscribe readily the first time, I renew

my request to beg a dedication fee. If they let me

have that, I smite them once more for engraving

thelr coat-of~arms at the tops Thus . . . I live

by vanity, and laugh at 1t.©
When the Vicar, shocked by George's report, asks if poets
can S0 disgrace thelr profession as "to make a vile traffic
of praise for bread,® George answers that genuine poets
are above sycophancyﬁ

The oreatures I now describe are only beggars in

rhyme. The real poet, as he braves every hardship

for fame, so he 1s equally a coward to contempt;

and none but those who arg unworthy protection,

condescend to solicit 1t.06

George again expresses contempt for the patronage sys-
tem when he relates his experisnces in the household of
Squire Thornhill. His duties there were to arouse the

Squire's spirits when he sat for a picture and to "assist

at tatbering a kip" when the Squire was in the mood for

6&J0hnstone, pe. 187.
 ¢oldsmith, Vicar, pp. 118-119. %1p14d., p. 119.
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frollie, to slng when he was bld, to be humble always, and,
if he could, "to be very happy." With contempt George
speaké of a "captain of marines" who, having a taste "for
pimping and pedigree," opposed him in their patronts arf-
fections. Unlike the captaln, George found that the Squire!s
increased desire for flattery only made him more unwilling
to glve 1t.07
The contrasting comforts offered by religion and
philosophy form the central theme of the Vicar'!s second
sermon to hls fellow prisoners. Having stated'that phil-
osophy consoles with promlsesg that "life is filled with
comforts® and that "life is short," he observes that "these
consolations destroy each other; for, if 1life is a place
of comfort, its grlefs are protracted."™ Religion, however,
sncourages man "in a higher strain," for it asserts that
earthly life is'only a preparation "for another abode."
The person who finds happiness in this life has the satis-
faction of knowing his happiness will continue; the one who
1s "mlserable" receilves the promise of "a place of rest."
Near the conclusion of his sermon the Viear states that
religion does what philosophy could never do: it
shows the equal dealings of Heaven to the happy and
the unhappy, . « . if the rich have the advantage of
enjoying pleasure here, the poor have the endless

satisfaction of kegwing what 1t was once to be
miserable . . . .

5TTbid., pp. 120-121. 81pi4., pp. 188-190.
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Unlike the preceding theme, Goldsmith's concern with
man'!s "duty" receives extensive rather thaﬁ intensive treat-
menﬁ. At Wakefield Primrose finds pleasure in performing
without reward the charitable deeds which are his "duty."
Later, In describing the activitles of a typical day, he
speaks of the family's morning prayer as a “duty" of
gratitude. When hisﬂparishioners try to restrain the law
officers who have come to arrest him for debt, the Vicar
speaks again of man's obiigation to God: M"Alasl my poor
deluded flock, retuﬁn back to the duty you ows to God, to
your country, and to me." In the jall he feels a "duty"™
to attempt the reclamation of hig fellow prisoners. While
still in prison he denounces the penal code but makes the
quallfication that capitsal punishment is Justifiable in
cases of murder, for "it is the duty of us all, from the
law of self-defence, to cut off that man who has shown a
disregard for the life of another."®? Other characters
also speak of duty. Jenkinson, as the old man whose "locks
of gray venerably shaded his temples," tells a distressed
youth that "to do good is a duty we owe to all our fellow-
ereatures.” Squire Thornhill assumes that man owes a duty
to his employer when he states that "it is certaln he [the
Squire's steward] knows his duty." The "duty" of the

69Ibid., pp. 6, 20, 166, 173.
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Jailer who removed George to another cell also exemplifies
the obligation imposed on man by his proression.?o

Wheraver Goldsmith spoke of duty, he implied that it
was a natural obligation. Never did he speak of neglected
duty without suggesting serious consequences. Whether the
obligation were to God, to others, to country, or %o pro-
fession, Goldsmith seemed to advocate compliance.

Another minor theme which receives somewhat widespread
treatment 1s friendship. Goldsmith's view, in general,
would seem to be that expressed by the hermit of Burchell's
ballad:

And what is friendship but a name,
A charm that lulls to sleep;
A shade that follows wealth or fame
But leaves the wretch to weep? Tl
The sceptical attitude of Burchell arises from his experl-
ence with friends whose flattery "began to dwindle® as he
grew poorer. After Squire Thornhill's first vislt, Charles
Primrose questions the value of an aésociation wlith the
young landlord and comments that "disproportioned friend-
ships ever terminate in disgust." Ned Thornhill's many
displays of false attachment to George Primrose éubstantiate

Goldsmith's suspicion of friendship. For examplte, in the

Squire's household, George is admitted to the table as

TOrpig , - '
«s PPe 71l-72, 155, 193. (Dubty is also mentioned
on pp. I06, 146, 157.)

7lIbido, Pe I.]_O-
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*half friend, half underling." As a "friend" Thornhill
secures an army commlssion for Gesorge and tells Arabella
that George has "gone off to America" with his new Wife.Te
But Goldsmith's atbitude was not wholly sceptical; he did
commend through the Vicar the friendliness of Burchell,
Jenkinson, and Farmer Williams./!3
Resembling Goldsmith's distrust of friendship is his
expression of contempt fof romantic love. The Vicar finds
that the "sentiments™ of the Squire have "more of love than
matrimony in them.® Jenkinson, also speaking slightingly
of the young 1and16rd, confirms the Viecar's doubts by ob-
serving that "Mr. Thornhill had often declared to him that
he was in love with both sisters at the same time."
Burchell's hermit expresses the theme most emphatically:
“ And love 1s still an emptier sound,
The modern failr onels jest;
On earth unsesn, or only found

To warm the turtletls nast.7u

Although various scholars have ﬁndertaken the task of

seleeting The Vicar's major theme, wide disagreement pre-
vails. The divergeﬁce of opinlon suggests that the novel
has no central thesis. Of the fifteen subjects treated in
this chapter, the most important are the deceitfulness of

appearance, the necessity of a proper balance between

"21b1a., ppe 17, 26, 120, 133, 208.

7%£E$§-s ppe 147, 193, 213.
?hlhii-: ppe. L0, 89, 205.
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reason and passion, the limiting of pride by reallty, and
necessity of prudence as a guide to man's'actions. Themes
in The Vicar analyzed most extensively by scholars include
disguise, sentimentality, literature, corruption in govern-
ment, and the ldeal nature of rural life, especially among
The middle class. Goldsmith is congistent in treating the
obligation of man to his duties, the necesslity of reallsm
for the achievement of happiness, the perfect environment
offered by country life, the condemnation of wealth for its
effect on government and economics, the superiority of
religion over philosophy, the artificial quality of con-
temporary literature, the decayed nature of the patronage
system, and the capricious character of romantic love.
Subjects not treated gquite so consistently arse friendship,
anti-feminism, the innate goodness of‘man, reason and
passion, and humility and pride. The subtlety with which
Goldsmith handled this complex of themes reveals a reason

for his novel's peremnnial popularity.



CEAPTER IV
STYLE

Goldsmith's style differs very little from that of
most of hls contemporaries. One critic has observed that

hig [Goldsmith's] inspiration remains classical

In its sly finesse, 1ts sense of measure, its self-

possession, its balance, and its humour; his

language, of a true and charming spontaneous-

ness, ls, however, in fhe bondage of the verbal

nabits of the cantury.l

Johnson, also noting the spontaneity of Goldsmith,
says that he "had no settled notions upon any subject.. . .
It seemed to be his intention to blurt out whatever was

2

in his mind, and see what would become of it." Gold-
smith's ermployment of the first person peint of view, wide
generalizations, and occaslonal passages of description
does not distinguish him from other writers of the Age of
Reason. Hls use of both humor and pathos causge him to
resemble not only other novelists but also other essaylsts
of the period. Since reformastion of manners was =& popular
tople among essayists, 1t is not surprising that Goldsmith,

whoge principal products were essays, should utilize irony,

gentle humor, and pathos in satirizing the sentimental

;Lagouis and Cazamian, p. 852.

2
Quoted from Boswell, p. 378.
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manners of his day and in presenting his owm sentimental
attitudes toward home, family, and rmural life.

Goldsmith presents hls novel through first person
narration. By concentrating on the Vicar's responses to
the action of the novel, the author is able to give the
reoader a complex and vivid portrait of the Viear. Grabo,

however, finds The Vicar's point of view somewhat faulty.

He notes that Primrose, in relating the story, must be
careful to transmit to the reader the exact actions of the
other characters bul must be blind at times to the real
nature of the incidents. PFor example, he must record
Burchell's slip: "I now found that--that--I forget what

T was going to observe: in short, sir, he reéolved to
respect himself. . . .“3 But Primrose must not note the
slipe The Vicar must ?icture Burchell as Yhonest, simple,
just," but for purposes of the plot Goldsmith must for a
whlle make the latter antipathetic to Primrose. A similar
problem arlises in the Vicar's portrayal of Squire Thornhill,
whose villainy he must rela%e but must partially disregard
until Olivia's disclosures following her sbandonment. In
addition, Grébo agsgerts that Goldsmith did not maintain
conslstently the Vicar's polnt of view, for "it merges
inevitably now and theﬁ into the larger point of view of
the author." The description of Flamborough'!s Michaslmas

Bve party illustrates the "observant author"‘point of view,

3&0ldsmith, Vicar, pe 17.
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and Mrs. Primrose!'s challenge of Sqguire Thornhill exem-
plifies the omniscient point of view. Grabo's specific
obgervations are justifiable, but his conclusion that "the

original point of view proved inadequate to 1lts fThe'Vicar?é
b

control” is, perhaps, an exaggeration.

One scholar hes noted that the "inspiration' of Gold-
smith "tends to express itself in generalities.“s The
first chapter of The Vicar provides many examples of this
stylistic characteristic. Speaking of his wife and him-
self, Primrose states that "we loved each other tenderly"
and that "there was, in fact, nothing that could make us
angry with the world or each other." Describing the quali-
ties of his children, the Vicar comments that his sons are
"hardy and active" and that his daughters are "dutiful and
blooming." Summarizing the attributes of his family, he
theorlzes that "they had but one character--that of being
all equally generous, credulous, simple, and inoffensive."
Later the Vicar generalizes similarly again in stating that

what perplexed us [his family] most, was to think

who could be so base as to asperse the character

of a famlly so harmless as ours; too humble t06

excite envy and inoffensive to create disgust.

Goldsmlth, however, did not confine his style to

generalities. He made frequent usse of vivigd detail,

uGrabo, ppe 3L-39. Sﬁegouis and Cazamisn, pe B8E2.
6Goldsmith, Vicar, pps 1, 3, 5, T6.
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gspeclally in his descriptions of rural life. The Vicar
pictures hls new home:
Qur little habitation was situated at the foot

of a sloping hill, sheltered with a beautiful under-

wood behind, and a prattling river before; on the

one slde a meadow, on the other a green. . . . My

house conslsted of but one story, and was covered

with thatch, which gave 1t an alr of snugness; the
walls on the inside were nicely whitewashed, and my
daughters undertoock to adorn them with plctures of
thelr own designing. . . . Besides, as it was kept
with the utmost neatness-~the dishes, plates, and
coppers being well scoured, and all disposed in

bright rows on the shelves~-the eye was agre?ably

relieved, and did not want richer furniture.

Relating the typical activities of an evening "when
the weather was fine," the Vicar beglns by stating that the
family sometimes drank tea, "the preparations for it being
made with no small shere of bustle and ceremony." He con-
tinues by commenting that "on these occaslons our two 1little
ones always read for us® and that "to give a variety" to
the amusements, Olivia and Sophia sang to the guitar. While
thelr chnildren "thus formed a little concert," Primrose
and his wife "would stroll the sloping field, that was em-
bellished with blus-bells and centaury," ecstatically talk
of their children, "and enjoy the breeze that wafted both
health and harmony." Describing a particular dinner in
the field, Primrose observes that

we sat, or rather reclined, round a temperate repast,
our cloth spread upon the hay. . . . To heighten our

TIbid., pp. 19-20. 81bid., p. 23.
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satisfaction, two blackbirds answered each other

from opposite hedges, the familiar redbreast came

end pilecked the crumbs from our hands, gnd Svery

sound seemed but the echo of tranquillity.

Goldsmith likewise utllized pilcturesque detsll in his
paragraphs on the famlly portrait. Mrs..Primrose,represent-
ing Venus, desires that the painber not “be too frugal of
his diamonds in her stomacher and hair." The Vicar is de-
picted in "gown and band," presenting to his wife his books
on the Whiétonian controvérsy. Olivia, an Amazon, sits
"upon & bank of flowers, dressed in a green joseph, richly
laced in gold, and a whip in her hand." Sophia, a shepherd-
ess, has "as many sheep as the painter could put in for
nothing," and Moses appears “with a hat and feather." Not
all the éescription in the novel, however, is given in
long passages. Goldsmith's selectlion of precise descriptive
detalls is often admirablé. For example, Primrose notes
the "red-pimpled face" of the "philanthropic" bookseller
in 3%. Paul's Churchyérd, and as he observes his burning
home, he sees "every aperture red with conflagration.“lo

One generél comment on Goldsmith's employment of
description seems to be valid: "Goldémith is not an exact

realist; for although faithful to detail in description,

the scene or event is always softened by the medium of

Tbid., pe 37. 01p34., pp. 85, 101, 1h3.



85
memory.“ll Witham'!s criticism applles especially well to
the author's descriptions of nature and rural life.

In choosgling words to cdnvsy his 1ldeas, Goldsmith was
ugually discriminating and concise. By the use of epigram,
antithesges, and balance, he condensed his thoughts so that
some of the shortest paragraphs expregs lncidents which
linger longest in the reader's mind.la The author's clever
use of contrast in the portréyal of characters illustrates
this point. Picturing his deughters for the reader, Primrose
states:

Olivia, now about eighteen, had that luxuriancy of

beauty with which painters generally drew Hebe;

open, sprightly, and commanding. Sophia's features

were not so striking at first, but often did more

certain execution; for they were soft, modest, and

Sthor by efforts sucossstully repeated i3

Goldsmith also employsd antitheses in placing the
emotionsl Vicar opposite the calm Burchell, the imprudent
Primrose opposite the prudent Wilmot, the simple Mrs.
Primrose opposite the wise Lord Thernhill, and George,
Arabella's true lover, opposite Squire Thornhlill, her false
5weethaaft.

Macmillan commends the vocabulary found in The Vicar
by noting that the “little fishes" talk like "little fishes"
and the "whales" like "whales." He finds that the Vicar

normelly uses Biblical phrases, that his two daughters talk

Llyitham, pe 12. 12Tpid., p. 16
13Goldsmith,‘Vicar, Pe Lo
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like well-bred young ladies of the country who have little
knowledge of the fashionable world, that their mother re-
tains in her spesch old~fashioned words and the verbal
characteristics of rurality, and that the yvoung landlord
speaks like a gentleman, but now and then his "innate
vulgarity reveals itself."lu Although this observation
1s too general to be of much value, it does provide insight
into Goldsmith's workmanship.

in presenﬁing the themes of the novel, Goldsmith

often chose to repeat key words. He used reason, prudence,

temperance, and passion in stating the reason-passion

theme. He employed vanity, pride, humility, proud, and

humble in developing the pride-humility theme. He repeated
duty numerous times in advocating obedience. He utilized

friend and friendshilp frequently to emphasize the ad-

vantages and disadventages of a cordial relationship be-
tween men. In presenting the sentimentality theme he

repeatedly used simple, harmless, imnocent, and in stating

his political views he twlce spoke of monarchy as "sacredh
and repeated liberty frequently in various contexts.

In defining the tone of The Vicar, critics conclude
that its first half is generally characterized by humor.t>

A few amusing incidents are the Vicar!'s overturning of the

1“Macmillan, pe xvii.

Lywardle, p. 171; Grabo, pe 39.
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washes hls wife and daughters have prepared, the family's
futile attempts to ride the horses on a Sunday morning,'
Burehelll's crying of "Fudge" at the speech of Lady Blarney
and Miss‘Skeggs, Jenkinson's tricking of both Moses and the
Vicar at the falr, and Buréhell's outwitting of Deborah
Primrose. Witham justifiably observes that "his ridicule
is ever good-natured, wholesome, and tender; never
mallicious like Swift's, misanthroplc like Popels, or
harshly bolsterous like that of Johnson.":®

After Olivia's elopemsnt, the tons of the novel
changes from humof to pathos. Misfortune descending on
the Vicar and his family causes them to betwall their state
bltterly. Following Olivials departure, her mother cries:

She's an ungrateful créature « o » to uss us thus.

« +-» The vile strumpet has basely deserted her

parents without any proveocation, thus to bring

your [the Vicar’é]_grez%hairs to the grave; and

I must shortly follow.

Finding himgelf rejected by Lord Thornhill and “another
nobleman of distinction," George Primrose laments that his
patience "was now quite exhausted. Stung with the thousand
Indlgnitiea I had met with, I was willing to cast myself
away, and only wanted the gulf to receive me." Later

Olivia arouses the reader's pity:

The hours of pleasure that I have passed with my
mamma and sister now grow painful to me. Thelr

16yitham, p. 13. 1501demith, Vicar, ps 97.
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soprows ars much; but mine are greater tha% thelrs,
for mine are mixed with guilt and infamy.?l

Primrose inveighs against the Squire'!s base proposal
to marry Olivia to another man by statingmthat "to gratify
a momentary passion, thou [fha Squire] hast made one
éreature wretched for life, and polluted a family that had

nothing but honour for their portion.“19

Commending the
fine tragic touches of Oliviats story‘and of the Vicar's
humble dignity in the face of”overwhelming odds, Witham
convineingly states that

never sensational or marnufactured, it fGoldsmith's]

pathos lies in the genuine tenderness with which

a man who himself Eas suffered portrays the suf-

ferings of others. 0

Closely allied to the humor and pathos of The Vicar
are its ironic elements, which arouse both laughter and
sympathy. Generally speaking, the irony in this novel is

dramatic irony.al

For example, when the Vicar tells his
friend, "You might as well advise me to give up my fortune
as my argument," the friend replies, "Your fortune . . .
I am now sorry to inform you 1s almost nothing." Other

humorous illustrations of Sophoclean irony are the Vicarts

statement of sympathy for Burchell, a "poor forlorn

lSIbid! y pp. 123’ ll.,..o-s ' lgxbidl 5 p' lSLI..
EOWitham, Pe Ll
21

In dramatlc irony, also called Sovhoclean or tragic
irony, there is "an element of contrast,. s« . not between
what the speaker says and what he means, but between what
he say? or thinks and the true state of affairs" (Barnet,
Pe 309).
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creature,’ and the fiery defense of liberty delivered by

servants of the Arnold household‘za

The pathetic rather than the comic supports addltlonal

examples of lrony in the novel. Dahl cleverly points out

that

thinking himself the most fortunate of men, he
&hﬁ'Vicaﬁ) is really the most mlserable. The irony
of the aituation is skillfully played up by the
amusing 'Blegy on the Death of a Mad Dog' sung by
little B1ll. The dog, 'Who to gain some private
ends,/ Went mad and bit the man,' 1s like the Vicar
who in ordsr to marry his daughter attempts to dis-
tress the Squlre by announcing her engagement to
Williams. In the ballad the biter (the dog) dies,
not the man bitten. Similarly, it ig _the Viecar who
ig really hurt by his own stratagem.

On numerous occasions Primrose reaches a peak of
heppinessa, then discovers that his optimism is completely
without foundation and that in reality his sltuation is
wretched. Before the announcement of Olivia's elopement,
he states proudly that

we are descended from ancestors that knew no stain,

and we shall leave a good and virtuous race of

children behind us. While we live, they will be

our support and our pleasure here: and when we die, _,

they will transmit our honour untainted to posterity.ah

Journeying home with the abandoned Olivia, Primrose,
not knowing that he will scon find his home afire, joyfully
astates: "And now my heart caught new sensationsg of pleasure

e« « o o As a bilrd that had been frighfened from its nest,

22

Goldsmith, Vicar, pp. 9, 30, 106, 110.
23Dah1, p. 93. ELLGoldsmith, Vicar, ppe 95-96.
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my affections ocutwent my haste, and hovered round my flre-
gide with all the rapture of expectation."25 Before hear-
ing his wife's revelation that Sophla has been snatched

by "ruffians,ﬁ the Vicar attempts to console Mrs. Primrose
by observing that

what though no submissions can turn our severe master,

though he has doomed me to die in this place of

wretchedness, and though we have lost a darling

child [oliviaj, yot still you will find comfgpt in

your other children when I shall be no more.

Following the armouncement of Sophia's disappearance,
Mosges comforts his father with an optimisﬁic letter from
George. Unaware that George presently will appear in
chains, the Vicar states with gratitude: "In all our
miserises . . . what thanks have we not to return, that one
at least of our family ls exempted from what we suffer."a?

In general, Goldsmith's style 1is conventional. Al-
though 1t proves to be themsource of minor weaknesses in the
novel, his employment of the popular first person point of
view does provide a means by which the reader may become
thoroughly acquainted with the lovable Primrose. Belileving
like Samuel Johnson and others that literature should state

the universal, Goldamith often expressed himgelf in gen-

eralitlies; however, occasionally he drifted into passages

26

25Tpid. , p. 143, Tbid., p. 181.

————p—_

27Ibid., pps 18L-185. (Other examples of dramatic
irony are found on pp. 177, 180, 208.)



91

of detailed description, these passages being confined
principally to accounts of rural life. In his diction,
Goldsmith was usually precise. By employing the devices
of antitheses, repetition of key words, and realistic
speech, Goldsmith was usually concise and vivid. The tone
of The Viecar is both humorous and pathetic. If Goldsmith's
aim were to satlrlize sentimentality by making Primrose an
object of the reader's gentle laughter, the first half of
the novel is a suaceés. The events followlng Olivia'sg
disappearance, however, tend to arouse the reader's éym—
pathy rather than his chuckle. Although these stylistic

devices were hardly unigue, Goldsmlth used them with con-

summate skill.



CHAPTER V

A RETROSPECT

The Vicar of Wakefield is neither a sensational novel

directed toward the reform of mankind nor does it mark an
advance in fictional techniques. Rather, it is conventional
both in form and substance. Despite this literary orthodoxy,
the novel has remained popular with critics and the reading
public for two centuries.

Previous plot studies of The Viecar have concentrated
principally on Goldsmith's failure to utilize adequately
the cause-effect relatioﬁship. With few exceptions, all
scholars who have studied this plot find coincidence and
accidental meeting the novel's greatest weakness. Most
character analyses of the nafrative have centered on the
chlefl character. While one critic attributes "typical
human naturalness™t to the Vicar, another finds him "an
impossible mixture of folly and wisdom" and "an inadequate
cog in a poorly designed machine."a In thematic studies of
The Vicar, critics have attempied with little success to
define the major theme. Those themes which have recsived

most extensive treatment are the contrast of appesrance and

2

1Davidson, pe 242, Grabo, pp. 36, 39.
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reality, the innate goodness of man, the limitations of
contemporary literature, the corruption in government, and
the ldeal nature of rural life. A few stylistic studies
of the novel have concentrated thelr pralse on Goldsmith's
spontanelity, some, contradictorily, on his careful diction,
and others on his success in handling both humor and pathos.
From this summary of eritical views, the reader may
perceive that The Vicar is not a perfect work of arbt. Its
mogt apparent conslstencies are a chronological arrangement
of events, the distribution of poetic jJjustice, the portrayal
of flat characters such as 3ophia, Moses, Sir William Thorn-
hill, and Squire Thornhill, the coherence of most thematic
elementé, and the employment of a simple, direct style.
Its major inconslstencies are a frequent absence of realism,
Insufficient motivation in the behavior of Mrs. Primrose
and Jenkinson, Incoherence of such themes as friendship,
anti-~feminiam, pride and humility, reason and passlen, and
sentimentality, and a shift of the novelts tone from humor
to pathos.
Although censured often for its dependence upon the

deus ex machina, the plot of this novel deserves pralse for

its unity. An uncomplicated sequence of events and the em-
ployment of dependable plot devices (the foreshadowing of
future évents, the inclusion of mysterious elements, the

use of disgulse and reversal of fortune in the rising actlon,
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and the employment of & revelation scene and a deus exX
machina in the falling action)}, make the narrative sasily
understood. CGoldamlth!'s utilization of digressions which
contribute to characﬁefization‘and theme alsc add to the
novel's unity and impact.

The artistic success of characterization in The Vicar
derives primarlily from the naturalness of Primrose, the
central character. Goldsmith's employment of contrasting
characters-~0livia ané.SOphia; George and Moses, Jenkinson
and Flamborough, Lord Thornhill and hls nephew, the Vicar
and hils wife--and hils use of a wide range of characters
also contribute. ?o the excellence of the novel. The
superficielity of Moses! attachment to reason and of Mrs.
Primrose's humility, an& the unexpectedness of Jenkinson's
sudden reformation detract only slightly from an otherwiée
cormendable portrayal of characters.

Goldsmith's presentation of themes is, perhaps, the
most artisticaily successful aspect of the novel. Although
inconsistency limits the effectiveness of a few central
themes, most of the themes remaln wmodified throughout the
books Bubtle expression and wide variation in presentation
of the thematic elements furnlsh additional evidence of the
author's skill and reveal that he clearly understood many
problems peculiar to his age and many general to all mankind.

| Goldsmith's style deserves little censure. The fipst-

person point of view, wesk In some respects, contributes
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to the vivid characterization of Primreose. Although seldom
alaborate, the naturalness and precision of the author's
diction merit commendation. Also worthy of pralse is
Goldsmith's success in arousing both laughter and sympathy.

The ﬁost valid justification for an intenslve study of
The Vicar is nobd that its artistic achlevement deserves
inecreased consideration, although it does, but that the
novel hag gained the rank of a classic by its popularity
with the reading public. That The Vicar averaged two edi-
tions sach year during the nineteenth century and that it
became reguired reading in many schools attest to 1its
appeal for even the common man.

| The elghteenth century found pleasure in the "sensa-

tional" plot elements of The Vicar and in 1ts touches of
sentimentality. Nineteenth-century readers praiged the
novel for its morel tendency, belleving its central theme
to be an assurance that the righteous man succeeds best in
the world. Twentleth-century readers probably find greatest
gatisfaction in Goldsmith's satiric treatment of senti-
mentality, his pointed warnings on corruption in govermment
and literature, and hls wise insight into the human situation.

Characterization in The Vicar should have a special
appeal for the English. Not only do many of the portraits
in the novel arige directly from English rural 1ife, but

also Goldsmith defined In it character traits peculiar to
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nis adopted nation. Qualities of the novel which probably
delight the readers of all mationalities are a simple,
spontaneous style, a suspsnseful plot, the presentation

of & somewhat idealized existence, the reality of most of
the characters, and the universal appeal of a Christian

home and family unilty.
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