The Name of the

Father: Soeial Identlty

and the Ambltmn of el
Evelina =~ - David Oakleaf

In- Evelina Frances Burney adopts (and adapts) a narrative cliché: of
-eighteenth-century fiction. In a position to-atiract sexual attentions for
which- there is no appropriate social expression, a worthy but low-bomn
or disinherited protagonist nevertheless—this-is the comic version of the
story-—acquires -an. appropriate -social station and marries. the object of
desire.! Of coorse Burney’s Evelina is not 1Beg:t1mate like Fielding’s -
Tom Jones or Smollett’s :Humphry - Clinker; lower-class,. like. Richard-

son’s Pamela;- or both, like Defoe’s Moll Flanders,. She is the daughter

of a wealthy baronet whose refusal to acknowledgc her sophlstlcates with- -
out disguising the familiar story. Burney resolves her narrative tension

when Evelina ‘wins the paternal acknowledgment that justifies the :so-

cially impeéeable"Lo’rd Orville's proposal of marriag'é" Evelina claims

her name, surrenders it for a better, and hastens- on the last page “to the

arms of the best of men.”

1 Oontempon:ary class aspmmons mark & specific variant of this archetype; ‘see ‘Michael

McKeon o1 status inconsistency, The Ongms of the Engllsh Novel 1600-1740 (Baltlmone Johns

. Hopkins University Press, 1987), and Gary Keétly on “The Novel of Manzers, Sentiment and

" Emmilation,” English Fiction of the Romantic Penod 1 789—1830 (London: Longman, 1989):

“suthentic selfhood, thematized as romantic love, is seen to conﬂlct wn!l mcrely social cate-
gories such as rank and wealth” {p. 42). .

2 Frances Burney, Evelina; or The History of a Young Lady’s Entranceinto the World, ed: Edward
A. Bloom {London: Oxiford University Press: 1968), p. 406. References are to this edition:
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The typical goal of this narrative project, the protagonist’s self-
assertion and self-discovery, is in Evelina a figwre for the novelist’s
ambition. But the novel that made Burney famous is now criticized for
its conventions. Even her first readers, D.D. Devlin tells us, “showed lit-
tle interest in the romance interest or in Lord Orville. The talk was all of
the characters and incidents.” To Martha G. Brown, Burney’s feminism is
misread romance. To Judy Simons, a cxitic:’sympathetic t0 Bumney’s dis-
cussion of private self and public role :she is-“an unsophisticated artist™:
“Like the heroine, [Evelina) appears to conform meekly to certain con-
temporary conventions, with a romantic plot, a banished heiress and an
egreglous patrician hero. At odds with this overt romantic direction, how-
ever, is a strong vein of wild and earthy comedy.™ Although’ champloncd
by Margaret Anne Doody, the violent comedy is commonly disparaged as
a debt to Smollett, Devlin calling it “a mistake in direction which she did
not repeat.” Clive T. Probyn contrasts Burney’s “awkward and gratuitous
liking for grotesque comic types” with “Smollett’s fiercely subversive so-
cial satire” and dismisses her plot: “As in Tom Jones, the trick of fate
which has robbed Evelina of her patrimony and social position is a de-
vice which, when exposed and corrected, will underwrite the status quo.
It is thus a fictional technique, not an opportunity to expose.any radi-
cal social injustices.” Linking literary conventionality with social, he also
dismisses Burney’s subject: “Her:concern is ... for manncrs.rather than
morals, embarrassment rather than anguish.™ USRS

This criticism values the drama of private identity it finds more acces-
sible in Burney’s journals. Devlin admires “the art of a journal-writer”:
“The effect of Fanny Burney’s journals and diaries was of the immedi-
ate recording of events and people and sensations even though' there was
always agap . betwcen the thmg and its’ narration; and thls is the

*3-D.D. Devlin, The Novels and Journgls of Fanny Burney (New York: St Martin's Press; 1987)
-p: 87, Martha G. Brown, “Fanny Burney’s ‘Feminism’: Gender or Genre?” in Ferter’'d or Free?
British Women Novelists, 1670-1815, ed. Mary Anne Schofield and Cecilia Machieski (Athens:

" Ohio University Press, 1987), pp. 24-39; Judy Simons, Funny Bumey London: Maacmﬂlan,
1987), p. 59: cf. pp. 32-33.

4 Devlin, p. 14; Clive T. Probyn, English Ftctmn of the E:ghteemh Century 1700-1789 (London:

" Longman, 1987), pp. 176-78. Margaret Anne Doody, Frances Burney: The Life in the Works
(New Brenswick, NI: Rutgers University Press, 1988), pp. 48-51, sees the comedy as derived
from masculine stage farce: “An older generation of crifics was puzzled and offended; tending
to treat the material as an allusion to Smoilett, or as a sign of the novelist’s incompetence or
inexperience.” Cf. Edwine Montdgue and Louis L. Martz, “Fanny Bumey’s Evelina,” in The
Age of Johnson: Essays Presented to Chauncey Brewster Tinker, ed. Frederick W. Hilles (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1949), p. 171, and Ronald Paulson, Safire and the Novel in
Eighteenth-Century England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967), pp. 283-91.
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art and method of Evelina.” Simons sees a private Burney thwarted by
convention: “Life for Bumey was to become a series of roles, public per-
formances which concealed the true self beneath, a]iowmg only aspects
of her real personality to emergc unchecked.” Katharine M. Rogers con-
trasts the novels’ conventions with the journals’ revelations: “Burney’s
heroines show the destructlvc effects of cultural stereotyping; she her-
self shows the tnumph of natu.ral character over stereotype.”™ If they value
Evelina, they praise Evelina as a sensitive observer of social folly—the
kind of heroine they find in later fiction and the kind of private woman
they seek in the journals.® They dislike Evelina’s subservience to so-
cial convention and reduce Burney, a comic novelist in the tradition of
Smollett and Sterne, to a cliché, the sensitive soul thwarted by stult1fymg
literary and social conventions.

Much of this debate dehistoricizes. Bumey 8 achzevement It assumes
an ideology of the_autonomous subject that was not yet dominant, as-
serting the exclusive authority of a “true self” or “patural character”
allegedly visible in Burney’s journals but masked by convention in her
fiction. Self- centred critics miss the drama of a stable private self grap-
pling with an uncertain social identity in a world where public views of
1dent1ty were, though challenged, socm]ly ascendant. They. salvage the
journals by savaging the novels, though the novels established the di-
arist’s public identity. They claim that ° Eve]ma s social status is the
immediate problem, not her own 1dent1ty,”7 though the social author-
ity of private identity is what is at issue in Evelina. Julia L. Epstein
and other recent critics work more producuvely when they recover Bur-
ney’s private anger by defending the self-conscious artistry of journals
and novels alike.®

In Evelina, Burney asserts the authority of prlvate Idenmty w1thm a
public discourse that denies it. When Evelina expresses her private self

5 Devlin, pp. 87, 91; Simons, p. 4; Katharineé M. Rogers, “Fanny Bumey: The Private Self and
the Published Self.” International Journal of Women’s Studies 7. (1984), 117;.cf. Montague and
Martz, p. 175. h )

6 SeeDev}m PP- 84-87, and Slmons pp 33, 48-5{)
7 Probyn, p. 177.

8 Julia L. Epstein, The Iron Pen: Frances Burney and the Politics of Woinen's Writing (Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1989). In “Voice and Gender in’ Eighteenth-Century Fiction:
Haywood t0 Bumney,” Studies in the Novel 19 (1987), 26372, John J. Richetii argues that
Eveling makes original use of conventional constrzints on women’s speech; in “The Silent
Angel: Impediments to Femile Expression in Frances Bumey's Novels,” Studies in the Novel
21 (1989), 235-52, Juliet McMaster argues, ageinst Brown, that Bm‘ncy s.novels embody a
sustained ferninist critique of those constraints.
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‘publicly; she does so with propriety-to win acknowledgment of her merit
from a hierarchieal society that values deference to social convention.
She- figures forthithe imknown novelist’s ‘attempt to win acknowledg-
ment of her origialify from 4 literary institution that nervously demands
deference to conventions of discourse. Exploring prlvate and public iden-
tity, Evelina embodies a debate between rival selves whose dlvergence
generates great cultural and pcrsonaI anx1cty '

‘As Johnson knows when he:first defines. character as “d mark; a stamp; a
représentation,” character is not something prior to its répresentation; fike
Simons’s “true self” and “real personality” or Rogers’s “natural charac-
ter.” It is the represenitation itself. When Richardson’s Pamela fears losing
her place, she asks for “a’ Character as to [her] Honesty,” and charac-
ter in Evelina usually has this sense Evelina tries “to conduct [her]self
with propriety” (p. 48) because’ represernitations’ of her actions are her
character—her public identity. Similarly, when academic critics begm
their careers authorized by letters of reference or when they routinely
assess-and produce letters'and gossm about others, thcy rely on “charac-
ters” in the c1ghtecnth -century sense. But the academic’s “character’ of an
aspiring student will cite ewdcncc of private glfts—mteﬂlgence, apphca—
tion, skill at research-—that suggest the ablhty to achieve an mdependent
professmnal identity. In contrast, the c1ghtecnth—ccntury novelist’s char-
acter of an aspiring heroine (or hero) like Evelina glvcs a pubhc ldcntlty
that evidénce of private qualities will modify.

Evelina lacks a pubhc character though her private character is dis-
tmct:lvcly meritorious. Since pubhc character isa social fact, Bumey ]
challenge is to negotiate public authonty for the rival private identity.
Locke develops a similar situation when he sphts the first-person singular
pronoun between the “person” (the conscious subject) and the “man” (the
observable social agent), arguing that the law punishes the latter because _
the former cannot prove unconsciousness of, say, a cnmc commmed

9 Dictionary of the Enghsh Language (1755; repnmed London: Times Books, 1979) s.v. char-
acter. It is also 4 piece. of type, handwriting, or an acCount--*A represeniation of any man as
to his personal qualitiés,” “An account of any thing as ‘good or bad” (my emphasis), even un-
der the definition “the person with his assemblage of qualities,” Johnson cites Dryden and
Addlson on Titerary representaﬁons—thc “characters” in tagedy and cp:c ) .

10 Parmela; or, Virtue Rewarded, ed. T.C. Duncan- Baves and Ben D. Klmpcl. (Boston Houglmm
Miffiin, 1971), p. 48.
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while sleepwalking."! Later, Austen’s Emma Woodhouse snobbishly sifts
gossip to determine “who” Mr Elton’s bride-to-be is—her name, “blood”
(rank), and alliances—while awaiting acquaintance to learn “what” she is,
her personal qualities.”? Emma’s personal prenoun denotes a. public iden-
tity, and when. Kristina Straub expleres: Evelina’s sceptical detachment
from her: secially -appropriate but trivial daily activities, she recaptures
something:of this division between private and public. characters.? =

The ambition of private self, another kind of. character, apposes these
social constraints. Modern readers find reunion with a father and mar-
riage to a lord weak forms of self-assertion, calling Evelina“timiid; but
Vitlars, her guardian, sees the ambition that makes her London excur-
sion dangerous: “A youthful mind is seldom totally free from ambition; to
curb that, is the first stepto contenlment since to diminish expectauon is
to increase enjoyment” (p. 18). Ambition, the desire for distinction, coun-
ters a traditional aim of education accepted by Villars—to reconmle her
to her social staﬁon instead of raising dangerous ambltlons.li,_ o

Lack of social charactcr frustrates Evelina’s vivacity, bhndmg the 8O-
c1ally dlstmgulshed to her merit. Mrs Selwyn 's.account of Mrs Beaumont
(p.284)isa Theophrastan character of a snob so readers will not be sur-
prlsed that she rejects Evelma but others too deny Evehna an 1dent1ty 16

" 11 Johin Locke, An Essay'Cvnceming Human Undemanding;‘ed;'Peter H. Nidditch (0xf0rd_:-Clﬁan-'
don, 1975), IL xxvii. 20; for reactions to Locke’s rejection of the substantial self, see Christopher
Fox, Locke and the Scriblerians: Identity and Consciousness in Early Elghzeenth Cenrury Britain
(Berkeley and Los Angeles Umversny of Califomla Press 1988) pp 27—78 K

12 Emma, ed. ]ames Kmsley and Davnd Lodge (1971 repmlted Oxford Oxfmd Umversuy Press
1980}, p. 164 (vol. 2, chap 4.

I3 Kristina Straub, Divided Fictions: Fanny Burney and Feminine Strategy (Lexmgton Umverslty:
Press of Kentucky, 1987). chap. 4 (“Bvelina: Trivial Pursaits”). '

14 Johnson mcludes Personai qualmes pamcular constmmon ‘of mind,” tendenuously cmng I 1-
2 of ‘Pope’s “Epistle to a Lady.” But “Matier too soft a lasting mark 10 bear” suggests that
Pope’s women “have no:Characters at all” because their (traditional) mutability loses imprinted
social identities such as that of a wife (“Ep]stle to a Lady, The Paems of . Alexander Pope ed.
John Butt [London: Methinen, 1963]; 1I. 1=2).

15 Coral Aniv Howells, ““The Proper Education of & Female ... Is Still to Séek”: Childhood and Girls’

" Education in’ Fanny Burney’s Camilla; or, A Picture of Youth” British Fourruil for Eighteenth-
Century Studies- 7 (1984), 191-08, discusses ihie tension’ between “propriety and education in
Burney.-Noting that Jenny Jones was aiomalously educated, readily- suspected, and- évenmally
irmoral;.4-1749° pamphlet by “Orbilius™ attacked Ton: Jones for linking ediication’ with rank,
arguing ¢that it can teach virtue (inform private character) in daughters of “Parents in middle and
low Life” (Henry Fielding: The Critical Heritage, ed. Ronald Paulson and Thomas Lockwood
[London: Routledge 19691, pp. 195-96). Averse fo thé “cliiracter” of a writer, Burriey makes
Mus Selivyn a learned lady in the tradition ofFieldmgsMrsBennet,seeAmha,ed Maitia C,
Battestin, Weslcyan Edlﬁon (Mlddletown, C[‘ Wesleyan Umversaty Press I983} p 255 1

16 Sameel Butler, Characters, ed. Charles W. Daves (Clevéland: Press of Case Westerni Reserve
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Mr Lovel calls her “a person who is nobody. ... For-... though I have
made diligent enquiry—I cannot:learn who she is,” and he is not moved
when Lord Orville reports that “she must be a country parson’s daughter" :
(p--35). In:Pope’s phrase; Evelina-has “no character at all.” .= - :
By literary and secial ‘convention, success-for a woman is ‘a socially
advantageous matriage; that is, ‘one ‘conferring: a good public charac-
ter, Villars: knows this-is untikely for a' “nobody,”, and Sir Clemcnt
Wllloughby echoes hxs reservation to: Orville: '

My mtenuons . are hardly knewn I:a myseif . ‘were: I 2 mrrymg inan, she, of
all the women.- I have seen, 1 would fix upon for a wife: but 1. believe that not
even the. philosophy of your Lordship would recommend to me a connection of
that sort, with a girl of obscure birth, whose only dowry is her beauty, and Who_
is ewdently in a state of dependency (@ 347

Willoughby holds a blu:ntly aristocratic conviction that birth and fortune
inscribe character: though attractive, Evelina is no match for a baronet.
She has neither rank nor ‘the fortune that would ]ustlfy 1gnonng rank.
Willoughby’s view, at odds with” the sopinstlcated social nan‘atlve in
which we encounter it, crassly eminciates the conventions of romance
(a literary cliché) and the social attitudes that’ gave them point (a social
cl;chc) In Emma’s terms, he neglects “what” Evelina is for “who” she
is, though, as Orville says, “she has a natural love-of v1rtue, and a mind
that might adorn any station, however exalted” (p. 346)." L
Unfortunately, such attention to private merit is rare. Evelma herself re-
sentfully accepts her Tack of identity: “I, as Mr. Lovel says, am Nobody”
(p. 289). Young and inexperienced but at her own direction, she is also,
Orville notes, “peculiarly situated”” (p. 346). At one point, the 'well-born
talk among themselves: “Not so your Evelina,” writes Evelina, - “disre-
garded, silent, and. melancholy, she sat like.a cypher, whom to.nobody
belonglng, by nobedy was noticed” (p: 340) She is a cipher—both neth-
ing and the social puzzle that exasperates Willoughby." Like a zero,
University, 1970) offers English examples and..pp. 5-12,. an account of the Theophrastan tra-
dition. See also. Halifax’s “Character of King Charles II” (1750): “A Character differet from
. aPicumeonIymﬂus,evetmetofltnmstbehke but it is not necessary- that every: Fea-
mre should be comprehended in it as in a Picwre, only. some. of the most remarkable,” in The

Works of George Savde Marquess qf Hahfax ed. MXN. Brown (Oxfond Clamndon Press, 1989)
H, 484.

17 Tn Clarissa’s Ctphers Meamng ami Dzanmon in, Richardson’ 5. Clarzssa (Ithaca. Cornell
Umvemty Press, 1982), pp "15-16, Terry Castle explores the metaphor of the cipher in a possible
sotirce; cf. Daody, p.40’ Shehasamammhalldenutywhchlsweakmss and no nared place
in the pafriarchy, which is strerigth. Her two names are unfixed, like two adjectwcs lookmg for
.a substantive”—or like a zefo.seeking a defining figure. - . ..
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she changes value with context. She is embarrassed to be seen with the
Branghtons, “a party at once so vulgar in-themselves, and so familiar to
me” (p. 206), and is indignant that:Willoughby, who accepts her public
character, “seems disposed to think that the alteration in fher} compan-
ions: authorizes an- alteration. in-his manners” (p. 201), But though she
feels her integral value, her private.character lacks social authority. -
When Evelina: refers to her neglected, social self in-the third persen,
Burney anticipates recent fiction that questions the subject by shifting be-
tween first and third-person narration,'s But she is not exposing the social
construction: of the supposedly autonomous self, for no one supposes. it
is autonomous. Moving towards rather than away from social author-
ity for private consciousness, she exposes the powerlcssness of a private
self without that authority. The girl passing as Sir John Belmont’s daugh-
ter is helress to more than Evelina’s fortune: “The Miss Belmont, then,
who is actually at antol .. passes, in short, for your. Eveima"’ (p 367)
Evelina’s name and rank are her somal 1dent1ty——~one tme “self if not
her only one. Bumcy is advocate for private character in a world that
valorizes the public. Her goal is social recognition of private character.
Burney therefore values the social tact that attends to feeling as
well as decorum. This:tact distinguishes Orville’s attentions to Evelina
from Mr Smith’s. “unwelcome familiarity” (p.201) and Mrs Beaumont’s
civility, which Mrs Selwyn calls “too. formal to be comfortable, and too:
mechanical to be flattering” (p. 284). Similar tact makes Evelma reluc-
tant to judge or be judged prematurely. Her care that her actions and these'
of her connections are not misinterpreted is, precmely, this .attention to
her “character’ ™ Evelma attends to the accuracy of the pubhc Tepresen-.
tation that governs her soc1al reccptlon She also respects the characters
of others, like Villars, who is. “unwﬂlmg to stamp a bad i unpressmn of
[Macartney’s] character, upon so slight and partxal a knowledge of jt”
(p. 217), After all, written representalmns also characterize their wnters
and so demand SpeCIal tact. To protect her own character, Evelma sends
Orville a note apologlzmg for the actions of her kin. When Wi]loughby
intercepts it and forges a response ‘that misrepresents her. as seekmg a
correspondence, he tarmshes Orville’s character and slurs hers. She is in-
dignant; “T meant nothing but a simple apology, which I thought as much
due to my own character, as to his” (p. 257; my emphasis).
18 Margaret Drabble’s The Waserfall and Nadine Gordimer’s Burger’s Daughter, for examiple; it is
more conventional to see Bumney anticipating nineteenth-century fiction: for a fuller discussion

than the usual comparisons with- Austen,"see’ Margaret Anne Dooedy; “George Eliot and the
Eighteenth-Century Novel,” Nmeteenrh-Cemmy Fiction 35 (1980), 260-91.
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. A forgery-is disturbing because publicly circulated characters: have
power. Evelina’s confidence in Orville is shaken:; “if Lord Orville him-
self was contented to forfeit his character, was it for me, almost at the
expence of my own, to sapport it?” (p. 260). Villars tells her she-should
have: expressed a “resentment - [that] -‘would at once have become your
charactef, and have given him an opportunity, in some ‘measure, of clear-
ing his own” (p: 267). A'bad character taints even illustrious rank. Evelina
is shocked that Orville’s sister wounld choose to marry “a man of so aban-
doned a character™ (p. 278) as Lord Merton: *“Mr. Ridgeway fold us he
was ... a man of most licentious character:- that among men, his’ compan-
ions consisted chiefly of gamblers and jockies, ‘and among women, he
was rarely admitted” (p. 276). Repeated from'the common knowledge we
disparage as gossip, this character suggests the need to guard one’s pub-
lic representation. When Sir John Belmont later offers further to clear
his wronged wife’s name, even if it “should wound [his} character st1]1
decpel” (p. 372), he sasnﬁces one represcntahon to another o

4

Private character motivates a critique of public character, notably the col-
lective representations that inscribe social norms as essential. In Captain
Mirvan and Mme Duval, Burney caricatures the English character and the
French character. She also qualifies the public character of a woman.?
Villars accepts the biand genéric requirements—*“gentleness and modesty
are the peculiar attributés of [her] sex”—but ‘praises Evelina’s “forti-
tude and firmness [as] ... virtues as noble and as becoming in women
as in men” (p. 217). To Orville Mrs Mirvan is “gentle and ‘amiable, ...
a true -feminine character” (p. 289). To Evelina gentleness “seems so
essential a part of the female character”; she finds Mrs Selwyn’s un-
derstanding, which she admires, and her manners, which she deplores,

“masculine” (pp. 268—69). Evelina represents herself within this gen-
eral character, but she detaches pnvate character from public foles when
she admires Orville’s “femm;ne . dehcacy and “amiable ... nature”
(p. 261) or shows “masculine” enterprise to rescue Macartney.?

19 On comespondents ‘wntmg vnder characters which they cannot suppbrt, notably men wnﬁng
as women but betraying masculine experience, see Johnson, The Rambler, YaLe Edmon, vols
: 3—5 (New Haven ‘Yale University Press;: 1969), III, 110 (nn 20).

20 Daody compares Evelma with Brooke’s Henry Moreiand and Fleldmg s Man_of the H_lﬂ and
Tom Jones (Frances Burney, pp. 60-61, 63-64, and especially 399 n, 46).
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Criticizing the gender constraints which give a double turn to the
screw that secures public character,-Burney suggests that private char-
acter evades the binary oppositions of public character. Exploiting. the
linguistic slippage whereby character has come ‘to suggest intrinsic qual-
ities, she also evades the binary opposition of public and private. Villars,
for example, wanted to secure ‘Evelina’s- fortune (and public charac--
ter) but hesitated -to swrrender her to' a “dissipated and unprincipled” -
father, fearing that “while [he] improved her fortune, [he} should endan-
ger her mind.” Villars was convinced that he should raise her himself -
“as her character began to be formed, and her disposition to.be dis-
played” (p. 126). “Formed”. as disposition is “displayed,” “character”
here combines inner and outer: private and public are intertwined. -

Of course, private character wants to escape public constraints, even
language: “Oh, Sir, ... that you could but read my heart!” (p. 384), ex-
claims Evelina to her father. Alert to the etymology of character even .
as he speaks from his heart, her “more than father” (p. 130) exclaims;,
“thy happiness is engraved, in golden characters, upon the tablets of my
heart! and their impression is indelible” (p. 405). When Orville acknowl-
edges Evelina’s private character by proposing marriage, he too exclaims
that emotions go beyond the social convennons mscnbed in language

I esteem and I admire you above all human bemgs'—you are the friend to whom
my soul is-attached as to its better' half! you are the most amiable,: the most
perfect of women! and you are -dearer to me than language has the power of
teling! (pp. 351—52)

But though the pnvate self wants unmediated commumcatlon Wlth such
. another self, Ianguage and its conventions are inescapable. _

Bumney’s standard plot conscquently serves an 1deologlcal argumenl:
Sometimes read as just, a matching private self or the easy closure sup-
plied by “young Fanny’s wish fulfillment of the ideal male lover,””
Orville is centrally a reprcsentat:wc of the social order who publicly
acknowledges Evelina’s unique private ment He proposes to Evelina be-
fore paternal acknowledgment makes her an heiress, and he proposes in
the language of esteem and admiration. Moreover, Bumcy avoids end-
ing with his fairy-tale proposal, delaying closure to subvert the pretence
that the heroine needs no public identity but his:

21 Gerard A. Barker, Grandison’s Heirs: The Paragon's Progress in the Late Eighteerdh-Cemury
English Novel (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1985), p. 71; Orville has “few opportuni-
ties to shield the heroine” (p.-74). because Bumey appmpnates action to Evelma, the “nobody”
be must trust. . .
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“Oh, my Lord,” cried I, “your generosity overpowers me!” And I wept like-an
infant. For now that all my hopes of being acknowledged seemed finally crushed,
I felt the nobleness of his disinterested attachment se forcibly, that I could:scarce
breathe under the welght of gratmxde that oppmssed me: (p 367)-

Thisis not the languageof erotic fulﬁ]ment Evehna feels renewed. depen—
dency (infancy) and suffocation. Returning but-one 1dent1ty for Orville’s
gift of two, she bears. the we1ght of a pumly anate umnion-in a pubhc
world. -

To av01d bemg submerged Evehna needs the mdependent pubhc char-
acter symbolized by paternal acknowledgment. Burney therefore sacral-
izes patermty, concea]mg the rift between k:mds of 1dent1ty

The voice of a father—Oh dear and revered name?: '——whmh then, for the first
time, struck my ears, affected me in a manner I cannot describe, though it was
only: employed to give orders to a servant as he came down stairs. (p. 371)

In what is v1rtua11y the novel’s only scene of passmn, Evelma speaks
the sacred name-—father itself—with: a religious_fervour that just avoids
“in the name of the Father.” Though her father is primarily her miss-
ing name, her social identity, she asserts the linguistic inadequacy that
characterizes expressions of intense feeting.?? The reunion is full of emo-
tional exhortations: “Oh'rise, rise, my beloved father ... reverse not the
law of nature, rise’yoursélf, and bless your kneeling daughter'” cries
Evelina when her father kneels to her (p. 386). God and nature fatify the
reunion of private character with public, of daughter with father.

But Burney, who neither invénts nor ‘gives an extreme example’ of
these conventions of sensibility,’ subvertsa naive Tesponse to them.” Her
fifst effusion is cormcally triggered by-the' banat’ patnarchal activity of
giving orders to inferiors. The sacred name illuminates the failures of the
fathers. Though his neglect of her is explained as 1gn0rance, Evelina’s
father was “a very profligate young man™ who betrayeﬁ her mother when
“dlsappomted of the fortune he expected” (p: 15). The ‘unaccountably
infatuated”  Mr Eve}yn ‘Evelina’s maternal grandfaﬂ‘ner and source ‘of
her only name rished into the “1]1 Judged marriage” (p.. 14) that leaves
hér prey to Mme Duval. Paternal sexual lapses create the confusmns of

22 On this convenuon see Rlcheth Pp. 266-67.

23 Discussing her maniy rescue of a brother intvolved in‘an Oedlpal encounter; Doody ﬁnds Evelma-
“no more emotional about her father than Brooke's Hammel Clement-[in The Fool of Quainy]
is about his” (Frances Burney, p. 399 1. 46). ) ’
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identity that sensibility masks W1th emotion. And there remams a gap
between nval fathers ' CoaE

Meﬂunk‘s'tt cannot end o my satisfaction; for either I must be torn from the arms -
of my more than father,—or I must have the misery: of being finally convinced,
that I .am cruelly rejected by him who has the natural -claim to that dear ‘title;
a-title, which to write, mention, or think of, fills. my whole soul with filiat
tenderness. (p. 130)

Appropnately to.an anstocratxc culture “father” is a name, a. tltle Fxhal
devotion itself wavers between rival fathers, undercutting the 1deahzatron
of paternity that social and. literary conventions require. . .

Further ambivalent comedy ends Evelina. Evelina hastens “to the .arms
of the best of men”—not her husband but the guardian he resembles Crit-
ics commonly find this ending more dmmrbmg than w1tty Fer Srmons,
“Even [Orville’s] name suggests his. appropnateness as a replaoement”
for Villars and Evelina’s behaviour. with her father and her guardian
“verges on sexual hystena” {pp. 57-58). “Only by giving her heroine
such an excess of delicacy that she seems quite impervious to sexual
desire,” writes Jane Spencer, “did Burney avoid the incestuous implica-
tions of this relat:onshlp” between the heroine and a husband “who would
take over the functions of father and guardian,” But these readlngs shght
Burney’s deft use of her narrative conventions. When he kneels to her,
Evelina’s father repeats Orville’s action in the proposal that concedes
the authority of her private character (p. 351). Burney aligns paternal
acknowledgment with recognition of Evelina’s meérit. She also under-
mines the. sanctity of paternity. An attack on the father and sibling incest
appear in -Macartney’s story, symbolizing the social confusion that fol- -
lows the undermining of patriarchal structures: by paternal sexuality.?
Sir Clement Willoughby’s sexual aggression towards a heroine aban-
doned by her father repeats Sir John Belmont’s transgressions against
her mother, 4 woman abandoned by -her famﬂy Such: episodes suggest
that to read Evelina only in terms.of the novelist’s sexual fantasy is to sub-
stitute a cliché-—the repressed spinster as author——for the shrewd analyst
of power relatlons
24 Jane Spencer, The Rise of the Womari Novelist: From Aphra Behn 1o Jane Austen (Oxford: Black-

well, 1986), p- 160. Since the erotic implications were “clear to earlier women writers like De-

larivire Manley,” Spencer prefers Elizabeth Inchbald’s erotic treatment of guardian/mentor/lover
in A S:mple Srory (1791); but one historical MOment’s strategy does not mvahdate another’s.

25 Doody, Frances Burney, pp. 61-62. -
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. Evelina’s relative sexlessness; often remarked by critics, is part of this
strategy—a deliberate swerve from a conventional women's subject. In
Evelina’s world, an explicitly sexual fiction that was not a seduction tale
would-be an erotic fantasyor-an oppressive Gothic romance, and Bur-
ney shuns “the fantastic regions .of Romance, where Fiction is coloured
by-all the ‘gay -tints of luxurious Imagination,’ where Reason' is--an out-
cast, and where the sublimity of the Marvellousréjects all aid from sober
Probability” (p. 8). Her heroine symbolizes the private self, which tacks
authority, much as Richardson’s Pamela, as Michael McKeon and Terry
Eagleton argue, is a female- ﬁgure for male botirgeois: asplratlon who
reaffirts genderroles and so underwrites the hierarchical order her : aspl-
rations apparently threaten.” Appropriating the convention to a woman’s
social aspirations, Burney dc-eroumzes itto siress the social claims of ; pn-
vate identity without com:mttmg herself to an erotic subordination’ to ‘a
hierarchical mamagc ‘Her heroirie wins her father as well as ter husband
while retaining the ‘ésteem -of Villars, who ‘embodies patemal approval
of Evelina’s private self. An apparently childless: -widower and“clérgy-
man, he is a counter-father to Sir John Belinont, in whom a Lacanian
reading would find a suitably phallic geardian of the symbolic order.
To win both fathers, and unite thém in a husband, is ‘the ‘hieroine’s tri-
umiph; that she- has two to win s1gnals the cultural 1'1ft that created the
challenge T

Ambitious but notoriously: deferential to decoram-and her father, Bur-
ney creates a decorously ambitious heroine who figures forth her dilemma
as an unknown aspirant to literary- (and dramatic) fame.? In her Dedica-
tion and' Preface; she -even ‘poirnts out similarities. ‘She ‘would be noticed
Wlth propnety but is; hkc Evelma “w1thout name” .(p. 3) H@wever she

26. Bumey a]so decamahm the masquerade in. Cealw, see Tetry Castle Masquemde and Cw:hza—
tion: The Carnivalesque in Eighteenth- C'emay Engllsh Culture and Fiction (Stanford: Stanford
University Press; 1986); pp. 26061, and cf. Richetti pp. 166-67. Burney ilso adopis a mode of
social analysis conveéntionally outside.the female. “character,” anonymous pubhcmon allowmg
some to read Eveling as a man’s novel.

27 McKeon, pp. 378-79; Terry Eagieton, The Rape of Clarissa: %!mg, Samal:ty and Class
Stmggle in Samue! Richardson (Oxford: Blackwell, 1982), pp. 37-38. : .

28 Bumey’s relatlonsmp w1th ‘hei father is a major theine of Doody s ances Burney. On Bumcy 5
diffidence, see Joyce’ Hcmlow, The History of Fanny Burhey (Oxford C]amendcm, 1958}, pp. 100-
101; Epstern, pp. 44-46; Spencer, pp. 95-98; McMastet, pp. 247-50. Barker notes that “Wit is
suspect because for Evelina it is associated with male audacity and aggressiveness” (p. 73).



SOCFAL IDENTITY AND AMBITION 353

prefers her “mantle of impenetiable obscurity” (p: 7) to its alternative,
publishing-in the name of the father; that is, as Dr Buriey’s. davghter—
her character -until she, like-him, makes a name: of her own. “Obscuire be -
. still-the unsuccessful Muse, # Who canmot: raise, but would net sink, your
faie” (p: 1), elaifns her dedicatory ode.-Like Evelina,:Burney is “pecu-
liarly-situated” (p. 346), though she chooses her “peculiar situation™ (p.
7) to avoid involvement in her.book’s. potential .disgrace. Blending:par-
ticipation with. detachment,. she associates herself with low connections
(bad writers) who sink one’s character,-but.she seeks:distinction.. Like
Evelina struggling for space between.vulgar kin and Orville’s. stiflingly
brilliant character, Burney positions. herself between: the: impropriety: of
- self-assertion and the decomm ‘of deference to brilliant predecessors...
The “Authors of.the. Monthly and Cntlcal Reviews” demanded. hter—
ary decorum. Burney appeals-to these “Gentlemen” (rank and. gender
are both unportant) ‘because these “Maglstrates of the - press, and Cen-
sors for the Public” (p. 3) based thelr strict literary, propncty on. soc1al
conceptions of character Sterne S. bawdy Tristram Shandy foz exam-
ple, drew criticism because its author was a clergyman “What would _
be venial in the farcical Author of the Minor [Samuel Foote], would be
highly reprehensible from the pen of a Divine™; “we have hitherto had
occasion. to lament, that, whlle the Author was. excrting his: talents to
maintain, the humour and conswtency of his characters, he himself was
so much out of character [i.e., his charactcr asa clergyman] 729 The £OD-
straints on a woman were as. severe,: and: she lacked. the . clergyman 3
professional authority. Queen Chatlotte s remark that Burney’s “‘charac-
ter” was “too delicate to suit with writing for the stage”* carefully places ‘
“the public character of.a daughter. of a successful writer himself undis:
tinguished by birth or fortune., Burney was as dependent as Evelina, and
“Daddy’” Crisp urged her to:accept Thomas Barlow’s. offer. of mamage '
for the financial security it would offer” .. .
Bumey’s diffidence is not merely a personal quzrk As Johnson sa1d '
of Pope’s targets in the The Dunciad, “An author places himself un-
called before the. tnbunal of cntlasm, aud sohc;ts fame at thc haza:d of

29 Unsigried Monthly reviews hy'o\m Ruffbsad and. John Langhnmc qnmd in Stowne; The
Critical Heritage, ed. Alan B. Howes (London: Methuen, 1974) pp 120, 141 Bumey hked
Foote’s plays- (Doody quces Bumey, P 49) S _ S

30 SeeEpstem P a5,
31 See Hemiow, p. 57.
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disgrace.”* Since fiction was a low form of writing, the novelist took es-
peciaily high risks. Moreover, even the successful writer achieved an
awkward social position. Richardsen won prominence by writing, but
tales of his .awkwardness in gentle company supply cautionary exam-
- ples to anyone seeking the character of a writer. No woman' novelist
had such prestige, and Doody suggests that Burney’s The Witlings reveals
a sharp eye for the toadying of a professional writer closer to home—
her father (p. 97). Burney had as much reason as her ambitious heroine
for concern about her public character: :
Fortunately, Burney is not Villars’s “artless young creature ” She art-
fully explores her anxieties about writing through a complex intertextu-
ality that asserts and decorously mocks her private ambition. When she
notes that a novel should be original, she asks that the claim “not be im-
puted to an opinion of my own originality, which I have not the vanity,
the folly, or the blindness, to entertain” (p. 9). Evelina similarly protests
the kneeling of suitor and father whose esteem is ‘the point of her nar-
rative, and Burney’s deﬁnmon of ﬁctlon captures her pecuharly s1u1ated
ambmon

To avoid what is common, without adoptmg what is unnatural, must hmit the
ambition of the vulgar herd of authors; however zealous, ‘therefore, my veneration
of the great writers T have mentioned, ... T yet presmne not to attempt pursumg
the same ground which they have tracked whence, though they may have cleared
the weeds, they have also culled the flowers, and though they have rendered the
path plain, they have Ieft it barren. (pp. 8—9) S

Though she-aVOids the character of commonness or singularity, Burney
is ambitious for originality: “In books, therefore, imitation cannot be
shunned too sedulously; for the very perfection of a-model which is
frequently seen, serves but more forcibly to mark the inferiority of a

32 Samuel Johnson, Lives of the English Poets, ed. G.B. Hill, 3 vols (Oxford: Clarendon, 1905),
I, 241. Although accepted as an authority figure by Burney, Johnson, like her father, had risen
from an undistingnished background and had -an ambiguous social position; see Fredric Bogel,
“Johnson and the Role of Authority,” The New Eighteenth Century, ed. Fehcnty Nussbaum and
Laura Brown (New York: Methuen, 1987) pp 189-209.

33 Sec Carol Kay, Political Constructions: Defoe, Richardson, and Sterne in Reldtion to Hobbes,
Hume, and Burke (Ithaca, NY: Comell University Press, 1988), pp. 160-62; Kay supplies a
context in Hobbes and Hume for the eighteenth-century novel’s concern with reputatlon and
approval.
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copy” (p. 8). She adopts Johnson s pnnclple. “No.man ever yet became
great by imitation,”™ .

Ambition exposes to the pubhc the desu'es ofa nobody s pnvate sclf
“Here let me rest, and snatch myself, while yet I am able, from the fas-
cination of EGOTISM” (p 4) 3 Such’ egotlsm motivates the pitiable hack,
and Burney’s comment.on her d:lsungmshed prcdecessors echocs the
complamt of Swift's. egregious, hack that earlier. writers have left the
neighbouring fields “barren and dry, affording o Sustenance but Clouds
of Dust.” “Burney, like most of her household,” observes Straub, “was a
fan of Swift,” and her family intimacy with the satire of Grub Street—
satire of writing. from outside the” tradmonal rulmg class——suggests
how directly it addressed Burney’s armetxes. ‘Doody, notices_that. the
“Sternean” Frances Bumey quickly plcks up an allusion to Swnft’ “Po-
lite Conversation.” When her popular third ‘novel met hostile reviews,
her brother paraphrased Swift on the “character” he wanted from pos-
terity: “Now heed no more what Critics thought em, / Since. this you
know—All People bought *em.”” In a letter about Eveling that quotes
Swift, Burney signs herself “Franccsca Scriblerus,” appcalmg to the
Scriblerians’ defensively pedantic personae to _]ilStlfy her private devo-
tion to. scnbbhng, while distancing herself from social ob;ectlons to her
farmhanty with vulgar’ people like the Branghtons Her wavering be-
tween egotlsm and humihty is. jtself a Sw1ft1au trope, ‘and when Burney
quotes a line from Pope $ Epzstle to Dr. Arbutﬁnot shghtly inaccurately
and so pcrhaps from memory, she sumﬂtanoously distinguishes her mo-
tive ‘from hunger (and lower=class incompetence), places herse]f w1th

34 Johnson, Yale-Edition V., 59 (Rambier no. 154), with: Bumey on nmml:lcm, of. Yak: Edmon m,
20 (Rambler no H,

35 See Castieon Cecﬂla 'S exposure ata masquemdc cndmg wuh amngy of ovatmn” (Masquemde,
Pp. 270-74); cf. Eps(mn P M

36ATale afaTub ed. A.C. GuthkclchandD Nxchol Smlth 2nded.(0xf0rd Clarendon, 1958)
“p: 1445-Sefaub, p, 91: Doody, Frances Burney, pp. 48-49: 398 1. 30; mebStmet,seePai'
Rogers; Grub Street: Studies in.a: Subculture (ondon: Mdhlmn, 1972).

37 The Journals and Letters of Fannty Bimey-(Madame d Arblay), 17911840, ed. Joyee Henilow

et al., 12 vols (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1972-84), T, 206; with this “exultant jingle™ {(Simons,

p- 14), ¢f. “Verses on the Death of Dr. Swift,” IL 311-12, Edward A. and Lillian D. Bloom call

. it Bumney's in their edmon of Camilla; o, A Picure of Youth (1972 reprinted Oxford: Oxford

" University Press, 1983}, pp. xx—xxi; neglect of a standard Swift poem shows how readers isolate
Bumey from her chosen literary contexts.

38 Dmry ami ‘Letters of Madame D’Arblay (1778—1840), ed Charlotte Bm‘reltt pz'eface ;md notes
hyAusunDobsou,évols (London: Macmillan, 1904), 1, 37. EpStCIILP 166,n0tssdmxthc
letier form forbids anopymity; but it permits a mock-Signature sel-consciously signafling Titerary
 affinity, ssFleldmgshowedwhcnhecaﬂe&hlmselfH Scriblerus Secundus | (eg mTheAuthors :
Farce and The Tragedy of Tragedies). o : .
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importunate unknowns, and ‘makes her bid for distinction (p: 4). Scrib-
lerian mtertexts express and chasten her eagemess to seek d1stmct10n in
print: v

But her ambrtlon demands 2’ more aggresswe counter—move ‘Evelina
engages in’ apparently shady meeturgs with Macartney, compellmg
Orville’s trust until her’ herolc virtue is revealed Bumey engages in sus-
pect writing, oompel]mg the reader s trus‘t uzml her dxstmcuon appears
Of course the novel is Iow" o

In the repubhc of letters there is no member of such mfenor rank, or who is
so much disdained by hxs bret!:iren of the’ qullI, as’ ‘the humble Novelrst nor s
his faté less hard in the Worldr at Targe, since, ém y the Whole class of wnters,
_perhaps mot one can be named, of Whom the votanes are more numerous but

less respectable (p 7)

Bumey poses as “editor” of “the following letters," a vestlgral empiri=
cal ‘gesture defenswely d15tancmg her from her text. But she acts like
any socially forward hack, deferentially presenlmg ‘her labours. “to the

public—for such, by novel wnters novel readers'mll be called”(p 7) %

is “saved from contempt, and rescued from deprawty” .b, the presence
of “such names as Rousseau, Iohnson, Manvaux Fleldmg,‘Rlchardson,
and Smollet” (p. 7).

* These are the novelists ‘of rarik, the enabling and stifling fathers whom
Bumey had also listed in her Preface. She avoids imitation desplte “[her]
veneration of the great writers [she has] mentioped, however [she] may
feel [her]self enhghtened by the knowledge of Johnson, charmed with
the eloguience. of Rousseat, softenéd by the patietic. powers of Richard-
son, and exhilarated-hy the wit of Fielding, and the humour of Smollet”
(pp. 8—9) 40 Eve]ma s1m11arly reveres. the nvai fathers Who stiﬂe her

39" The role of “the publlc" as a normuitive body guardmg decofiria appears in Ruffhead’s extreme
cry; “whom sheuld’st thou reverence more lhan the Publw"’ (Howes Steme wa Crmcal
Heritage, pp. 121-23). 7 . .

40 Apologizing for calling Johnson and Rousseau novehsls (p 8 n.)_,_ Burney eanmly hsts these
7 “fathérs” 6f good charalter but omits Sterne, a favourité “1oo indeli
{Doody, Frances Burney, pp. 36-37). Tmitating Sterne and calli
concédes that Rasselas'is depressing; seeTheEaﬂyJoumals ! nHY. ey, 1
11773, ed. Lars E. Troide (Oxford and Montreal: Oxford Uni “Préss and McGill-Queen’
University Press, 1988), I, 15 and n. S
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ambition—her public. father by neglecting feeling and denying her a so-
cial identity; her private father, Villars, by nurturing her private self and
s0 resisting secial distinction. Combining these fathers in Orville, Bur-
ney ‘does express a covert desire. But ‘it is not a desire to replace the
mother in the paternal bed. In Orville; she replaces (repositions) the fa-
ther’s authority ‘where competition and equality with it will be possible.
The rejuvenated but de-eroticized illustrious father is an equal, a sibling
who, like Burney’s literary fathers, dignifies and challenges competi-
tion: “no man need blush at starting from the same post; though many,
nay, most men, may sigh at finding themselves distanced” (p. 7).

Burney here expresses the distinctive ideology of the professional miid-
dle class to which she belongs. A race offers an individualistic arena
structured by competition rather than a hierarchical one structured by def-
erence. Burney names a later heroine for the famous speedster, Pope’s
“swift Camilla.” More strikingly, she includes in Evelina a “ridicu-
lous,” “absurd” race in which representatives of the social order bet on
“two poor old women” who are “encouraged ... by liberal promises, to
exert themselves” though they are “so weak, so infirm, so feeble, that
[Evelina] could feel no sensation but that of pity at the sight” (p. 311).
This “infamous” scene—“an odd interpolated sequence”—is a novel-
ist’s nightmare.”? The race inverts the competition Burney strives for,
substituting age for youth, weakness for strength, and abuse for encour-
agement. Members of the governing class (and gender), whose rank and
fortune make competition pointless, parody reward of merit. Like John-
son’s famous letter to Lord Chesterfield, Burney’s strange race indicts
aristocratic (patriarchal) neglect of merit.

The writer needs a competitive forum to be respectably self-authoring,
to earn a public character--to make a name for herself. But even John-
son, an early admirer of Evelina who had combatively made a name for
himself, slyly omits women from the field when he defines name in the
Dictionary. A name can bring shame and blame as well as fame, his def-
initions note; roughly a synonym for character, it also means “person,”
and here a citation from Dryden (Aeneis 5: 980-81) asserts the macho
lexicographer’s ambition: “They list with women each degen’rate name,

41 See Doody, Frances Burney, pp. 23940,

42 Epstein, p. 114; on other contexts, see Earl R. Anderson, “Footnotes More Pedestrian than Sub-
Lime: A Historical Background for the Foot-Races in Evelina and Humphry Clinker,” Eighteenth-
Century Studies 14 (1980), 56-68, and Arthur Sherbo, “Addenda to ‘Footnotes More Pedestrian
than Sublime,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 14 (1981), 313-16.
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/'Who dares-not-hazard hfc forj:'tmEe famc” (Bwtronary S.vaname). Dry—_
den’s Aeneas; father. -of: Rome; ‘is: gathering men- willing. to embark for
haly and-gory, contcmpumusly leaving the rest behind- with the -

- Ambition for fame:is individualistically male; nonentity, gcncncaﬁy fe-
male.:No:-wonder: Burncy -competes- s0° _W"tly -But: the diffidence
should notobscure the.competition. When Burney adopts a standard plet

makesxttumonthet:lmg ofapmposalbyaﬁmsmaue 81b--"

namc of the fathcr, wmmng hc: pubhc characte;r :
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