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and the Ambition of 
Evelina David Oakleaf 

I n Evelina Frances Burney adopts (and adapts) a narrative clich6 of 
eighteenth-century fiction. In a position to attract sexual attentions for 

which there is no appropriate social expression, a worthy but low-born 
or disinherited protagonist neverthelessthis k the comic version of the 
story-acquires an appropriate social station and marries the object of 
desire.' Of course Bumey's Evelina is not illegitimate, 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 acknowledge her sophisticates with- 
out disguising the familiar story. Bumey resolves her narrative tension 
when Evelma wins the paternal acknowledgment that justifies the so- 
cially impeccable Lord Orville's proposal of marriage. EveIina claims 
her name, surrenders it for a better, and hastens on the last page "to the 
arms of the best of men."2 

1 Contemporary class aspiraws mark a specific vanant of this archetype; see Michacl 
McKeon an stam mcaansrsteocy, The Ongrnr of the English Now1 1600-1740 @altimm: lobes 
Haplum U m v m q  Press, 1987). and Gary Kelly on % Novel of Manners, Sentrment and 
Emulabon," Enghh Acnon of the Rommnrc Penod 1789-1830 (Lmdm. Longman, 1989): 
"authentic selthood, themahzed as minantie love, is seen to conRlct with 'menly' m i d  catp 
gones such as rank and wealth" @. 42). 

2 Frames Bumey, Ewhnn: or The Hzstoq ofa Young Lady's Enrmnce mn, fhe World, ,ed Edward 
A. Bloom (London' Oxford Umversity Press, 1968). p. 406 References are to this &tion. 
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The typical goal of this narrative project, the protagonist's self- 
assertion and self-discovery, is in Evelina a figure for the novelist's 
ambition. But the novel that made Bumey 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 critic sympathetic to Burney'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 
egregious patrician hero. At odds with this overt romantic direction, how- 
ever, is a strong vein of wild and earthy ~omedy."~ Although championed 
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 Bumey'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 Bumey's subject: "Her concern is ... for manners rather than 
morals, embarrassment rather than ang~ish."~ 

This criticism values the drama of private identity it finds more acces- 
sible in Burney's journals. Devlin admires "the art of a joumal-writer? 
'The effect of Fanny Bumey's journals and diaries was of the immedi- 
ate recording of events and people and sensations even though there was 
... always a gap ... between the thing and its narration; and this is the 

3-D.D. Devlin, The Novek ond Jo-k ofF' Bvmey (New Yak: St Miutin's Ress, 1987). 
p. 87: Martha Ci. Brown, "Famy Bumey's 'Feminism': Gender or Genre? in Feaer'd or Free? 
British Women Nowlisfs. 167&1815. ed. Marv Anne Schofield and Cecilia Mach& (Athens: 
Ohio University Rss, i987). pp. i%3% I& Simons, F m y  B& Bwdon: Makllao, 
1987). p. 59: d pp. 32-33. 

4 Devlih p. 14; Clive T. Rabyh English Fiction of fhe Eighteenth Cemury 17W1789 (Lwdon: 
hgman,  1987). pp. 17M8. Margaret Anne Doady. Fmnces B m y :  The Life in the Works 
(New Bmswick NJ: Rutgers University Ress, 1988), pp. 48-51, sees the comedy as derived 
from marmliue srage farce: "An older gewation of critics was purzled and offended, tending 
to heat the material as an allusion to Smollen a as a sign of the novelist's incom@etence or 
inexperience." Cf, W i n e  Montague and Louis L. Martz, m y  Bumey's EyeliwMM' in 7Vze 
Age O f J d w o n :  Essays Presmred to Chouneey Brwsfer 7'i&r, ed. Frederick W. Hilles (New 
Haven: Yak Univmity Ress, 1949). p. 171, and Ronald Paulson, Sotin Md the Novel in 
Eighteenth-Ceq E n g M  (New Haven: Yale U~veISity h s .  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, allowing only aspects 
of her real personality to emerge unchecked." Katharine M. Rogers con- 
trasts the novels' conventions with the journals' revelations: "Burney's 
heroines show the destructive effects of cultural stereotyping; she her- 
self shows the triumph of natural character over ~tereotype."~ 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  journal^.^ They dislike Evelina's subservience to so- 
cial convention and reduce Burney, a comic novelist in the tradition of 
Smollett and Stme, to a clich6, the sensitive soul thwarted by stultifying 
literary and social conventions. 

Much of this debate dehistoricizes Bumey's achievement. It assumes 
an ideology of the autonomous subject that was not yet dominant, as- 
serting the exclusive authority of a "true self' or ''natural cbaacter" 
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 
identity were, though challenged, socially ascendant. They salvage the 
journals by savaging the novels, though the novels established the di- 
arist's public identity. They claim that "Evelina's social status is the 
immediate problem, not her own identity,"' though the social author- 
ity of private identity is what is at issue in Evelina. Julia L. Epstein 
and other recent critics work more productively when they recover Bur- 
ney's private anger by defending the self-conscious artistry of journals 
and novels alike? 

In Evelina, Bumey asserts the authority of private identity within a 
public discourse that denies it. When Evelina expresses her private self 

5 Devhn, pp. 87, 91; Simans, p. 4; Katharine M Rogers, "Fanny Bumey. T k  Private Self and 
tb Pliblished Self:' I n r p w n a l  Journal of Women's SNdres 7 (198% 117: d Montague and 
MartS p. 175. 

6 See Devlin, pp. 84-87, and S~mons, pp. 33.48-50, 

7 Robyn, p. 177. 

8 Julia L. Epsteiu, The Imn Pen: FrmceSBumey ond the Politics of Women's Writing (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1989). In "Voice and Gender in Eigbteenth-Cemury Fiction: 
Haywood to Bumey," Studies in I& Novel 19 (1987). 263-72, John I. Richem argues thaf 
hplina &s original use of c011veotional coosfraims on women's speech; in 'Tk Silent 
Angel: Impedimeots to Rmale Expression in Frrmces Bumey's Novels," Studies in the Novel 
21 (1989). 235-52, Juliet McMastez argues, against Bmm, that Bumey's novels embody a 
sustained feminist critique of thme wnsfraints. 
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publicly, she does so with propriety to win acknowledgment of her merit 
from a hierarchical society that values deference to social convention. 
She figures forth the d o w n  novelist's attempt to win acknowledg- 
ment of her originalifv from a literary institution that nervouslv demands - 
deference to conventions of discourse. Exploring private and public iden- 
titv. Eveltna embodies a debate between rival selves whose divereence - 
generates great cultural and personal anxiety. 

4h 
As Johnson knows when he first defines character as "a mark; a stamp; a 
representation,"g character is not something prior to its representation, like 
Simons's "true self' and "real personality" or Rogers's "naW charac- 
ter." It is the representation itself. When Richardson's Pamela fears losing 
her place, she asks for "a Character as to [her] Honesty,"lo and charac- 
ter in Evelina usually has this sense. Evelina tries "to conduct [herlself 
with propriety" @. 48) because representations of her actions are her 
character-her public identity. Similarly, when academic critics begin 
their careers authorized by letters of reference or when they routinely 
assess and produce letters and gossip about others, they rely on "charac- 
ters" in the eighteenth-century sense. But the academic's "character" of an 
aspiring student will cite evidence of private gifts-intefligence, applica- 
tion, skill at research-that suggest the ability to achieve an independent 
professional identity. In contrast, the eighteenth-century novelist's char- 
acter of an aspiring heroine (or hero) like Evelina gives a public identity 
that evidence of private qualities will modify. 

Evelina lacks a public character though her private character is dis- 
tinctively meritorious. Since public character is a social fact, Burney's 
challenge is to negotiate public authority for the rival private identity. 
Locke develops a similar situation when he splits 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 crime committed 

9 Dctlomly of the Engbsh Language (1755; reprinted Landan: T- Books, 1979), sv. char- 
acter It is also a piece- of +, handwriting, or an accmnt-"A rcpresemMDl of any m as 
to hs personal qualities," "An weom of any h g  as gwd a bad" (my emphasis); even un- 
der ihe defirdbon "the p n  with his assemblage of cplihes." Johnson cites hy&n and 
Addmn an literary -sentahons--the "characters" m hngedy and eplc. 

10 P m h :  or, Vzmre Rewarded, ed. T .  Duncan Eaves and Ben D Kimpel (Boston: HougMon 
MI*, 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 leam "what' she is, 
her personal qualities.12 Emma's personal pronoun denotes a public iden- 
tity, and when Kristina Straub explores Evelina's sceptical detachment 
from her socially appropriate but trivial daily activities, s k  recaptures 
something of this division between private and public characters.I3 

The ambition of private self, another kind of character,14 opposes these 
social constraints. Modem readers find reunion with a father and mar- 
riage to a lord weak fonns of self-assertion, calling Evelina timid, but 
Vfilars, her rmardian. 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 steo to contentment. since to diminish exoectation. is 

A 

to increase enjoyment" @. 18). -tion, the desire for distinction, coun- 
ters a traditional aim of education accepted by Villars-to reconcile her 
to her social station instead of raising dangerous ambitions.ls 

Lack of social character frustrates Evelina's vivacity, blinding the so- 
cially distinguished to her merit. Mrs Selwyn's account of Mrs Beaumont 
@. 284) is a Theophrastan character of a snob, so readers will not be sur- 
prised that she rejects Evelina; but others too deny Evelina an identity16 

' 11 John Locke, An Essay ConCeming H m  Undemondinng, ed. Peter H. Nidditch (Oxford: claim 
do% 1973, II. uvii. 20: fm.reactions to Ladre's rejeaion oithcsubstantial self, see @stopher 
Fox, Lock and ;he Scribk-: Identty ond Coweioume~s in Eorly Eighteenth-Cemv Britain 
(Berkeley and Loa Angeles: Universitv of Califania Press, 1988). m: 27-78. . . . 

12 E m ,  ed lames Kinsley and David Lodge (1971; & 0xfo;d: Oxford U n i v e ~ t y  Press, 
1980). p 164 ("01. 2 chap. 4). 

13 KnsMa Smurb, Dtvded F$Cnons: F m y  Bumey and Femrnine Sfrafegy (Lexlngfon Univers~fy 
Ress of Kentuckv. 1987). &an. 4 ("EwLm: Trivial Pursldts'3). . . .  . 

14 l o h n  lncludo " P e d  qualities; p%ular consutution 01 mod." tederuiously citing I I  I -  
2 of Pope's "EprsUe to a Lady." Bur "Marur tm soh a lastma mark to bear" suce.esu th r  
Pope's women "have nu ~harauen r all" b a u w  heir ~uaditi&l) muubhty l ~ ' & p i n t e d  
social ldcntiues wch a, l a l  of a wife ("Epistle lo a Lady." The Pom~s of Alexnndpr Pope. ed. 
lohn Bun [landon: Methlm. 19631, U. 1-4). 

15 C d  Arm HoweUs, "'ThePmpe~Edu~~hon of afemale .. Is ShU to Seek': Childhwd and &IsS 
Education in Famy Bumey's Cmnrlk or, A Pteture of Yowh," Brihsh Journal for EzgMeemh- 
Cenrm SRuires 7 (1984). 191-98. &scusses the tenslon berween mmeN and &ahon in 
B- Notine hat 1-v loms was anomalouslv educated read& s&&d. and evenmallv 

~ ~ ~ ~~ ~~~ 

argwng &at rt  k t e &  "&I& (inform p r i m  chwmcrj in daughters of "Parens in middle and 
low I.lfe" (Henry Fielding: 7 k  CCnricol Hmrogr, cd Ronald F'aulmn and Tho-$ Laclnvd 
I lanhn Roudedge, 1%91. pp. 195-96). A v c w  to the "chanstrV of a wiur, Bumey makes 
Mrs Selvyn a learn4 lady in the tradition of tielding's Mrs R e n w ~  rec Awllo, ed. Martin C 
Barustin. Weskyan EJlhuo Wdetown,  C T  Wedcyan University Rcss. 1983). p. 255 n. 

16 Samuel B&. Chameters, ed. Charles W. Daves (Cleveh& Ress of Case Western Reserve 



346 EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FICTION 

Mr Love1 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 acountry parson's daughter" 
(p. 35). In Pope's phrase, Evelina has "no character at all." 

By literary and social convention, success for a woman is a socially 
advantageous mamage; that is, one conferring a good public charac- 
ter. Villars knows this is unlikely for a "nobody," and Sir Clement 
Willoughby echoes his reservation to Orville: 

My intentions ... are hardly known to my wing nmn, she, of 
all the women I have seen, I would lix upon for a wife: but I believe that not 
even the philosophy of your Lordship would reuunrnend to me a connection of 
that sort, with a girl of obscure b i d ,  who% only dowry is her beauty, and who 
is evidently in a state of dependency. @. 347) 

Willoughby holds a bluntly aristocratic conviction that birth and fortune 
inscribe character: though attractive, Evelina is no match for a bamnet. 
She has neither rank nor the fortune that would justify ignoring rank. 
Willoughby's view, at odds with the sophisticated social narrative in 
which we encounter it, crassly enunciates the conventions of romance 
(a literary clichi) and the social attitudes that gave them point (a social 
clichi). In Emma's term, he neglects "WW Evelina is for "who" she 
is. thou&. as Orville savs. "she has a natural love of virtue. and a mind , 
that might' adorn any station, however exalted (p. 346). 

Unfortunatelv. such attention to orivate merit is rue. Evelina herself re- 
sentfully accepts her lack of idenfib: "I, as Mr. Love1 says, am Nobody" 
(p. 289). Young and inexperienced but at her own direction, she is also, 
Orville notes, "peculiarly situated" @. 346). At one point, the well-born 
talk among themselves: "Not so your Evelina," writes Evelina, "disre 
garded, silent, and meIancholy, she sat l i b  a cypher, whom to nobody 
belonging, by nobody was noticed" @. 340). She is a cipher-both noth- 
ing and the social puzzle that exasperates Willoughby." Like a zero, 

Um~ers1ty~ 1970) offera En@ exampks and, pp. 5-12 an a ~ c ~ l o t  of the Theophrasfao m 
drhm Seealso IWhx's 'Charsfter of King Charles It" (1750): "A ebaraer diffemb from 
a R c e  only lo tlus. every Rut of it rm~st be !ke, but at 1s nat necessary that every ka- 
ture should be compreknded ID ~t as m a Pieome, only some of the most nmarkable," m The 
Wo&s ofGeorge k&, Marquess ofHolrfa, d M.N. Bmwn (Word: Clamdon Ress, 1989). 
n, 484 

17 In Clnn'ssaS Ctphers. M m m g  rmd Dis~ption m R8duadron's "Clnrissn" Ofhaca: Cornell 
Umvemty Press, 1982), pp. 15-16. Terry Castle explores the merapha of the cipher m aposabk 
source; cf. Doody, p 40: "She has a mauimal idwtlty WM is weakness, and a, woad place 
m the pammhy, wbich 1% smngth. Her two names are unlined like two adjeebves l m b g  for 
a substamveve- hke a zao seeking a defmug figmc. 
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she changes value with wntext. She is embarrassed to be seen with the 
Branghtons, "a party at once so vulgar in themselves, and so familiar to 
me" @. 206), and is indignant that Willoughby, who accepts her public 
character, "seems disposed to think that & alteration in Ber] 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 person, 
Burney anticipates recent fiction that questions the subject by shihifting be 
tween first and third-person narrati~n.'~ But she is not exposing the social 
wnstmction 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 powerlessness of a private 
self without that authority. The girl passing as Sit John Belmont's daugh- 
ter is heiress to more than Evelina's fortune: "The Miss Belmont, tben, 
who is actually at Bristol, ... passes, in short, for your Evelina!" @. 367). 
Evelina's name and rank are her social identity---one true self if not 
her only one. Burney 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 agentions 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 Evelina reluc- 
tant to judge or be judged prematurely. Her care that her actions and those 
of her connections are not misinterpreted is, precisely, this attention to 
her "character": Evelina attends to the accuracy of the public represen- 
tation that governs her social reception. She also respects the characters 
of others, l i e  Vilars, who is "unwilling to stamp a bad impression of 
[Macartney's] character, upon so slight and partial a knowledge of it" 
(p. 217). After all, written representations also characterize their writers 
and so demand special tact. To protect her own character, Evelina sends 
Orville a note apologizing for the actions of her kin. When Willoughby 
intercepts it and forges a response that misrepresents her as seeking a 
correspondence, he tarnishes Orville's character and slurs hers. She is in- 
dignant: "I meant nothing but a simple apology, which I thought as much 
due to my own character, as to his" (p. 257; my emphasis). 

18 Margam Drabble's The Waterfall and Nadm W ~ m e r ' s  Burger's Daughter, for example, ~t s 
mne conventional to see Bumey mcipmng iuaeteenmcentury fiction. for a fuller k s s i o n  
tbaa the usual cornparims mth Amten, see Margaret Anne Doody, "George Ehot and Gx 
EighteenthCenouy Novel." Nuureenth-Cmtury F&n 35 (1980). 2-1. 
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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 support it?" (p. 260). Villars tells her she should 
have expressed a "resentment [that] would at once have become your 
character, 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 Onille's sister would choose to marry "a man of so aban- 
doned a character" (p. 278) as Lord Metton: "Mr. Ridgeway told 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" @. 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 still 
deeper" (p. 372), he sacrifices one representation to another. 

Private character motivates a critique of public character, notably the col- 
lective representations that inscribe social norms as essential. In Captain 
Miwan and Mme Duval, Burney caricatures the English character and the 
French chmacter. She also qualifies the public character of a woman.19 
Villars accepts the bland generic requirements-"gentleness and modesty 
are the peculiar attributes of [her] sex"-but praises Evelina's ''forti- 
tude and firmness [as] ... virtues as noble and as becoming in women 
as in men" @. 217). To Orville Mrs M i  is "gentle and amiable, ... 
a true feminine character" @. 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" @p. 26&69). Evelina represents herself within this gen- 
eral character, hut she detaches private character from public roles when 
she admires Orville's "feminine ... delicacy" and "amiable ... nature" 
@. 261) or shows "masculine" enterprise to rescue Macartney." 

19 On cnnspondents ''writing llnder characters which they e m o t  support," notably men writiag 
a8 women but betraying mawuline experience, see Johnson, The Rambler, Yak !3tion, wls 
2-5 (New Havenr Yale University Press, 1969). Ill, 110 (no. 20). 

20 Doody cornpars Evelina wth BmWs Henry Morcland and F~el&og's Man of the Hd and 
Tom Jones (Frmces Bumry, pp. M I ,  6344,  and especay 399 n. 46). 
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Criticizing the gender constraints which give a double turn to the 
screw that secures public character, Bumey 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. Vilars, 
for example, wanted to secure Evelina's fortune (and public charac- 
ter) but hesitated to surrender her to a "dissipated and unprincipled" 
father, fearing that ''while Be] improved her fortune, [he3 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" @. 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" @. 130) exclaims, 
"thy happiness is engraved, in golden characters, upon the tablets of my 
heart! and their impressmn is indelible" @. 405). When Orville acknowl- 
edges Evelina's private character by proposing mamage, he too exclaims 
that emotions g@ beyond the social conventions inscribed in language: 

I esteem and I admire you above all human beings!-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 
telling! (pp. 351-52) 

But though the private self wants mediated communication with such 
another self, language and its conventions are inescapable. 

Bumey's standard plot consequently serves an ideological argument. 
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,"21 
Orville is centrally a representative of the social order who publicly 
acknowledges Evelina's unique private merit. He proposes to Evelina be- 
fore paternal acknowledgment makes her an heiress, and he proposes in 
the language of esteem and admiration. Moreover, Bumey 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. Badrer, Grondrson's Heirs The Paragon's Progress m the Lote Etghtemth-Cemwy 
EngLsh Novel (Newark: Univers~ty of Dela- Press, 1985), p. 71; Chvtlk has "few oppahmi- 
ties to h e l d  the hemine" @. 74) because Bumey appropriates action to EveW the 'hobody" 
he must mst. 
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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, 
Ifeit the nobleness of his disinterested attachment so forcibly, that I could scarce 
breathe under the weight of gratitude that oppresd me. @. 367) 

This is not the languageof erotic fulfilment: Evelina feels renewed depen- 
dency (infancv) and suffocation. Returning but one identity for Onille's 
gift of two, she beam the weight of a p in a public 
world. 

To avoid being submerged, Evelina needs the independent public char- 
acter symbolized by paternal acknowIedgment Burney therefore sacral- 
izes paternity, concealing the rift between kinds of identity: 

The voice of a father--Oh dear and revered name!-which 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. @. 371) 

In what is virtually the novel's only scene of passion, Evelina 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. feling." The reunion is full of emo- 
tional exhortations: "Oh rise, rise, my beloved father ... reverse not the 
law of nature, rise yourself, and bless your kneeling daughter!" cries 
Evelina when her father kneels to her @. 386). God and nature ratify the 
reunion of private character with public, of daughter with father. 

But Burney, who neither invents nor gives an extreme example of 
these conventions of sensibility, subverts a Mve response to them.= Her 
first effusion is comically triggered by the banal patriarchal activity of 
giving orders to inferiors. The sacred name illuminates the failures of the 
fathers. Though his neglect of her is explained as ignorance, EYelina's 
father was "a very profligate young man" who betrayed her mother when 
"disappointed of the fortune he expected" @. 15). The ''unaccountably 
infatuated" Mr Evelyn, Evelina's maternal grandfather and source of 
her only name, rushed into the "ill-judged marriage" @. 14) that leaves 
her prey to Mme Duval. Paternal sexual lapses create the confusions of 

22 On ~ convention, see &&em, pp 2 6 6 7 .  

23 hwussmg her manly n m e  of a bmther mvulved man Ocdapal cocaunler. Doody Gods tvellna 
'ho m emobonal ahour her fatber U m  Brooke's Hammrl Clemem lm The F d  of Quolrtyl 
rs about lus" ( F m e s  Bum~y,  p 399 n 46) 
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identity that sensibiity masks with emotion. And there remains a gap 
between rival fathers: 

Methinks it cannot end to my satisfaction; for either I must be tom from the arm 
of my m r e  than father,-or I must have the misery of being M y  convinced, 
that I am cruelly rejected by him who has the n a n d  claim to that dear title; 
a title, which to write, mention, or tbink of, fius my whole te with 6 M  
tenderness. @. 130) 

Appropriately to an aristocratic culture, "fathe? is a name, a title. Filial 
devotion itself wavers between rival fathers, undercuaing the idealization 
of paternity that social and literary conventions require. 

Fuaher 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 6nd this ending more disturbing than witty. For Simons, 
"Even [Orville's] name suggests his appropriateness as a replacement" 
for Vilars and Evelina's behaviout with her father and her guardian 
"verges on sexual hysteria" @p. 57-58). "Only by giving her heroine 
such an excess of delicacy that she seems quite impervious to sexual 
desire," wdtes Jane Spencer, "did Burney avoid the incestuous implica- 
tions of this relationship" between the heroine and a husband "who would 
take over the functions of father and guardian." But these readings slight 
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 merit. 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.25 
Sir Clement Willoughby's sexual aggression towards a heroine aban- 
doned by her father repeats Sir John Belrnont's transgressions against 
her mother, a woman abandoned by her family. Such episodes suggest 
that to read Evelina only in tern of the novelist's sexual fantasy is to sub- 
stitute a clich-e repressed spinster as author-for the shrewd analyst 
of power relations. 

24 Jane S p e w .  77w RW of tk W m  Novel&: From Aphm &hn w Jaw Auwn (Oxford. Black- 
well. 1986). p. 160. Since dw crow implications were 'clear to e a r k  warnen writers like Db 
Lvl- Manley." Spe- prefers Ehrabem Inchbald's e m i r  tnarmcm uf guardianlmcmornuvu 
in A Simple Story (1791); bur one btorical moment's strategy Jws oot M i d a u  a r m M r .  

25 Doody, Prrmces Bomey, pp. 6142  
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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.26 In 
Evelina's world, an explicitly sexual fiction that was not a seduction tale 
would be an erotic fantasy or an oppressive Gothic mmance, and Bur- 
Hey 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 sublilrdty of the Marvel.lour rejects all aid from sober 
Probability" @. 8). Her hemine symbolizes the private self, which lacks 
authority, much as Richardson's Pamela, as Michael McKeon and Terry 
Eagleton argue, is a female figure for male bourgeois aspiration who 
reaffirms gender roles and so underwrites the hierarchical order her aspi- 
rations apparently threaten.n Appropriating the convention to a woman's 
social asoirations, Burnev de-eroticizes it to stress the social claims of mi- - 
vate identity without committing herself to an erotic subordination to a 
hierarchical marriage. Her heroine wins her father as well as her husband 
while retaining the esteem of Vilkars, who embodies paternal approval 
of Evelina's private self. An apparently childless widower and clergy- 
man, he is a counter-father to Sir John Belmont, in whom a Laeanian 
reading would find a suitably phallic guardian of the symbolic order. 
To win both fathers, and unite them in a husband, is the heroine's hi- 

nmph; that she has two to win signals the cul 
challenge. 

Ambitious but notoriously deferential to decorum and her father, Bur- 
ney creates a decomusly ambitious hemine who figures forth her dilemma 
as an unknown aspirant to literary (and dramatic) fame." In her Dedica- 
tion and Preface, she even points out similarities. She would be noticed 
with propriety but is, like Evelina, "without name" @. 3). However, she 

social & y r s  &ventiddally outs& Ihc female "&ler: annoym& publickon allowing 
porn to read EwLw as a mm's novel. 

27 McKmn, pp. 378-79: Teny Eagleton, The Rope of C h m a  Wring,  W z t y  rmd C h s  
Sm&e ut SlMueI Richanlron (M Blackazll, 1982). pp. 37-38. 

28 Bumey's reladonship with her fatber rs a major theme of Doody's Frames Bumpy. On Bumcy's 
diffidmce, see loya Hemlow, The HHirWry of F- Bumpy (Oxford: Clareodm 1958A pp. IM 
101; b l e i n  n, 44-46, Swnccr. w 95-9% McMasler. w. 247-50. Bmkermles dm "Wit is 

&a& for EX& rt is assbciated with male a&ty and aggressivenew," @. 75). 
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prefers her ''mantle of impe-le obscurity" @. 7) to its alternative, 
publishing in the name of the father; that is, as Dr Bumey's danghter- 
her chaacter until she, like him, makes a name of her own. "Obscm be 
still the unsuccessM Muse, / Who cannot raise, but would not sink, your 
fame'' @. I), ~laims her dedicatory ode. Like Evelina, Bumey is "pem- 
liar1y situated" @. 346), tho@ she chooses her "'pecuht situation" @. 
7) to avoid involvement in her book's potential disgrace. Blending par- 
ticipation with detachment, she associates herself with low connectim 
@ad writers) who sink one's character, but she she seekstiuctiw.. Like 
Evelina struggling for space between vulgar kin and Ckvie's stitiingly 
brilliant character, Burney positions herself between thr: impropriety of 
self-assdon and the decorum of deference to brilliant prede6essors. 

The "Authors of the Monthly and Critical Reviews" demanded liter- 
ary decorum. Bumey appeals to these "Gentlemen" (rank and geader 
are both important) because qese "Magistrates of the press, and Cen- 
sors for the Public" (p. 3) based their strict literary propriety on social 
wnceptions of character. Sterne's bawdy Tristram Shandy, for 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, thaf while the Author was exerting his talents to 
maintain the humour and consistency of his characters, he himself was 
so much out of character [i.e., his character as a clergyman]."" The con- 
straints on a woman were as severe, and she-lacked the olergyman's 
professional authority. Queen Charlotte's remark that Bumey's "charac- 
ter" was "too delicate to suit with writing for the stage'1° carefully places 
the public character of a daughter of a successful writer himself undis- 
tinguished by birth or fortune. Burney was as dependent as EvePna, and 
"Daddy" Crisp urged her to %&cept Thomas Barlow's offer of marriage 
for the financial security it would o 

Bumey's diffidence is not merely a personal quirk. As Johnson said 
of Pope's targets in the The Duncind, "An author places himself un- 
called before the tribunal of criticism, and solicits fame at the hazard of 
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disgrace.'32 Since fiction was a low form of writing, the novelist took es- 
pecially high risks. Moreover, even the successful writer achieved an 
awkward social position. Richardson won prominence by writing, but 
tales of his awkwardness in gentle company supply cautionary e m  
ples to anyone seeking the character of a writer.33 No woman novelist 
had such prestige, and Dwdy suggests that Bumey's The Witlings reveals 
a sharp eye for the toadying of a professional writer closer to home- 
her father (p. 97). Bumey had as much reason as her ambitious heroine 
for concem 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 he original, she asks that the claim "not he im- 
puted to an opinion of my own originality, which I have not the vanity, 
the folly, or the blindness, to entertain" (p. 9). Eveha similarly protests 
the kneeling of suitor and father whose esteem is the point of her nar- 
rative, and Burney's definition of fiction captures her peculiarly situated 
ambition: 

To avoid what is common, without adopting what is unnatural, must limit the 
ambition of the vulgar herd of authors; however zealous, therefore, my veneration 
of the great writers I have mentioned, ... I yet presume not to attempt pursuing 
the same ground which they have track&, whence, though they may have cleared 
the weeds, they have also culled the flowers, and though they have rendered the 
path plain, they have left it barren. (pp. 8-9) 

Though she avoids the character of commonness or singularity, Burney 
is ambitious for origidity: "In hooks, therefore, imitation cannot he 
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 Johawn, Lrves of the Englrsh Pom, ed G.B Hill, 3 vols (Oxfnd: CLarendon, 1905), 
ID, 241. Atthough accepted as an authority fiw by Bumey, Johnsan, hke her father, had "sen 
from an undisMpkkd backgow!d and had au amb~guws d posiuon; see Fredric Bogel, 
"lohosan and the Role of Authority.(( i"he New Ezghtemth Cenarry, ed Felic~ty Nussbaum and 
Laura Bmw Blew Yak. Metbuen, 1987). pp. 18e209. 

33 See C m l  Kay. Polincol CON~NCI~ON: Drfoe, Richnrdson, Ond Sterne in Relation e Hobher, 
Hun.  Ond Bu& Olhaca NY: Cornell Univcniry k s s .  1988). pp. 160-62; Kay supplies a 
context in Hohbes and Hume for the eighventhcennvy novel's c o n m  with repltatlon and 
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copy" @. 8). She adopts Johnson's principle: "No man ever yet became 
great by imitation.'% 

Ambition exposes to the public the desires of a nobody's private self: 
"Here let me rest, and snatch myself, while yet I am able, from the fas- 
cination of EGOTISM'' @. 4).= Such egotism motivates the pitiable hack, 
and Bumey's comment on her distinguished predecessors echoes the 
complaint of Swift's egregious hack that earlier writers have left the 
neighbowing fields ''barren and dry, affording no Sustenance but Clouds 
of Dust." "Bumey, 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 traditional ruling class-suggests 
how directly it addressed Bumey's anxieties Doody notices that the 
"Sternean" Frances Bumey quickly picks up an allusion to Swift's "Po- 
lite Conver~ation."~~ 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, I Since this you 
know-AU People bought 'em."" In a letter about Evelina that quotes 
Swift, Bumey signs herself "Francesca Scriblems,'~ appealing to the 
Scriblerians' defensively pedantic personae to justify her private devo- 
tion to scribbling, while distancing herself from social objections to her 
familiarity with wlgar"peop1e like the Branghtons. Her wavering be- 
tween egotism and humility is itself a Swiftian trope, and when Burney 
quotes a line from Pope's Epistle to Dr. Arbutiinot, slightly inaccurately 
and so perhaps from memory, she simultaneously distinguishes her mo- 
tive from hunger (and lower-class incompetence), places herself with 

34 Johnsan, Yak Edmon V, 59 (Rambler no. 154); wtts Bumey on miation, cf. Yak Edttlon 
20 (Rambler no. 4) 

35 See Castle on C d ~ a ' s  exposure at a masquerade ending wim "anorgy ofovatmn" (Masquemde. 
pp 27CL74); d. Eptein, p. 44 

36 A Tole ofa Tub, ed A.C. Gumkelch and D. Nrchol Sm&, 2nd ed (Oxford. Clilrendoo, 1958). 
p 144:Saaub. p. 91; Doady, Frrmccs Bumey, pp. -9,398 n. 30; a, Grub Streel, see Pat 
Rogm, GNb Sme SDu*es in a S h b e  &don: Masue% 1972). 

37 The J o u M  rmd lrrvrs of Frmny Bumey (Mndunre d'AIMay1. 1791-1840, ed. Joyce Hrmlow 
a al.. I2 vok (Oliford: Clarmdon Rcss. lW2-84). Ill, 206. ulth this '~cxulrant jmgle" (Simons. 
p. 14). cL 'Verses on Ihe Death of Dr. S W  11. 31 1-12. E d d  A. and Lillian D. Bloam call 
it Bumey's in tQeu edition of Camilk or, A Pinure of Youth (1972; nprinted Odord: Oxford 
University Ress, 1983). pp. u-XN, neglect of a naodard Swift poem shows how readem isolate . 

38 Diary ond b n c n  of Madame D'Arbkq 1177&18401. ed Cbarloac B m R  pefm and wus 
by Ausin Dabson 6 vols (London: Macmillah 1904). 1. 37. Epstnn. p. 166. noes Ibe 

Farce and The Tmgcdy oJTmgedtes). 
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iworhmate unknowns, and makes her hid for distinction (a. 4). Scrib- 
> 

lerian intertexts express and chasten her eagerness to seek 
print. 

But her ambition demands a more aggressrte counter- 
engages in apparently shady meetizgs with Macartney, compelling 
Orville's trust until her heroic virtue is revealed, B m e y  engages in sus- 
pect writing, compelling the trust mtil her distinction appears. 
Of course the novel is low: 

In the republic of letters, there is no member of such inferior rank, or who is 
so mnch disdained by his brethren of the quiU, as the humble Novelist: nor is 
his fate less hard in the world at Iarge, since, &norig the whole class of writes, 
perhaps not one can be named, of whom 
less respssable. @. 7) 

Burney poses as "editor" of "the following letters," 
cal gesture defensively distancing her from her text. But she acts like 
any socially forward hack, deferentially presenting her lab6urs "to the 
public-for such, by novel writers, movei readers will be @: 7).39 
After all, even Grub Street could claim Milton as a resident of Cripple- 
gate (Pat Rogers, p. 22), and though Bumey's quaiter of the republic of 
letters seems as crowded and undignified as the Branghtons' rooms, it 
is "saved from contempt, and rescued from depravity" by the presence 
of "such names as Rousseau, Johnson, Marivaux, Fielding, Richardson, 
and Smollet" (p. 7). 

These are the novelists of rank, the enabling and stilling fathers whom 
Bumev had also listed in her Preface. She avoids imitation despite "fher] 
veneration of the great writers [she has] mentioned, however [she] may 
feel [herlself enlightened by the knowledge of Johnson, charmed with 
the eloquence of ROUSS~~U,  softened by the pathetic powers of Richard- 
son, and exhilarated by tfre wit of Fielding, and the humour of Smollett' 
@p 8-9).@ Evelina similarly reveres the rival 

39 The mle of *the public" as a normative body guarding d e ~ m m  sppearS m Rufhesd's exheme 
ay, %born should'st thou reverence more &an the P11611cr' @owes, S v m  The Critical 
Herikzge, pp. 121-22). 

40 Apologizing for calhng Johnsan and R o u w  nmhm (p 8 n), Bumey cannily bIa these 
"fafk& of d eharacder but omim Steme. a favounte *too &hate for a ladv's !xmd" 
(Doody, F&&S Bump)., pp. 3 M 7 ) .  lrnitatl& Sterne and calling wnting her hob&-h&c. she 
concedes that Rauelu is depressing: see 7 k  Early J o d  ondLrmn offonny Bumey, 1 7 W  
1773. 4. Lpn E. Tmidc (Oxford and Montreal: Oxford URivcrsiry Rcss aod McGill-Queen's 
Univers~Q Press, 1988). I, 15 and n. 
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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 
so resisting social 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 Bumey'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" @. 7). 

Bumey here expresses the distinctive ideology of the professional mid- 
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 Can~illa."~~ 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 
Bvelina] could feel no sensation but that of pity at the sight" (p. 31 1). 
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: 98W1) asserts the macho 
lexicographer's ambition: 'They list with women each degen'rate name, 

41 See h d y ,  F m e s  Bumqv, pp. 2 3 W .  

42 Evstein. D. 114: on other c o r n .  see Earl R. hdema 'Toomotes More Pedeshim &an Sub 
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1 Who daresuet fiazard life forftdme fame" (Ddctiomry S.V. name). Dry- 
den's Aeneas; father of Rome, is @&g men wdhg, to embark for 
M y  and m, contemptuously leaviug Be rest behind with the he. 

Ambition for f-is individu&sti~icalEy male; nonedig, geaeridy fe- 
male. Flo wonder Burney wnpetes sa dBi&atly. But the d f i b c e  
should n o t o b s a  thehe-comp@iQm. When h e y  a&@s a standard plot 
andmakes it- on die timing ofapoposal& an&stocr&c 8% 
lingflwer who resembles a fatkey, she comperes with, as well as in, the 
name of the father, winniig tg public character. 
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