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THE VICAR OF WAKEFIELD

OLIVER GOLDSMITH was born in 1728 at Ardnagow, County Roscommon, Ireland. He was admitted as a sizar at Trinity College, Dublin, in 1745 and graduated in 1750. After rejection as an ordinand in the Church of Ireland, he took a post as a tutor, then studied medicine at the universities of Edinburgh and Leyden. After two years’ wandering in Europe, he returned to England and settled in London. By 1757 Goldsmith was writing for a living, but still had not decided to become a professional writer. He learned his trade as a hack on Grub Street and also worked as a translator. His first major work, An Enquiry into the Present State of Polite Learning in Europe, was published in 1759, and in the same year the eight numbers of his periodical The Bee appeared. These were soon reprinted as a book and include some of his most famous essays, including ‘A City Night Piece’ and ‘An Account of the Augustan Age in England’. In 1761 he contributed a series of ‘Chinese Letters’ to Newbery’s Publick Ledger. These letters, modelled on Montesquieu, were later published as The Citizen of the World. These last two projects brought him the friendship of Johnson and literary London, and Goldsmith became a founder member of the famous ‘Club’. Of his poetry, The Traveller: or A Prospect of Society (1764) and The Deserted Village (1770) established him as a poet with an individual voice. In 1768 his play The Good Natur’d Man was performed (published 1768) and in 1773 his most famous play, She Stoops to Conquer. The Vicar of Wakefield (1766) was his only novel and is generally considered to be his finest work. Goldsmith was an extravagant and generous man, who despite the considerable wealth he achieved from his writings was continually in debt. In theory he was an avowed classicist, but in his poetic treatment of nature and rural life he had much in common with Romanticism. He died in 1774.
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INTRODUCTION

1

SIR Joshua Reynolds told how he once visited Goldsmith and found the poet kicking a masquerade costume round the floor. The masquerade had never taken place and Goldsmith had added that he was now trying to get back in exercise what he had lavished on a jaunt. It is a tell-tale detail: a picture of a man at once melancholy, impetuous and extravagant. What it does not show is that Goldsmith’s apparent affluence had been won through hard work and that the clown was a genius.

Goldsmith had come to London in his late twenties after a prolonged youth of adventure and travel. Born into the family of an Irish vicar, he had enrolled at Trinity College, Dublin, got involved in a riot there, taken a degree, idled at home and then left Ireland to seek his fortune. He went to Edinburgh and then to Leyden, his object being to study medicine. From Leyden he went to Padua and walked his way through northern Italy, Switzerland and France, playing his flute, seeing the world and, in retrospect, giving himself time and space in which his vision could cohere. When he came finally to London he was not the first of many writers to become rapidly disgusted with schoolmastering.

By 1757 Goldsmith was writing for his living but had still not settled on becoming a professional author. Biding his time, he learned his trade and earned his bitter, meagre bread as a hack on Grub Street. He proof-read for Richardson and began translating from French. He wrote to his brother-in-law of his poverty, his frustrated ambition, and perhaps it was this resentful drudgery that caused him to think deeply about literature. By 1759 he was finishing his first important work and was visited by Thomas Percy, later to become known as the editor of the Reliques of Ancient English Poetry. Percy wrote that he found Goldsmith

in lodgings so poor and uncomfortable that I should not think it proper to mention the circumstance, if I did not consider it the highest proof of the splendour of Dr Goldsmith’s genius and talents, that by the bare exertion of their powers, under every disadvantage of person and fortune, he could gradually emerge from such obscurity, to the enjoyment of all the comforts and even luxuries of life, and admission into the best societies of London. The Doctor was writing his Enquiry, etc., in a wretched dirty room in which there was but one chair, and when he from civility offered it to his visitant, himself was obliged to sit in the window.

An Enquiry into the Present State of Polite Learning in Europe, to give the work its full title, was Goldsmith’s protest against his conditions, his manifesto in defence of European culture whose values he saw threatened as the intellectual world descended from the age of poets through the age of philosophers to the dull present age of the critics. He offers here a conspectus of contemporary culture and then discusses current philosophies of taste (what we would call aesthetics) from the vantage point of his having been a reviewer of previous work in this field. His time as a hack had brought him into contact with Burke, Voltaire and many contemporary issues. It had thus been an unpleasant but not a wasted period and from it Goldsmith had come to the conclusion that it is the Man of Taste, the man concerned with literature but free from critical rule-mongering, who must serve the writers of his day and preserve our most valuable possession — our literary culture.

It is well to bear in mind such seriousness of purpose on Goldsmith’s part. For him, from these early days through the period of his novel, his poems and his plays, literature was a profound moral issue accessible both to reason and to intellectual control. His critical concerns were always the Neo-classic ones of clarity, reason and literature’s methods and purpose in rousing the emotions. These issues can be seen in Mr Burchell’s statements on poetry in The Vicar of Wakefield. They do not imply a cold man. Goldsmith himself defined the poet as ‘possessed of fortitude to stand unmoved the unexpected bursts of earthquake, yet of feelings so exquisitely poignant as to agonise under the slightest disappointment’, but he was suspicious of both the purely subjective and the purely artificial as his reviews of Burke and Gray’s Odes reveal. Thus his critical mind was alert and often ironic, and if he used his own experience in his work (his youth and George Primrose’s have much in common) he did so through a reasoned selection and for a calculated end. We should therefore not too closely seek this man in his work but rather bear in mind Paul Valéry’s observation that ‘authors fabricate for themselves a character who little by little takes the place of their own authentic SELF, who explains to them, by his imaginary qualities, [that] what they have created or produced is real’. It will be a useful idea when we look at the comments of Goldsmith’s friends.

But Goldsmith needed now to find a serviceable, a flexible prose style, and his next enterprises, his essays for The Bee and the collection of letters eventually published as The Citizen of the World, brought him not only this but the friendship of Johnson and literary London. The letters, modelled on Montesquieu, are supposed to be written by a Chinese and are light, observant and gently satiric. Again, it is possible to see in the figure of the Man in Black, in the charmingly ridiculous Beau Tibbs and in Lien Chi Altangi himself, Goldsmith using aspects of his own personality when beginning to create characters, but the letters are perhaps more significant in showing the exiled man, the sensitive observer, that was Irish Goldsmith’s state now he had been adopted by London.

To his friends, this elegant essayist and later great playwright and great poet remained an enigma. Reynolds, when he painted him, portrayed Goldsmith’s ugliness, his heavy brow and nose, his wide mouth and receding chin, adding the brooding sensitivity of the poet of The Traveller and The Deserted Village whom he respected and loved. But he knew also that Goldsmith could be jealous, irresponsible and sometimes downright foolish; that he was capable of standing on a chair to boast to the company that he was a greater orator than Burke; that he protected his ego in expensive and vulgar clothes; that he could write masterpieces yet spend so freely that he had to drudge for cash; and finally that he died deeply in debt. Indeed, such behaviour from this Tory bohemian was to the whole of Johnson’s ‘Club’ a paradox in an age that enjoyed the antithesis. Johnson’s comment may speak for them all: ‘No man was more foolish when he had not a pen in his hand, or more wise when he had.’

The well-known picture of a foolish Goldsmith that comes to us from Boswell’s Life is perhaps chiefly designed to set off the portrait of Johnson: to express the great man’s magisterial concern for his friend as he bailed him out of debt (see p. 25), praised his poems and organized his theatrical successes while chaffing at Goldsmith’s impetuousness, the insecurity that led him into the most adolescent gaucheries even while he was writing his masterworks. Such shortcomings were sometimes attributed to Goldsmith’s lack of polite company in youth, but their cause is perhaps finally a deeper and more poetic one that relates to his whole vocation. Goldsmith lived, as Johnson well knew, most coherently in print. Here he could draw his energies together and cease to be the victim of the heady stimulant of an over-active sensibility. Within the constraints of literary form Goldsmith could use the restless sympathy which in public forbade him a single, fixed personality. Here was an integrated self. In his work he could temper with irony and submit to reason his excitement, his melancholy and his natural bent for the masquerade. It is this – the life in literature – that Johnson finally paid tribute to when he issued his order: ‘let not his frailties be remembered; he was a very great man.’ And Johnson, of course, was right.
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Goldsmith’s only novel masquerades as an autobiography. This was an authenticating device accepted from at least the time of Defoe, but it suggests here the continuing relationship between the novel and biographical writing, a relationship made the more interesting when we recall that much of the hackwork Goldsmith expended his energies on was in just this field. Here he was a student of Johnson, concerned at once with the older, ethical tradition of the Life as an exemplum and with the new-found psychological truths of minutiae. Goldsmith himself described the biography as ‘the most useful manner of writing, not only from the pleasure it affords the imagination, but from the instruction it artfully and unexpectedly conveys to the understanding’. Autobiography, as Johnson pointed out, was a particularly conducive form since the writer of his own life was sure to talk with authority. Given this background and the widespread belief that the moral struggles of the ordinary man were a worthy subject, the ethical purpose of The Vicar of Wakefield, its suggestion of the exemplary and its delight in detail, begin to take on new life. The novel is in some ways what people expected. But we can go further than this. Biography, and particularly the lives of divines, was popular reading. Primrose himself quotes from Walton’s Life of Hooker. But many of the most popular of such works (and certainly the most numerous) came from the Nonconformist elements in the country. Biographies even of the most humble here glorified (and made melodramatic) the subjective life of religious awareness: hell, damnation and the experience of being snatched to grace. On this level The Vicar of Wakefield is different. It is objective, conformist and reasoned. It is suffused with warm humour. Picturing a good, an unremarkable man, it follows the much smaller Anglican tradition of the eighteenth century which believed that all good men were walking by the same path to the same end and that ‘If there be any individuals, who by the shining of their light render the path more plain and pleasant, let us agree to make the most we can of them, and be “followers of them, who through faith and patience inherit the promises”.’ Into this Tory, Anglican tradition Primrose fits, for all his quarrels with the hierarchy. Yet Goldsmith does not make him a simple paragon of virtue. Both the exemplary Christian and the claims of verisimilitude required a measure of sin, and Primrose’s intellectual pride (the cause of so many of his troubles) brings him within the new artistic awareness of the ‘mixed’ character whom Goldsmith explored more fully in his Life of Nash.

Three further relationships should be borne in mind when considering the form of The Vicar of Wakefield. The first is a new fashion in feeling which plays its part both in biography and the novel: sentimentalism, the cult of stimulated, refined and generous feeling which saw human nature as fundamentally good. If its emphasis on the subjective was a great stimulus to creating characters both real and fictional, it was a form of behaviour that Goldsmith himself often questioned. None the less, the simple life of country virtue which he writes of here, and, from the middle of the century, a crusading zeal against such social abuses as the debtors’ prison, were to become an important part of many such works and we may see The Vicar of Wakefield as something of a pioneer narrative.

But the book is first and foremost a novel. The picaresque elements in it (particularly George’s account of his adventures) reinforce this and help to relate the work to what was happening in English fiction. The sentimental novel was here coming into its own with the mass of low-grade writing that followed the great decade of the 1740s. Many, including Lien Chi Altangi, saw these works as dangerous. We are more likely to see them as dull. The picaresque formulae pall, as do the sermons, repentances and happy endings, the insistence on innate goodness, on love at first sight, truthfulness, prudence and learning to cope with the world of real affairs. Yet these are precisely the materials from which The Vicar of Wakefield is built and this is not a dull but a delightful book.

The reasons for Goldsmith’s success are that his artistic intelligence was of a very high order and that he had excellent masters to follow. He knew only too well what was popular and what would sell, but he knew also what was good. He could stand back from the fashionable and with the loving irony of a Cervantes or a Fielding hold a mirror up to contemporary art and so reveal nature. The Vicar of Wakefield, both the book and the man, go through many of the stock experiences in the course of a fairy-tale plot; and while we are kept constantly alert and amused by the intellectual discussions and shifts of genre from charming pastoral to spurious romance, from the picaresque to the true stoic bravery of the sermon and on to the skilful preposterousness of the dénouement, we are aware also that fairy-tales are warming, that they bear a poet’s truth. Thus Goldsmith both uses and criticizes the familiar as do Cervantes and Fielding. To be sure, Primrose lacks the transfiguring madness of Don Quixote, but, steadfast in a Christian morality that refuses to take the world as it is, he has something of the Don’s pathos. Goldsmith pays a nice compliment to Cervantes when, putting his hero in front of a stage, he does not have him swept into the action of Master Peter’s puppet show but has the play stop to let his lost son step out of disguise. Again, Primrose has something of the passive delicacy of the Sentimental hero, but he has also great moral integrity, and if he lacks the masculine, energetic charity of Parson Adams snapping his fingers and doggedly reading his Aeschylus, he is, like him, a true centre of Christian virtue around whom others revolve.

The Vicar of Wakefield thus draws into its fabric a whole range of formal concerns: the close alliance between biography and the novel, the biography’s concern for both the detailed and the exemplary, the use of fairy-tales (and Goldsmith’s concern for country people and old ways is an important part of his vision), while playing with current genres now seriously, now ironically. Like Cervantes and Fielding, Goldsmith used current fashions to get to deeper truths than fashion could ever reveal.

Finally, like two very different writers, Goldsmith chose the form of the philosophical romance, the loosely constructed novel held together by ideas. It is surely not a coincidence that Johnson and Voltaire published Rasselas and Candide while Goldsmith was rushing to complete The Vicar of Wakefield. In all three works the hero moves from security through trials to the discovery that happiness and what truths we may grasp lie at home and in the human breast. The philosophy that Goldsmith tests to prove this we must now discuss.

3

‘The hero of this piece unites in himself the three greatest characters upon earth; he is a priest, an husbandman, and the father of a family.’ In his ‘Advertisement’ Goldsmith is careful to point out the moral weight of his novel, and we should recognize that this is a different quality from moral earnestness. Goldsmith’s is the quiet confidence that justifies itself through a smile rather than the forced or forceful gesture. It is the wisdom of the comic muse. None the less, the issues involved here are important ones and we should see Primrose – pedantic and naïve but brave and loving as he is – in their terms, the terms of Christian comedy.

The opening is a pastoral idyll, as innocent and happy as we could wish. The country parson has a good heart, a good family and a good income. The fruits of his living have been made over to the poor and ‘those little rubs which Providence sends’ are no more than naughty children and rural bad manners. But the phrase should alert us to the epigraph: Sperate miseri, cavete fœlices. Beware, you who are happy. Throughout the novel contentment is suspect. The rural idyll is brutally shattered and a happy but poorer new home is invaded by Thornhill. Later, when Primrose can lean back in his chair, he can say:

‘But let us have one bottle more, Deborah, my life, and Moses give us a good song. What thanks do we not owe to heaven for thus bestowing tranquillity, health, and competence. I think myself happier now than the greatest monarch upon earth. He has no such fire-side, nor such pleasant faces about it. Yes, Deborah, we are now growing old; but the evening of our life is likely to be happy. We are descended from ancestors that knew no stain, and we shall leave a good and virtuous race of children behind us. While we live they will be our support and our pleasure here, and when we die they will transmit our honour untainted to posterity. Come, my son, we wait for a song: let us have a chorus.’

And instantly ‘the first of our real misfortunes’ is announced. As suddenly as his money is snatched from him so is his daughter, and Goldsmith has the unsuspecting vicar break out in the language of high romance. For a time, Primrose nearly gives way to his despair and desire for revenge, but quickly enough his son brings him back to biblical patience while the morning brings Christian forgiveness.

The whole passage shows Goldsmith’s skill as he moves from idyll to catastrophe and through ironic romance to Christian bravery. Only in the prison scenes is he more versatile, more deft. Of course, the whole incident is preposterous – so is the dénouement – but that is not the point: the scenes have a valid ethical purpose and the quick changes of style prevent the novel from becoming a tract. Indeed, in the whole of The Vicar of Wakefield, such a play of genres has the psychological variety which the characters themselves could not and do not need to show. Thus it is through manner that Goldsmith gets humanely to his philosophical matter.

Primrose sets off in search of his lost child with no more than a Bible and a staff to comfort him. The picaresque journey becomes a Christian pilgrimage and the psalmist’s faith that the good man will not be deserted is fully tested. But we fear for Primrose as he sets off. We know how gullible he is, yet we must recognize also that Primrose’s foolishness is more than merely comic, more than his being easily duped over money. It is a theme that bears analysis since it includes Primrose’s inability to distinguish appearance from reality. As the good Mr Burchell becomes interested in Sophia (and Mr Burchell himself tells us how he has had to learn his wisdom) the father sees him increasingly as a menace to his daughters’ advance at the hands of the so-called ‘ladies’; Ephraim Jenkinson fools Primrose into thinking him a sage, while a butler can convince him he is master of the house; finally, despite his reservations, Primrose is almost taken in by Thornhill. But it would be wrong to condemn the vicar as a naïve social and intellectual snob. What Goldsmith is concerned to show is that pride – every man’s pride – is foolish. It is a theme he deals with more light-heartedly in Mrs Primrose’s and her daughters’ little vanities, but with the doctor himself it is the social pride that clouds man’s judgement, the intellectual pride that ensures his downfall that Goldsmith is concerned to expose and relate to broader issues. The latter theme of intellectual pride he deals with through the ‘Whistonean controversy’. This rather silly debate is made Primrose’s intellectual hobbyhorse so as to isolate it. Right from the start it shows the effects of Primrose’s dogmatism and through the whole novel it is complementary to his other weaknesses. When we take these together we find that element of foolishness in Primrose which, deeper than mere naïvety, we normally think of a human folly: clouded judgement and stupid action which make us trust knaves while rejecting honest friends.

But there is a further level to this theme of foolishness which relates particularly to Primrose’s being a clergyman: this is the Pauline concept of the foolishness of every Christian when judged by the standards of the world. ‘We are fools for Christ’s sake,’ writes Saint Paul (I Corinthians iv, 10), and on this level Primrose emerges as something different: as unworldly not in the simple sense of being naïve but in the moral sense of being good.

It is an idea that is present at the start of the novel when Primrose has made over to the poor the fruits of his living (see Chapter 2, note 1 and it is continued, not without irony, in his exhortations to his family. There are occasions when he fails to live up to the ideal, but at moments of crisis Primrose’s goodness gets the better of him. Love triumphs over revenge when Olivia is seduced and shines out again after the calamity of the fire. It is more developed when we come to Primrose’s arrest and the prison scenes.

Hounded by injustice and unhappiness, the victim of the wholly worldly Thornhill, Primrose rises to a nobility in the prison scenes which, if it is not untouched by the comic, is genuinely moving. Here we see the Christian fool in action. He is not bitter against the world which seems to have wronged him so badly, but positive and charitable towards those who ‘finding all mankind in open arms against them, were labouring to make themselves a future and tremendous enemy’. Primrose has already seen the reform in Ephraim Jenkinson, seen him turn from the wisdom of this world to the realization that ‘the knowing one is the silliest fellow under the sun’. He has seen him embrace a greater charity, a greater innocence. He has, too, ignored the jeers of the prisoners as he goes among them and persisted with his good works. Here, in his defiance of common sense for a higher end, Primrose is both truly Christian and truly Quixotic. The priest, like the Don, refuses to take the world as it is (or as it appears to be) and at the seeming lowest point in his fortunes, with Olivia apparently dead, Sophia lost and George guilty, there comes the sermon, that beautiful and noble chapter of trust and faith (and, we may add, poetry) in which Primrose shows the true majesty of his Anglican faith:

To us then, my friends, the promises of happiness in heaven should be peculiarly dear; for if our reward be in this life alone, we are then indeed of all men the most miserable. When I look round these gloomy walls, made to terrify, as well as to confine us; this light that only serves to shew the horrors of the place, those shackles that tyranny has imposed, or crime made necessary; when I survey these emaciated looks, and hear those groans, O my friends, what a glorious exchange would heaven be for these. To fly through regions unconfined as air, to bask in the sunshine of eternal bliss, to carrol over endless hymns of praise, to have no master to threaten or insult us, but the form of goodness himself for ever in our eyes, when I think of these things, death becomes the messenger of very glad tidings; when I think of these things, his sharpest arrow becomes the staff of my support; when I think of these things, what is there in life worth having; when I think of these things, what is there that should not be spurned away: kings in their palaces should groan for such advantages; but we, humbled as we are, should yearn for them.

And we have seen already that such strength, such foolishness as the worldly may judge it, has its effects. It breaks down the anarchy and self-imposed misery of the sinners of whom ‘in less than six days some were penitent, and all attentive’. We can hardly be surprised. They come to learn, as Jenkinson has, not only that the man who continues ‘tricksy and cunning’ remains poor, but that what seems ‘ridiculous’ at first, as Primrose well knows, becomes in time a means of bringing peace and industry. In a statement that will gain significance when we assess the position of Mr Burchell in the novel, and, with him, the concept of secular law and justice, Primrose declares:

I did not stop here, but instituted fines for the punishment of immorality, and rewards for peculiar industry. Thus in less than a fortnight I had formed them into something social and humane, and had the pleasure of regarding myself as a legislator, who had brought men from their native ferocity into friendship and obedience.

In the end it is the unworldly who are the most wise (for all they can be foolish) and the sinners who learn the errors of worldly cunning. This transforming power of faith justifies the first part of the epigraph: Sperate miseri: ‘Hope on, you who are miserable.’ But it is an idea whose presentation is not, as we shall see, wholly without irony.
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As a ‘husbandman’, Primrose has an important place in Goldsmith’s interest in politics and social life. It is perhaps fitting for this fairy-tale that Goldsmith’s pastoral idyll belongs more to Never-never-land than to the rural England of the eighteenth century, but its appeal as a myth supported Goldsmith’s Tory standpoint and eventually helped him to be a poet. These people are his ideal:

The place of our retreat was in a little neighbourhood, consisting of farmers, who tilled their own grounds, and were equal strangers to opulence and poverty. As they had almost all the conveniencies of life within themselves, they seldom visited towns or cities in search of superfluity. Remote from the polite, they still retained the primæval simplicity of manners, and frugal by habit, they scarce knew that temperance was a virtue. They wrought with chearfulness on days of labour; but observed festivals as intervals of idleness and pleasure. They kept up the Christmas carol, sent true love-knots on Valentine morning, eat pancakes on Shrove-tide, shewed their wit on the first of April, and religiously cracked nuts on Michaelmas eve.

This is the dream of country virtue that has been needed from the time of Theocritus, and Goldsmith had worked on his version for some time. Finally, the preservation of such simple, frugal, honest and independent men became the centre of his political thought. A passage in The Deserted Village shows he believed they needed such defence:

Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,
Where wealth accumulates, and men decay:
Princes and lords may flourish, or may fade;
A breath can make them, as a breath has made;
But a bold peasantry, their country’s pride,
When once destroy’d, can never be supplied.

It was ‘Luxury’ – what others have termed ‘conspicuous waste’ – that was the villain of the piece. It is important in this respect to try to imagine ourselves back in an England fabulously and unfamiliarly rich and with nearly all her wealth concentrated in a few hands. Such a position raised social problems that were endlessly discussed, and if Goldsmith recognized that wealth was necessary for cultural advance, he saw too that it was a threat to both the moral and the practical well-being of his favourite class. However, it is not new wealth that he attacks in The Vicar of Wakefield. To be sure, he was deeply suspicious of mercantilism and mocks it when Moses, selling a family horse, decides to speculate in the commodity market; but what Goldsmith is really concerned with in the novel is hereditary wealth and its proper use, in other words with money and the old squirearchy.

Here, particularly through Mr Burchell, he tests new ideas of sentimental benevolence against common sense just as he was to do in his play The Good Natured Man. How, Goldsmith asks, is the sensitive and wealthy man to use his money? Addison had asked the same question and come to the conclusion that profligate charity was a poor option. By this standard the young Mr Burchell had failed, but experience has now almost taught him to put the frugality and solid independence of the Primroses before excessive philanthropy. We meet him first, still the victim of his better nature, apparently in the vicar’s debt and serving as a warning to his household against such excess. None the less, Burchell preserves his independence of thought and happily labours in the fields, joining thereby the ideal community and finding love. But we know that he is not wholly what he seems and that he has (somewhat improbably) a young nephew through whom Goldsmith tests not the weakness of benevolence but the autocratic behaviour money may bring with it. Thornhill, in this comedy of simple characters, is the ‘bad’ squire, bad both in terms of sex and money. These are related themes, but we should examine here Thornhill’s imprisonment of Dr Primrose since it is a clear case of the abuse of power, of power backed by money and serving appetite rather than showing itself tempered with mercy.

The imprisonment is legal but morally reprehensible and, as we have seen, it is while suffering it that Primrose rises to his full measure of greatness and imposes on the gaoled the laws of God (which lead to a harmonious society) while himself suffering under the corrupted laws of man. It is an essential part of Goldsmith’s vision that these two should be honestly reconciled.

Throughout, while knowing that he is suffering under Providence, Primrose has been aware that the social order alone can be tyrannous. It is partly for this reason that Goldsmith includes the scene with the butler in which Primrose, like Goldsmith himself, maintains the belief that it is monarchy, the established order, that makes life equable. In addition, by the device of having the butler appear to be the master, Goldsmith suggests that those who cry up liberty want licence to exploit, to be petty Thornhills themselves. But Primrose has been taken in yet again. Unwilling or unable to suspect duplicity, he remains a man of God and not a politician, a man of this world. He can attend to the spiritual needs of people and so help the social order but he cannot himself administer society at large. This is the task of Mr Burchell in his true role as Sir William Thornhill, the ‘good’ squire.

In his two roles he is seen through the entire novel as the man who has run through the perils of merely fashionable benevolence and as the voice of blunt common sense as Primrose and his family are increasingly led from integrity. Finally, he is the manipulator of events for the benefit of all. But Goldsmith’s presentation of him is a full one and we should recall that along the way Sir William is also important to the education of George as the boy is slowly brought into the social fold. Indeed, it is George’s description of Sir William’s house (again a passage lightened by Goldsmith’s humour) that is an important reminder of the majesty of true power. It prepares us in some degree for the dénouement.

‘Every thing was grand, and of happy contrivance: the paintings, the furniture, the gildings, petrified me with awe, and raised my idea of the owner. Ah, thought I to myself, how very great must the possessor of all these things be, who carries in his head the business of the state, and whose house displays half the wealth of a kingdom: sure his genius must be unfathomable! During these awful reflections I heard a step come heavily forward. Ah, this is the great man himself! No, it was only a chambermaid. Another foot was heard soon after. This must be He! No, it was only the great man’s valet de chambre.’

We are confident that when Primrose appeals from prison to such a man he will indeed find true justice. What we only come to know later is that much of the dénouement, its reverses at once serious and preposterous, has been manipulated by him or can only be resolved through his fiat. Of course, if we want to treat the novel as a realistic one such dense and melodramatic plotting will seem no more than silly; but if we read the book conscious of Goldsmith’s continuous play with genre, play designed to keep us amused and him from being dogmatic over serious issues, then we can see the climax as the most deft of constructions and at once absurd and profound. Under the licence of a comic plot, Goldsmith can draw his themes together. Mr Burchell, finally revealing himself as Sir William Thornhill, shows that true benevolence is true justice based on a knowledge of men and the law but tempered with mercy. We respect this in him the more for his earlier failings and for his praise of the ideal Primrose household: ‘ “I have long been a disguised spectator of thy father’s benevolence. I have at his little dwelling enjoyed respect uncontaminated by flattery, and have received that happiness that courts could not give, from the amusing simplicity around his fireside.”’ In this passage and in Sir William’s concern to have ‘justice done’ we see authority’s support for Goldsmith’s ideal community. We see also the proper behaviour of the wealthy man and, in addition, something more complex: the man of this world who is both good and competent.

In the dénouement Sir William is surrounded by all the major characters who are there partly by coincidence, partly by the promptings of their hearts and partly by his manipulation. It is to him that they turn not just for the resolution of the plot but for their return to a true place in what he alone can ensure as a benevolent world. As the magistrate, he is, properly, the upholder of true social order. He can pardon, punish, unite and free. He can bring people to live truly in the real world, even if to do so he has been obliged to educate them through suffering. Here, in this complex chapter, Goldsmith’s technique is justified: the preposterousness and the rapid shifts obviate the dogmatism of a tract while preserving an underlying seriousness. It is a rococo, a Mozartian wisdom. The unworldly vicar, his charming, silly wife and his erring and sentimental children are not finally forsaken. Unbeknown to them they never have been. The psalmist is proven right. The Lord, it seems, works through true justice and blesses the benevolent in the well-run rural community.

5

And so it is fitting that Sir William should marry Sophia, that the magistrate should form an alliance with the priest. The obligatory happy ending of the absurd plot makes the philosophy manifest. It also introduces us to the third great function of the modest Primrose: his role as ‘the father of a family’.

In this aspect of the hero we again encounter a number of related ideas. There is an obvious and implicit ecclesiastical metaphor here, but we should also recognize the essential charm of the Primroses’ family life. If the vicar is a slightly bigoted and far from romantic husband, the marriage itself is a strong and affectionate one. This is important, for the growing eighteenth-century emphasis on companionship in marriage and what we now call the ‘nuclear family’ led to a number of changes in social and sexual life which are represented in the novel. Primrose, for example, is not an authoritarian father. To be sure, he regards himself as his family’s moral guide and he leads them in family prayers, but he inspires love rather than awe and is never happier than when talking with them round the fire.

A complex variety of factors had led to this situation in real life and it is important to bear in mind when reading the novel first that these, to us, wholly natural relationships were still fresh to Goldsmith’s readers, and second that they relate both to his discussion of authority and his concept of Christianity.

The more affectionate treatment of children had been urged by Locke, and Primrose follows that tradition in seeing his own children as blank sheets on which to develop his own at once sentimentally benevolent and Christian ideas. These ideas (and Goldsmith’s interest in the exemplary aspect of his novel) resulted in a group of people in which ‘a family likeness prevailed through all, and properly speaking, they had but one character, that of being equally generous, credulous, simple and inoffensive’. It is a remarkably different family from those presented by Smollett and that which the Primroses have the painter portray when their vanity has got the better of them.

Similarly, if he cannot always accept them, Primrose listens to his wife’s ideas. The new emphasis on companionship in marriage (which again stemmed from Locke) discouraged the authoritarian here just as it did in parental attitudes. And Primrose is very concerned with his offsprings’ emotional happiness. George makes his own choice from love, but it is a sensible one and Primrose encourages a long courtship purely on the grounds of the boy’s happiness. He is more disturbed by his daughters’ choices, but again he is helpful and sustaining. Thus the emotional needs of his family are recognized and respected. Primrose does not trespass on their privacy and is as benevolent in the family sphere as Burchell is in the social.

The parallel is a significant one. The patriarchal family had been the model for the older Tory view of the social order. The father, like the ruler, had a God-given right to obedience. The idea had been routed by Locke nearly a century before and now, in the novel, it is the benevolent family, respecting rights and individuality, which is set up as the model for society, a society at once just, caring and certain. The rise of the Man of Feeling, the representative of the Sentimental, had encouraged this, just as it had the distaste for cruelty so evident in the novel. His ideas, rapidly accepted by the ruling classes, were an extension of their own morality, their own autonomy, and they made the man of refined feeling a fact of social life. He could both uphold the social order and question his own severity. We see Sir William do this as he saves the Primroses and later we see him applying it to Goldsmith’s ideal community:

We were no sooner returned to the inn, but numbers of my parishioners, hearing of my success, came to congratulate me, but among the rest were those who rose to rescue me, and whom I formerly rebuked with such sharpness. I told the story to Sir William, my son-in-law, who went out and reproved them with great severity; but finding them quite disheartened by his harsh reproof, he gave them half a guinea a piece to drink his health and raise their dejected spirits.

The unification of priest and magistrate, family and social order, justice and benevolence could not be clearer, and it is Goldsmith’s great achievement in his novel that he could test the new sentimental mode, reject what was spurious in it and ally the honest remainder to an idea of Christian charity that was both traditional and socially and spiritually alive.

But finally it is to the affectionate family that we return. Only young Thornhill is left largely outside it, playing his melancholy French horn until fit to join its happiness. For the others, family love provides the basis of their security, their happiness and their moral viewpoint. United round the table, his family at once loving and symbolic, we see the man who has been on a long pilgrimage and endured many of the situations of the fashionable novel. His view is not that of Bunyan’s hero, a view of a celestial city and a wife still to be redeemed; rather, as a wiser man than before (though still something of a prig) he sits informally with his family at a meal, his world integrated and himself happy in a way that Goldsmith had long since left behind him in Ireland.


TEXT AND PUBLICATION HISTORY

A well-known passage in Boswell’s Life of Johnson tells in Johnson’s own words the story of the sale of the manuscript of The Vicar of Wakefield:

I received one morning a message from poor Goldsmith that he was in great distress, and, as it was not in his power to come to me, begging that I would come to him as soon as possible. I sent him a guinea, and promised to come to him directly. I accordingly went as soon as I was drest, and found that his landlady had arrested him for his rent, at which he was in a violent passion. I perceived that he had already changed my guinea, and had got a bottle of madeira and a glass before him. I put the cork into the bottle, desired he would be calm, and began to talk to him of the means by which he might be extricated. He then told me that he had a novel ready for the press, which he produced to me. I looked into it, and saw its merit; told the landlady I should soon return, and having gone to a bookseller, sold it for sixty pounds. I brought Goldsmith the money, and he discharged his rent, not without rating his landlady in a high tone for having used him so ill.

This manuscript had probably been more or less finished between 1760 and 1762 and Johnson, in fact, only sold a third share. However that may be, the novel was
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