
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 

More than Metaphor: 
Fielding, Sterne, Austen, Browning, and the Rising Novel as Drama 

 
Rachel Kilgore, Ph.D. 

Mentor: Kristen Pond, Ph.D. 
 

 
In his 1749 novel, Tom Jones, Henry Fielding quips that “Every book ought to be 

read with the same spirit and in the same manner as it is writ” (Fielding 83). It is the 

contention of this dissertation that though we have read the developing novel in contrast 

to epic, romance, and news, we have not yet read it in the theatrical spirit and dramatic 

manner in which it was “writ.” Yet the novelist’s training in the theatre, the novel’s slow 

usurpation of drama, and the novels’ own assumptions that they are drama, suggest that 

the comic eighteenth-century century stage is a neglected but rich precursor to the 

modern novel. 

This dissertation begins with the assumption that elements of the novel are 

inherited from drama, identifies four novels that call themselves drama, and then explores 

one theatrical element in each novel to understand how the novel functions as 

drama. Tom Jones considers, as Fielding says, “what few have yet considered… the 

audience at this great drama” (Fielding 211). The novel, aware of a plural, listening 

audience, casts itself in theatrical terms in response to that audience. 



 
 

Tristram Shandy’s mediating narrator stands on the apron of the novel, and in the 

space between the audience’s needs and the story’s truth, stages the plot. Mansfield 

Park captures the resulting staged plot, exploring the interaction between staged worlds 

and the “real” worlds they inhabit. Finally, The Ring and The Book, a verse novel by 

Robert Browning, traces the dramatized novel’s move to interiority;  we must still “Let 

this old woe step on stage again” (Browning I.825), but in our mind’s ear and mind’s eye, 

imaginatively recreating the story-world backstage of the plot. 

Thus, as the study moves from Fielding’s raucous eighteenth-century audience to 

Sterne’s conversational apron, to the Austen’s intentional stages, to Browning’s 

imaginative story-world backstage of the plot, it develops a model of novel-reading based 

on the theatrical roots of the novel.         
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

Introduction: More than Metaphor 
 
 

Every book ought to be read with the same spirit and in the same manner as it is 
writ. 

           (Fielding 83) 
 
 

In his 1749 novel, Tom Jones, Henry Fielding quips that “Every book ought to be 

read with the same spirit and in the same manner as it is writ” (Fielding 99). It is the 

contention of this dissertation that many of the developing British novels were “writ” in a 

theatrical spirit and a dramatic manner and have not often been read in that spirit. Though 

we have had much useful discussion of the novel in contrast to epic, romance, history, 

and other print mediums, we have overlooked that great non-print literary medium: 

drama.  Some, it is true, have considered the influence of particular dramas on particular 

novels, but in light of the novelists’ training in the theatre, the novels’ slow usurpation of 

drama as the most popular form of narrative entertainment, and the novels’ assumption 

that they are actually dramas, we should give more attention to the comic eighteenth-

century stage as an important precursor to the modern novel.  

That the theatrical roots of the novel have been left unexplored becomes apparent 

with any review of novel-rise theory, still dominated by the seminal work of Mikhail 

Bakhtin and Ian Watt, and, as Michael McKeon rightly points out, tracing the rise of the 

novel is “both a theoretical and an historical enterprise” (McKeon 253). If Bakhtin and 

Watt have dominated the field’s historical knowledge of the novel, then they have 

dominated the theoretical aspect as well, defining the novel within parameters that 
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neglect the theatrical roots of the novel. The novel is, by a compilation of the standing 

definitions, a dialogical, realistic, printed work of fictional narrative.1 Yet a basic 

understanding of the eighteenth-century comic stage and its influence on the early British 

novel must recast each part of this definition: the dialogue is performed, its realism 

reflects a theatrical world, and, though printed, it retains aural aspects. Though a study of 

only four novels hardly warrants a claim about novel-rise theory at large, an 

understanding of the novelist’s engagement with the ubiquitous eighteenth-century 

theatre, and the current general neglect of this influence in novel-rise theory, suggests 

that more research into this connection is needed.  This dissertation takes a 

phenomenological approach to four novels located at key points in the British novel’s 

development to demonstrate their theatricality, and to suggest that this theatricality ought 

to be taken into account in novel-rise theory at large. Thus, an understanding of both the 

current accounts of the novel’s rise and a picture of the eighteenth-century theatre to 

which these novels refer is necessary to understanding the theatrical phenomenon of the 

novel-reading experience.  

 
Novel-Rise Theory 

 
 A brief survey of novel-rise theories to date reveals a surprising gap in our 

treatment of the novel’s development. Though there is work that connects particular plays 

to the work of particular authors of the eighteenth-century, the predominate narratives 

either dismiss or ignore the theatre altogether.  They generally either develop or challenge 

 
1 Tadié argues for this reason that Sterne should not be treated in the rise of the novel discussion, 

and even suggests that those discussions are engaged in a hopeless enterprise. He is not the only one to 
question the usefulness of novel-rise theories, but we will address these theories in their turn. 
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the work of Bakhtin and Watt who, writing without knowledge of each other’s work, 

produced two theories of the novel’s rise that were surprisingly compatible and together 

have dominated the field for roughly sixty years. A review of these theories gives us 

useful terms for explicating the four novels of this study, but also reveals that these 

theories do not account for the influence of the theatre. However, these same theorists  

frequently employ the theatrical metaphor in describing the reading experience. Read 

against the background of novel-rise theories, the close readings of the chapters that 

follow suggest that the theatrical metaphor is a natural one for a novel that rose out of a 

culture obsessed with drama, and ought to be considered more seriously in our theories of 

the novel. 

 
Bakhtin: The Dialogic Novel 
 
 Few writers are as influential in our understanding of the history of the novel as 

Bakhtin, yet many of his assumptions about the theatrical precedents of the novel go 

unnoticed in contemporary engagements with his work. Bakhtin essentially made two 

important contributions to our understanding of the novel: that it is polyglot, and that it is 

new. Its polyglot voice first developed out of ancient parodic drama in which one 

utterance mockingly imitates another kind of utterance.  Thus, like theme and variation, 

every speech contains two voices at minimum: the voice parodying, and the voice being 

parodied. This polyglossia stands in contrast to the mythic voice of epic which was 

authoritative in its single, simple utterance, as he clarifies in “Epic and the Novel.” 

Though this earliest precursor to the novel did not fully develop into its modern form, it 

set a precedent for the second wave of novel development with Rabelais, Cervantes, and 

others of their time.  This developed when, along with the polyglossia of encoded satire, 
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the authors add a layer of stylization that captures other written discourses and adds their 

voices to the text. This stylization further enriches the polyglossia of the dialogic style 

and would later define the novel by dominating it. This polyglossia is one that Bakhtin 

sees initially as rising from the satire of the ancient theatre, yet, though Bakhtin does not 

recognize it, it applies neatly to the richly satiric eighteenth-century stage, suggesting that 

the modern novel developed out of the theatre that preceded it.   

Bakhtin’s second contribution to novel-rise theory is that the novel must always 

be new. As Bakhtin writes, “the novel is the sole genre that continues to develop, that is 

as yet uncompleted” (Bakhtin Loc. 298). Thus, Don Quixote mocks Romance and 

develops a new kind of novel, and Northanger Abbey mocks gothic novels and so 

develops the novel of manners which would be perfected and then mocked in its turn. Yet 

in Bakhtin’s original presentation of the source of the novel, the drama is the first 

location of the mocking that then translates into print, and the out-loud voice becomes 

encoded in the polyglot discourse of the novel. It is the proposition of this study that we 

consider again the aural and dramatic roots of the novel’s discourse, particularly as the 

modern novel developed from the satiric stage of the eighteenth century.  

 
Watt: The Realistic Novel 
 

Though Watt could not have responded to Bakhtin whose work was not published 

in English until twenty years after Watt published his Rise of the Novel, their narratives of 

the novel’s development are surprisingly complementary and have united to form a 

single, dominating narrative of the novel’s rise. Bakhtin’s assertion that the second wave 

of novel development resulted in the stylization of the realistic speech of commoners 

becomes what Watt argues as the distinguishing feature of novels: its formal realism, 
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which was made possible by the changing market of the eighteenth century.  Watt notes 

that this realism flourishes in times when language’s ability to communicate is being 

questioned, just as Bakhtin notes the novel’s development in the breakdown of the 

unified myths. Both agree that when language seems not to be working, and when the 

unified myths do not seem to explain the world, there the realistic dialogue of the novel 

flourishes.  

Where Watt distinguishes himself from Bakhtin is primarily in his definition of 

the essential quality of the novel. Bakhtin identified the novel as inherently dialogic and 

new, but Watt distinguishes it as inherently realistic and developing out of shifting 

market forces in England in the 1700s.  The realism of the novel, however, is not a 

philosophical realism as it had been understood up to that point, but rather a realism of 

the ordinary and the everyday, a particularized, individualized realism of the five senses. 

It developed in England in the 1700s during a time when doubt about the efficacy of 

language corresponded with an increase in leisure and income among the middle class.  

The popular readership shifted, as a result, to one that valued “ease of entertainment at 

the expense of obedience to traditional critical standards,” permitting the work of early 

novelists to flourish (Watt 49). Those ruling the old patronage system preferred narrative 

that followed classical rules.  As these were replaced by publishers and market forces, the 

middle class grew in power and self-confidence (Watt 59), and novelists were free to 

pursue a style that was exhaustive in its detail, particular in its perspective, and realistic 

in its depictions.  

The novels in this study reflect an interest in a reading and paying audience that 

earlier genres did not. Fielding, in his appeal to the muses in the preface to Book XII, 



 

6 
 

appeals to the muse of fame and money, and Robert Browning addressed his audience 

twice in The Ring and the Book, once as the “British Public who like me not” (Browning 

I.411), and finally as the “British Public who may like me yet” (Browning XII.832).  

Certainly, market forces did change not only the audience, but also the writer’s awareness 

of that audience who must keep them fed by their praise.  

Watt’s theory, however, fails to account for two important factors. First, the new 

middle class was a theatre-going audience whose tastes in narrative and entertainment 

were largely shaped by the theatre.  Though Watt is willing to compare the audience of 

the novel to that of Elizabethan drama (Watt 42), he makes no mention of the theatre that 

was so ubiquitous in the eighteenth-century. The second factor is that in their realism, 

early novels imitated a world perceived to be inherently theatrical.  The Shakespearean 

adage that “All the world’s a stage” had been a cliché for over a hundred years by the 

time of Defoe, and was beginning to take on new life as politics and the social stage 

became arenas of performance where the new middle class could win their laurels. In our 

explanation of the novel’s rise, we have not yet taken into account the inherent 

theatricality of the world into which the British novel was born.  

 
Feminist Theory: Women Novelists’ Rise from Drama 
 
 One notable group of scholars have begun to take notice of the early novel’s 

connection to the theatre; Nora Nachumi and other feminist scholars note women’s mass 

exodus from publicity and stresses of the theatre to the independence of the page.  Nancy 

Armstrong laid the groundwork for this study in her Desire and Domestic Fiction which 

argues that Watt’s powerful middle class was actually created by women writers who, in 

developing the novel, simultaneously created the Victorian ideal of womanhood and 
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established sexual identity as primary identity.2 Yet Armstrong is, like the other novel-

rise theorists, dismissive of women’s connection to the stage, arguing that Jane Austen 

“never pursued the direction in which she began her writing career.  Her Lady Susan was 

a work of fiction, to be sure, but it was certainly only a novel in the polite sense of the 

term, for the heroine appeared to be a successful adventuress in the mode of Restoration 

drama” (Armstrong 97).  Armstrong’s surprising assumption here is that Restoration 

drama was not only influential for Austen, but that her first novel was actually a kind of 

drama. However, Armstrong does not account for this influence in her history of the 

novel.  

Nachumi, however, did later explore such connections to the theatre, searching for 

the origins of this large and influential group of women writers and finding those origins 

in the theatre. Her understanding of the early novel’s inherent theatricality leads her to 

challenge Armstrong’s idea that the women intentionally perpetuated the Victorian ideal 

woman.  Instead, she argues that their inheritance from the stage allowed them to 

subversively challenge the ideals that they only appeared to perpetuate (Nachumi 174-

75). Nachumi sees the early women novelists as shaped by the stage and shaping the new 

genre of the novel under theatrical influence.  This study will carry such observations into 

the broader phenomenon of the novel’s displacement of the drama as the most popular 

form of narrative entertainment.  

 
 

 
2 Richardson’s early novel, for example, depicts a woman writer who uses her writing to turn a 

class conflict into a sexual conflict.  Reading Pamela’s novel in letters causes Mr.B— to fall in love with 
her and defines the ideals for female sexuality.  Armstrong explores the means by which women writers 
developed these themes in the novels through the nineteenth century. (Armstrong 6) 
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Ong: The Reason for our Neglect 
 

That Nachumi is one of so few to note the influence of the stage on the early 

novel’s development is an indicator of the widespread unwillingness to treat eighteenth-

century drama as an important literary influence.  Walter Ong in his work on The Orality 

of Language points out one possible reason for the neglect of drama in these studies: “the 

relationship of study itself to writing” (Ong 8). That is, the natural and original orality of 

language is an aspect neglected by scholars because scholars write and read language 

more than they speak it.3 Our academic world is one that privileges print. But “Written 

texts,” he reminds us, “all have to be related somehow, directly or indirectly, to the world 

of sound, the natural habitat of language, to yield their meanings” (Ong 8).  

Though Ong’s work makes no attempt to connect the novel to the stage, his study 

of the earlier development of literacy out of orality suggests implications for the 

relationship between printed novels and spoken dramas, particularly in his distinctions 

between oral and literate cultures. For example, Ong explains that oral cultures tend to be 

“aggregative” (38) and “copious” (39) rather than analytical and clean.  Watt explains 

that the novel is more comprehensive in its realistic detail.  Especially compared to 

classical written forms, the early novel was wordy, generous in detail, and sometimes 

messy, particularly in Laurence Sterne’s case.  Oral cultures were also, Ong explains, 

externally focused and participatory (Ong 52). Though many credible theories trace the 

novel’s inward turn, this was a slow turn that developed only with the lowering costs of 

 
3 Consider, as anecdotal proof of this, the many instances of scholars and graduate students, 

particularly in humanities fields, mispronounce words.  They are familiar with the word in their own 
reading, and they use it in their writing, but they speak so little in relation to how much they write that they 
have never had occasion to use that word aloud with someone who would also know how to pronounce it, 
though they use the word perfectly appropriately. 
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novels and spread of circulating libraries which permitted each reader to have their own 

copy rather than to share a copy in out-loud narrations of the novel. The early novel, 

however, as we shall see, focused on external action as well, even acting out internal 

struggles on a social stage and engaging the audience in a fully participatory manner.  

Ong also notes that oral storytellers did not recite the poem the same to every 

audience, because the needs of the audience shaped the narration: “Narrators narrate what 

audiences call for or will tolerate" (Ong 66).  Similarly, we see in the early novel a 

particular focus on the audience’s needs.  Fielding wonders frequently who his audience 

is so he can appeal to them more specifically, and Sterne imagines his reader’s responses 

in his text in order to respond directly.  

Finally (though there are many more relationships between the novel and oral 

story-telling as we shall later see), an oral culture tends to be more united in groups, 

moved by rhetorical appeals, and situated in the middle of the world of perception. This 

is because sight situates the perceiver on the edge of the world of perception; we cannot 

see in front and behind at the same time, but we can hear what’s in front and behind at 

the same time. The spoken word, therefore, forms people into an “audience” rather than a 

“readership.” As Ong explains, “To think of readers as a united group, we have to fall 

back on calling them an ‘audience,’ as though they were in fact listeners” (Ong 73). As 

we will see in the first chapters of this study, both Fielding and Sterne assume a plural 

audience, and Fielding’s concept of an audience was clearly shaped by a theatrical, 

listening one, rather than a quiet readership. Typically, in discussing theatricality in 

novels, scholars will focus on the visually theatrical scenes as in Charles Dickens’ 

minutely detailed “stage sets.”  Yet it is significant that Dickens was also famous for out-
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loud performances of his novels on stage. Though neither the early novel nor the 

eighteenth-century stage are products of such an oral culture as Ong describes, yet the 

similarities between the novel and Ong’s orality is so striking that it deserves closer 

attention to the oral roots of the novel.  

 
The Print Matrix 
 

Current theories engaging with Bakhtin, Watt, and the novel’s rise, while they 

challenge the dominant narrative, still generally privilege print-based reading to the 

exclusion of out-loud reading. Lennard Davis tracks the novel’s rise from a “novel-news 

matrix” made possible by the innovations of the printing press, an invention which also 

complicates the novel by printing both fact and fiction. Thus, “during the late sixteenth 

and early seventeenth centuries it was an extremely unusual, if not impossible thing, for a 

reader to consider a narrative as being purely factual or actually recent” (Davis 70).  The 

resulting ambivalence of the novel is the very thing that comes to define it.  The novel 

stands toward reality in a unique and developing way, he concludes, and its relationship 

to factual narratives is the greatest evidence for that. For this ambivalence to stand, the 

novel must be printed in the same paper and ink in which news and facts are printed.  

Print, therefore, is a key defining quality of the novel.  

J. Paul Hunter followed Davis’ work with a long book on The Cultural Contexts 

of Eighteen-Century English Fiction which provides what one review calls “the most 

comprehensive map of the cultural environment of the novel, at the very moment that it 

emerged, which we have yet been given” (Rogers 269). It essentially expands Davis’ 

work to include all things printed: news, pamphlets, sermons, handbills, even playbills.  

Yet because the play itself was not, primarily, printed, it escapes his attention in this 
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“comprehensive” work.  Instead, in a separate article, he treats the novel as the genre that 

entirely replaced the drama, with which it had little in common.  

William Warner also gives his attention to the printed form of the novel, pushing 

against Watt’s simplified definition of it with a cultural history.  He defines the novel, 

like Davis, as “print media” with the same complications of truth and falsehood that 

Davis points out. Yet he adds “that ‘entertainment’ is the most precise general term for 

what Richardson and Fielding are providing their readers in the 1740s” (Warner 231).  In 

his own cultural history, Warner explains that theatre was considered mere entertainment, 

and as the novel was elevated to a literary status, it grew ashamed of its earlier 

relationship to the stage.  So, as critics classed the novels, licensing some and 

delegitimizing others, the novel was gradually cut free from the theatre that gave it rise. 

Despite Warner’s acceptance of the novel’s origins in theatre, he does little more with 

theatre except to show that critics objected to both for the same reason. The print form of 

the novel made it so unique from theatre that it apparently cannot be treated as having 

any serious influence on the novel.  

 Michael McKeon, also seeing shortcomings in Watt’s theory, essentially adds 

context to the kind of epistemological crisis from which both Bakhtin and Watt argue that 

the novel rose. Though he summarizes György Lukács position on the difference between 

the drama and the novel like the others, he also neglects the drama in his consideration of 

influences on the early novel. Acknowledging that in the 1740s “narrative may also be 

said to replace dramatic form as the preeminent literary mode” (McKeon 126), like 

Hunter, Davis, and Warner, McKeon does not seem to perceive any influence and treats 

these two literary modes as insular.  
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Stewart’s Armchair Reader 
 

Yet one more recent challenge to Bakhtin and Watt’s theories provides useful 

terms for the discussion of the novel in relation to theatre and is more careful with the 

relationship of the novel to its aural roots. Sounding at times remarkably like Bakhtin, 

Garrett Stewart accounts for the rise of the novel as a shift in voice (in “discourse” in 

Bakhtin’s terms), but gives attention to moments of reader address and traces the shift in 

reader address to reflect the changing audience which, he says, changes the novel itself.  

Stewart, then, defines the novel in terms of its address, in terms of how it speaks to the 

reader, concluding that the novel comes to full form in Fielding because it "speaks not 

only of but to 'thee, courteous reader'" (Stewart 39). The novel’s innovation, then, was 

from aurality to textuality, and thus, as others have noted, from a plurality to a 

singularity. The implication is that in shifting to textuality, the novel left behind all traces 

of aurality. This is why, Stewart argues, the act of reading cannot be pictured; it is “that 

most unphotographable of activities” (Stewart 57). Stewart illustrates that claim with 

photographs and sketches of people reading in places that reflect the act of reading, yet 

also illustrate the hiddenness of the space between the text and the reader itself. They are 

what we will call in this study the armchair readers, sitting quietly before an open book, 

lost in a world that cannot be seen. Yet an understanding of the theatrical elements of the 

novel must complicate this picture; scenes of out-loud reading, such as those that 

frequently occur in the novels themselves, look quite different from these armchair 

reading scenes. 

Yet Stewart makes several distinctions of use to the continuing study of the 

novel’s rise. Print, Stewart suggests, is a time-bound place in which the reader is 
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represented in two ways. The interpolated reader is the one explicitly mentioned in the 

novel, as in the direct “Dear Reader” address.  This reader is a conscripted one, brought 

into the script of the text and given a part to play.  The extrapolated reader, is the one 

represented in parabolic moments of reading in the novel, moments when, Stewart 

explains, “Reading along, you enter upon an episode from which you are signaled to 

extrapolate some adjusted orientation toward the continuing event of reading” (Stewart 

18). “Thus it is,” Stewart concludes, “that interpolation (the text inscribing you by third-

person reference or vocative tag) and extrapolation (you choosing to read yourself in 

parable) attest to deeply complementary motives of Victorian narrative, motives tacitly in 

play even when the text has not worked to manifest them together.” (Stewart 19).  Yet 

though Stewart’s parables include moments of out-loud reading, Stewart does not treat 

those as unique from moments of quiet reading. For instance, he points to the tales at the 

end of Fielding’s Joseph Andrews as a lesson for the reader, since they are being read 

within the story, and the reader might see themselves in those reading.  Thus, Stewart 

takes the father’s appeal “Lege, Dick, lege” (qtd in Stewart 64) as a simultaneous appeal 

to the reader, not seeming to notice that what the father means by “read” (lege) here is, 

“Take those marks on the page and turn them into coherent noises so we can all 

understand,” and what the narrator means to us in an appeal to read is, “Take these marks 

and make meaning of them, aloud or quietly.”  Understanding the inherent theatricality, 

particularly of the early novel, and tracing its retreat into an interior stage opens a new 

understanding of such moments that appeals to more of our senses and draws us more 

thoroughly into the time and space that a text can make. Of these scholars, few are as 
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aware of the out-loud play of language as Stewart, yet he, too, in the end, does not apply 

that aurality to the theatricality of the act of reading. 

    
The Eighteenth-Century Stage 

 
 Thorough as these studies are in their analysis of the print medium’s contribution 

to the rise of the novel, they have forgotten that great literary but non-print medium: 

drama.  Nachumi affirms this assessment: “Lennard Davis, J. Paul Hunter, Michael 

McKeon, William Beatty Warner, and Ian Watt, I believe, underemphasize the cross-

fertilization of novels and play. In general, these scholars envision the novel as a move 

away from the drama” (Nachumi xxiv). Yet as Nachumi shows in her history, and as this 

dissertation will show from close readings of four particularly theatrical novels, the novel 

does not seem to “move away from the drama” quite to the degree that we have 

imagined.  Russell Gillian, in his cultural history of the influence of the theatre on the 

political stage of England, credits the historical neglect of the eighteenth-century stage to,  

“the literary critics who see little enduring merit in Georgian drama,” and to the 

assumption that, because of censorship, the “drama was politically nullified” (Russell 

16). Yet Gillian also acknowledges the neglect of the theatre in understanding the 

Georgian period: “Until comparatively recently, the predominance of the theatre in the 

cultural and political life of the late Georgian period has been neglected” (Russell 

15).  They acknowledge that drama and novel are both, as Warner says, essentially 

entertainment, and therefore the same kind of thing in different media, yet they treat the 

novel as leaving drama behind entirely, and sigh with relief that we don’t have to take 

that dreadful theatre very seriously.  If there is influence, it is the influence of particular 
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plays on particular novels.  Surely, they imply, there can be no continuity in the structure 

of the two.  

 Understood against the backdrop of the eighteenth-century theatre, the novel-

reading experience takes on new properties not yet thoroughly understood: If a reader is 

an audience, then they are not singular, but plural, their engagement is vigorous, loud, 

and powerful, and the texts they encounter are not read privately, but performed publicly. 

Though it is true, as novel-rise theorists almost universally agree, that these elements 

were to fade through the Victorian era, these same theorist also agree that the British 

novel appealed to the avid eighteenth-century theatre goer, and eventually replaced the 

play as the preferred mode of narrative entertainment. Former or aspiring dramatists (as 

nearly all the early novelists were) writing for a theatre-going audience, employed the 

metaphor in unique and nuanced ways that left an indelible and little-studied impression 

on the developing novel. Though a thorough study of the historical interaction between 

the British novel and the British drama, while warranted by the current gap in research, is 

beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is yet important that readers of the developing 

novel accurately imagine the kind of theatre-going experience which the novels invoke.   

In the eighteenth-century, the theatre was so popular a form of narrative 

entertainment that no early novelists or early reader of novels could have escaped its 

influence. The stage was to the eighteenth-century middle class what the movie theatre is 

to us.  Yet due to technological changes, it was nothing like the modern movie theater or 

even the modern stage in its manner of engagement with the audience, which perhaps 

accounts for its going unnoticed by modern readers. The comparatively primitive 

eighteenth-century stage, lacking houselights, spotlights and curtains, made the audience 
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as visible as the actors on the stage and became a place for them to perform in their 

stratified class roles. In the preface to her book The Character’s Theatre, Lisa Freeman 

explains that without electricity, houselights could not be easily dimmed, nor could the 

stage go easily dark, with one or two spotlights, nor, until the late 1700’s could a curtain 

be drawn.  In a modern theatre, we find our seats facing a curtain. There, in the quiet 

rustling and chatting, the audience composes themselves to the utmost comfort. Then 

begins the director’s speech, the polite applause, the darkened house lights, and finally, 

the curtain’s upward sweep, beckoning the spectator into another world. But in an 

eighteenth-century theatre, the chatty audience settles onto uncomfortable, unpadded 

chairs facing an unveiled stage already lit. No houselights direct attention, no sound 

system raises the actor’s voices over the audience’s, and no curtain covers the awkward 

transitions between scenes. In such a setting, the audience becomes as much a part of the 

spectacle as the performance, and the class stratification thus revealed becomes a subject 

of conversation and satire. Freeman notes that the theatre was “filled with spectacular 

possibility; it was a place to see and be seen” (Freeman 3).  

Authors regularly took note of these seating arrangements by tailoring sequential 

appeals to each class of persons in the prologues and epilogues to their plays (Freeman 3) 

– a habit which translated in into Fielding’s prefaces. William Hogarth’s print “The 

Laughing Audience” captures the dynamics of this audience well. This print not only 

illustrates the classifications and differing attentions of the audience, but also the 

engagement between those classes: the distracted upper gallery is solicited by a peddler 

lady in the middle gallery, who is generally focused on the play, and the critics suck their  



 

17 
 

 
pencils and pipes or nod in the front row. David Garrick (1717-1779), an extremely 

famous actor, writer, and manager of Drury Lane theatre, sought to enact reforms that 

made the performance more realistic and the audience less distracting.4  But these 

reforms, initially unpopular with the public, did not really take hold until later in the 

century. 

The atmosphere of the theatre was dominated, then, by the raucous eighteenth-

century theatre-goer who would come to represent Feilding’s audience to him. Garrick, to 

 
4 Gillian Russel, in his work on Theatres of War, also notes the "socially encoded hierarchy of 

box, pit, and gallery" which "tended to encourage the use of the auditorium as a forum for political 
expression" (Russell 16). He concludes that "The theatre functioned in a world where performance, display, 
and spectatorship were essential components of the social mechanism  The formal stage drama interacted 
with the drama of politics and society and was what led to the enrichment of the theatre as a metaphor for 
social relations and, at the same time, intensified the potency of the institutionalized stage" (Russell 17). 

Figure 1.1. William Hogarth’s “The Laughing Audience” 
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whom both Fielding and Sterne occasionally addressed their novels, attempted to master 

this riotous audience, but in Fielding’s day, the audience still had enormous control of the 

theatre. Freeman notes that “the sound levels in the playhouse often drowned out the 

dialogue on the boards” (Freeman 3), and until Garrick's reforms, some of the boxes were 

actually located on the sides of the stage. These crowds could, by cheering or heckling a 

play, determine its success or failure, and the power this gave the spectators could, at 

times, result in the failure of the hapless author, or even riots, in some cases.  

Tom Jones, in an otherwise unimportant aside, records one of these incidents. 

Tom was invited to join a group that was going to damn a new play “from some dislike 

they had taken to the author...  And this sort of fun” Jones very much enjoyed, though he 

was not able to participate in it that night (Fielding 469).  Sophia, Jones’ sweet lover, did 

go to the play, but she was forced to leave before the end of the first act: “for this, as we 

have already said, being, a new play, at which two large parties met, the one to damn, and 

the other to applaud, a violent uproar, and an engagement between the two parties, had so 

terrified our heroine, that she was glad to put herself under the protection of a young 

gentleman who safely conveyed her to her chair” (Fielding 472). Susan Bennet notes that 

until the technology of the late nineteenth century made it possible, the theatre audience 

did not fully yield the power that they had since the ancient religious performances that 

required audience participation. 5 Until then, “This was a theater of …interaction in 

which the audience was as much a part of the performance as the players" (Freeman 5).   

 
5 Bennet, in her work on Theatre Audiences, explains the power that the audience had always had 

in the theatre, and traces its waning influence especially through the end of the nineteenth century. Through 
the middle ages and early 1700s “There was a flexibility in the relationship between stage and audience 
worlds which afforded, in different ways, the participation of those audiences as actors in the drama. With 
the establishment of private theatres in the seventeenth century, however, there is a move towards 
separation of fictional stage world and audience... In terms of English theatre, audiences became 
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Because of the extreme involvement of the audience in the theatre, talk before and 

after the performance was also part of the eighteenth-century theatre-going experience. 

Before a play, audience members would have studied the playbills and known the “Bill of 

Fare” for the evening.  The newspapers and reviews would have excited them and 

provided topics of conversation. Afterwards, there would have been discussions of the 

play’s performance and the audience’s reaction that would have fed or discouraged the 

next group of play-goers. The theatre, then, had an influence far beyond the theatre walls 

through the conversations of the wide ranging classes who attended. Russell concludes 

that "The theatre functioned in a world where performance, display, and spectatorship 

were essential components of the social mechanism  The formal stage drama interacted 

with the drama of politics and society in ways which led to the enrichment of the theatre 

as a metaphor for social relations and, at the same time, intensified the potency of the 

institutionalized stage" (17).6  Though Garrick’s reforms limited the power of this 

audience and cultivated more realistic performances, there was no pretense at material 

reality on the stage, only reality of character, a realism which translated naturally to the 

page of the novel.7  

 
increasingly passive and increasingly bourgeois" (3).  But this was not to take full effect until the late 
nineteenth century, and possibly as a result, Bakhtin would argue of the novelization of the theatre.   

6 Russell's work develops this theory to show how the popular theatre influenced the political and 
military theatres of the late Georgian period, particularly the French Revolution.  While it is not directly 
pertinent to this study, it shows again that the metaphor of the theatre is a great deal more than metaphor in 
other subjects as well. 

7 This, then, becomes Freemans subject in her book Theatre Figures in which she argues that the 
eighteenth-century play should be given more attention, and credits it with an attention to character that we 
have overlooked to this point.  While she is certainly right that the drama of the eighteenth-century has 
been overlooked, this study turns to the effects of that drama on the development of the novel rather than 
on the drama itself.  
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All these factors combined to make the theatre a familiar space that allowed for a 

winking nod and a growing intimacy between actors and audience that was to become 

intensified in the novel’s relationship between author and reader. Some actors made 

particular poses famous with repetition, such as Garrick’s interpretation of Hamlet 

reacting to the ghost of his father.  This particular stance became famous from a careful 

and well-circulated description of it, and such poses came to be known as “points”  

 

 
directed more at an audience who was familiar not only with the play, but with this 

particular actor’s performance of a certain role (Freeman 32). The familiarity of the 

audience as indicated by an actor’s points also finds its way into Tom Jones in the scene 

where Partridge witnesses his first performance of Hamlet as Garrick acts it.  Though 

Figure 1.2. Liebe’s “Mr. Garrick Als Hamlet” 
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everyone else in the audience is familiar with not only the scene, but also the actor, the 

impressiveness has faded, so that few in the audience value the characteristic realism of 

the performance.  But Partridge gives Garrick an offhand compliment when he says that 

the ghost, and not Hamlet, is actually the best actor. Garrick’s performance, he explains, 

was so realistic, that his reaction must have been genuine: “Nay, you may call me coward 

if you will; but if that little man there upon the stage is not frightened, I never saw any 

man frightened in my life” (Fielding 333). Garrick’s combination of realism and 

simultaneous conversation with the audience would find him admirers among such 

novelists as Sterne, who imitate that combination in their own novels, as we shall see.   

The theatre of the eighteenth-century, then, was a space absolutely integral to a 

stratified society, yet it was also a censored space. In 1737, in response to some of the 

more inflammatory plays of Fielding in particular, Walpole’s Licensing Act banned the 

production of five-act plays in unlicensed venues, such as Fielding’s Little Theatre in the 

Haymarket (Draxler 67).  This made the lowbrow genres, the three-act play and 

burlesques more popular, and also made the plays a little cheekier in their political 

commentary.8 Draxler affirms that the 1737 Licensing Act "limited the performance of 

theater in London to the two royal patent theaters (Covent Garden and Drury lane), and 

required censorship of all plays performed in London” (Draxler 73).  The theatre, then, 

was a place of spectatorial agency and of artificiality both on the theatrical stage, and on 

the public stage represented in the audience, but also of thinly veiled rebellion.  

 
8 These factors may have contributed to the modern unpopularity of the eighteenth-century theatre.  

Like the nursery rhymes, they were written to be entertaining in a rather inside-joke manner, but for the 
same reason, lack a universal appeal 
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While Garrick’s reforms did bring a new realism to the two royal stages, this was 

still a realism of character, not of setting, and that character had to be read through a 

mask of performance.  Nachumi notes, however, that Garrick’s reforms deepened the 

stage, leaving the apron and proscenium arch clear and permitting a greater sense of 

realism to the now framed picture on the stage (Nachumi 175).  Richardson, in The 

Mental Theater, traces the drama’s slow interior retreat through the ensuing romantic era, 

a move which Bakhtin attributes to the novelization of every genre after the novel 

(Bakhtin Loc. 335); as the novel went interior, the drama did as well. Yet Bakhtin did 

not, as we shall, study what influence this eighteenth-century theatre had on the novel 

that rose from it. Bakhtin’s observations on the polyglot voice that developed out of 

ancient drama is surely even more applicable to the intensely satirical voice of an 

eighteenth-century theatre vigorously engaged with a vociferous audience on one hand 

and battling censorship on the other (as we will observe more closely in the first chapter).   

Tracing the novel’s rise from drama describes the inward turn of the novel that does not 

leave behind the theatrical influence which it carries onto the mental stage that develops 

in such late Victorian writings as Robert Browning’s The Ring and the Book.  

 
Current Critical Work on The Novel and Drama 

 
 In spite of wide-spread neglect of the theatre in novel-rise theory, there is some 

work that studies the relationship between theatre and novels more specifically. A brief 

review of the commonly accepted points in these studies outlines the assumptions of this 

dissertation: the theatre, being the most popular narrative entertainment of the early 

eighteenth-century, trained the writers who later turned to the novel and carried their 
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theatrical training with them as a metaphor at minimum.  So, as the novel replaced drama, 

the spectator in the novel came to represent the reader of the novel. 

  
The Theatre’s Centrality to Eighteenth-Century Life 
 
 The description of the British theatre of the eighteenth-century above should 

suffice to illustrate how important it was in the everyday life of the average literate 

citizen. Home theatricals, too, were a common entertainment.  Paula Byrnes warns that 

we should not quite trust, for instance, Fanny Price’s aversion to acting as representative 

of all the young people of the time. Even in the picture Mansfield itself presents, the 

children grow up “to be[ing] and not to be[ing]”(Austen 90) in all the surrounding 

families with enough young people, and even Edmund visits houses where families are 

putting on plays at home to while away the hours. Thus, the theatrical influence extended 

well beyond the walls of the theatre, into coffee shop discussions and home 

performances.  That the theatre was also important to the literary world is another point 

on which scholars concur.  Robert Noyes in The Neglected Muse notes that “it was an age 

when the arts of fiction and drama were closely allied and mutually influential” (Noyes 

5).9 Emily Allen in Theatre Figures asserts that we all know that there is a relationship 

between the novel and the theatre: “Not only did the two forms share the same lucrative 

territory of plot and character, but they also shared the same patrons” (Allen 5). Some 

scholars are willing to defend eighteenth-century dramas as “significant in their own 

 
9 Noyes, however, focuses mainly on the tragic drama’s influence on the novel, while this 

dissertation focuses primarily on the comic, particularly because of Bakhtin’s theory of the development of 
the polyglot dialogism out of the parody of the stage.  Since tragedy does not have the parody that comedy 
does, it is harder to trace this rise from tragedy.  
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right, that is, as worthy of literary and cultural study” (Freeman 2).10 J Paul Hunter notes 

that the unique “rehearsal play” format “anticipates the narrative strategy of the novels” 

(Hunter 55), and Richard Bevis notes that Scott and Thackeray both saw the connection 

between the play and Fielding’s novels in particular.  These authors draw not only on 

historical sources for their conclusions, but also on the novels themselves, which depict 

theatre and theatre-goers with such lively color and such ubiquity, that the theatre cannot 

be escaped in the British novels of the eighteenth-century.  

 
The Novelist’s Connection to the Stage 
 

That the early British novelists almost universally engaged in theatre is an 

undeniable claim all scholars accept, a few have probed, but none have fully understood.  

A quick review of some of the most popular authors reveals the extent of this influence: 

Samuel Richardson, known to be close friends with Garrick and other actors, 

incorporated theatrical elements into his novels which a few scholars have studied. 

 
10 Freeman’s work on the Character’s Theatre explores how the theatre shaped the concept of 

character both on the stage and in Tom Jones. She notes that the term “character” initially referred to letters 
and symbols – typographical characters that represented a reality behind them, like the marks on coins.   
But as characters on coins began to be false representations of the currency, so the term “character” came to 
refer to a reality separate from the reality it claimed to represent.  When the term was applied to the stage 
character, then, the word came to be an appropriate representation of the inauthenticity of the stage.  
Character is what a person displays to the world, not the actual person (Freeman 16-24). Freeman then 
applies this observation to Fielding’s essay on character in which he essentially seeks a key by which to 
understand real character, yet ends only with the conclusion that it requires a great deal of sagacity to read 
through the mask of character to the reality within. While this has exciting implications for the theatrical 
world on display within the novel, and the reality that that world captures, Freeman’s work does not probe 
past the prologues of Tom Jones, and focuses mostly on the eighteenth-century stage. Yet she is building on 
the work of Bender and Armstrong who advance the view that “the novel's realism contributed to and 
depended upon the creation and representation of individual consciousness, that is, on what Leo Braudy has 
elsewhere described as ‘character apprehended from within’” (Freeman 15). The difference, this implies, 
between the stage and the page is that what the stage gives us from without, the novel gives us from within.  
Both arguments tend to elide the boundaries between reality, novel, and stage.  Though the novel itself may 
seek to press against inclusion as epic or romance, inclusion as drama is assumed.10 
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Colley Cibber owned a share in the Drury Lane Theatre, but also wrote his Apology 

which Hunter calls the first great shift away from drama and toward the modern novel 

(Hunter 171). Lawrence Sterne also was close friends with Garrick and wrote in a letter 

that he would have liked to write plays, but sadly lacked the genius for it. Instead, he 

wrote Tristram Shandy as theatrically as he could. Charlotte Turner Smith, best known 

for The Old Manor House in 1793, also wrote a play in 1799. Fanny Burney, also best 

known for her novels, began by writing a dramatic comedy, The Witlings, and went on to 

write a total of eight plays and to perform on stage as well. Like many early novelists, she 

grew up writing and performing plays in a private family setting, and had friends in the 

theatre, among them was Samuel Crisp, a playwright and significant literary influence.  

Plays make their appearance in her novels as well; Camilla features a badly performed 

rendition of a Shakespeare play that becomes an important part of the plot. Charlotte 

Lennox wrote The Female Quixote in 1752, and then wrote three plays performed on 

London stages: Philander in 1758, The Sister in 1762, and Old City Manners in 1775.  

That same year, Jane Austen was born, who would find an influence in Lennox’s 

abilities at burlesque. Until recently, Austen was thought to be anti-theatrical given her 

heroine’s antipathy to performance, but Paula Byrne’s work reveals that, in fact, she had 

a great interest in plays, and grew up watching her brothers perform the plays she wrote, 

occasionally acting herself.  Her brother owned a box in the Parthenon Theatre in 

London, and it was a favorite pastime of hers to occupy it whenever she could. In 

addition, Austen was concerned that her novels be performed well, and once complained 

in a letter that her mother  “cannot speak as [the characters] ought” (Letters 203). 



 

26 
 

The influence of the theatre extended to the most popular authors of the Victorian 

era as well. Charles Dickens failed in his attempts at acting and resigned himself to 

novel-writing.  He compromised eventually by performing readings of his novels on 

public stages throughout England and America.  His novels show evidence of a theatrical 

influence not only in his staging of scenes and use of set pieces which so many scholars 

have already noted, but also overtly, in such novels as Nicholas Nickleby where the hero 

becomes part of a traveling theatrical company for several chapters. George Elliot’s 

theatricality has attracted the interest of several scholars. Most theatrical of these is 

Daniel Deronda, in which the heroine tries to become an actress or singer, but fails 

through lack of talent, while her rival succeeds because of a simple authenticity. 

Charlotte Bronte also wrote two notable theatrical scenes into her novel Villette that 

reflect on the real world in which they are set, much in the way that Austen uses the stage 

in Mansfield Park.11  

And there were more. Though J. Paul Hunter ignored the theatre in his long work 

on the novel in its cultural context, he does acknowledge in his article on “The World as 

Stage and Closet” that the drama “attracted almost without exception the most talented 

writers of the generation” to an unprecedented degree (Hunter “World as Stage” 273).  

Robert Noyes, after compiling a bibliography of seven hundred fifty novels written 

between 1740 and 1780, is able to claim with some authority that "among the many 

writers who produced both novels and plays one may mention W. R. Chetwood, Henry 

 
11 And really, more work needs to be done on this relationship!  It almost seems as if Villette in its 

theatricality is a response to Austen’s Mansfield Park. Lucy Snowe, a character in many ways similar to 
Fanny Price, responds exactly opposite to her when she is asked to perform.  On stage, a hidden aspect of 
her real personality emerges and causes a major plot shift.  The novel also concludes with a night at the 
theatre that is striking in his visual elements, and reminiscent of Fanny’s ball in Austen’s novel.  
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Fielding, Elizabeth Griffiths, ‘Sir’ John Hill, Charles Jenner, Thomas Holcroft, Hugh 

Kelly, Charlotte Lennox, Thomas Mozeen, Arthur Murphy, Samuel J. Pratt, Frances 

Sheridan, Tobias Smollett, and Benjamin Victor" (Noyes 6). Those novelists who were 

not directly involved in the theatre, Noyes continues, were clearly influenced by it. Their 

novels reference not only Shakespeare’s plays (voluminously) but also plays by 

“Etherege, Dryden, Congreve, Wycherley, Vanbrugh, Farpuhar, Cibber, Steele, and Mrs. 

Centlivre” (Noyes 5). These are all plays of restoration and eighteenth-century drama that 

are today little studied because they lack a timeless appeal.  

Nachumi’s work on “restoration and eighteenth-century tragedy in the novel” is 

probably the most thorough, though it covers only the women of the era who led the 

exodus from the “stage to the page.” Her work covers 382 female novelists writing 

between 1660 and 1818, concluding that of those, at least a third were directly involved 

in the theatre as writers, actors or the like (Nachumi xviii). Of the remainder, many “were 

related to or closely associated with someone who worked in the professional theater or 

participated in private theatricals," and those who did not actually act publicly or 

privately themselves certainly went to plays frequently (Nachumi 66).  In short "given the 

accessibility of the theater by midcentury, one would be hard-pressed to find a female 

novelist who had not, at some point, seen several plays" (Nachumi 75).12 Combining this 

 
12 Nachumi concludes from her research that the “stage to page” exodus was led by women 

because the eighteenth-century theatre, while open to women, was a competitive place for an aspiring 
woman writer, and when the novel presented itself as an alternative medium to the drama, women 
gratefully left the rigors and exposure of the stage for the quieter and more controlled realm of the novel. In 
short, Nachumi argues that "many British women novelists influenced by the theater knew that to act like a 
lady was, in a sense, to perform a role; consequently they incorporated theatrical images and practices into 
their fiction and, in doing so, called into question the ideals of femininity that their novels seem to support" 
(Nachumi 174-5). While Armstrong argues that women novelists invented and perpetuated the feminine 
ideals of the Victorian age, Nachumi argues that the inheritance of the stage permitted these novelists to 
challenge those very ideals. By drawing “theatrical images and tropes into their narratives, women writers 
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assessment with Noyes’, it seems clear that it would be difficult to find a single male 

novelist either, who had not been influenced by the theatre. Even Ian Watt, who gives his 

entire attention to Fielding’s differentiation of the novel from epic, notes that "The most 

specific literary debt manifested in Tom Jones, indeed, is not to epic but to drama" (Watt 

257).  

 
The Theatre’s Persistent Metaphor 
 
 Because of the importance of the theatre to the novelists and the culture at large, 

scholars generally notice the persistence of the metaphor of theatre, or if they do not seem 

to notice it overtly, use it themselves in their own writing. Freeman notes “The ease with 

which Steele associates 'character' both with the theatricality of identity in everyday life 

and with identities on the stage” in the Spectator (Freeman 17). Russel’s work Theatre of 

War shows how the theatre metaphor, prevalent in the novels, pervasive in public 

conversation, infiltrated conversations about war as well, and even helped to decide the 

perception of the French Revolution in England. Susan Bennet in her work on Theatre 

Audiences, notes that reader response critics often use “performative metaphors” yet 

without seeming to notice and without taking the connection seriously. Bennet confesses, 

“I found their work at once liberating and frustrating” (Bennet 20), and rectifies the 

trouble by applying reader response theory to the stage.  This critical field is not the only 

one to employ theatrical metaphors without consideration: from Garrett Stewart, who 

passingly references  “a sense of the motive dynamics of narrativized reception staged by 

the text itself” (Stewart 23)  to Bakhtin’s “the novel… dramatizes the gaps that always 

 
called attention to the “theatrical natural of female experience” (Nahumi 174). See pages 66 to 75 of 
Nachumi’s work for the complete list and study. 
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exist between what is told and the telling of it” (Bakhtin Loc. 222), those writing on the 

rise of the novel employ a metaphor they seem to inherit from the novels they study 

without considering that it is, perhaps, a little more than metaphor.  

 
The Novel’s Replacement of Drama 
 
 Yet all of these otherwise dismissive scholars accept the novel’s replacement of 

drama as the most popular form of narrative entertainment, even, in some cases, seeking 

to explain the novel’s slow usurpation of drama, before rejecting it as an influence on the 

novel’s development at large. Hunter affirms a popular observation that the novel 

replaced the drama and explores reasons for that shift, concluding, finally, that there is no 

simple, single explanation.  There was merely a widely influenced shifting taste that 

caused the ephemeral eighteenth-century drama to fade and prepared the way for the 

novel which was to take its place in 1740 with the publication of Colley Cibber’s 

Apology, a work written with the dead stage in mind (Hunter “World as Stage” 171). 

McKeon counters with the theory that the novel replaced drama because the eighteenth-

century world valued empirical truth. Drama, he explains, exposes the story to the 

evidence of the eyes, which too easily discounts it.  According to Dryden, it is the 

aurality of the novel that makes it more believable because it takes away the evidence of 

the eyes that might disprove it: “We see death represented, we are convinced it is but 

fiction; but when we hear it related, our eyes (the strongest witnesses) are wanting, which 

might have undeceived us” (qtd. in McKeon 128). It is interesting here, however, that 

what Dryden attributes to the ear, McKeon attributes to “Printed narrative” which 

provides the “factuality, the typographical ‘fetish,’ of documentary objecthood” 

(McKeon 128).  Yet Dryden claims that it is not the “typography” but the aurality of the 
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information that makes it seem not more factual, as McKeon would have it, but simply 

harder to challenge because the imagination supplies the improbabilities. Though no one 

challenges the narrative that novels replaced drama, still they are deaf to the dramatically 

aural appeals of the novel that suggest that the theatre is more than a metaphor. 

Recasting Novel Reading 

It is, then, nearly incontrovertible that early British novelists generally started 

their writing careers in the shadow of the stage. While the theoretical background of the 

rise of the novel reveals how little we have taken the theatre into account in our novel-

rise narratives, and while the history reveals how much we ought to take it into account, 

this study turns for evidence primarily to the texts themselves to reveal how 

understanding these novels as dramas recasts the novel reading experience.  Beginning 

with the assumption that novels are a kind of drama, these chapters demonstrate the 

benefits of a process of reading based on the phenomenology of the theatre-going 

experience. As a brief example, Garrett Stewart’s silent pictures of reading, though they 

capture the modern experience of novel reading, do not account for instances of 

theatrical, out-loud reading. Compare for instance, an illustration from Thackeray’s 

Vanity Fair13 which Stewart presents as an illustration of silent reading, to Hogarth’s 

depiction of Trim reading a sermon aloud. Stewart explains that reading is “an invisible 

activity within a visible (or in fiction, visualized) posture of attention” (Stewart 17). The 

13 I am not seeking in this illustration to compare Thakeray’s implied reader to Sterne’s.  Vanity 
Fair invokes the theatre to such a degree that it would also yield much to a theatrical reading.  Here, I seek 
only to compare Garrett Stewart’s use of the image as an accurate picture of the reading experience, when a 
picture of an out-loud reading experience reveals a great deal more of the process and may better depict 
what is happening in the silent reading pictures than we have yet considered.  
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text works on readers in non-visual ways by addressing the reader through interpolated 

address and through extrapolated parables.  The attitude of attention that we may capture  

Figure 1.4. Hogarth’s “Corporal Trim Reading a Sermon” 

Figure 1.3 “The Relaxed Reader” from Thackeray’s Vanity Fair 
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in such a picture of reading represents the silent and invisible activity of the reader seeing 

themselves represented in the text, of being lost in another world.   

While these are certainly elements of the novel reading experience, a picture of 

out-loud reading, such as Hogarth’s illustration of Trim’s sermon reading, captures the 

act on the threshold of the reading experience.  Trim, in a dramatic pose, performs the 

role of the preacher who initially delivered the sermon, to an audience with the varied 

attention of the preacher’s initial audience: the comfortably interruptive Uncle Toby, the 

critically distracted father, the inattentive Dr. Slop.  Unlike Stewart’s example, the viewer 

here does not see the reader’s face, but those of the listeners, suggesting that the listeners 

are doing (or not doing) the same activity as those who read quietly with their eyes.  The 

viewer is also facing Trim’s page, which, though not legible to us, invites us into the 

reading moment in a way that Stewart’s pictures cannot. And though we cannot see what 

is on the page, we can see some of it in Trim’s earnest stance.  

Thus, the moment of reading is broken down into more of the stages of reading.  

First there is the dramatizing of the text, then there is the reader’s absorbing of the text 

captured in Toby’s attention, and then there is the response to the text, captured in Slop’s 

inattention or Mr. Shandy’s distraction. The absorption of that text is also made easier by 

the greater noise, movement, and materiality captured in Hogarth’s picture of reading 

than in Stewart’s.  Entering the world through the reader’s act of attention is made easier 

by an out-loud performance.  Though scholars have written on the visual theatricality and 

the materiality of the novel (particularly Sterne’s and Browning’s), few have yet 

considered the theatrical aurality and textuality of the novel in a serious way (though such 

scholars as Stewart must be intensely aware of it, textured as they are in their own writing 
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voice14). This out-loud picture suggests that reading is not a private, but a performed 

event.15  

It also suggests that pictures of this performance separate the stages of the reading 

process and maps them along theatrical lines in a manner not only accurate to the novel 

reading experience but helpful to those seeking to understand that experience. Consider 

this much later painting of an out-loud reading moment that captures these stages with a 

little more clarity:  This is a picture of the artist’s daughter reading the tale of Goldilocks 

and the three bears to her two little brothers.  The girl first translates the narrative in her 

book into a performance calculated to move her young audience.  She is not looking at 

the page, which has no text, but only a picture.  Instead, she has taken in the story and is 

recasting it, restaging it for the boys. Her shadow on the wall reflects the various roles 

into which she steps to effect the drama: it is ominous like the bears, but it also has a 

distinct bow, like Goldilocks. The boys, with properly horrified faces, do not see the 

shadow, however; that is for the viewer’s benefit.  They gaze, oblivious of our own 

world, at the viewer. These are gazes that gestures at what cannot be painted and what 

cannot be heard: a voice, woven world where the boys are lost.  

 
14 More than any of those scholars who focus on the rise of the novel, Stewart is aware of the 

voice of the text, but perceives that voice retreating from aurality to textuality. He is aware of the 
importance of the audience (a theatrical term, itself, which we will study in chapter 1 of this work), but he 
perceives that to be an inscribed audience.  In tracing the novel’s development toward the reader, he 
employs the theatrical metaphor; “In the encounter with classic fiction, you, reader, are therefore part of the 
script, though the stage directions are not always forthcoming” (Stewart 6). 

15 Though Hunter is not wrong to claim that the novel is “closeted” as opposed to the drama which 
is public, yet out-loud dramatic novel reading was extremely common in the early days of the novel before 
subscription libraries made it possible for everyone to have their own copy, and it continued through the 
Victorian era performances of Charles Dickens 
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What Stewart’s pictures can only capture in the unpainted space between the reader’s eye 

and the page is here captured in the focal figure of the narrator, of the actor, of the 

embodied story. It suggests that the story is not in the book, but in the space between the 

speaker and listener in the world which they together create through the instructions 

printed on the page. In such a picture, the reading moment is complicated, stratified, 

opened to understanding.  

 
 

 

Figure 1.5. Seymour Joseph Guy’s “Story of Golden Locks” 
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The Theatre’s Five Parts 
 

To recast the novel reading moment as an exercise of the mind’s eye and mind’s 

ear, to understand the novel’s drama in its parts, to humble the reader to a listening 

stance, to reanimate that new listener in the world backstage of this drama, to suggest 

how the journey through that backstage reshapes our world and reshapes us as readers—

this is the work of this dissertation.  Once the reading moment is cast in a theatre, with 

the audience in their chairs, the narrator on the apron, and the plot played out on the 

stage, it becomes apparent that the theatre has roughly five parts that will form the 

structure of this dissertation: the audience, the apron, the stage, the backstage, and the 

street. The audience sits in the house of the theatre, and their responses, read by the 

author, influence the creation of the text, which occupies the stage.  In the feedback loop 

that occurs between those three, the alternate reality of the novel grows to full life and 

might be imagined as existing in a story-world behind the plot where the backstage of a 

natural theatre might be. Pushing back the curtain behind the stage, then, is like pushing 

through the coats at the back of Lewis’ wardrobe: we expect a green-room and props, and 

find instead the character’s off-stage reality. In the final step, the reader, shaped by the 

world experienced backstage of the text, returns to the street in their own reality to find 

the world of the text projected into that world, interpreting it, shaping it, and being 

shaped by it. This last stage is best captured in Paul Ricoeur’s concept of projection, and 

though beyond the scope of this dissertation, deserves further attention as an element of 

the theatricality of novels. 

 



36 

My research begins with the assumption that elements of the novel are inherited 

from drama, identifies four novels that call themselves drama, and then explores one 

theatrical element in each novel to illustrate how an understanding of the British novel as 

drama recasts the phenomenon of novel reading. I must clarify here that this study 

considers the British novel in particular. Most the novel-rise theories address the novel as 

a western phenomenon and look not only to antiquity, but to the French, German and 

Russian novels too. This study takes a different approach for several reasons: first, 

England’s love of theatre in the eighteenth-century was, if not entirely unique, at least 

Stage 
(Plot) 

Audience 
(Readers) 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~  

Proscenium Arch (Frame) 

Apron (Narrator) 

Backstage 
(Story-world) 

Figure 1.6. The Parts of the Theatre 
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unique in its fervor and flavor and unique, too, in the connection of the novelists to that 

stage also. Davis limits his own research thus for the same reason, explaining that “the 

novel in England seems to come from an internal development relatively unaffected by 

continental influence and interchanges” (Davis 43).  

Though the task of tracing the rise of the novel in other countries lies with those 

more familiar with those countries, the four British novels of this study are suggestive of 

a wider phenomenon that deserves further study. Here, we will see how Tom Jones 

considers, as Fielding says, “what few have yet considered… the audience of this great 

drama” (Fielding 211). The novel is dramatic in its awareness of a plural, listening and 

spectating audience, casting itself in theatrical terms in response to that audience.  

Tristram Shandy’s engaged narrator stands on the apron of the novel, thereby making 

visible what is more subtly present in all these novels: in the tension between the 

audience’s needs and the story’s demands, the mediating narrator stages the plot. 

Mansfield Park captures the resulting staged plot, exploring the interaction between 

staged worlds and the “real” worlds in which they reside. Finally, The Ring and The 

Book, a verse novel by Robert Browning, traces the dramatized novel’s move to 

interiority:  we must still “Let this old woe step on stage again,” (Browning I.825) but the 

audience does so in their mind’s eye and mind’s ear, imaginatively recreating the story-

world that exists behind the plot. Thus, as the study moves from Fielding’s raucous 

eighteenth-century audience to the Laurence Sterne’s conversational apron, to Austen’s 

inset stages, to Browning’s imaginative story-world backstage, it develops a model of 

novel-reading based on the theatrical roots of the novel. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

Fielding’s Audience: Casting the Plural Audience of Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones 
 
 

None, as I remember, have at all considered the audience at this great drama.     
(Fielding 211) 

 
 

Theatricality in Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones flaunts itself in the famous preface to 

Book VII, but in fact, runs through the whole novel. Though critics as far back as Ian 

Watt have acknowledged this theatricality, they have not, until recently, acknowledged 

the implications of that theatricality for Henry Fielding’s definition of the novel, 

particularly as it relates to the audience.  Bridget Draxler has noted the rising power of 

the spectator but does not connect spectatorship to reading. Lisa Freeman and many 

others note the stratification of the audience and its reflection of society at large, but do 

not notice the more fundamental observation that Fielding is treating his audience as 

though they are also on a stage, and consequently they miss the implications for the world 

as staged. It seems that Fielding continues to be right; though we have talked ad nauseum 

about the theatre in the novel, “None, as I remember, have at all considered the audience 

at this great drama” (Fielding 211). Though Fielding comments extensively on the 

printed form of the novel, he is equally obsessed with the audience to the world’s great 

drama. This chapter, therefore, contends that our understanding of the novel’s reader 

influences our understanding of the novel’s form. Fielding did not imagine quiet readers 

stretched in an armchair by a gentle fire, but a noisy crowd on the edge of their 

uncomfortable seats in an eighteenth-century theatre.  To understand the audience as a 
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theatrical representative of the world’s stage, as powerfully influential in its plurality, is 

to finally understand the novel as essentially theatrical as well.  

 
Fielding and the Eighteenth-Century Stage  

 
 Fielding’s experience on both the world’s stage and the theatrical stage led to his 

complex theatrical view of the world that made him an important figure in the great 

“stage to page” migration of the 1700s. Fielding’s taste for satire, mirrored in Hogarth’s 

inflammatory woodcuttings, reached its climax in the 1731 Grub Street Opera, which 

was withdrawn before it even opened.  Draxler notes that Fielding’s taste for the venom 

of satire started to kill his stage career, which finally ended entirely with the 1737 

Licensing act which restricted non-royal theaters to three-act plays and censored all plays 

performed in London (73). Draxler notes that “Fielding’s politically-charged dramas have 

long been credited as the primary motive for and victim of this law” (73), a point which 

Hunter, Conolly, and Keymer have all affirmed. Fielding had already retreated to the 

Little Theatre in the Haymarket, where his farcical comedies ridiculing the establishment 

were met with wide-spread approval until the Licensing Act relegated him to playlets and 

afterpieces.  These later were short, usually burlesque or farcical plays of only two or 

three acts that were performed after the main piece (67). They were considered 

“lowbrow” entertainment, cheap shots, beneath the talents of a great writer. 

But the little Haymarket gave Feilding a chance to experiment—specifically, to 

experiment with the “Author” character of the rehearsal play such as The Author’s Farce 

and The Beggar’s Opera. These are plays that are actually rehearsals of a play that is 

never performed. Before Fielding, these were generally farcical, and the “Author” 

character was “conventionally a satiric butt and the last person to understand what is 
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wrong with his play or the system” (Bevis 63).  But Bevis notes that Fielding’s Authors 

were original in that their views represent Fielding’s own, and that they taught the 

audience how to understand the play’s meaning. In the Author of the rehearsal play, 

Fielding began to develop the character of the narrator of his novels:  “The argument here 

is that the functions and forms of the Author in the satirical plays and the narrator of the 

novels are parallel, and that the Author begot the narrator; the child is father to the man” 

(68). And so, Feilding became, through his plays, the founder of “the normative Author” 

(58), who would become the “chatty, reflective, intrusive narrator” (63) of the novels. 

Yet whether on stage or in the novel, Fielding is always conscious of us, his 

audience, “anticipating our expectations, settling our objections, like the Author who 

keeps one eye on his audience as he stages his performance” (Bevis 64). In The Author’s 

Farce, for instance, the prologue criticizes passive spectators, who clap on cue like the 

domesticated animals on stage, and suggests they should decide on their own whether 

they like a play or not (Draxler 68).1 That play was performed with Tom Thumb in 1730, 

Fielding’s most successful Mock Heroic burlesque in which he parodied at least forty-

two individual plays, and which would later influence Jane Austen.2 To celebrate his new 

success, Fielding wrote the following stanza:  

Grub-street has turned to farce - Oh glorious lane! 
O, may thy authors never write in vain! 
 
 

 
1 Draxler argues from here that the prefaces of these ad many of his plays engage the spectator, 

asking them to be good citizens.  Draxler points out that in his insistence of the British ability to mock the 
heroes, he makes this an issue of national pride, and so uses the prefaces of his plays to make good citizens, 
as he will later use the prefaces of his novels to make good readers.  Though the issue of citizenship is 
ouside the scope of this work,  

2 Paula Byrne argues, in fact, that the brevity and comical simplicity of the Burlesqu formed the 
groundwork for Austen’s writing,a nd that she learned this rat from such burlesque comedies as Fielding’s 
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May crowded theaters ne'er give applause 
To any other than the Grub-street cause!3 (qtd. in Draxler 69) 
 

Thus, the theatre’s turn toward farce also marked Fielding’s turn toward the novel, his 

first being Shamela—a burlesque of Richardson’s Pamela which he published in 1741, 

two years after the Licensing Act limited his power on the stage.  The new freedom of the 

novel seems to have provided him the same liberation that it gave to other novelists, and 

Joseph Andrews (1749) and The History of the Life of Mr. Jonathan Wild the Great 

(1743) followed soon after.  The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling, the last of his 

comedies and the most theatrical of all his novels, was published in 1749. In all of these, 

his years in the theatre bore fruit in the form of a novels. 

  
The World’s Audience in Book VII 

 
Fielding’s experience in the theater shaped his awareness of his audience as a 

novelist to such a degree that he cast his readers as spectators and his novel as a stage. 

Bevis notes that “One of the most venerable clichés in critical discussions of Fielding's 

fiction has been the novelist's ‘theatricality’” (Bevis 55). The preface to Book VII of Tom 

Jones, “A Comparison Between the World and the Stage,” is largely responsible for this 

interest. Yet few discussions of this book have observed that the “audience of this great 

theatre” is not observing the stage, or the novel, but the world.  Doing so offers an 

interesting complication to current discussions of this famous passage and suggests a new 

origin for the theatricality both of the stage and the novel. The chapter begins by 

discussing the ubiquitous “world as stage” metaphor which “hath been carried so far, and 

 
3 The Grub-street theatre’s turn to burlesque  makes an interesting sequel to Bakhtin’s theory that 

the novel rose from a constant burlesquing of previous forms.  If it was, in fact, the play that first turned to 
burlesque, then the novel perhaps only imitated that move that belonged initially to drama 
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is become so general, that some words proper to the theatre, and which were at first 

metaphorically applied to the world, are now indiscriminately and literally spoken of 

both” (Fielding 210). Fielding attempts to discover the reason for this, speculating that 

the stage is really excellent at imitating reality, but he dismisses this reason because we 

are not in the habit of paying such compliments to playwrights. Perhaps the world is 

really just very full of hypocrites. Or perhaps it is the brevity of life that “hath… given 

occasion to this comparison” (Fielding 211). But none of these reasons, he concludes, are 

really that important.  What interests Fielding is this:  

 In all these, however, and in every other similitude of life to the theatre, the 
resemblance hath been always taken from the stage only. None, as I remember, 
have at all considered the audience at this great drama.  But as Nature often 
exhibits some of her best performances to a very full house, so will the behaviour 
of her spectators no less admit the above-mentioned comparison than that of her 
actors. In this vast theatre of time are seated the friend and the critic; here are 
claps and shouts, hisses and groans; in short, everything which was ever seen or 
heard at the Theatre-Royal. (Fielding 211) 
 
Fielding then considers, as an example of this performance, the varying responses 

of his audience to Black George’s absconding with Tom’s money, though he was his 

friend and benefactor.  The “world’s upper gallery” would have vociferated noisily, and 

vented “every term of scurrilous reproach” (Fielding 212). Those in the lower gallery 

would have been equally abhorrent, but les noisy. Those in the pit would have been 

divided between those who would like him punished, his friends crying “Look'e, 

gentlemen, the man is a villain, but it is nature for all that" (Fielding 212), and the young 

critics who “called it low, and fell a groaning” (Fielding 212). The boxes would have 

been politely attending to something else.  But there is another class of those “who are 

admitted behind the scenes of this great theatre of Nature” (Fielding 213) who know that 

people are mixed, and that it is possible to censure George’s act without condemning the 
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man to hell, because actors on the stage sometimes play characters that are no reflection 

of their actual character. Not only may we wear disguises, but also “the fantastic and 

capricious behavior of the Passions,” are the “managers and directors” of the world’s 

theatre, Reason being rather lazy, actually.  Therefore, because “A single bad act no more 

constitutes a villain in life, than a single bad part on the stage…the man of candour and of 

true understanding is never hasty to condemn” (Fielding 213).   

 
Readers as Spectators 
 

Two initial observations should shape our understanding of Fielding’s readers, 

and the novel he writes for them. First, Fielding has just called his readers a spectatorial 

audience to a play. That is not terribly surprising, and though most discount it, all notice 

it.  What is more surprising is the second observation, that the play they are spectating is 

not authored by Fielding but by “Nature.” This calls for a few observations about 

Fielding’s perception of his audience, who he treats as witnesses not of a fictional drama, 

but a real one.   

The theatricality of Tom Jones is rooted in Henry Fielding’s perception of his 

readers not as solitary, quiet, arm-chair readers, but as the various and raucous audience 

of the eighteenth-century stage which he encountered in his days as a playwright and 

theatre director. The picture he paints vividly recalls Hogarth’s “Theatre Audience” 

etching which we reviewed in the introduction, from the divided pit to the polite boxes to 

the virtuous galleries.  Though much has been written on this stratification, what has been 

less noted is the implied plurality of Fielding’s audience that is such a deviation from 

Stewart’s quiet pictures of reading and from the singular “Dear reader” address of the 

more epistolary novels. And though this awareness of plural audience might come from 
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newspapers (as Watt’s party noted) or from a performed epic (as Bakhtin’s followers 

might argue), Fielding’s own identification of that awareness is neither; he evidently 

wrote for a theatrical audience.  

Fielding’s “reptile critics,” too, are not primarily critics of print, but are 

interchangeably the critics of plays or of novels, and are not experts.  In Book XIV’s 

preface, Fielding asserts that every author “will write the better for having some 

knowledge of the subject on which he writes” and therefore, the critic—including the 

critic of his book—should immerse himself in “a moderate heap of plays” (478).   We 

can safely infer from this that the term “critic” throughout the book refers to a person 

who critiques plays as well as novels. Later in the novel he defines critics more 

specifically as not just play and novel readers but also as non-expert when he clarifies 

that by “critic… here, and in most other parts of our work, we mean every reader in the 

world” (Fielding 256).4 Thus, he considers every reader of his novel to be a “critic,” as is 

every viewer of a play, and in that elision he makes the theater-goer and the novel-reader 

the same.  

 
The World’s Drama 

 
In the preface to Book VII, Fielding conceives of his readers as an audience to a 

play not primarily because he explicitly thinks of his novel as a play, but because he 

thinks of the world as a play to which his readers are witnesses; thus, the novel is drama 

because it imitates reality. Though assertions of factuality run throughout the novel (and 

 
4 That “every reader in the world” is a critic, and that some of those critics are “reptiles” while 

some are “friends” offers interesting implications for the nature of critics and our current use of the term as 
applying only to a group of experts.  It suggests that Fielding was more likely to find his ideal reader 
among the student who enjoys him than among the critics who teach him. 
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we will consider them in their turn), this is the stated argument of Book VII’s preface.  

Fielding quips in the beginning of the preface that writers have only given attention to the 

“stage” bit of the “world as stage” metaphor.  Fielding would give attention to the 

audience in that metaphor. Critics still give little attention to that audience, because even 

when they do, it is not to the audience of the world to whom they give attention, but the 

audience of the novel or of drama. Yet by referring to his novel as both dramatic and 

factual at the same time, Fielding is making vital claims about both about how realism in 

his novel functions, and also about how the fictional drama of the novel might relate to 

the real drama of the audience’s world. This is why Ian Watt concluded in that startling 

confession already noted that Tom Jones owes more to drama than to epic” (Watt 257). In 

treating his own drama as “the world’s drama” he is literally calling his novel factually 

true, yet in casting it as a drama, he is also troubling the trustworthiness not only of what 

we see on the novel’s stage, but on reality’s stage as well. 

The scene “which Nature was pleased to exhibit” (212) in the last book is not one 

that happened, technically, on “Nature’s stage”; it was not literal history. It happened, 

rather, on the stage of his novel, which he penned and then attributes here to “Nature.” 

The example that follows is meant to show how differently the various audiences would 

have responded to the moment when Black George steals his friend’s pocketbook, and 

Fielding teasingly focuses on the audience’s response, distracting us from his clever 

elision of novel and reality.  It is a slight of hand that eludes the casual reader. 

Yet the elision intensifies as he invites his reader backstage of “nature’s theatre,” 

which is still actually his novel. Yet Fielding and his clever reader, “who are admitted 

behind the scenes of this great theatre of nature” (212), have a better perspective on Black 
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George’s action. We can distinguish between the actor and their role on the stage.  It is 

possible for people to do a bad thing, when they are themselves not bad.  And we know, 

too, all the disguises and costumes that a person may put on backstage, so that “A single 

bad act no more constitutes a villain in life, than a single bad part on the stage” (213). Yet 

again, he is still talking about the novel and nature in the same breath.  If he suggested 

that the similarity between the stage and reality exists because of the good imitation of 

the stage, then this absolute conflation of the two is an impressively superior one. In his 

intentional ignorance of the difference between his own novel and reality, he leads his 

readers into the same mistake. But the metaphor continues; in the theatre of nature (still 

referring, technically, to his novel), passions are the managers, and sometimes they make 

people act in ways that do not suit their real character or their reason.  Therefore, we 

should be “men of candour” (213) in the old sense, judging generously and kindly and 

censure without rage, unlike those “worst of men” in the pit who censure the great play of 

nature that is his novel. The inescapable implication of this remarkable preface is that the 

novel is a drama not because it is so like the stage but because it is so like life. Fielding 

writes a true story taken from nature.  Nature is staged. Therefore the novel is staged, and 

the one he is writing is a play that perfectly imitates life. 

 
The Powerfully Plural Audience 

 
To understand that Fielding’s readers are critics both of invented and natural 

plays, and that Fielding’s novel is actually one of the natural plays (i.e., it is real, not 

invented by his declaration) requires us first to understand the readers as an audience.  

Some progress has been made toward this observation already; Russell West observes the 

plurality of the readership which is a necessary result of that readership being an 
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audience. Wolfgang Iser and Bridget Draxler note the power of the spectator as 

represented by Fielding, while Lothar Černý and Stephen Dobranski question how much 

power Fielding actually has given that spectator. These are all illuminating discussions, 

but they all make one assumption that few probe: the readers are an audience.  Yet, as we 

shall see, it is the very fact of their “audiating,” of their listening, that makes them plural 

and powerful. And if their plurality and power which all recognize comes from their 

position as audience rather than reader, then Fielding and other early novelists must have 

had a different understanding of reading than we generally seem to—an understanding 

that reading requires speaking. Text is merely instruction for that speech. 

 
The Audience is Plural 
 

Errors in understanding the basic plurality of the audience result in almost 

comical misreadings from otherwise thoughtful scholars.  When Fielding addresses 

multiple audience members, calling one “my good reptile” (338) and calling another “my 

friend Garrick” (212), we might understand him as addressing different audience 

members, giving us alternately the pleasure of being addressed, or of joining the insult to 

the “reptile critics.” Or we might understand him as Richard Bevis does when he explains 

that we must “change hats” as Fielding casts us frantically in different roles on the stage 

(66).  Such mad hat switching can tangle us hopelessly when we encounter passages 

where different readers are addressed at once.5 But in such passages, it is clear that he is 

addressing multiple groups of people: the group of critics, of friends, of virtuous middle-

 
5 This happens with extreme frequency in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, as we will note in the next 

chapter.  Such understandings of the multiple address fall apart with particularly comical confusion when 
applied to that engaging conversation! 
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classers, of the inattentive posh. If we were meant to fill all these roles, we would not be 

switching hats, but rather sprinting across the auditorium and up stairs into galleries, only 

to leap to the lower levels as soon as we had arrived.   

Critics not only of Tom Jones, but of other eighteenth-century novels, can be 

divided into roughly two categories based on their assumption of a singular or a plural 

audience, but West is one of the few who addresses the issue directly. He points out that 

Fielding’s plural audience results from his discomfort at their anonymity. Until this point 

in literary history, we must remember that poetry and drama “both assumed an 

immediately present audience” (108).  But with the rise of the publishing houses, that 

audience became large and faceless.  West explains that this left a gap between the reader 

and the author that gave Fielding an uncomfortable sense of the reader’s autonomy in 

interpreting the text (109).  He concludes that the last interface left to the authors of 

novels is the “textual interface” of the novel itself (113), and he explores ways in which 

the early novelists used that interface to bridge the gap between author and audience. For 

Fielding, this meant using the  

theatrical metaphor to suggest an immediacy in, and corresponding control of, the 
writer-reader relationship, which he himself had experienced in his earlier 
dramaturgical activity. In this way he attempts to reverse an alienating 
progression from the status of “actor” to “author”, enacting a regressive path 
which desires to restore the immediacy of body and vocal presence to the act of 
reading. (116-117)  
 

In short, Fielding imposed the theatrical metaphor on the novel in order to bridge the gap 

between himself and his audience because the distance was uncomfortable.  J. Paul 

Hunter agrees with West and adds that directly addressing groups (i.e. the vociferous 

upper gallery, the reptile critics, etc.)  would have aided the feeling of intimacy; the 

writer “regarded such address as necessary” though they were in fact “synthetic 
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substitutes for oral strategies, to try to recreate an earlier and supposedly, more intimate 

world” (Hunter 237).    

Fielding’s discomfort is real, but this still does not quite account for casting his 

readers so unquestioningly as an audience.  Why did he not do as others and revert to a 

letter-writing relationship, or a conversation?  Why compose an entirely new style 

structured on the theatre? West notes that the rise of the publishing houses made the 

audience seem larger than they did before, and that it seemed faceless as a result.  But 

this implies that before the late eighteenth-century, the audience seemed defined and had 

a face.  And where would an author like Fielding encounter a defined audience with a 

face except in a theatre?  Feilding certainly was looking for a way to “reverse an 

alienating progression” (West 117) but that he slipped so completely into addressing a 

theatrical audience has not been sufficiently explored. 

 West and Hunter touch only lightly on the plurality of the audience, focusing 

instead on drawing that audience closer to the author, yet the plurality has four effects of 

note.  First, a plural audience may engage with each other, even within the pages of the 

book.  They may, for instance, argue against those who condemn Fielding’s picture of 

Black George with a, “Look'e, gentlemen, the man is a villain, but it is nature for all that” 

(Fielding 212).  The “gentlemen” of that address is not Fielding, but the other spectators, 

and it is not singular, as though one man in a coffee shop turned to another to discuss the 

novel they had both just read. The address is plural:  one excited party in that vociferous 

theatre is heckling another angered one.  

A second effect is that a plural audience of necessity turns any address made to it 

into a performance.  The difference between addressing a single person and addressing a 
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roomful is great—gestures must be exaggerated, the voice raised, eye-contact made with 

each person, and the larger the crowd, the more imperative that the speaker stand to 

deliver what becomes increasingly an oration.  If the difference between the single reader 

and the room is large, then it is even larger between the single reader and the theatre.  

Hence, the plural audience casts the speaker in a new role as well.  

 
The Audience is Powerful 
 

A plural audience results in two more effects: it is more powerful than a single 

reader, and it must encounter a text with ears, not eyes. As regards the first of these 

observations, Susan Bennet in her work on Theatre Audiences notes that from the ancient 

religious act of theatre-going to the modern nearly passive act of quietly sitting in a dark 

theatre, the audience has had a slowly waning power in the theatre (2), yet the eighteenth-

century audience, before Garrick’s reforms, could be a tyrannical power in their great 

numbers, leading Fielding to treat his audience-readers with a cajoling respect. While 

scholars generally agree that Fielding’s audience is powerful, the source of that power 

has caused a great deal of debate which might be understood quite differently against the 

background of the eighteenth-century theatre. Draxler builds off of Iser’s work to argue 

that the author trains the audience to be agents in the novel like the title character Tom 

Jones, while Dobranski argues that what agency the reader has is wrested from the grip of 

a too-controlling author, and Lothar Černý cuts the middle ground by arguing the 

author’s friendship grants us agency. The underlying reason for the audience’s agency, 

however, is best captured in the eighteenth-century theatre into which Fielding cast his 

audience. If we are to read in the same “manner and spirit” of the novel, we must read 

from that noisy, demanding vantage. 
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Iser is the earliest of these scholars to recognize the power of the reader, and all 

later scholars are forced to engage with his concept of the indeterminate gap in 

understanding a reader’s engagement with a text. Simply put, a “gap” is a place where the 

author has not given full information and the reader has to use their imagination to fill it 

in. For instance, we are not told every single event of the journey Tom Jones takes from 

Uppercross to London—what kind of countryside the hero traveled through, who was in 

the carriage, where the servants were, what was the expression on his face, etc.  We must 

fill all that in ourselves. Iser calls these places of “indeterminacy” or “gaps,” and these 

are what give the reader power in the novel. Though this may seem a very textual 

process, understanding the readers as an audience recasts this more properly as a 

theatrical process; it is not missing words that we supply, but missing props, and a 

missing sense of realism and space.  Though we will see more of the material nature of 

the staged world in the next chapter, consider the even greater indeterminate gaps of the 

theatre, how a crown makes an actor a king, and a broom makes them a servant.  Such 

gaps set in motion a whole process of comprehension whereby the reader tries to 

assemble the world of the text—a world that has been removed from the everyday world 

(Iser 49), for drama even more than for text. And the reader may reassemble that world to 

their own taste.  The trouble encountered by these early novelists was increasingly, how 

to control an audience who had such power?   

Draxler, in her unpublished dissertation on the spectator in the novel, answers that 

Fielding trains his reader through alignment with the title character, who is often “rather a 

spectator. . . than an actor” (Fielding 451). Draxler argues that “Fielding grants agency to 

readers and characters who actively engage in the task of careful interpretation, and in a 
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work in which appearances constantly deceive, Fielding celebrates good judgment as the 

greatest virtue of his hero and the most important quality of his ideal reader” (83). But 

this is a good judgment, Draxler explains, which Fielding himself trains. Fielding uses the 

prefaces to guide his spectator away from becoming the “little Reptile of a Critic,” and 

toward becoming “my worthy friend,” just as he directs Tom Jones.6    

Several critics take issue with this view, proposing instead that the audience has 

agency by usurpation rather than by the author’s wish. Dobranski argues that, though Iser 

intended the indeterminate “gaps” to refer to places where the reader’s imagination 

should fill in what was lacking, Fielding’s theatrical metaphor actually “restrict[s] reader 

participation” (64). With the omissions, “those passages where the narrator announces he 

has left out some information” do take the reader backstage, but in doing so, he forces the 

reader to fill in those gaps in the way that he would fill them in (Dobranski 548).7 In 

Dobranski’s view, any agency the reader has in helping to construct the meaning of the 

text is wrested from the author by main force.  

Černý also recognizes, like Draxler, that the prefaces provide the instructions for 

filling in the interpretive gaps of the novel, but, like Dobranski, objects to Iser’s view that 

 
6 Draxler describes Tom Jones, who was always benevolent, growing discerning—growing in his 

ability to judge what he “spectates”—and simultaneously growing more able to act with decision in the 
story.  Just so may the reader grow in discernment and become more powerful in the world in which the 
story exists. Like him, this spectator begins with the benevolence that lets the author have his say and 
becomes discerning through the training of the story. The reader of his book, then models the spectator hero 
of the novel, who, in his spectatorship, is a reader also, suggesting that the reader may be as important to 
the story as the hero. This is a point that will become important again in the chapter on Austen’s Stage. 

7 Even if, Dobranski argues, a first reading gives the reader some narrative control, a second 
reading shows where we filled in gaps incorrectly. Yet the reader, according to Dobranski, may still be left 
with some agency: “Readers of Tom Jones and Fielding’s other novels discover than an author can 
communicate with his audience through a book’s narrative gaps. But, in the process, as Tom Jones also 
reveals, the author may discover that these same omissions empower readers who, despite the author’s 
efforts to the contrary, can learn to speak for themselves” (653). 
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those gaps were meant to be filled with the reader’s own information. Instead, he argues 

that it is feeling trained by the author that bridges the gap between author and audience. 

Iser, he argues, has tripped on Fielding’s irony. Fielding “does not provide any spaces at 

all for readers to exercise their conjectural abilities but, on the contrary, he caricatures an 

altogether unwanted reader-participation” (Černý138).8 That generous feeling, which 

Fielding trains through his prefaces and the good example of his hero, is the actual 

bridge, in Černý’s view, that connects us to that “figure of the reader in the novel” (Černý 

24). Alan McKenzie concurs with this reading: “The various discoveries under discussion 

offer the reader of the novel many opportunities to exercise his candor and test his 

understanding. He is seldom invited to condemn, but there are many things for him to 

discover” (737).9 It is not given to the reader’s own sagacious mind to fill in gaps 

provided by the author.  

Despite their differences, all of these critics agree that the novel does provide a 

space, whether through Iser’s gaps, Černý’s “figure of the reader,” or Dobranski’s 

silences, in which some kind of joint creation and communication happens.  The 

difference of opinion lies in the nature or hospitality of that space. Much, then, as we may 

 
8 When, for instance, Fielding suggests that “sagacious” reader fill a gap of twelve years of Jones’ 

life, he offers only clichés as suggestions. Thus, Černý argues, “If Fielding’s irony points to nothing else it 
points out that the activity of the reader depends on what the author actually put into words” (Černý140). 
Fielding, he concludes, is still teaching his reader as Richardson did, but not as directly as Richardson.  He 
uses dramatic techniques to let his reader discover logic, and so turns his reader into a “meta-reader who 
communicates with the author through the figure of the reader in the novel” (Černý143), and that mainly 
through a feeling of benevolence, a well-wishing from the reader who is, like Tom Jones, “never an 
indifferent spectator” (Fielding 529). 

9 The quotation continues: “If he has not the genius of discovery, or has it without exercising it, he 
will, like Allworthy, be imposed upon throughout the book. If, on the other hand, he indulges himself in 
suspicion, moving toward an external evil on the impulse of an in internal one, he will find himself in the 
company of Di Western. The reader must discover, but with caution and care. Nearly every page of the 
novel invites the reader to exercise his capacity for discovery.” (McKenzie 737) 
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debate how the audience gains its power, whether by author’s training, or by spectator 

usurpation, or by friendly cajoling, certain it is that the audience has it, by nature of being 

an audience.10 

To understand that the author is at the mercy of an eighteenth-century audience 

shifts our understanding of Fielding’s role as an author; the question is not how much 

power will he grant the reader so much as how much power he can wrest from the reader.  

Though the audience in the eighteenth-century theatre has the very practical power of life 

and death over the play, the audience in a novel has an inherent power that is of primary 

importance to Fielding: the power of criticism without supervision.   In the depictions of 

audiences in novels of the eighteenth-century, Noyes asserts that “Most amusing of all… 

is the description of the conduct of the audience itself, which, as everyone knows, gives 

to the drama its laws” (4).  The dramatists must give the audience what they want, or the 

actors do not eat. And if the audience gives to the drama its laws, then the same audience 

gives to the novel its laws too; the novelist must please, or the novelist does not eat. This 

is one reason Garrick was so insistent on the reforms that removed the audience from the 

stage and essentially made them sit still and be quiet. Fielding is keenly aware that the 

readers may, by liking or disliking the novel, exalt him to wealth and fame or condemn 

him to poverty and obscurity. That is why, in is mock-epic appeal to a muse, he invokes 

the muse of Money and of Fame to grant his book success.11   

 
10 Some studies go beyond the bounds of fictional narrative in tracing the audience’s power in a 

theatre.  In Russell’s discussion of the theatre of war, he applies spectatorial agency in the a political 
context: “The danger of the French Revolution, according to Burke, was that the gallery, the section of the 
auditorium identified with the lower orders ... was now dominating the political theatre of France” (23). 

11 As in a play, it is the response (real or imagined) of the audience that determines how the author 
tells or frames the story.  Draxler’s shaping, for instance, does not occur if the narrator cannot observe the 
direction in which his audience requires shaping. But, as West has noted, Fielding could not see his 
audience, could not gage their immediate response, and therefore, could not respond with the quickness of 
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These stakes might help us to understand Fielding’s apparently heavy hand with 

more sympathy.  The “reptile critics” are reptilian because they can eat his work alive and 

devour him in the process.  And what he seeks to master is not opinion or “learning” but 

a critical attitude that makes the reptile critic nose out artistic inconsistencies and lazy 

redundancies in minor characters.  These are not errors made because they do know 

human nature, but because they do not care about human nature represented in a novel.  

Fielding, therefore, is most concerned to have readers who value what he values; he 

desires a sympathetic audience.  He desires an audience like his own Tom, who “was 

never an indifferent spectator of the misery or happiness of any one” (Fielding 529). 

Though the question of the degree of reader agency in the filling of indeterminate 

gaps is valid, in discussions of the novel, we should begin with an understanding of the 

kind of agency that an audience member would have had in an eighteenth-century 

theatrical environment.  Such an understanding must revise our understanding of the 

audience’s developing role in the novel’s narrative. Tom Jones’ presence as a spectator 

within the narrative is a sign that Fielding would actually like his own spectators to be 

more intimately connected to the novel than a modern audience generally is. 

 

 

 

 
an actor in an audience when their attention strayed.  Thus, West argues, Fielding essentially invents a 
theatrical audience to close the gap.  But it seems that it is the very theatrical nature of the audience the 
Fielding actually has that makes him nervous; he has an audience whom he cannot see and whose response 
he cannot immediately adjust for. Though Dobranski argues that it is Iser’s indeterminate gaps of 
information about the world in the novel that make Fielding nervous, it is, in fact, their indeterminate 
sympathy that makes him so. Černý notes that Fielding wishes us to be like Tom in his “never indifferent” 
spectatorship, and Draxler agrees that developing a sympathy like Tom’s is an important part of Fielding’s 
task 
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The Audience … is an Audience 
 
Though everyone agrees that Fielding writes to an audience, and though we have 

noticed the plurality and the power of that audience, critical discussions of Fielding’s 

audience do not comment much on the difference between an audience and a readership, 

partly because it is so very obvious: where a readership reads, an audience listens. Yet 

this very simple, seemingly unimportant difference changes the reading experience 

dramatically.  West has suggested that the history of the reader or of “reading understood 

as a historical practice” has not been fully mapped (105). The critical neglect of the early 

aurality of the novel affirms this position and suggests that we will not have a full map 

until we consider how the audience’s aurality shaped the early reading experience, and 

thereby shaped the novel. The deafness of scholars like Bevis and J Paul Hunter have for 

many years resulted in troubled readings based on the assumption that the audience 

changes hats at the narrator’s changing address, when a much simpler explanation is that 

we are members of a plural audience, sometimes addressed, sometimes public 

eavesdroppers to other addresses. Hunter also argues that the didacticism of the early 

novel was due largely to the attempt to make the novel “artificially aural” (Hunter 57).  

But this view fails to take into account the actual aurality of the early novel itself.  

Modern scholars tend to assume that the verb “read” means the action of quietly 

interpreting marks on a page into meaning, when in fact the context proves that it means 

to do so with the mouth. As late as Jane Austen, to “read well” meant to read well aloud.   

Ian Watt’s history of the economics of the novel and Davis’ work on the 

developing print culture unite with the novels themselves to describe an early-eighteenth-

century world in which books were read aloud in mixed groups nightly and through the 
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day as women were busy about their work. This was partly because until the early 1800s, 

novels were too expensive for any but the very wealthy to own. As the century 

progressed, novels were in many cases purchased by the thrifty middle class who then 

read them aloud to their friends or in family circles at night. Later in the 1700s, 

circulating libraries would provide more novels, but they would still come only one to a 

household, and so were more often read aloud.12 The instances of out-loud readings even 

in the cheapening Victorian era novels of George Elliot, Charles Dickens (who grew 

famous on his public performances of his novels), and even Louisa May Allcot (to name 

only a few trans-Atlantic, popular authors) shows that domestic reading scenes were a 

nearly nightly occurrence in most family homes. Even into the late nineteenth century, 

McGuffy’s sixth grade readers were published with a sixty-page guide to elocution in the 

preface, and John Mill indicates that an education in reading well aloud was part of the 

education of every well-trained school boy and girl.  This was not merely an exercise in 

accurately pronouncing the words, but in inflecting and dramatizing them well.  

While these examples are largely from Victorian-Era novels, eighteenth-century 

novels had even more cause to be read aloud due to the high costs of printing and the fact 

that they were printed with devices that made reading them aloud easier;  the first word of 

the next page, for instance, was printed at the bottom of the previous page.  These were 

technically to aid the printers in matching the correct pages, but they have the same effect 

as when musical scores provide the first note of the next page in a subscript on the 

 
12 It would be an interesting study well beyond the scope of this work, to see how much this 

aurality contributed it to the new form being quickly taken over by women, who had more opportunity than 
the men for such communal, out-loud readings of a genre developed from the stage, and designed for 
dialogue. 
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present one. The print of these novels was bolder and larger than in present novels, partly 

because the technology did not exist to easily make it smaller, but again, this aided the 

reader at night when there was little candlelight.  For everyone to enjoy the 

entertainment, only one candle was needed. And as groups gathered in tight circles of 

family and friends, the raucous theatre was just across the street, imitating their own 

performance on larger stages.  

 Understanding the reader as a listening audience reveals their plurality, gives 

them a presence in the novel, and offers them a friendship that unites their power with the 

narrator and results in the event of the novel. Walter Ong famously explores the effects of 

an oral culture in his work on Orality and Literacy.  Among the points we have already 

discussed in the introduction, Ong explains that orality forms people into groups more 

easily than literacy. This is because in a world of sound, the listener is situated in the 

middle of the world they perceive as opposed to a viewer who is situated on the edge of 

their perception. We can hear behind us and in front of us simultaneously, but we cannot 

see behind and in front at the same time. This makes the listener part of the world they 

perceive, while the viewer stands objectively outside it.  Listening lends itself to 

participation and to being formed into groups in a way that viewing does not. Ong 

concludes that “[t]o think of readers as a united group, we have to fall back on calling 

them an ‘audience’, as though they were in fact listeners” (73). This is because a book 

received through the ears is received by at least two at once (the reader and the listener), 

and the reading experience thus becomes communal and public because of its plurality. 

Thus, in Fielding’s description of his audience, his group of friends may respond to the 
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group of critics in defense of his play, but these are inherently groups, jointly enjoying 

the performance of the novel.  

 Secondly, Ong and West both note the manner in which listening creates a bodily 

presence in the novel that reading with eyes does not. West argues that the theatre 

metaphor provided the sense of “body and vocal presence” that a novel cannot provide. 

And indeed vocality does create a presence that is not felt in the cold symbols on a page; 

a word in the mouth is wet and human, requiring the body to make a sound that comes 

from a deep chest. To move from the body of the stage to the disembodied page, West 

argues, Fielding compensated by imposing a theatrical metaphor.  West cites a German 

article, “Der Erzaehler,” in which Walter Benjamin “correctly situated this loss of 

immediacy in the emergence of the novel, based upon the spread of the printing industry, 

at the beginning of the modern age. It was a historical process which isolated the 

reader—but which also drove the author to new feats of writerly bravado to create a 

mirage of the reader’s presence" (122). Yet it is interesting that in order to create that 

sense of presence, the novelists resorted to theatre as some form of out-loud speech in a 

day when novels were read aloud with such frequency. Perhaps the novel distanced the 

author from the audience, but it could also, by becoming an out-loud performance, close 

that gap and bring not only the reader into imagined proximity with the author, but also 

the author, through the speaker’s voice, into proximity with the reader. 

 The proximity created by the nature of a listening audience also makes possible a 

friendship with the narrator not as easily possible in the quiet, disembodied readership of 

the armchair. Perceiving the reader as an audience corrects the misconception that the 

reader switches hats as the author changes address and coaxes the reader into 
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understanding themselves as the friendly audience that the author desires.  If we are one 

of a crowd, then we are not by turns the “reptile critic” and “my worthy friend”; rather, 

we choose to be or recognize ourselves as one or the other.  Would you rather be mocked 

by the novel, or join the author in mocking other readers? Would you be a “brother” and 

join those “admitted behind the scenes of nature” (Fielding 212). Those with such a 

backstage pass become the “sagacious reader,” winning a knowledge that the upstart, 

reptilian, fault-finding critics do not.   

This effect is not in the text only, but in the communal world of discussion outside 

the text too.  These were not works written generations ago and then read in the company 

of those long gone; these were read as they were being written, and discussed at the same 

time.  And the author often responded to the criticism of early books in later ones. This 

continued into the Victorian era as Robert Browning’s The Ring and the Book illustrates: 

in the first book, he addressed the “British Public” as “ye who like me not” (Browning 

1.411). And in the last one, after he had won their favor through the publication of his 

book, he could address them again as “Ye who may like me yet” (Browning VII.832). 

Sterne, too, would exult that the “slight acquaintance” would “terminate in friendship” 

(Sterne 6) and a more sympathetic audience. Černý, then, is right that Fielding makes 

friends of us through the “figure of the reader in the novel” (Černý143), but that is more 

possible because the reader in the novel has been made more physical through the 

speaking figure of the narrator to a varied, listening audience.  The reader who chooses to 

be the sagacious friend and to laugh at the reptilian critic is one who kindly lends not 

only her eyes to the reading, but her ears to the hearing of the speaking author in the text. 
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More than Metaphor: True Story and the World’s Drama 
 

We have not been interested, however, in the aurality of the novel because we 

have not noticed the difference between an audience and a spectator of a novel.  But this 

is not the only part of metaphor that we have overlooked; we have not noticed what play 

the audience is enjoying, either. In this passage, Fielding is not, surprisingly, referring to 

the novel itself but to the theatricality of the world at large which his novel imitates, 

suggesting that the novel is theatrical because reality is. While this may seem at first to be 

a minor distinction, it in fact has important implications for the nature of Fielding’s 

realism, and for the manner in which the novel ultimately engages reality, and questions 

accepted definitions of the novel. 

 Many note the theatricality of the novel, and in Watt’s famous study, he 

examines the nature of its realism, but none explore what is essentially Fielding’s 

dramatic realism. Watt argues that Tom Jones demonstrates a kind of grand-scheme 

realism.13 Watt responds to the challenge that Fielding is not very realistic because of his 

intrusive narrator and his poetical embellishments, not just in such moments as his 

introduction of Sophia Western, but also in the overblown characteristics like Squire 

Western’s absurd cruelty to Sophia.  He cites Johnson’s preference for Richardson over 

Fielding, who, he said, “was contented with the husk” of life (Watt 261). And while Watt 

concedes that these moments are unrealistic, he suggests not only that the comedy 

 
13 Hunter does note that "Tom Jones seems odd in Ian watt's chapters on formal realism not 

because it does not belong, but because it so obviously challenges Watt's relentless thesis, becoming a test 
case of just what the new realism consists in” (31). But he does not thoroughly explore that in his overview 
of movements within novel-rise theory. This study seeks to explore the relationship between drama and 
reality in the novel.  
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required some exaggeration, but also that Fielding had a different kind of realism in view 

than Richardson.  Fielding does not imitate the minutia of human character as it appears 

in a single person, but rather the universal ways of nature as they appear in classes of 

people (271).  For this realism, only the “husk” of character is necessary.   

Watt argues, then, that the goal of his realism is not to “immerse us wholly in his 

fictional world, but rather to show the ingenuity of his own inventive resources by 

contriving an amusing counterpoint of scenes and characters” (279).  Hence, this is an 

exercise in world building—he draws us into a world, but not, for reasons of propriety, 

into the characters. On this basis, Watt confronts Johnson’s objection and others; Fielding 

is working in a larger framework and should not be judged with the same measure as 

those working on a smaller frame:  

There is no doubt that Fielding’s practice here leads him in completely the 
opposite direction from Richardson, and converts the novel into a social and 
indeed into a sociable literary form.  Fielding brings us into a charmed circle 
composed, not only of the fictional characters, but also of Fielding’s friends and 
of his favourites among the poets and moralists of the past. He is, indeed, almost 
as attentive to his audience as to his characters, and his narrative, far from being 
an intimate drama which we peep at through a keyhole, is a series of 
reminiscences told by a genial raconteur in some wayside inn—the favored and 
public locus of his tale. (285) 
 

Watt distinguishes here between an “intimate drama” that depicts an inner reality, like 

Richardson’s,14 and a “sociable literary form” that depicts a realistic world, like 

Fielding’s.  But the distinction between “drama” and “world” is not one that Fielding 

makes. When Fielding depicts that society, he does so in a theatre, as an audience to the 

 
14 It is worth mentioning in passing, however, that even an author like Watt, who in other places 

totally overlooks the drama of the novel, will use theatrical terms to describe even an author considered 
largely untheatrical.  This shows again how quietly widespread the assumption is that the early novel in 
particular functions as a kind of drama. 



 

63 
 

world’s drama. From Fielding’s seat in that theatre, none of us live outside the frame of 

some dramatic narrative, fictional or otherwise. 

While Watt and others acknowledge that Fielding’s realism builds a world, they 

fail to seriously deal with that world’s theatrical nature which determines its audience and 

redefines the novel. Tom Jones, Watt concludes, “is only part novel, and there is much 

else—picaresque tale, comic drama, occasional essay” (288).  Watt thus distinguishes the 

“comic drama” from the realistic moments, not recognizing a kind of dramatic realism 

evident throughout the novel. He attributes only selected aspects of the novel to 

Fielding’s “legacy from the drama rather than from the epic” (258). But though he and 

others15 make passing comments about “theatrical elements,” or the “stageability” of the 

novel, none consider the pervasiveness of this metaphor which redefines both audience 

and novel. Fielding did not write something “stageable,” he wrote a novel that was 

already staged in reality, flirting with that boundary between fiction and reality which 

essentially defines the novel. 

 

 
15 One of those aspects is also acknowledged by Draxler, Freeman and others: that in the preface 

to Book VII, Fielding turns to the audience as though they are part of a staged world. Freeman also notes 
that the contraptions of the eighteenth-century stage permitted this better than a modern stage would; the 
bright house-lights, the unquiet audience who came to be seen by the audience and to find food for gossip 
themselves: all these made an audience as theatrical as the stage.  Those scholars who, like Freeman, push 
those observations beyond the theatre walls note the characterization of the social world that was 
influenced by the stage. Russell calls Fielding’s stage a rich metaphor for social relations (17). Or, in 
another common error, when authors speak of Fielding’s drama, they tend to apply the same definition as 
Leavis when he described Henry James’ The Europeans as dramatic in “the most obvious sense; The 
Europeans could be very readily adapted for performance. The dialogue—and the action never departs far 
from dialogue—is all admirable ‘theatre’ and the whole is done in scenes and situations that seem asking to 
be staged” (Leavis 220). Much the same could be said of Fielding’s drama, yet Fielding does not call his 
work “stagable” – he had access to the stage and could have written it as a drama if he chose. But instead, 
he wrote a true story that imitates a theatrical world, making his novel theatrical, and essentially concluding 
that his novel is not like a drama, it is a drama. 
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The World is Staged 
 

Fielding considers his novel a transcription of a play already in performance on 

Nature’s theatre.  A modern reader might expect that a novel that purports to give “facts 

as they are” would not be dramatic, but a novel imitating an inherently theatrical world 

would be as dramatic as Fielding casts it. Fielding’s realism is actually further evidence, 

then, of the novel’s drama. That Fielding perceives all human action to be performative is 

evident in his depictions of that reality in the novel which he says is as close to nature as 

possible.  The masquerade ball in London is perhaps the most concentrated.  There, when 

Tom Jones is surprised to find that all the people of fashion knew each other already, his 

masked companion replies, “You cannot conceive anything more insipid and childish 

than a masquerade to the people of fashion, who in general know one another as well 

here as when they meet in an assembly or a drawing-room; nor will any woman of 

condition converse with a person with whom she is not acquainted” (Fielding 463). At 

the ball, everyone is so aware of the performance of everyone else, that the masks are 

generally useless at concealing identity.  They are always wearing masks.   

Indeed, the Man of the Hill argues (without, on this point at least, much 

contesting from Tom) that this picture of humanity is only most apparent in such 

masquerades, though it is actually common to all humans in life. He seems to be right 

too, even Squire Western, who seems about as authentic a character as it is possible to 

create, is unconsciously performing at times. When (as frequently happens) he gets upset, 

he is inclined to “caper very briskly about the room, bellowing at the same time with all 

his might, as if desirous to summon a greater number of spectators to behold his agility” 
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(Fielding 453). This performance may be less intentional than that in London societies, 

but it is performance that attracts an audience nonetheless.  

Even authentic, well intentioned characters have their turn at performance.  When 

the Nightengales are trying to put a bold face on an awkward situation, the whole party 

decides to act like everything is fine, even though everyone was secretly feeling awkward 

or discontent. Yet Fielding notes that “this alteration was not, however, greatly remarked 

by any present; for as they were all now endeavoring to conceal their own thoughts, and 

to act a part, they became all too busily engaged in the scene to be spectators of it” 

(Fielding 506). That he describes this ordinary family event as a “scene” with 

“spectators” and “actors” shows again how theatrical the reality is that Fielding 

transcribes.  

The spectators in the novel and the author of the novel also, indirectly, illustrate 

the degree to which reality is staged.  If Tom Jones is “never an indifferent spectator of 

the misery or happiness of anyone,” (Fielding 529) and if that spectatorship is what aligns 

him with the reader, and if Tom Jones was spectating a real event in his real world, then 

we also are spectators to real events in our own reality.  Of that reality, not only are the 

passions the managers, as Fielding claims in the preface to Book VII, but fate also is a 

manager.  Fielding claims that unusual incidents such as those occurring in his book may 

be frequently observed in life, “where the greatest events are produced by a nice train of 

little circumstances; and more than one example of this may be discovered by the 

accurate eye, in this our history” (Fielding 597). Again, Fielding conflates his history 

with actual history, and in doing so, conflates himself with “Circumstance,” with fate.  
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Thus, the world is a stage with actors, spectators, and directors.  It is particularly staged 

in those very social interactions which Fielding’s novel captures. 

 
This is a True Story  
 

In exploring the drama of the world and the dramatic nature of novels, scholars 

overlook Fielding’s curious elision of the real and the theatrical in his work: this is a true 

story of a staged world. Thus, Fielding uses the stage of his novel to reflect the comedy 

and folly and essential theatricality of reality. We have already noted in Book VII that the 

scene “which Nature was pleased to exhibit” (Fielding 212) was actually of Fielding’s 

invention, not “Nature’s.”  However, the claim that his novel presents “facts as they are” 

(Fielding 244) is one from which he does not deviate throughout the novel. The fight at 

an inn in Upton is a typical moment.  When the lieutenant was more concerned to 

apprehend the offender than to check on the wounded person, Fielding points it out, not  

to account for so odd a behavior, but lest some critic should hereafter plume 
himself on discovering it.  We would have these gentlemen know we can see what 
is odd in characters as well as themselves, but it is our business to relate facts as 
they are; which, when we have done, it is the part of the learned and sagacious 
reader to consult that original book of nature, whence every passage in our work 
is transcribed, though we quote not always the particular page for its authority. 
(Fielding 244) 
 

Though Fielding also thinks the behavior odd, he will give the facts exactly as they are 

given in “the original book of nature,” which, in the preface to Book VII, he called “the 

great theatre of nature.” Theatrical reality is Fielding’s source text, permitting him in 

such moments as this, to conflate his novel and reality and to pass blame to nature if we 

find anything distasteful in his novel. 

Moments like this proliferate in the rest of the novel.  He is a “historian, who 

professes to draw his materials from nature only” (Fielding 432). He will not tell what 
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Sophia dreamed because “she never revealed this dream to any one” (Fielding 394); that 

is, because she did not in actual life reveal the dream, he cannot tell it, even though, as 

author, he technically could reveal it if he wished. He makes all his landladies alike 

because, “my good reptile” (Fielding 338), all landladies actually are alike. Perfectly 

good people do not exist in his book because they do not exist in life. In short, “so 

matters fell out, and so I must relate them; and if any reader is shocked at their appearing 

unnatural, I cannot help it.  I must remind such persons that I am not writing a system, 

but a history, and I am not obliged to reconcile every matter to the received notions 

concerning truth and nature” (Fielding 422).   

 In this last quote, Fielding also gives us his principle for the kind of nature he is 

presenting and how it can be that fiction might give “facts as they are.”  He is not giving 

“received notions,” not giving philosophy or principles, but rather nature itself.  In the 

words of his friend’s defense of his novel in Book VII, it is “after nature,” not after what 

nature ought to be. Similarly, Burney’s preface to Evelina (1778) explains that the goal of 

her work is “To draw characters from nature, though not from life, and to mark the 

manners of the times” (qtd in Day 27).  Burney here makes a distinction between the 

actual people in nature, and fictional people made in imitation of nature, and after the 

“manners of the times.” Fielding distinguishes his work from the ideal.  Burney 

distinguishes hers from the actual. But in the middle between the literally factual on one 

hand, and the ideal system on the other, is a place where the factual is generalized into 

“manners” and the particular characters become “natural,” and this is where the work of 

Burney, Fielding, and arguably all fiction writers sit; in a generalized natural reality. 
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In the preface to Book IX, Fielding defines his novel against romance by arguing that a 

historian should introduce supernatural elements as seldom as possible, and though the 

marvelous is permitted, the incredible is only permitted in romance.  “It is by falling into 

fiction,” he concludes, “that we generally offend against this rule, of deserting 

probability, which the historian seldom, if ever, quits, till he forsakes his character and 

commences a writer of romance” (Fielding 259). Fielding’s novel is meant to be 

probable, and so long as he avoids the incredible, he is not, he believes, “falling into 

fiction.”16  Thus, the books necessary for the craft of such a “modern historian” are the 

conversations of real people in the real world.17  

 
How the Novel is a Drama 

 
The novel’s theatricality, then, is not a result of Fielding’s imitation of the stage, 

but of his imitation of life. Though Fielding’s background in theatre gave him the 

language of the theatre and the glasses for seeing the reality of readers as audience 

members in the world, it is the world’s theatricality that Fielding captures in his novel.  

 
16 Fielding defines his own work as a history of private life, and in other places, as comic or low 

epic. The  historian, then, ought to be a natural genius of both invention and judgment, and ought to add to 
that talent, knowledge.  By this definition, Homer and Milton “were both historians of our order” (Fielding 
316).  Yet he clearly doesn’t mean that he was writing the same kind of thing as them (if this is epic at all, 
it is Mock epic, or, as he defines it, comic epic) because they both made ample use of the marvelous.  
Instead, Fielding means that they complimented the natural gift of invention and judgment with education. 
They had read the books necessary for their craft.   

17 Elsewhere, Fielding laments that he who learn of humanity from plays will turn out a coxcomb, 
and suggests that the good writer should look just to Nature to learn from conversation and the manners of 
real people. Thus, Fielding argues that he is doing with “nature’s book”—with actual people and their 
actual conversations—what Milton and Homer did with the respective traditions that they recast.  As the 
Bible was to Milton, so is ordinary conversation to Fielding. The act is the same, but the subject is 
different.  Thus, Fielding is not claiming to write about factual historical events as we might conceive it, 
but to write human nature as it generally is.  In short, what Fielding says of Partridge can be easily applied 
to himself: “A strict adherence to truth was not among the articles of this honest fellow’s morality or his 
religion” (Fielding 609), yet it is, nevertheless, the work of a fellow honest to nature.  This is a true story. 
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We see this in many moments of the novel, such as that when Partridge, absolutely 

transported at Jones’ escape, “behaved like one frantic, and made almost as many 

mistakes while he was dressing Jones as I have seen made by Harlequin in dressing 

himself on the stage” (Fielding 633). Partridge is on the novel’s stage, yet he is not 

intentionally acting.  He is merely being happy as anyone would in a normal reality, and 

in his happiness, he acts like those we have seen on a stage.  

This occurs in dozens of subtle moments in Tom Jones when Fielding elides novel 

and reality. For instance, there are moments when, with a deft sleight of hand, he slips 

himself in when he is speaking of a dramatist—for example, in the preface to Book XIV, 

he explains that knowledge of upper life is really not at all helpful to a writer of comic 

theatre like himself, or to this novel which is of the comic class. This elision is also 

apparent in the regularly recurring descriptions of his characters as though they are actors 

on a stage, such as when Mrs. Bridget “discomposed her features with a smile” not like 

the one that “lady Seraphina shoots from the stage-box” but rather like one of the fates 

(Fielding 40). Or as when the courtship between Miss Bridget Allworthy, and Mr. Blifil 

is sped up, since what is “the pleasantest scene of life to the actor, is, perhaps, as dull and 

tiresome as any whatever to the audience” (Fielding 40).  Or again, when Fielding uses 

pictures of Hogarth to give his audience an image of the character, for instance, of Mrs. 

Blifil who sat to Mr. Hogarth, “and hath been lately exhibited by that gentleman in his 

print of a winter's morning, of which she was no improper emblem, and may be seen 

walking (for walk she doth in the print) to Covent Garden church, with a starved foot-boy 

behind carrying her prayer-book” (Fielding 48).  Or, in a more aural move, when he uses 

prefaces as fanfares to introduce his heroine.   
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If, then, the novel has a stage, and the critics and readers of that stage are actually 

an audience, then there is little possible conclusion but that the novel itself is a kind of 

play.  And indeed, as the preface to Book IV reveals most explicitly, Fielding does not 

treat the novel’s relationship to drama the same way he treats its relationship to other 

print mediums. Instead, his elision of theatre and novel there turns the novel into a 

theatrical space where author, text and audience may meet. 

 
Book IV’s Unusual Treatment of the Drama and Novel Relationship 
 

 Though the elision of theatre and novel runs throughout, Book IV’s preface 

reveals most explicitly that Fielding defines his novel against drama quite differently than 

he does against epic, romance, history or newspaper, making it apparent that drama is 

essential to the form of the novel in a way that these others are not. After explaining that 

dull histories ought to be read with a tankard of ale, which is the “same spirit and same 

manner in which it was writ,” he explains how he has provided what is necessary to keep 

his reader from boredom: poetry--or rather, drama:  

That our work, therefore, might be in no danger of being likened to the labours of 
these historians, we have taken every occasion of interspersing through the whole 
sundry similes, descriptions, and other kind of poetical embellishments…Surely it 
will be allowed that none could be more proper than the present, where we are 
about to introduce a considerable character on the scene; no less, indeed, than the 
heroine of this heroic, historical, prosaic poem. Here, therefore, we have thought 
proper to prepare the mind of the reader for her reception, by filling it with every 
pleasing image which we can draw from the face of nature. And for this method 
we plead many precedents. First, this is an art well known to, and much practised 
by, our tragick poets, who seldom fail to prepare their audience for the reception 
of their principal characters (99). 
 

What Fielding here calls the “poetical embellishments” are, in fact, the dramatic parts of 

his work.  He gives, as examples of “ornament,” the “flourish of drums and trumpets”  

that herald a hero coming onto the stage of a drama, and notes that this heralding is 



 

71 
 

practiced by “tragick poets,” by which he means dramatists who are preparing an 

“audience” by this means.  He also calls the “masters of these poets, the managers of 

playhouses.”  The conclusion must be that throughout his work, when Fielding refers to 

the poetic elements of his novel, he means the dramatic elements which will “introduce 

our heroine with the utmost solemnity in our power” (Fieldin 101). 

Fielding’s comparison between his novel and the theatre reveals that he does not 

treat the novel’s relationship to drama in the same way as the novel’s relationship to epic, 

romance, or history.  In the first place, he “pleads many precedents” for his poetic choices 

in the novel, but all the precedents are theatrical. He quietly and subtly, but explicitly, 

calls his novel a drama in such statements, without even such qualifiers as “like” or “as,” 

nor even any language that denotes metaphor. He does also call his novel a “history,” but 

then quickly distinguishes it from those broad and boring histories that require a tankard 

of ale for good digestion. It is different from history in its comedy. It is different from 

romance in its probability.  It is different from epic in its narrow scope.  It is different 

from newspaper in its poetry.   

But though he distinguishes it from other print mediums, he does not distinguish it 

from drama.  Certainly, there is the fact that a drama is so different from a novel in 

medium that there is no need to say “this is not a drama” where there is a need to say 

“this is not like other things made of paper and ink,” and there are obvious differences 

between the drama and the novel which we will discuss in a moment.  But this does not 

account for such frequent allusions as, for instance, when he refers to the tutor and the 

philosopher as “those two learned personages, who have lately made a considerable 

figure on the theatre of this history” (Fielding 89). Given the theatrical light in which 
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Fielding views reality, and his own efforts to present “facts as they are,” it follows that 

his novel is drama. 

 
The Theatrical Space of a Novel 
 

These dramatic elements draw attention to the physical medium and time of the 

book itself in a way that makes the novel a three-dimensional, theatrical space. 

Composed of paper and ink, it yet erects walls around us, drawing us into a different 

relationship with the novel than we have well considered. The dramatic poetic elements 

of the prefaces tell us that we have come to a theatre. We must recall that the eighteenth-

century stage lacked curtains, dimmable house or stage lights, or a sound system to 

drown out the audience.  In the absence of all these, the fanfare was the physical means 

by which the dramatist marked a transition between moments in the play. In the “flourish 

of drums and trumpets” in the “soft music” that  “often conducts [lovers} on the stage,” 

in the “sending on a basket-woman, who is to precede the pomp at a coronation, and to 

strew the stage with flowers, before the great personages begin their procession” 

(Fielding 99-101) they prepare the audience in the same way that the prefaces draw 

attention to the apparatus of the novel.  For instance, the preface to Book IV is the first to 

use a time marker: “Containing the Time of a Year.”  This book, Fielding indicates, holds 

a year between its bindings. As a play is confined by the time an audience can be made to 

sit patiently, so he binds the book of his novel to a time as well.  On the same page, he 

also draws attention to the physical medium of the book in the title of the prologues’ 

chapter: “Containing five Pages of Paper.” So he refers to the printed and paper-bound 

time of the novel in a preface that is a fanfare for Sophia.  The novel does not just, as 

Černý notes, make the reader present in the novel; it also turns itself into a space where 
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the reader can be present as an audience in a theatre that the novel makes. Tom Jones, 

like many other novels of its generation, takes a great inheritance from the stage, but 

none richer or more subtle than the space of the theatre itself. Though a novel is not 

enacted in a literal space, it does, through the narrative event, the plural audience, and the 

shared codex of the novel create a common meeting place for text, author and audience.  

James Phelan’s definition of the novel explains how the event of the text, told to a 

plural audience, makes the novel a space. His definition of narrative translates easily into 

dramatic terms: narrative is “somebody telling somebody else on some occasion and for 

some purpose(s) that something happened” (5). This, he clarifies, is a “‘default’ 

situation” not a proscriptive definition (5) Narrative, then, is an event; a 

“multidimensional purposive communication from a teller to an audience” (5).   

Cast this event in a theatre, and Fielding’s developing understanding of the novel 

becomes clearer; the “somebody telling” is the implied author (and on the other side of 

that, the “actual author”), but in Fielding’s terms, it is the narrator on the stage edge, the 

Author of the rehearsal play. The “somebody else” is the reader, of which there are four, 

in Phelan’s understanding: the “me” reading now, the authorial audience then, the 

constructed “dear reader” narratee of the direct address, and the “narrative audience” who 

floats around in the world of the novel hidden under a kind of invisibility cloak who is 

able to hear, as it were, through the ears of all these readers. Fielding’s novel shows a 

developing awareness of these four reader audiences. He initially wrote for a very present 

body of spectators, but later realizes that it is “impossible that we should know what sort 

of reader thou wilt be” (Fielding 337). West argues that the growing loss of connection 
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between the author and his audience motivates Fielding to “create a situation… through 

the work of a continuous feedback system operating between text and reader” (115).  

Phelan describes a similar feedback system in his definition of narrative. The 

telling to a person occurs “on some occasion and for some purpose(s) that something 

happened,” Narrative thus becomes an event characterized by a feedback loop that circles 

among authorial agency, textual phenomenon and reader response (6). The need to 

communicate, captured in the “purpose(s)” of the telling, motivates the author to find or 

create an “occasion” for the telling.  The purpose and the occasion create an event, a 

moment that occurs when authorial need to communicate coincides with a reader’s 

occasion of listening to produce the telling of the text. When these three come together, 

that text on the shelf which, as C. S. Lewis tells us, is merely “potential literature” 

becomes “actual” (104). As a brief example of this moment, consider the narration of 

Jane Eyre. The narrator’s final declaration, “Reader, I married him” tells us that she 

writes to defend her choice of Rochester over St. John. The occasion is one in which the 

reader takes up the novel to be told why she made the choice that she did. West notes that 

by Fielding’s day, the text had “become so mobile, through the apparatuses of mass 

production and distribution of books, that the proleptic marking of the context of 

reception must travel with the text itself, embedded within it as part of its dormant 

structure” (114).  The “context of reception,” in the case of Jane Eyre, is a defense.  It is 

an event created by the context of the text itself. And events happen in places.  Each 

novel has its own kind of place. Jane Eyre’s is a confessional. Fielding’s is a theatre. 

That event (of telling an event) is the first element necessary for the raising of the theatre 

walls around an audience. 
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For a space to form around an event, it must be told to an audience, and 

particularly, in Fielding’s view, a plural audience. Jane Eyre, in typical Victorian fashion, 

draws only a single reader into her presence, and the novel’s space feels more like a 

private performance.  Sterne, as we will see in the next chapter, draws a small collection 

into a stage-coach or a study, and the performative feel increases.  Fielding draws a larger 

crowd.  It is not Sterne’s singular “Dear sir or Madam,” but the plural “reptile critics,” 

“sensitive readers,” etc. Freeman notes that the eighteenth-century theatre differed from 

the modern theatre in its audience awareness, and this translated to Fielding’s novel 

through his awareness of a plural audience (17). It is not only the place, but the plural 

audience in the place, that raises the walls of the theatre around the gathering, around the 

novel. That plural audience, which we have already discussed,  makes a theatre of any 

space they inhabit. Nor is this a phenomenon with which we are unfamiliar.  Every class 

that draws together to discuss a scholar’s response to a novel is, itself, a plural audience, 

voicing opinions in response to another audience who read at a different time and place, 

yet drawn together, collected into the space the novel creates. That it is, in part, the 

streams of visitors to a place that make it more of a place is something which many 

writers have noted. In James Joyce’s Ulysses, Leopold Bloom attempts to write a 

message in the sand, but, frustrated, throws his stick, which “fell in silted sand, stuck” 

(Joyce 382). Later Stephen Dedalus visits the same spot, sees the stick, and muses, “these 

heavy sands are language tide and wind have silted here” (Joyce 44). A place of 

communication begins to form around the stick in the sand when Dedalus comes to 

“read” it, and again as we come to read these two moments with their intervening 

chapters. The more visitors come to the place and “read” the stick, the monument to 
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frustrated communication, a place of meaning slowly develops, as it does in Tom Jones as 

it collects readers around it. 

To draw a plural audience into a story-telling, to draw not just “somebody” but 

“somebodies” into the event of the narration, is to create a “context of reception”  that 

implicitly raises the walls of a particular kind of space around the telling.  For each novel, 

the specifics of that space are different.  For Jane Eyre, a sitting room; for Sterne, a 

study; for Fielding, a theatre.  That the novel is a kind of space is a subtle assumption 

throughout Tom Jones.  In the preface to Book XII, Fielding threatens those who would 

plagiarize him that he should do as Alexander Pope, who when plagiarized himself 

“imprisoned” the offender in the “loathsome dungeon of the Dunciad, where his unhappy 

memory now remains, and eternally will remain, as a proper punishment for such his 

unjust dealings in the poetical trade” (Fielding 402).18 Thus, a book becomes a space 

capable of holding not just “the space of a year,” but a person imprisoned as well.  

There is also an important connection between the physicality of a codex and the 

entering of a space. A slight diversion into haunted house stories will clarify the 

phenomenon of the text as a space for several of the writers in this study.  To enter, for 

instance, Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House is somewhat like entering the 

house itself, exposing the reader to the same fears as those exposing themselves to the 

house, and showing how all novels are a little bit like houses.  In that novel, the physical 

book imitates boundaries of time and space in the novel.  Chapters tend to end with 

closing doors or with discussions of separation. When the great door of the house swings 

 
18 Of course, Bakhtin’s concept of the chronotope applies here as well, but we will discuss that 

more in the next chapter.  
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shut on the newly gathered visitors, the reader’s action of turning the page imitates the 

swinging shut of the door and the chapter ends. A few chapters on, the haunting house 

separates the visitors into their bedrooms, and the ending chapter is another page turn that 

separates us from the characters for a moment. Though Jackson was one of the first to 

start playing so intentionally with the structure of the house as it relates to the novel, 

Castricano has argued that The House of Leaves carries this to a further extreme, making 

the experience of reading it as nauseating as the experience of walking through a growing 

maze of a house. This same imitation between space in the novel and text of the novel 

may seem a modern innovation, except that Sterne makes ample use of it in his novel 

with its black pages to represent the gravestone under which Yorick lies, the marbleized 

page as his own response to the gravestone, and the blank page for the reader to sketch 

the widow Wadman. Tom Jones also casts itself as a space in the same way as these;  

Fielding not only calls his novel a theatre, but he also alludes to the time and space 

dimensions of his novel as well. Thus, the “five pages of paper” not only make us aware 

of the paper and ink of which the novel is made, but also of the audience whose 

imagination must help to make it.  Book IV’s fanfare requires that readers imagine 

trumpets and flower girls and draws on their knowledge of these moments from plays and 

from politicians.   

The reader’s work is to take the physical stuff of the “five pages” and carry it onto 

their mental stage as instructions for rearranging it in such a way to receive the heroine. 

The relationship that we may see between our modern haunted house stories and the 

houses they describe is the same that we may see between Tom Jones’ “five pages of 

paper” and the house of the theatre they describe.  Like the theatre, the novel is a space 
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created by the presence of a plural audience gathered around a story told on a theatrical 

occasion. Though we may be reading silently in our armchairs, still, from another 

perspective, we have, by opening the covers, opened a theatre’s doors and are taking our 

seat amid a vociferous audience. 

In short, it is not surprising that Fielding would exclaim, “O, Shakespear!  had I 

thy pen!  O, Hogarth! had I thy pencil!” (Fielding 358). He needs the pen of a dramatist, 

the pencil of a stage painter, and the voice of a playwright to create this novel which is so 

like a play that he finally gives up trying much to distinguish his work from it. In the 

preface to Book XIV, he compares the prefaces to his books to the prologues of a play. 

The first two paragraphs describe the manner in which a prologue warms up the critic’s 

hissing facility in the same way that the preface needles the critic into greater criticism. 

For the indolent reader as for the indolent spectator, the preface/prologue may be skipped 

without missing the essential plot. Such is the topic of the next two paragraphs covering 

plays and novels respectively.  By the end of these paragraphs, Fielding seems weary of 

trying to separate into two paragraphs what clearly belongs in one, and concludes with a 

cop-out: “Many other are the emoluments which arise from both these, but they are for 

the most part so obvious, that we shall not at present stay to enumerate them; especially 

since it occurs to us that the principal merit of both the prologue and the preface is that 

they be short” (Fielding 541).  Fielding, by this later book, has absolutely abandoned the 

attempt to distinguish his work from a play.  This is a novel clearly born from a dramatic 

world, imitating the stage, but eager to experiment with the unbounded freedoms of a 

single manager and a reader’s imagination.  

 



 

79 
 

How the Novel is Not a Drama 
 

Fielding’s assumption of the kinship between drama and novel suggests that, 

though there are clear differences between the two, the similarities deserve a more 

thorough treatment than they have yet been granted. If the novel succeeded the drama as 

the most popular narrative form of its day, then this raises several interesting questions 

worth further exploration: Given that both novel and drama are containers of many 

genres, and that drama is so clearly a different medium than print, is the novel, in its 

unique stance towards reality, also more of a medium than a genre? Given that the novel 

replaced the drama as the most popular narrative form, then did film replace novel?  And 

what, now, will replace film?  Should students of narrative be giving equal attention to all 

narrative genres, or only written ones? And if only to written ones, then why do we study 

Shakespeare so avidly in the literature department? And finally, given that the novel is in 

the lineage of the drama, what makes it different?  

Though most of these questions are outside the scope of this study, probing the 

last question is useful in understanding how the novel functions as the same kind of thing 

as drama, but with unique liberties. Like drama, the novel is a medium of fictional 

dialogue that creates a place where reader, text and narrator meet.  Yet, unlike drama, it is 

unloosed from the moors of directors, stage contraptions, and time and space constraints. 

The novel uses the world as its stage, and the reader’s own imagination determines the 

limits of what that world is capable of. Thus, the novel operates on a mental stage 

through the collaborative effort of the reader, the text, and the author. 
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Definition: Dramatic Dialogue for an Audience 
 
 We must begin by shifting the definition of the novel in response to dramatic 

inheritance. Watt defined the novel as realistic, Bakhtin as dialogue, Davis as print, 

giving us a compiled definition of the novel as a realistic, dialogical, printed work of 

fictional narrative. Yet given Fielding’s obsession with an audience, this definition must 

shift to a modified form of Phelan’s definition of narrative: “Somebody telling somebody 

else on some occasion that something happened” (Phelan ix).  A novel is a dramatically 

realistic work of fiction written in dialogue and directed toward an (initially) plural 

audience; it is somebody in a theatre telling an audience that a natural thing happened. 

Though this definition shifts through time as the novel becomes more comfortable in its 

print medium, it was its very discomfort with that medium that suggests that it does not 

come primarily from other print mediums, but from a spoken medium. As Draxler argues, 

Fielding derived his prefaces to the novel from his prologue to the play. And as Bevis 

argues, Fielding derives the character of his narrator from the Author character he 

developed out of rehearsal plays. All the early novelists addressed their readers directly 

because writing for the eighteenth-century theatre taught them to do so, and their 

awareness of the audience’s power shaped their manner of manipulating the sympathies 

of that audience.  

This understanding of the audience’s presence in combination with Noyes’ 

principle that “the audience gives to the drama its laws” (Noyes 4) suggests that the 

audience does the same for the novel. West, Draxler, and Dobranski have clearly argued 

that the early novelists are aware of the audience’s power to shape the novel.  They only 

occasionally note that that awareness developed from their extreme familiarity with the 
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stage.  Novels contain dialogue that imitates the dialogue of the stage or of staged life.  In 

some cases, as in Jane Austen’s novels, that dialogue is untagged in order to more closely 

resemble the life on the world’s stage or the theatre’s stage. In the case of Austen, it is the 

tone and content of the line that indicates who is speaking, and a good reader will give 

the voice based on their understanding of the character who speaks it.  Thus, Austen once 

inscribed in a letter her annoyance with her mother’s “too rapid way of getting on—& 

tho’ she perfectly understands the Characters herself, she cannot speak as they ought” 

(Letters 203). Thus, the novel’s audience-awareness, dialogue, and direct address are an 

inheritance from the theatrical stage. 

 
The Novel’s Independence 
 

Yet unlike the theatre, the novel is not bound by the same constraints of directors, 

theatrical contraptions, time, or space. Fielding does not compare the novel to drama in 

the same way that he does to Epic and Romance not only because they are so 

fundamentally the same popular form of story-telling, but also because they are so 

fundamentally different. What makes the novel new, then, is not that it is so fictional 

(theatre was fictional) or even realistic (theatre was becoming more realistic and would 

become even more so, in competition with the novel), but that it was free from the same 

constraints that bound the theatre.  For an author in the theatre to deliver his words to the 

world, he first had to find a producer willing to risk the expense, and then a director 

willing to work within their creative vision, and then actors who could embody the roles 

as he saw them, and then an audience willing to give it a sympathetic hearing.  If all of 

that was successful, then on the third night of the production, they might finally get paid 

for their work in performance for the author’s benefit. Under such constraints, it is not 
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surprising that, as Nachumi argues, women in particular turned to the novel as a 

liberating medium.   

For Fielding, the chief freedom lay in the novel’s freedom from censorship and 

directors.  In Collins’ work on Fielding’s relationship to Hogarth, he show how both 

Hogarth and Fielding shared the same kind of satirical art. Draxler points out that that 

both turned their satirical eye on the theatre and the audience while also fostering, 

ironically, a kind of national pride that rose from those very follies they satirized. 

Fielding’s turn to the novel gave him a place to freely express his contempt for these 

regulations.  Here, in Tom Jones, he makes the spectator his hero and the critics, not even 

worthy of the villain roles, become his reptiles in the characters of Square and Thwakum. 

Thus, in Book IV’s preface, we might be justified in reading a little resentment when 

Fielding refers to the managers as “the masters of these poets” (100)  Fielding remarks on 

the rigors of the theatre in a later preface: 

In the theatre especially, a single expression which doth not coincide with the 
taste of the audience, or with any individual critic of that audience, is sure to be 
hissed; and one scene which should be disapproved would hazard the whole 
piece. To write within such severe rules as these is as impossible as to live up to 
some splenetic opinions: and if we judge according to the sentiments of some 
critics, and of some Christians, no author will be saved in this world, and no man 
in the next. (373) 
 

Novelists have no masters in their production, however, and rely only on the spectator’s 

imagination to stage the play.  Hence, he escapes the power of censorship and the 

government of the managers and gives that power instead to his audience.   

 Yet in doing so, he also escapes the useful contraptions of the theatre. In a novel, 

there are no boards, let alone stage sets and trap-doors. Yet Bevis argues that this is the 

very quality that makes the novel superior to the drama.  True, many of the scenes in Tom 
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Jones are eminently stageable.  Consider the moment when Square is discovered behind a 

curtain in Molly Segrum’s attic.  While it is true that it would make wonderful comedy 

on a stage (and, what Bevis overlooks, that it is comedy derived from stage), it is 

improved in the novel by the narrator’s voice which gives personality to what on stage 

would be mere contraptions. Consider this moment in which Square is hidden behind a 

rug at the foot of Molly’s bed as Jones confronts her: 

Now, whether Molly, in the agonies of her rage, pushed this rug with her feet; or 
Jones might touch it; or whether the pin or nail gave way of its own accord, I am 
not certain; but as Molly pronounced those last words, which are recorded above, 
the wicked rug got loose from its fastening, and discovered everything hid behind 
it; where among other female utensils appeared—(with shame I write it, and with 
sorrow will it be read)—the philosopher Square, in a posture (for the place would 
not near admit his standing upright) as ridiculous as can possibly be conceived. 
The posture, indeed, in which he stood, was not greatly unlike that of a soldier 
who is tied neck and heels; or rather resembling the attitude in which we often see 
fellows in the public streets of London, who are not suffering but deserving 
punishment by so standing. He had a nightcap belonging to Molly on his head, 
and his two large eyes, the moment the rug fell, stared directly at Jones; so that 
when the idea of philosophy was added to the figure now discovered, it would 
have been very difficult for any spectator to have refrained from immoderate 
laughter. (Fielding 149) 
 

That he refers to his reader here as a “spectator” indicates that in writing this scene, he 

had the drama of a theatrical moment in mind, yet he is able to add characteristics to that 

scene which would have been impossible on the stage. Bevis points out that this scene 

could be staged without the narrator’s diction, but that it would not be as good without 

such characteristics attributed to the contraptions as “wicked rug” and “female utensils.”  

In fact, there is a great deal more freedom here even than this. Fielding is able to 

describe, in a very suggestive way, the posture of Square, standing at attention behind it.  

Consider this moment staged: we might see Square with Molly’s nightcap practically 

trussed and uncomfortably straight against the wall, might even remember that he is a 



 

84 
 

philosopher and so add comedy to the moment, but we would not have the apt 

comparison to the riff-raff of the London streets. We might have him standing among 

Molly’s clothes, but more than missing her “female utensils” we would miss his ironic 

parenthetical (“with shame I write it, and with sorrow will it be read”). It is not merely 

the voice, but the detail of the scene and the characteristics assigned to that detail that the 

stage cannot supply but which the reader’s imagination can. And thus, the “spectator” is 

not only the manager of this scene, but also provides the mental stage on which the scene 

appears. Bevis concludes that it is Fielding’s “additional voices that fiction makes 

possible” (Bevis 65), but it is also the reader’s imagination.  The actors of the stage, 

Bevis notes, “live at the relatively gross level of the eyes and ears” (65), and thus plays 

and novels “do not live on the same plane of artistic achievement” (65).  

 Feilding also grows increasingly aware that the novel is cut free from the 

constraints of time and space imposed by the needs of an audience in an actual theatre.  

Though the unconfined posture of the audience, spread as it is across time and space, is 

disorienting to Fielding, he begins to see the benefits of an audience without physical 

needs. He does not have a mere three hours in which to enact his drama. In apologizing 

for Mr. Allworthy’s sudden change of heart towards Tom, Fielding explains that  

Revolutions of this kind, it is true, do frequently occur in histories and dramatic 
writers, for no other reason than because the history or play draws to a conclusion, 
and are justified by authority of authors; yet, though we insist upon as much 
authority as any author whatever, we shall use this power very sparingly, and 
never but when we are driven to it by necessity, which we do not at present 
foresee will happen in this work. (Fielding 602) 
 

Changes of heart happen suddenly in dramas because time is up and the story has to end 

so the audience can go home to their suppers and beds and because the author has the 

authority to do such violence to the narrative.  Though Fielding claims as much authority 
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as any author (again, equating himself to the writer of drama and thus his novel to 

drama), yet he claims that this work does not often require the same necessity because it 

is not under the same constraints of time.  

Nor is it by the same logic bound by the spatial constraints of the theatre either. 

Though Sterne will play with the space afforded by the reader’s imagination to a greater 

extent than Fielding, the latter still exhibits a willingness to transport his reader long 

distances suddenly and without apology in a way that was not sanctioned by the “unity of 

time and place” than Aristotle prescribed for the theatre. But there is a greater freedom, 

even, than the ability of transportation afforded by the reader’s mental stage, which we 

have already seen in the scene of Square’s discovery.  The reader’s imagination, directed 

by the author’s text, is capable of more detail, more nuance, and more ironic flavor that a 

physical stage.19  Defining the novel against drama, or in derivation from drama, gives us 

a medium that is like the novel, but  independent from the control of directors, the 

limitations of the physical stage, and the constraints of time and space. 

Without the physical stage, the novel relies on the context that it creates for 

itself—a mental stage formed in the reader’s imagination and on which the drama of the 

novel is enacted. The three elements of communication Phelan’s rhetorical narrative 

theory identifies work in a feedback loop: “authorial agency, textual phenomena 

(including intertextual relations) and reader response” (Phelan 6). Thus, the author 

designs a text in order to affect an audience in pre-determined ways; the text conveys 

 
19 We must note how it does work in the same way; such scenes are generally described by 

scholars and critics as “theatrical,” “stageable,” or “filmable.”  But that is because they create images in the 
reader’s mind, not because they would actually be better on a stage. Bevis is still right; the novel is, in this 
sense, a superior art form to the drama, even while it works by the same exercise of imagination as drama. 
In the end, the time of the novel is not limited to the hours of a play, and the space is not limited to the 
contraptions of the stage.   
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those designs to the reader through its various rhetorical techniques like images, dialogue, 

etc.; and the audience’s needs and expectation influence the author’s creation of the text 

by their response to it. Thus, it is by a collaborative effort of reader, text, and author that 

communication happens. Černý notes that this is what Fielding’s texts achieve: “Directly 

or indirectly, the author always guides the reader in a process of communication which 

achieves a fusion of irony and satire with empathy and charity” (Černý158), and we 

might infer that without the reader, no communication would be possible.  

Fielding is certainly, as we have already noted, aware of the power of the 

audience to shape his narrative.   Toward the end of one prefatory chapter, Fielding 

remembers not to “trespass too far on the patience of a good-natured critic.  Here, 

therefore, I put an end to the chapter” (Fielding 184). Here, the end of the text’s chapter is 

determined by the author’s awareness of the patience of the audience.  But when the 

author imagines that he is writing stage directions to an audience who will mentally 

restage the drama, we must imagine that feedback loop in an eighteenth-century theatrical 

context.  

Freeman notes that those writing for the stage, “understood the ‘real’ not as 

transcendent, but rather as deriving from a dialectic between presentation and perception.  

Consequently, ‘reality’ came to be approached and understood as an effect of mediation, 

as something made—a product of the interchange between the connotative structures of 

representation and the interpretive structures of individual consciousness” (Freeman 15).  

If by “reality” we understand a kind of meaning-making, then Freeman is saying that that 

meaning is made through the reciprocal action of the author and the audience by which 
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together the drama communicates.  Otherwise the actors are merely empty symbols of the 

characters they actually enact. Such is Shakespeare’s desire at the beginning of Henry V:  

Oh for a muse of fire that would ascend  
The brightest heaven of invention,  
A kingdom for a stage, princes to act,  
And monarchs to behold the swelling scene. (Shakespeare I.I.1-4)  
 

He is asking that the reader’s imagination would fill in what is lacking in the 

dramatization, and would make his actors into princes and the boards into a battlefield.  

Fielding, though a novelist, requires the same, for “if the reader’s imagination doth not 

assist me I shall never be able to describe the situation of these two persons” or of any 

moment in his novel (Fielding 517). He requires that the reader cast the novel onto their 

own mental stage, suspend disbelief, and so unfurl the black ink and paper codex bound, 

into their full dramatic potential, only to do so, as Shakespeare requests,  on the world’s 

stage, rather than within the limitations of an actual theatre. 

 
Conclusion: Tangents to Dramatic Realism 

 
Understanding Tom Jones as a novel written toward an audience recasts the novel 

itself as a play and makes the audience active in the restaging of that play. This seems 

simple enough, yet attention to the simple, subtle, pervasive metaphor of the theatre in 

the novel recasts many of our present discussions about it, suggesting that this is a great 

deal more than a metaphor.  It makes, for instance, the slippery language problem of the 

novel a mask problem, a point particularly evident in the Man on the Hill’s story; though 

his actual language affirms the evil of his former “gross” ways, there is in his tone still an 

admiration for “an art which requires as much coolness as the most austere school of 

philosophy” (Fielding 301). The language is not so much slippery, here, as it is formed 
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into a complex of masks so that the man himself cannot distinguish the real face from the 

artificial, though the reader might.  

Understanding the novel as drama also makes evident that every person in the 

novel is a little theatre; they must stage themselves on the great world’s stage. That is 

why “a good countenance is a letter of recommendation” (Fielding 290), and why, “when 

a man tells his own story, and when his enemy tells it, that we scarce can recognize the 

facts to be one and the same” (Fielding 271), and why, when Sophia defends a book of 

fiction, her Aunt tells her she should read books which would teach her “a little 

hypocrisy” so she can hide her thoughts better (Fielding 271). And these are only a few 

of the many instances in which people in the novel are treated not merely as actors on a 

stage, but as directors of their own narratives as well. 

That people are little theatres, subsequently clarifies the main problem of the 

novel as one not so much of reading through these masks, but of performing accurately 

on one’s little theatrical stage. If the primary valuable quality of the novel is its ability to 

read through masks, then Allworthy is a failure and Jones is perfection.  But if the 

problem is a question of casting oneself on the world’s stage accurately, then Allworthy 

is perfect, and Tom Jones must learn to appear as good as he actually is to win again his 

place in the Squire’s affection.  

On the whole then, the dramatic realism of Tom Jones casts language problems as 

mask problems, understands both people and books as little theatres, and turns reading 

problems into acting problems. And this is only the beginning of altered discussions 

around a theatrical novel. All these altered discussions come from simply redefining our 
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notion of a readership with eyes as an audience with ears which may be lent to an 

eloquent narrator.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

 
Sterne’s Apron: The Conversation that Builds the Theatre 

in Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy 
 
 

Writing, when properly managed, is but another name for conversation.    
(Sterne 77) 

 
 

More than any other of our novelists, Lawrence Sterne, in the character of 

Tristram Shandy, was aware of the “strange state of affairs” (206) between readers and 

narrators because he sits, as it were, on the stage’s apron dangling his feet into the 

audience, framed by the proscenium arch of the stage.  In this unique positioning, he 

makes visible what is more subtly present in all the novels of this study: in the tension 

between the audience’s needs and the story’s demands, the mediating narrator stages the 

plot. What seems to be an independent performance, passively unaware of an audience, 

Sterne makes a quiet conversation between a few intimate friends in his study.   

Most who write about this novel address this conversation, or the absurd 

digressions of the text. Louis Milic argues that though everyone calls Sterne’s style 

conversational, it is really just simple, since a conversation cannot actually be 

transcribed.  Others object to his minimization, and like Leland Warren discuss the 

failure of the conversations within the novel that finally succeed in communicating with 

the audience outside the novel. Lodwick Hartley refers to the dramatic monologues of the 

text (495), failing to notice that Shandy gives his audience a voice in his text. However, 

few of those who write on conversation attribute the digressions of the text to that 

conversation.  Yet it is attention to the needs of that very interruptive other person in the 
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conversation that Shandy explicitly says cause the digressions of the text. Shandy is a 

consummate entertainer, both as a host of guests and as a performer for an audience. He 

will always bend to his audience’s needs. Warner does connect conversation and 

diversion to entertainment, since “‘entertainment’ assumes a sustaining social exchange” 

(232).    

Many others have also noted the dramatic quality of the novel. John Traugott calls 

the novel a drama, but then defines it as a drama “of ideas, not actions” (133), continuing 

that “had [Sterne] been less the rhetorician, he might have been more the dramatist” 

(133). Alexis Tadié and Amit Yahav correct this view, clarifying that we need to 

understand Sterne in his eighteenth-century context as one who would have understood 

spoken rhetoric to be a dramatic performance. Tadié, then, in a long work on Sterne’s 

Whimsical Theatres of Language, discusses the orality of conversation, the drama of 

gesture, and the textuality of the book separately.  Yet Sterne clearly understood 

conversation and drama both to be theatrical and captured that theatricality in a novel.  

We must remember that the theatre that inspired the novel was the eighteenth-

century stage which was far more engaged than a modern theatre with darkened house 

lights, spectacular effects, and deeply recessed action. Sterne employs the tropes of that 

shallower, ill-lit stage to create a conversation between his narrator and his reader that 

frames the stage and adds the texture of reality to backstage.  It is a simple trope, yet 

powerful: as the narrator quietly weaves his story for a small group of friends in his study 

or in a stage coach, we become an (occasionally interruptive) audience, and the narrator 

appeals to our knowledge and tastes to shape the order of the plot on the stage, 

referencing our own reality to make that staged world real. As we become more involved 



 

92 
 

in the plot’s recreation of another world, we are drawn into that world until, by nature of 

the natural conversation, we are wholly absorbed in a textured story-world which exists 

backstage—a world which then quietly invades our own. Thus, all parts of the theatre are 

generated in this one point of conversational friction between narrator and audience. 

Conversation thus generated by the tension between the audience and the story-world is 

the worded force which casts the audience, orders the plot, textures the story-world and 

builds in force until the fiction projects itself into the audience’s happening world.   

 
Theatrical Tastes in Sterne and Shandy 

 
Of all the works in this study, none is as self-consciously staged as this one. 

Though, as in Tom Jones, other metaphors for the writing and reading process do occur,1 

the most pervasive, comprehensively assumed, plot-structuring metaphor into which 

Sterne falls is the theatrical one.  Even critics default to theatrical language in discussing 

Sterne. In describing Sterne’s relationship to Locke, Hartley notes that he “used, 

dramatized, and burlesqued ideas” from the philosopher (Hartley). Sterne puts flesh and 

skin on the abstract bones of philosophers like Locke, sets them on a stage, and plays 

them out in conversation with his readers. We know from Sterne’s letter to his good 

 
1 The travel metaphor and the galloping horse metaphor are among them: “What a rate have I gone 

on at, curvetting and striking it away, two up and two down for three volumes (According to the preceding 
Editions.) together, without looking once behind, or even on one side of me, to see whom I trod upon!—I'll 
tread upon no one—quoth I to myself when I mounted—I'll take a good rattling gallop; but I'll not hurt the 
poorest jack-ass upon the road.—So off I set—up one lane—down another, through this turnpike—over 
that, as if the arch-jockey of jockeys had got behind me.” But there is also the journey metaphor and the 
humming a tune metaphor: “—But the painting of this journey, upon reviewing it, appears to be so much 
above the stile and manner of any thing else I have been able to paint in this book, that it could not have 
remained in it, without depreciating every other scene; and destroying at the same time that necessary 
equipoise and balance, (whether of good or bad) betwixt chapter and chapter, from whence the just 
proportions and harmony of the whole work results. For my own part, I am but just set up in the business, 
so know little about it—but, in my opinion, to write a book is for all the world like humming a song—be 
but in tune with yourself, madam, 'tis no matter how high or how low you take it” (Sterne 221) 
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friend, the famous actor Garrick, that “Half a word of Encouragement would be enough 

to make me conceive, & bring forth something for the Stage (how good or bad, is another 

Story)” (Letters 112).2 Apparently, Garrick never gave that half word, and Sterne wrote 

his “still more dramatick” (Letters 112) novel instead.   

Elements of the drama have been frequently observed by readers of Sterne’s 

novel.  Like Fielding, he refers to his novel often as “the stage of this dramatic work” 

(Tristram Shandy 12), “the last scene of thy tragedy” (20), and “this drama” (70), though 

“at present the scene must drop” (70). A stranger is left “behind the curtain asleep” but he 

then “enters now upon the stage” (193), and occasionally we must also “enter upon a new 

scene of events” (311).  This conflation of novel and drama is not surprising, given that, 

in every cranny of the novel, reading and theatre-going are treated as nearly synonymous.  

Sterne also gives overt visual stage directions that remind us of the drama of the 

novel as well. Here is one of the briefer examples: 

The corporal put his hat under his left arm, and with his stick hanging upon the 
wrist of it, by a black thong split into a tassel about the knot, he marched up to the 
ground where he had performed his catechism; then touching his under-jaw with 
the thumb and fingers of his right hand before he opened his mouth,—he 
delivered his notion thus. (281) 
 

Here is a description of the exact dramatic stance of Corporal Trim with everything the 

reader needs to imagine the scene in their own mind’s eye. Yet Sterne presses the 

visuality of Tom Jones one step further: he gives the readers actual props existing in their 

own world in order to help dramatize the moment. Thus, the book has those elements we 

noted in the last chapter that help to make the novel a space: a famous marbled page, or 

 
2 The full quote reveals, again, how much Sterne thought of his novel as drama: “I sometimes 

think of a Cervantic Comedy upon these & the Materials of the third and fourth volumes which will be still 
more dramatick—tho I as often distrust its Successe, unless at the Universities” (Sterne “Letter 44”). 
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two black pages which represent Yorick’s grave, or two blank pages to let the reader 

sketch their own picture of the widow Wadman.  

Tadié explains that understanding Sterne in his own context explains the influence 

of the theatre and of conversational modes.3 Sterne had a great deal of experience in 

performance not only in his pulpit, which he thought of as a stage, but also in the salons 

of the continent at which he often read his work.  He was considered an extremely 

moving preacher himself, and in a letter once described another’s preaching in theatrical 

terms:  

most excellent indeed! his matter solid, and to the purpose; his manner, more than 
theatrical, and greater, both in his action and delivery, than Madame Clairon, 
who, you must know, is the Garrick of the stage here; he has infinite variety, and 
keeps up the attention by it wonderfully; his pulpit, oblong, with three seats in it, 
into which he occasionally casts himself; goes on, then rises, by a gradation of 
four steps, each of which he profits by, as his discourse inclines him: in short, ’tis 
a stage, and the variety of his tones would make you imagine there were no less 
than five or six actors on it together. (qtd in Tadié 78) 
 

This striking description reveals the theatrical lens through which Sterne viewed reality, 

and how well practiced he was in a skill that he exercised not only every Sunday, but in 

every conversation in which he could read aloud or “Shandy it away” (Letters 242) in the 

most theatrical way. 

In the end, Sterne assumes what Fielding does: reality is itself the theatre which 

his novel (and the eighteenth-century theatre) imitate.  Shandy’s home, “this whimsical 

theatre of ours,”4 is a drama made by God, the master dramatist: “I believe in my soul … 

 
3 Tadié, however, separates those two— the conversational aurality and theatrical gesture—

between conversation and theatre, respectively. We will not do so here, but rather consider the two together 
as part of the theatrical stage. 

4 Which, I believe, Tadié misquotes in his book by that title.  He is, I think, referring to the novel 
as a whimsical theatre, when in fact, it is the family within the novel and which Shandy attributes to God’s 
making that is actually the theatre. 
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the hand of the supreme Maker and first Designer of all things never made or put a family 

together … with so dramatick a felicity as ours was” (171).  Yet the “dramatick felicity” 

which composes Shandy’s family is actually composed by Sterne in imitation of the 

“whimsical theatre” of reality. Sterne, like Fielding, thus conflates his novel and reality, 

affirming that the novel is theatrical because the world is, but also suggesting that the 

theatre, in an attempt to imitate life, actually imitates his novel, which stands so close to 

life.  Thus it is that, in one of his direct addresses to Garrick, Shandy quips “that so many 

play-wrights and opificers of chit-chat have ever since been working upon Trim’s and my 

uncle Toby’s pattern” (151). Trim and Toby have become “type-characters” for the 

theatre, Shandy essentially claims. There is some clever confusion here as to whether 

Shandy means that he and the playwrights are both working off of actual models, or 

whether they are working off of his own model presented in the novel itself. That 

forgetful elision seems part of the novel; it does not only imitate a theatrical reality, it 

forgets that it is not that reality.  

 
Tension Generates Conversation: Reader’s World vs Story-World 

 
Yet Sterne carries Fielding’s claim into nuanced detail that Fielding cannot, 

because Sterne is working from the vantage point of the apron of the stage. From this 

vantage point, we can see in a unique way all the moving pieces that would, over the next 

century, become standard parts of the novel; the awareness of the varied audience’s 

needs, the plot structured to meet those needs, and the requirement that the reader be 

transported by the stage props into the fully textured backstage world.  The means by 

which Sterne accomplishes all this is a surprising one: the conversation of the narrator on 

the stage’s apron.  Though few novels have so self-aware a narrator, he merely embodies 
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what all novelists seem aware of: the novel must converse towards an audience. 

Therefore, to give attention to that narrator here will reveal the four main parts of the 

novel’s theatre. 

Figure 3.1 Mr. Shandy on the Apron 

Bateson’s Frame and the Novel’s theatre 

  Gregory Bateson’s work in performance studies offers an explanation for the 

frame of the theatre that clarifies the source of the narrator’s tension not only on a literal 

stage, but on the novel’s stage as well.  Both of these stages have frames.  In the diagram 

above, the proscenium arch acts as a picture frame to set off the action on the stage 

proper not only from the mediating action of the apron, but also from the reality of the 

audience’s street.  Today, the proscenium arch usually has a curtain which is swept back 

dramatically in order to invite the spectators into the other world of the stage. It tells us 

Audience 
(Readership) 

Apron   
(Narrator) 

Proscenium Arch (Framing Devices) 

Stage 
(Plot) 

Backstage 
(Story-world) 

What do they expect, need, know already? 

What “really happened? 

What do I say to 
ease the tension? 
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that the rules of our world may not necessarily apply to the rules of this other world.  On 

the other side of that frame, other rules apply, from the very basic acceptance of Hamlet 

as a real person, to the more questionable rules of the existence of ghosts.  The frame 

determines what is fact and what is fiction.  A novel, too, has a frame, made first of the 

cover, and second by the joint construction of the narrator and the reader. Lennard Davis 

explains, “it can be said that novels are framed works (even if they seem apparently 

unframed) whose attitude toward fact and fiction is constitutively ambivalent” (212). It is 

the treatment of fact and fiction which tells us a work is framed.  

Bateson, discussing the theatre’s frame, explains how fictional frames work. It is 

necessary, in a play, to define the frame only once, and then to forget that it exists, or else 

the communication of the play will break down. He gives, as an example of this 

breakdown, a ceremonial peace-making ritual in which two sides are offered an 

opportunity to ceremonially strike their opponent. The mutually accepted frame is “this is 

not real; this is ceremony.”  But if one of the blows is understood as real, as combative, 

then the peace may end in the questioning of the frame of the performance (144).  

Establishing the frame, then, becomes essential to understanding language, since it tells 

us how to take or interpret that language. Bateson’s basic thesis, then, is this: “that the 

message, ‘This is play’ establishes a paradoxical frame comparable to Epimenides’ 

paradox. This frame may be diagramed thus: 

(146).   

All statements within 
this frame are untrue. 

I love you. 
I hate you. 
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Bateson admits that this is clearly a non-sequitur, but adds that “within dream or fantasy, 

the dreamer does not operate with the concept ‘untrue.’ (146). Bateson applies this theory 

only to the literal stage, but casting the novel onto the stage explains, as we shall see, the 

tension that Shandy feels between his audience’s understanding of the frame and his own. 

Shandy sits on the edge of the apron, as it were, outside the frame of the novel, so as to 

“hear” his audience, yet representing and defining the frame for that audience.  The 

tension he feels is between the “reality” of the story he means to convey within the frame 

“this is real” and his knowledge of what the skeptical “madam” or the “hypercritic” is 

willing to accept as “real.” 

The tension and the testing of frame and reality is, as several theorists note, the 

very unique defining feature of the novel.  Bakhtin argues that the novel is always 

pushing against previous genres, always questioning what Bateson terms the novel’s 

relationship to reality because the frame is never fixed. We might combine Bakhtin’s and 

Bateson’s theories to say that the novel’s polyglot voice is developed by drawing 

attention to a previous genre’s frame.  Thus, Cervantes’ Don Quixote draws attention to 

the absurdity of the knight’s code of conduct as captured in chivalric romances. It makes, 

instead, a claim to realism in its mockery of other attempts at realism.  In doing so, 

however, the novel slowly creates a new genre, one in which Tristram Shandy 

participates. 5 As the new genre develops, it establishes a new frame, and a new framed 

relationship to the reality in which it exists.  Thus, Tristram Shandy claims to be a “true 

life” and “true opinions” of a gentleman, though that gentleman is, in fact, made up. 

 
5 There is so much research on this similarilty that this dissertation will not address it beyond this 

point.  That together they are a mockery of previous genres making this a novel of the class that questions 
the frame. 
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Though we are constantly led to question the reality of this world, we must still accept it 

to some degree in order to follow the story.  

Conversation is the means by which Tristram Shandy frames his novel.  Indeed, 

though much work has been done on the conversation “which is another name for 

writing,” to understand the conversation in Tristram Shandy as happening on the apron of 

the stage between a friendly narrator and an engaged audience clarifies and complicates 

this conversation nicely.6 Leland Warren, in his discussion of conversation in Tristram 

Shandy, explains that “[t]o enter into any conversation is to accept certain rules. Whether 

as listener or speaker you recognize that the form depends upon boundaries between 

yourself and the others” (60). Though he does not mean to, Warren essentially says that a 

conversation is framed, and if the conversation in Tristram Shandy is framed by the joint 

conversational efforts of narrator and audience, then the novel is framed by that 

conversation. It makes good, diagrammatical sense, then, to see Shandy on the edge of 

the stage, conversing with his audience about the events on the stage, and by that means 

drawing them into the world backstage as they agree more and more on the rules of the 

conversation, the rules of the framed world. Thus it is that conversation engages the 

tension, yet creates of that tension a meaningful frame which does not leave itself behind.   

 
Trim’s Trouble: the tension between audience needs and historical accuracy 
 

To understand the manner in which the narrator’s conversation with the audience 

frames the narrative and resolves the tension between the framed world of the fiction and 

 
66 Indeed, this is one objection to the movie version of Tristram Shandy, A Cock and Bull Story. 

Though brilliant in many ways, it fails to include an audience who essentially helps construct the story with 
Shandy 
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the audience’s reality, we look to an anatomized picture of this tension when Corporal 

Trim tells Uncle Toby his only fictional story. Though there are plenty of parabolic 

moments for the reader of this text (including, as Garrett Stewart would be quick to note, 

Uncle Toby’s role as a listening reader here), this is primarily a parabolic moment for the 

narrator.  In this moment, Shandy tells his reader a story about Trim telling a story to 

Toby. Trim, therefore, represents Shandy and Toby the reader. We could analyze Toby as 

a reader,7 but to understand Shandy as a narrator, we will look instead to Trim’s 

narration.  

Corporal Trim is Uncle Toby’s servant.  They were both wounded in the war and 

found each other afterward, becoming great friends and bonding in particular in building 

their model battle-grounds and tracing the progress of the sieges against each town in the 

war. They also share stories of their days as soldiers. At the start of this scene, Uncle 

Toby commends Trim for his excellently told tales, to which Trim responds that they 

have all been true stories and that he only knows one fictional story.  Toby begs the story 

of him, “provided it is not a merry one,” because he is too sad at that moment to “bring 

one half of the entertainment” to a merry story (394). Trim, assuring him that it is not 

merry, executes a bow with his monterro-cap, and begins. The narration fails, however, 

because Trim and Toby cannot agree on the frame of the narrative. It is not a true story, 

so Trim must invent the backstage world, making him hesitant about specifics in a 

manner is typical of fiction, but not typical of the factual stories he usually tells. Toby 

seeks to help Trim fill in the facts, treating the frame like fact, while Trim struggles to 

silence Toby so he can draw him into his own frame. Unable to resolve the tension 

 
7 And such an analysis, especially in comparison to Shandy’s other readers, would be a rich study! 
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through his narration, he dissolves into the same sort of conversation typical of Shandy’s 

own narration, suggesting that Trim’s trouble and conversational solution are the same as 

Shandy’s.  Five times Trim begins the story (each time with a large capitalization, 

emphasizing that this is an attempt at an inset narration) and five times, Toby interrupts. 

He reminds him to put on his hat before they go to Bohemia, corrects his date, which is 

too modern for giants, asks why the King was unfortunate (an appellation Trim 

mistakenly adds on the fourth interruption). After one digressive lecture, Toby concludes:  

and therefore I would advise thee, if ever thou tellest it again— 
 
—If I live, an’ please your honor, but once to get through it, I will never tell it 
again, quoth Trim, either to man or woman or child—Poo—poo! Said my uncle 
Toby—but with accents of such sweet encouragement did he utter it, that the 
corporal went on with his story with more alacrity than ever. (397) 
 

Trim finally expresses his frustration, though neither Toby nor Shandy acknowledge it. In 

the end, when Trim tries to explain that the King’s frustration is that he longed for a port, 

though he ruled a landlocked country, Toby’s understanding of frame contradicts Trim’s 

for the last time. What sense does it make to wish for a port that would either flood other 

innocent countries or reshape the world so that it isn’t our world anymore?  Thus, the 

narration dissolves into a conversation comparing their unfortunate wounds, delighting in 

their fortunate meeting, and ending in a warm, full-hearted silence.  The very 

conversation that hijacks the narration becomes itself a narration to the reader, reminding 

us both that conversation is the mode of the novel and that, though straightforward 

narration might fail in this novel, conversation ultimately frames the text.1 The entire 

story becomes a negotiation between audience and narrator about the frame. 

Throughout this narration, in order to situate the reader in the very middle of the 

tension, Sterne aligns his audience’s sympathies with Trim, the narrator, rather than with 
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Toby, the reader, complicating Stewart’s parabolic moment. Conflating reader and 

listener, Stewart’s extrapolated reader here is Toby, whose curiosity and inquisitiveness 

make him an interestingly bad reader.  Yet it is not with him that Sterne aligns our 

sympathies, but, surprisingly, with the narrator, in a subtle attempt to suggest that the 

underlying reason for his digressive story-telling is not the possible insanity of the 

narrator but the tension that that narrator feels between the needs of the audience and the 

demands of the fictional truth.  

He aligns our sympathies with Trim by cleverly making clear through Shandy’s 

biased explanations the real reason for Trim’s frustration.  Take, for instance, that word 

“cheerily” describing Trim’s palm-rubbing and raised voice as he enters on his fourth 

attempt to start the story.  Shandy takes it as a sign of good nature, yet it is clearly a sign 

of Trim’s frustration at not being permitted to finish the story. This double voice 

continues throughout the section. Shandy attributes Trim’s hasty return to the story to 

Toby’s “sweet” encouragement when in fact Trim clearly seeks to avoid further 

interruption. This double voice makes Trim seem cornered not only with Toby’s 

interruptions, but also with a narrator who of all people ought to be sympathetic.8  In the 

absence of all others to sympathize, the reader, who alone sees Trim’s plight, must take 

 
8 This is an important flaw in Warren’s argument.  There, he assumes that Shandy’s assessment of 

Trim as someone who likes to talk too much, is accurate, when in fact, it seems to be colored by a narrator 
who is threatened by another narrator in is text.  Shandy’s blindness to Trim’s plight here should make us 
question his assessment of Trim generally. It is not so simple a matter, then, to conclude that the “curious 
and inquisitive is a bad audience. 
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his side against even our own narrator, Shandy.9 Sitting beside Trim on the stage of his 

narration, we feel, for a moment, the narrator’s tension between backstage and audience.  

 
Frame Disputes Cause Digressions 
 

The tension for Shandy is the same as that for Trim: how to simultaneously please 

the audience, minimize their interruptions, and convey the true history that exists 

backstage. Shandy’s digressions reflect Trim’s in that they are the natural result of the 

conversation between narrator and audience.  More specifically, Trim’s digressions, like 

Shandy’s, have three related causes: his audience’s (invited) participation in the story, the 

narrator’s attendance to that participation, and the desire to present the truth of the history 

to that engaged audience. 

 Trim invites Uncle Toby’s participation in a way that draws attention to Shandy’s 

assumption of audience participation. Trim invites this participation accidentally, in his 

polite, habitual insertion “your honour” (396).  In all cases, the audience responds 

instantly to the address. For example, when Trim chooses a date to please “your honour,” 

Toby responds, “To tell thee truly, Trim, … any other date would have pleased me much 

better” (397).This draws attention to Shandy’s own frequent appeal to his audience, what 

Stewart calls the “interpolated reader.” Through the story, Shandy appeals to the basic 

“Sir” and “Madam,” but also to the “damn'd critic” (450), “my brethren” (137), “the 

curious and inquisitive” (4), the “cholerick, saturnine, mercurial,” “my dear Garrick” 

“My Lord,” “Your worship,” and finally “My friend and companion,” which would 

 
9 This is a fascinating twist on Garret Stewarts extrapolated reader moment and bears further 

study, though, since not directly related to the theatricality or aurality of the novel, is outside the scope of 
this study.  
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become the traditional “gentle reader.” This last in its Victorian ubiquity suggests that, 

whether a novel is explicit in its audience address or not, an ear for audience response is a 

defining feature of the novel.   

 In Shandy’s narrative, as in Trim’s, that audience actually responds to the address, 

though Shandy must imagine his reader’s response and Trim has that response thrust 

upon him.  Toby tries to help Trim in the creation of his backstage by supplying a date 

for the story, criticizing his choices, explaining the necessity of knowing geography and 

so not expecting Bohemia to have a port, and being kindly concerned that Trim not travel 

into his own backstage without a hat on. Toby is aware that not only should an audience 

bring half of the entertainment to a merry tale, but also half of the instruction to a 

historical tale. In the same way, Shandy assumes that his readers are also interrupting, 

opinionating, questioning, heckling, and in every other way engaging in the way that an 

eighteenth-century theatrical audience would be. Shandy gives his reader’s a voice in his 

book.  For instance, “…my uncle Toby dismounted immediately. –I did not apprehend 

your uncle Toby was o’horseback.—" (114); or, in describing another tragedy related to 

his birth, the audience interrupts, “Sport of small accidents, Tristram Shandy! That thou 

art, and ever will be!” (118). Or again, in response to the story of Shandy’s conception, 

the reader exclaims, “Did ever woman, since the creation of the world, interrupt a man 

with such a silly question? Pray, what was your father saying? – Nothing. —Then, 

positively, there is nothing in the question that I can see, either good or bad.—Then, let 

me tell you, Sir, it was a very unseasonable question at least,—” (2).  In this last case, a 

conversation between Shandy and his imagined “Sir” reader ensues, much like those 

conversations that characterize Trim and Toby’s attempts at narration. In all cases, it is 
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the reader’s invited and actual participation in the narrative event that creates some of the 

digressive plot that characterizes this novel.10   

Of course, a “curious and inquisitive” audience requires a great deal of attention 

from the narrator, which causes, for Trim and Shandy, further narrative digressions. 

Though Shandy claims that “there is nothing in this world I abominate worse, than to be 

interrupted in a story” (335), he seems remarkably unsympathetic to Trim’s unfortunate 

predicament, unwilling as he is to even perceive frustration in Trim’s hand-wringing. 

Instead, both Trim and Shandy are more interested in the audience’s temper, leading 

them into solicited and unsolicited digressions.  

When Toby corrects Trim’s use of the word “chronology,” Trim agrees that as a 

soldier he knows more of geography and submits patiently to this objection, apparently 

 
10 It might initially seem that Shandy’s audience is unique from Trim’s in that it is inscribed in and 

controlled by the text, yet Toby, too, is inscribed, his responses recorded and determined by the same pen 
that records our own, apparent responses.  Phelan’s layers of narrative engagement are helpful in 
understanding this conundrum. Drawing on Chatman’s work, Phelan distinguishes between the implied 
author and the actual author, and between the authorial audience and the actual audience, particularly 
valuing a rhetorical audience.  Narratology generally breaks the authorial audience into three to four 
groups: We, the reader now, the authorial audience then, the narratee addressed in the text’s “Dear reader”, 
and the narrative audience who exists somewhat invisibility in the text itself, the rhetorical audience who 
shares all the jokes, understands all the references, and is the author’s actual target audience. When Shandy 
addresses “Dear Sir” and holds a conversation with him, that is the narratee, but the actual audience is 
distinct from that. There are, for instance, women listening to Shandy’s discussion with this imagined 
audience and sharing the joke. Thus, While Toby is a reader inscribed in the text, he is not necessarily the 
audience that Shandy is engaging in telling the story, and that audience is not the same as the one Sterne is 
engaging in telling the story of Shandy’s telling the story of Trim’s story-telling. All these engagements are 
forces shaping the text.  As Phelan theorizes, “authors often construct narrative progressions that so deeply 
intertwine textual and readerly dynamics that readerly dynamics become not just a consequence of textual 
dynamics but also a force that shapes them.  Furthermore, this crossover effect is itself an especially strong 
manifestation of a phenomenon more central to the construction and reception of narrative than has 
previously been recognized; the mutual influence of authorial and readerly agency on the shape of narrative 
texts. (Phelan 33-34). Sterne relies heavily on imagined and actual audience participation to form the 
structure of his narrative. It is not directly Trim that creates the digressions in his story, but rather Toby’s 
interruptions which Trim invites.  It is, in this case, their joint work, as it is for Shandy who must 
occasionally lecture his “Dear Madam” for inattentiveness10, as it is for Sterne, too, appealing as he does to 
an audience who can “bring half the entertainment along with him,” who is able to play the role of the 
“curious and inquisitive.”  
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because he seems to feel he deserves it for his blunder. Other audience objections lead to 

several digressions over the course of Trim’s never-finished story: a discussion of 

Bohemia’s landlocked state leads to a discussion on geography, a claim about the king 

“happening one fine summer’s evening to walk out” to a discussion on predestination and 

chance (Sterne 400).  In the case of the chronology discussion, Trim lets Toby go on for 

three paragraphs, eventually concluding with the assertion that the Chinese claim to have 

invented gunpowder.  Trim here gets the conversation back by exclaiming that the 

Chinese are a “pack of liars” (another frustrated exclamation which Shandy overlooks), 

which snaps Toby out of his lecture and into a more conversational mode  which Trim is 

able to bend back toward the narrative (Sterne 399).   

In an early framing chapter of the novel, Sterne expresses a similar patience:  
I know there are readers in the world, as well as many other good people in it, 
who are no readers at all,—who find themselves ill at ease, unless they are let into 
the whole secret from first to last, of every thing which concerns you. It is in pure 
compliance with this humour of theirs, and from a backwardness in my nature to 
disappoint any one soul living, that I have been so very particular already. As my 
life and opinions are likely to make some noise in the world, … I find it necessary 
to consult every one a little in his turn; and therefore must beg pardon for going 
on a little farther in the same way: … To such however as do not choose to go so 
far back into these things, I can give no better advice than that they skip over the 
remaining part of this chapter; for I declare before-hand, ’tis wrote only for the 
curious and inquisitive. —Shut the door.— (4 emphasis added) 
 

Shandy asserts that the cause for his long explanation and detail and resulting digressions 

is his affable desire not to disappoint the reader. Because he knows it is impossible to 

satisfy all his extremely diverse readers, he must give some details which will seem to 

others like digressions, like an interruption of the story.  Those frustrated with the 

digression, he tells with a passive-aggressive affability to skip the remainder of this 
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chapter, and he slams the door, with a firm line across the text, behind them.11 Like Trim, 

it is his unwillingness to disappoint his reader that causes him to give up the narrative all 

together, and retreat to the more familiar territory of true stories.   

It is possible that Shandy’s book never properly develops a plot because he is too 

much at the whim of his audience.  It is in Shandy’s (though not Sterne’s) nature to 

interpret everyone as affable and to be a little too interested in pleasing the audience to be 

able to give proper attention to the plot.  A master comedian, Shandy makes a dreadful 

dramatist.  He lives most comfortably where all comedians live: in front of the 

proscenium arch.  This places Shandy in that liminal space between audience and stage, 

causing him to feel both the tension of audience needs, yet also unable to shake free of 

the demands of his narrative.  It is the burden the Trim feels of his seven castles, “which 

he knew not how to get off his hands” (399). The final cause of the digressions in Trim 

and Shandy’s narrations is the pressure to communicate with historical accuracy the 

story-world they have created. If they felt only the pressure of audience needs, there 

would be no tension (nor any story, either).  But the audience interruptions disturb them 

because of their awareness of the history that they are communicating.  Thus, it is their 

perch on the apron, under the framing arch of the narrative, that creates the tension that 

generates the plot and textures backstage.  

 
11 In Warren’s article on conversation, he concludes from this passage that the “curious and 

inquisitive” are bad conversationalists, because they, like Toby in his response to Trim, do not give Trim 
space to continue his own narration (Warren 56). But this reading does not take into account Shandy’s 
curious coldness to Trim in the narration moment, nor does it account for the slammed door in this passage.  
It is more likely that Shandy really does value the “curious and inquisitive” audience, even though Warren 
is right, that they do cause the conversation of the novel to be absurdly digressive.  But that is just the 
charm of this unusual novel.  
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Again, it is Trim’s situation that reveals Shandy’s tension. It is, for instance, the 

almost physical pressure of Trim’s seven castles that force him to the extremity of 

assertion against his overbearing audience. Torn between deference to his master as 

audience and faithfulness to his story, Trim forces the conversation back to his story, 

though he only gets so far as to add that the king was “unfortunate” before Toby 

interrupts asking for proof of his misfortune. Trim is confused, and, “wishing first the 

word and all its synonyms at the devil,” faces his options (Sterne 400).  In his fictional 

history, the King was “the most fortunate man that ever existed in the world” (400), so he 

can either retract (which would lessen his credibility as a narrator), or he can explain, or 

he can twist the history to fit the epithet.  Seeing that Toby was ready with help, and not 

wanting to give the reins back to the audience, he attempts an explanation, rejecting the 

last option as an underhanded bending of facts “to serve a system” (Sterne 400). His 

explanation is a compromise between the demands of (fictional) truth and the needs of his 

audience: the king is unfortunate because he likes sea travel, but Bohemia, being inland, 

has no port. It is an unsuccessful attempt to navigate the tension, however, because Toby 

takes issue with Trim’s godlike control of the fictional world. Of course Bohemia hasn’t 

got a port, and to give it one would require either the unmaking of Bohemia or the 

flooding of several nations with an intolerable loss of life and land. This is an appropriate 

end to the narration because it is clear at this point that Toby and Trim have different 

understandings of the frame.  Toby thinks it takes place in the real world, and Trim 

assumes control of the fictional world while still holding to his historical “facts.”12 

 
12 Many who accuse Tristram Shandy’s plot of chaos do not take into account the desperate 

attempts at narrative and associative order.  Though he loops away from the story, he always returns.  The 
purpose of these digressions is often to fill in the textual detail f the world we perceive.  
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 A similar tension motivates Shandy’s long historical digressions. When Shandy 

compares Yorick’s horse to Rosinante’s, he goes on a digression to explain the exact 

distinctions between the two because “my purpose is to do exact justice to every creature 

brought upon the stage of this dramatic work”  (12). In this statement, he is completely 

oblivious to the fictionality of both Yorick’s horse and Rosinante. Faithfulness not only 

to his own backstage world, but also to another drama’s backstage reality motivates his 

plot choices.13 At another point, he begs leave “to enter a caveat in the breast of my fair 

reader;—and it is this,—Not to take it absolutely for granted, from an unguarded word or 

two which I have dropp'd in it,—‘That I am a married man’” (35).  He wants to reconcile 

the historical reality of his situation to the reader’s perception of that reality, and so he 

digresses to set it straight.   

This digressing to answer his audience’s needs goes on through the whole of the 

novel with examples too numerous to list exhaustively here. These are of many kinds. 

Attempts to capture the exact posture of his father collapsing in sorrow on his bed result 

in a word-picture.  Attempts to capture the exact movement of Trim’s stick result in 

visual flourishes.  Attempts to capture the actual temporal reality result in long pauses or 

in digressions to fill space while Trim descends the stairs with maps for Toby and Widow 

Wadman.  

In fact, many of the movements we generally take as digressions are actually 

Shandy’s obsession with the minutest details of historical “facts.”  He assumes the same 

interruptive audience as Toby in his “hypercritick”: 

 
13 He even goes so far as to connect his reality to other realities, showing that his Yorick is related 

to Hamlet’s Yorick who, he is careful to assert is “founded upon authenticated facts” (Sterne 16) 
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If my hypercritick is intractable, alledging, that two minutes and thirteen seconds 
are no more than two minutes and thirteen seconds,—when I have said all I can 
about them; and that this plea, though it might save me dramatically, will damn 
me biographically, rendering my book from this very moment, a professed 
Romance, which, before, was a book apocryphal:— (74) 
 

Sterne has framed his work as historical, yet he assumes that, for his audience’s sake, the 

work must also be entertaining. Yet when what is dramatic (because it appeals to the 

audience) contends with what is historical (that which is the factual backstage), he 

digresses in order to satisfy the need for concrete, precise fact. Lennard Davis has pointed 

out this play with fact in relation to other authors as a defining feature of the novel: 

“Richardson, like Defoe and Fielding, claimed that he was founding a ‘new species of 

writing.’ I think he meant his kind of narrative to be different precisely because it had a 

new relationship to the problem of fact and fiction” (182). This is true of Sterne as well, 

but locating this novel on the stage clarifies the problem by visualizing the relationship 

between fact and fiction.14 Sterne thus frames the novel as a historical drama with 

fictional facts and contentious realities, aware that it is a play and a playing with what is 

real.  It operates, in that sense, on the assumption that all fiction offers a historical reality, 

from Cervantes to Shakespeare, and that to read a novel is to be at once both lost in an 

alternate reality and aware of the frame.   

 
Conversation as a Solution to the Tension between Audience and Backstage 
 

This tension of the novel is reflected in Trim’s and Shandy’s tension between 

reality as the narrator invents it, and reality as the audience perceives it. Both Trim and 

 
14It was certainly a “new species of writing,” but not a new species of narration.  This sort of thing 

had been done on the stage already, as the rehearsal plays prove. It was new in writing because what was 
common on the stage was now translated to the page.  
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Shandy find in conversation a release for the tension between audience and backstage 

which anchors the plot to the proscenium arch of the novel. Early in the novel, Shandy 

asserts that “[w]riting, when properly managed (as you may be sure I think mine is) is but 

a different name for conversation” (77). Though much has been said both about this 

startling quote and about the digressions of the novel, Trim’s narration suggests that 

conversation causes the digressions. As Trim’s pressure to relieve himself of his “seven 

castles” builds and is exacerbated by his needy audience, the long-suffering man finally 

vents his frustration in dialogue with his audience, which leads him at times back into the 

narrative and at times distracts him from the narrative, in every case adding to the 

digressive texture which makes Shandy’s plot likewise so unique.  Many times, Trim 

turns Toby back to the narration through conversation, while Sterne aligns our 

sympathies with Trim through his frustrated attempts at narration.  We feel a certain 

frustration, too, at not ever knowing what happened to the poor landlocked king, his 

giants, and his seven castles. Trim seeks conversational release both by interrupting 

Toby’s lectures and by dissolving his story altogether into the familiarity of conversation. 

Trim’s example provides an interesting response to Milic, who argues that 

Sterne’s style is not actually “conversational,” but merely simple.  Any actual 

conversation, when recorded, is still too awkward and redundant for print—a point he 

proves by transcribing the free talk of a college professor which is full of hesitancies and 

redundancies.15 What Trim’s narration reveals, however, is that this is not a 

 
15 The most troubling assumption of Milic’s claim, however, is that a professor is the most 

eloquent speaker we can present.  I would argue that a comedian, or a person more confident than a 
professor, would be a more apt comparison.  Professors do not generally speak as fluently as they write, 
and are trained to be so extremely precise in their writing that they are, if anything, more hesitant than those 
less careful and less educated.  Also, there was a great deal more talk in the eighteenth-century world, as 
Sterne’s own biography reveals.  His evening enjoyments of salons polished his talking ability to a greater 
degree than we in our century understand.  Milic should not be so quick to assume a knowledge of a way of 
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conversational style so much as actual conversation.  Milic’s professor, no doubt, would 

have spoken much more coherently if he were speaking in casual conversation with a few 

friends, as Trim and as Shandy are, than if he were awkwardly lecturing on an obscure 

point to an unengaged tape-recorder. The sense of an audience, of someone who requires 

moving, is what determines Trim’s language and narration.  Words in this context 

become not so much the end goal, but rather the tools by which to achieve the end goal of 

moving an audience to sympathy.  

Shandy imitates Trim’s method of moving an audience through conversation. 

Hartley notes the dialogue format of the novel and recognizes that it makes this a 

dramatic monologue (495).  Conversation framed by the proscenium arch certainly makes 

it dramatic, but it is not monologue. We hear not only the narrator’s voice, but our own as 

well.  In one instance, Shandy holds a conversation with his “Madam” reader: 

How could you, Madam, be so inattentive in reading the last chapter? I told you in 
it, That my mother was not a papist.—Papist! You told me no such thing, Sir.—
Madam, I beg leave to repeat it over again, that I told you as plain, at least, as 
words, by direct inference, could tell you such a thing.—Then, Sir, I must have 
miss'd a page.—No, Madam, you have not miss'd a word.—Then I was asleep, 
Sir.—My pride, Madam, cannot allow you that refuge.—Then, I declare, I know 
nothing at all about the matter.—That, Madam, is the very fault I lay to your 
charge; and as a punishment for it, I do insist upon it, that you immediately turn 
back, that is as soon as you get to the next full stop, and read the whole chapter 
over again. (41) 
 

After he has sent away his Madam, Shandy turns to the gentleman reader to explain why 

he has imposed such a penance on the lady.  The conversation continues, though he 

addresses a different member of his plural audience.  

 
speech which he himself admits to not  being able to study, and he should give more examples than one 
transcript of a college professor to prove that we cannot write in a truly conversational style. 
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That he allows his reader for a moment to either tease or be teased in the 

conversation increases the intimacy between himself and his reader and changes the 

nature of the conversation that we share. Shandy asserts in the first book that, 

As you proceed farther with me, the slight acquaintance, which is now beginning 
betwixt us, will grow into familiarity; and that unless one of us in in fault, will 
terminate in friendship. – O diem praeclarum! – then nothing which has touched 
me will be thought trifling in its nature, or tedious in its telling. Therefore, my 
dear friend and companion, if you should think me somewhat sparing of my 
narrative on my first setting out – bear with me, and let me go on, and tell my 
story my own way; -- Or, if I should seem now and then to trifle upon the road, or 
should sometimes put on a fool’s cap with a bell to it, for a moment or two as we 
pass along, -- don’t fly off, -- but rather courteously give me credit for a little 
more wisdom than appears upon my outside; -- and as we jog on, either laugh 
with me, or at me, or in short do any thing, -- only keep your temper. (6) 
 

The “slight acquaintance” that begins with the teasing of the “Madam” and the 

complimenting of the “Sir” is the beginning of a beautiful friendship between the narrator 

and the audience to whom he speaking.  That friendship, then, will align our sympathies 

so that nothing Shandy says will be thought “trifling” or “tedious.”  In other words, once 

we submit to friendship with the narrator, we will share the same frame and stop asking 

the “is it real” question, instead engaging the conversation on a level of really wanting to 

know. Shandy must thus “go along with [us] to the end of the work” (Sterne 311). Thus, 

John Traugott concludes that “[t]he only possible way to imagine Tristram Shandy as a 

play is to imagine Tristram in front of the curtain as a chorus or commentator pointing to 

the stage action” (133). Yet this conversation is not the distant conversation of a narrator 

to a large audience.  In a manner which classical drama and previous forms of the novel 

did not permit, Sterne draws his reader into a friendly, personal relationship through 

conversation with a narrator. And it this conversational tone of this new kind of drama 

that does the work of creating the metaphorical theater in which we experience the story.   
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Conversation Casts the Readers as an Audience. 
 

The conversation in Tristram Shandy, generated by the tension between the 

narrator’s simultaneous awareness of audience and backstage, results in three main 

effects in the novel: it casts the reader as the same kind of plural listening audience that 

we encountered in Tom Jones, it determines the order of the plot, and it adds the texture 

of reality to backstage. By “casting the audience,” I do not mean to imply that the 

audience exists on the stage of the novel.  Rather, it is for Tristram Shandy as for Tom 

Jones: “the audience of this great theatre” is the audience to the staged world and is as 

necessary a part of the performance as the stage itself. When Shandy’s conversation 

“casts us as an audience,” I mean that he converses with us as though we were an 

audience.  

Consider, for instance, the address to the “madam” just discussed.  Though there 

is sufficient give-and-take to call it a conversation, the effect is to send the Madam back 

into another listening posture, to read again the last chapter.  It is necessary that he have a 

Madam to whom to address his performance (and to have a “Sir” to whom he may 

explain “Madam’s” punishment in her absence), but through the conversation, he situates 

her most firmly as an audience.  Thus, Shandy exclaims, “I would go fifty miles on foot, 

for I have not a horse worth riding on, to kiss the hand of that man whose generous heart 

will give up the reins of his imagination into his author’s” (133). Shandy and (by safe 

extrapolation) Sterne depict an audience whose conversation he controls, so that he can 

lead them into his backstage world, but this does not mean that the audience is without an 

agency of which the author is aware. 
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The Small Plural Audience 
 

Tom Jones gave us an audience that was plural, but large and interacting in 

groups in a theatre; Shandy’s imagined audience, in contrast, is small, private, yet still 

plural—a conversational gathering in a stage coach or study. The only ticket to this 

performance is the same that a neighborhood gossip requires: a “curious and inquisitive” 

audience.16  

As in Tom Jones, it is important that we understand this audience as plural rather 

than singular. Any survey of criticism on Tristram Shandy will reveal that we have 

largely been imposing a modern view of the single, quiet reader on the audience of the 

novel, as we have done with the audience of Tom Jones.  Hartley, for instance, speaks of 

the audience of Tristram Shandy as being required to “wear different hats,” switching 

from “grey-bearded critic” to the “ignorant madam” to the “impatient sir,” as the narrator 

requires:   

It is no secret that a large part of the suspense and, therefore, the attraction of the 
novel lies in our wondering not merely what the narrator is going to do next but 
also into what role he is going to trick the reader – whose sex, status, and point of 
view are changeable at the narrator’s whim.  Thus the device of the shifting 
putative reader or hearer becomes a kind of game in that the author-narrator (it is 
often difficult to tell which is which) plays with the one who actually has the 
novel in his hands (495).  
 

Though the novel surely plays with the one who holds it, it is not by a shifting of hats, but 

by an awareness of kinship with the other readers of the novel. It makes more sense to 

attribute the shifting address to a plural audience than to switching roles. In “casting” his 

 
16 I have already noted that Warrens assumption that a curious and inquisitive audience is not what 

Sterne considers a good audience.  That may be true – he makes rather a good case for it - but it is also true 
that Shandy’s opinions of an audience are different from Sterne’s judging by his misreading of Trim’s 
narration.  So I will not accept Warren’s assumption that Shandy does not want a curious and inquisitive 
audience.  I think he rather likes the interruptions.  
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reader as an audience, Sterne (like Fielding) sets his reader alongside other audience 

members; he makes us many. Because Sterne (like Fielding) recognizes the theatricality 

of the audience’s world; he can consider the audience as already cast.  We do not have to 

“pretend” to be a different “sex, status, and point of view” to enjoy or understand the 

novel.  We merely have to recognize which one we already are. This permits us, then, to 

laugh at his invectives against those critics who are “not by occupation,—but by nature” 

because we try not to class ourselves among them.  Or we can laugh at ourselves because 

we do class ourselves among them.  The experience and the pleasure are different, 

whether we wear the hat or not, but our hat does not change. It is merely revealed by the 

laugh.  

Understanding the audience as plural only works if we imagine ourselves as a 

collected audience to Sterne’s private theatrical, not as a Victorian arm-chair reader.  And 

it seems that a quiet home theatrical makes much more sense of the multi-voiced reader 

of Tristram Shandy than a frantically hat-swapping armchair one.  It is also much more in 

keeping with Shandy’s ubiquitous theatre metaphor. Consider how such an understanding 

alters our perception of such passages as Shandy’s preface, addressed as it is to 

my dear anti-Shandeans, and thrice able criticks, and fellow-labourers (for to you 
I write this Preface)—and to you, most subtle statesmen and discreet doctors 
(do—pull off your beards) renowned for gravity and wisdom;—Monopolus, my 
politician—Didius, my counsel; Kysarcius, my friend;—Phutatorius, my guide;—
Gastripheres, the preserver of my life; Somnolentius, the balm and repose of it—
not forgetting all others, as well sleeping as waking, ecclesiastical as civil, whom 
for brevity, but out of no resentment to you, I lump all together. (141) 
 

Shandy is writing to a mixed audience simultaneously, all “lumped together”—those who 

like him and those who do not.  Granted, as those critics of Fielding argue, there is not 

quite the stratification that we are accustomed to seeing in modern audiences, nor even in 
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an Elizabethan drama, but it is still an engaged, raucous, varied and vociferous audience 

of an eighteenth-century drama. Into this audience we might sort ourselves.  Are we the 

“dear Madam” who did not read carefully enough?  The fellow-labourer in his writing? 

The reactionary anti-Shandean? Choose your hat, he says, and wear it, but whatever you 

are, let this “terminate in friendship” (6).   

 This, then, is the intimacy that distinguishes Sterne from Fielding.  Where 

Fielding speaks to a theatre full, Sterne speaks to a study-full. But like Fielding, Sterne 

recognizes in that audience a powerful agent, a co-creator of his story. Unlike Fielding, 

however, their power is actually in their intimacy, and it is a power that Sterne recognizes 

and embraces. He wishes, in the first place, for an audience of friends so that, “nothing 

which has touched me will be thought trifling in its nature, or tedious in its telling” 

(Sterne 6). It is friendship that will give us the attentive ear of the listener which Shandy 

needs.  Without that, we may loose our temper, and never permit the story to happen.  

Thus he begs, “let me go on, and tell my story my own way… and as we jog on, either 

laugh with me, or at me, or in short do any thing, --only keep your temper” (Sterne 7).  

There is an edge of fear in his voice that we will not let him finish his story, as Toby did 

not let Trim. On the other hand, the reader who will give Shandy the reins, has great 

power as co-authorship; we are, the “powers (for powers ye are, and great ones too) – 

which enable mortal man to tell a story worth the hearing” (Sterne 151). Readers are the 

gods of the narration.  Shandy prays that the “great gifts” of “wit and judgment” of his 

audience might combine with his own  and so be “replenish’d, saturated, and filled up 

therewith that no more, would it save a man's life, could possibly be got either in or out. 

Bless us!” (Sterne 141). The great power of the novel is not in the individual work of 
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either the narrator or the audience, but in the joint work of both.  If both together are 

filled up with wit and judgment, and come together to the conversation in this state, then 

with “what spirits,” Shandy exults, “should I find myself in, to be writing away for such 

readers!—and you—just heaven!—with what raptures would you sit and read—but oh!—

'tis too much—I am sick—I faint away deliciously at the thoughts of it” (Sterne 142).  

This comically rapturous conclusion minimizes the pith of his claim; his rapture as a 

writer is only possible if the reader joins the task, not as a passive armchair reader, but 

rather as a listening and conversing friend in a more particular arm-chair – the one in his 

study where a group of other friends have gathered to “Shandy it” brilliantly (Letters 

242). Thus, even in a later passage, Shandy will still ask his reader for particular 

assistance in imagining, understanding, staging, or hearing the action of the novel; “Rub 

your hands thrice across your foreheads—blow your noses—cleanse your emunctories—

sneeze, my good people!—God bless you— Now give me all the help you can” (Sterne 

440). 

 
Audience to a Performance 
 

The help we must give is in the ordering and staging of a performed plot. The 

next section discusses the manner in which the audience’s engagement in the 

conversation helps to order and stage the plot, but here, it will suffice to say what this 

dissertation continues to affirm, that Sterne clearly thought of this as a performance, even 

when he seems to be addressing a small group in a study. A brief review just of the 

passages already discussed will affirm this.  Toby advises Trim, representing our narrator 

Shandy, that he should revise his tale, “if ever thou tellest it again” (Sterne 397). Shandy 

wishes for a friendly audience so that “nothing which has touched me will be thought… 
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tedious in its telling.” Madam guesses that she missed something because “I was asleep, 

Sir” but his “pride, Madam, cannot allow you that refuge,” because it would admit that he 

does not speak well enough to keep his audience awake (Sterne 41). All of these imply 

that the story is a “telling” – a thing spoken aloud – an oral performance, even when that 

performance is conflated with the Madam’s skipping a page. Thus, assuming a physically 

present audience that shares a time-space continuum with him, he can complain that 

“there is nothing in this world I abominate worse, than to be interrupted in a story” 

(Sterne 335), and he can plead that we give him “credit for a little more wisdom than 

appears upon my outside” (Sterne 7) as though reading the book was listening in real 

time and interrupting him (it is not possible to interrupt a book, only to be interrupted in 

our reading of it) and judging his “outside” (the only thing we see of a book is its cover 

and page, and these are hardly the “outside” of a character.) This, then, is an oral 

performance for which he provides virtual props, as we shall soon see. The smallness of 

the group merely makes the performance more of a private theatrical than a public 

performance like Fielding’s.  As a private theatrical, this is much more like reading a 

novel aloud and requires, for that reason,  even more of an audience’s engagement.  

 
Conversation Stages the Plot 

 
We have already seen in Trim’s tale how the conversation might prevent plot 

from happening. In Shandy’s novel, we can see how a narrator’s response to an 

audience’s needs stages the plot. But how does the audience’s engagement in the 

conversation aid in enacting that ordered plot? How do we help to texture the backstage?  
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The Narrator’s Appeal to Audience Needs 
 

Trim as a narrator once uses Toby’s conversation to form his plot, though his 

disruptive audience cuts his attempt short. Shandy will prove better at this, since he has a 

tighter control on his audience, inscribed, as they are under his pen in the text. When 

Trim calls his King  “unfortunate” Toby asks for an explanation.  That need of the 

audience leads Trim to add the next point in the plot; he lacked a seaport. This is not to 

say that the general direction of the plot is determined by the audience, only that each 

successive plot point is chosen with the reader’s needs in mind. As we said in the 

previous section, the pressure of the story-world also constrains the plot, as the Russian 

Formalists of the 20’s pointed out. They, however, would have it that the demands of the 

story-world alone determine the plot, but here Tristram consults his story-world and 

concludes that it would do no violence to it to add this detail.  Though Toby objects on 

the basis of its incompatibility with reality, Shandy supports the move by imitating it. 

Shandy asks the audience where he should place a certain story.  

I must give you some account of an adventure of Trim's, though much against my 
will, I say much against my will, only because the story, in one sense, is certainly 
out of its place here; for by right it should come in, either amongst the anecdotes 
of my uncle Toby's amours with widow Wadman, in which corporal Trim was no 
mean actor—or else in the middle of his and my uncle Toby's campaigns on the 
bowling-green—for it will do very well in either place;—but then if I reserve it 
for either of those parts of my story—I ruin the story I'm upon;—and if I tell it 
here—I anticipate matters, and ruin it there. —What would your worship have me 
to do in this case? —Tell it, Mr. Shandy, by all means.—You are a fool, Tristram, 
if you do. (Sterne 151) 
 

Thus, the troubling audience, being plural, gives two answers to the one question. The 

ultimate decision as to where to place the story is still Shandy’s, (or rather, Sterne’s) but 

he is aware of the audience desires, and later begs us that “wherever in any part of your 

dominions it so falls out, that three several roads meet in one point, as they have done just 
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here—that at least you set up a guide-post in the centre of them, in mere charity, direct an 

uncertain devil which of the three he is to take.” The audience, then, are the ones who, by 

their narrator’s awareness of their needs, determine what comes next. Walter Ong points 

out that this is typical of oral narration. Bards memorize their story, certainly, but never 

word-for-word, "In all cases, verbatim or not, oral memorization is subject to variation 

from direct social pressures.  Narrators narrate what audiences call for or will tolerate." 

(Ong 66) 

 Shandy as a narrator responds to an audience’s needs in several ways.  

Sometimes, he surprises the audience with the opposite of what they expect.  

What these perplexities of my uncle Toby were,—'tis impossible for you to 
guess;—if you could,—I should blush; not as a relation,—not as a man,—nor 
even as a woman,—but I should blush as an author; inasmuch as I set no small 
store by myself upon this very account, that my reader has never yet been able to 
guess at anything. And in this, Sir, I am of so nice and singular a humour, that if I 
thought you was able to form the least judgment or probable conjecture to 
yourself, of what was to come in the next page,—I would tear it out of my book. 
(Sterne 57) 
 

Sometimes, it is Shandy’s special favoring of the “curious and inquisitive” among his 

readers that determines the next plot point: “My way is ever to point out to the curious, 

different tracts of investigation, to come at the first springs of the events I tell” (Sterne 

47).  In the end, it is, as Shandy says, necessary, “when a man is telling a story in the 

strange way I do mine, [to] continually… be going backwards and forwards to keep all 

tight together in the reader's fancy” (Sterne 326). It is “the reader’s fancy” that controls 

what Shandy says next.  Whether that actually keeps it “tight together” in that fancy is a 

question for another paper.  
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Toby’s Fortifications as an Audience’s Restaging 
 

Audiences not only determine what comes next, but also provide the space for the 

enacting of it and so, aid in the managing of the novel’s stage. Toby and Trim’s 

newspaper reading and reenactment model the sort of behavior Shandy asks of his own 

reader when we are later asked “to wheel off my uncle Toby's ordnance behind the 

scenes” and sweep the stage clear (Sterne 320).17  Toby and Trim together were disabled 

in the ongoing wars, and occupy themselves in their retirement with reading newspaper 

reports of the sieges of the cities, and then restaging them, real-time, on Uncle Toby’s 

bowling green. “His way, which was the simplest one in the world, was this” (Sterne 

312), when the allies were about to attack a new town, Toby would get the plans for it, 

and then, with some string and pickets, would mark out the plan of the town to scale on 

his bowling green.  Then, Toby and Trim would begin to throw up defenses against it.18   

And so, as the siege of the town progressed, so did Uncle Toby’s siege.  And 

every post morning, when the mail came in, the two,  

sallied forth;—the one with the Gazette in his hand,—the other with a spade on 
his shoulder to execute the contents.—What an honest triumph in my uncle 
Toby's looks as he marched up to the ramparts! What intense pleasure swimming 
in his eye as he stood over the corporal, reading the paragraph ten times over to 
him, as he was at work, lest, peradventure, he should make the breach an inch too 
wide,—or leave it an inch too narrow.—But when the chamade was beat, and the 
corporal helped my uncle up it, and followed with the colours in his hand, to fix 

 
17This is another twist on Garrett Stewarts Interpolated parables.  It certainly is a parable reading – 

there is Toby reading the newspapers out-loud to Trim as he exactly reconstructs what appears in those 
narrative.  And yet it is certainly not quiet or physically passive to any degree.  It is hard labor, exact and 
dirty. This is another instance in which our assumptions about the reading posture are overturned by actual 
instances in eighteenth-century novels. 

18 Shandy interrupts his own story to insert a response to an annoying hypercritic “I beg I may not 
be interrupted in my story, by being told, That the first parallel should be at least three hundred toises 
distant form the main body of the place, - and that I have not left a single inch for it;” (Sterne 312).  Uncle 
Toby put the defenses between rows of cabbages in his kitchen garden. That silences the hypercritics for a 
while, a comical aside in a story of an extremely engaged and non-critical reader 
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them upon the ramparts—Heaven! Earth! Sea!—but what avails apostrophes?—
with all your elements, wet or dry, ye never compounded so intoxicating a 
draught. In this track of happiness for many years, without one interruption to it, 
except now and then when the wind continued to blow due west for a week or ten 
days together, which detained the Flanders mail, and kept them so long in 
torture,—but still 'twas the torture of the happy— (Sterne 313) 
 

Toby and Trim are audiences to the story they read in the newspaper,19 and their way of 

reading is first to repeat the paragraph out loud ten times over, (suggesting that both 

repetition and out-loud reading are important20) and then to make breaches in the 

fortifications, to exactly the inch that was described in the paper, (suggesting the 

importance of imaginative reconstruction of the story).  And then, it is unclear whether 

the chamade was beat on the actual battlefield or on Toby’s reconstruction of it, but given 

Toby’s obsession, it seems to have been beaten both places.  And then the corporal and 

Toby would plant the colors on the ramparts, with each post approaching nearer to the 

city, until it was finally taken. Thus, “when the duke of Marlborough made a lodgement, 

- my uncle Toby made a lodgement too – and when the face of a bastion was battered 

down, or a defence ruined, - the corporal took his mattaock and did as much, -- and so on; 

--gaining ground, and making themselves masters of the works one after another, till the 

town fell into their hands” (Sterne 313).21  Never was there a more sympathetic reader as 

 
19 Such a moment of conflating newspaper reading with story reading lends credibility to Davis’ 

theory that the novel rose from the print-media matrix.  As newspapers whited an appetite for serial 
narrative, fiction satisfied it.  Yet there is, as this novel indicates (and more research should be done on 
this) a difference between fictional story-world and factual ones. In the fictional ones, the story-truths must 
be invented, and the author must only be faithful to the chronology, geography, and physics that they invent 
themselves. A factual story has all those lines drawn for them.  

20 And indicated again the degree to which out-loud reading has been neglected as a unique 
approach to reading 

21 It is interesting to note tangentially Russell’s work on the Theatres of War. "In a country which 
had not been invaded by an enemy since 1745, the majority of the population experienced war as theatre - 
the performance of manoeuvres and sham fights, the display, colour, and music of a parade, the elaborate 
choreography of large scale reviews presided over by the King in much the same way as he commanded 
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Uncle Toby and Trim of those newspapers, restaging and reenacting every stage of the 

war in the minutest detail they could.22 

Nor was their sympathy the only remarkable aspect of their reading; they were 

also remarkable for the joy with which they executed the orders of the newspaper, so that 

even the torture of waiting for the post was “the torture of the happy” (Sterne 314). 

Shandy’s father often said that if someone else had done the same, it would smack of the 

“parade and prancing manner, in which Lewis XIV… had taken the field” (Sterne 314).  

But, however, it does not seem that way, because of Toby’s kindness.  Instead, it just 

comes across as happy in the enjoyment of his remarkably engaged reading. In the end, 

the reader of this scene must execute a similar careful restaging as Toby and Trim, the 

reader’s in the scene.  For this task, Shandy has given all necessary equipment, for “If the 

reader has not a clear conception of the rood and the half of ground which lay at the 

bottom of my uncle Toby's kitchen-garden, and which was the scene of so many of his 

delicious hours,—the fault is not in me,—but in his imagination;—for I am sure I gave 

him so minute a description, I was almost ashamed of it” (Sterne 312).  

 
The Audience’s Stage 
 
 With the instructions received from the conversation on the apron, the reader is 

permitted, lending ears and eyes, to imaginatively restage the plot. Thus, to understand 

the conversation of Tristram Shandy in theatrical terms recasts its purpose, and invites the 

 
Covent Garden r Drury Lane. Some of the reports of these military activities explicitly define them as 
theatre..." (Russell 17). 

22 An old-fashioned radio drama version of this scene is available on YouTube: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PKJyqFkbl4I as a orally staged version of a theatrical moment, it 
makes a fascinating study that is, unfortunately, beyond the scope of this study which must be limited to 
drama within a novel, rather than dramatized versions of novels.  
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readers onto the novel’s stage. Shandy gives a minute description of the “rood and the 

half” of Toby’s fortifications so that audience can, through the empathetic engagement 

engendered by the narrator’s conversation, rebuild the fortifications on our own mind’s 

stage. This engagement is made possible through a “curious and inquisitive” attitude that 

comes of the reader’s actually caring about what is important to Shandy. Following 

Toby’s example, then, this reader will be attentive to the noises of the novel, will re-read 

sections to form an accurate picture of the scene, will imaginatively move the props onto 

the stage, and will, above all, have that genial, friendly attitude that makes nothing that 

concerns the narrator, “trifling in its nature, or tedious in its telling” (Sterne 6).  Yet 

where does that stage exist?  What space does the author give us for moving stage sets? 

At times, Shandy actually provides blank pages in the chapter to provide space for the 

reader to imagine what is happening. In one, we are invited to paint a picture of the 

Widow Wadman to our own liking, which Shandy praises on the next page, “Was ever 

any thing in Nature so sweet!” (Sterne 332)23. In another place, two chapters are left 

blank, partly to draw a mist over what should not be spoken, but partly to let the readers 

imagine the events.  Like the fanfare and the flower girls that open a scene, the short 

chapters leading up to the blank chapters are theatrically suspenseful, building the 

reader’s expectation of a “scene” so that when we reach the blank pages, our imagination 

is primed to fill them in. We watch Uncle Toby and Trim march up to the Widow 

Wadman’s door, she waits in her room for them, the maid puts her hand on the latchkey, 

 
23 This makes an interesting example of Iser’s indeterminate gaps.  Here the text literally makes a 

space for the reader to engage with the text.  Yet few comment on the manner in which this engages us 
viscerally in the world of the text, or how it changes the novel’s engagement with the real world, if the text 
is to have a picture from our actual experience in it. 
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Toby nervously whistles Lillabullero, and the author invites us, “Let us go into the 

house”  (Sterne 437). We turn the page, and find a blank spread of two empty chapters.  

Then, turning the page again, we find Toby and Widow Wadman in the middle of a 

scene, in a very awkward conversation, and at the end, a confession that there is a “mist 

which hangs upon these three pages,” (Sterne 440), and he requires his readers help to 

clear it. The white blankness of the last two pages, then, functions as Toby’s “rood and a 

half”: it is blank until it is populated by the reader’s imagination, following the directions 

Shandy is about to give us in the next few pages.  But these blanks in the book are merely 

representative of the space within the reader’s own imagination in which we actually 

reconstruct the scene. This is why, when Sterne asks for aid, he does not send us to fetch 

a pot of ink, as he did when we drew the widows’ portrait, but rather asks that we sneeze, 

that we wake up and cleanse our bodies. The space for the stage must be provided within 

the readers themselves, as Toby supplies his bowling green and garden as a space for the 

novel. In lieu of garden space, we provide ears for the sounds of the novel, eyes to watch 

the movement of the props, and a readerly attitude of attention and observation to the 

whole to bring to life again the narrative’s events.  

Modern audiences, unfamiliar with the eighteenth-century stage and more 

comfortable with Stewart’s silent pictures of reading, do not often consider the noises, 

sights, and physicality of the novel.24 Yet Sterne’s novel does not permit silence, as many 

readers have noted.  Milic, in order to discredit them, quotes many scholars and casual 

 
24 When they do, they often reveal obvious qualities of the novel hidden, as it were, in plain sound.  

Lynn Festa’s “The Noise at Mansfield Park” explores sound and Fanny’s experience of the world through 
sound in the world of Mansfield Park.  More studies like this in other novels, especially if connected to the 
noises of the stage and of out-loud reading would be rich.  
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readers who comment on the out-loud quality of the novel, including, for instance, H. D. 

Traill, who, in his entry on Laurence Sterne in English Prose, said that Sterne's: 

…language is so full of life and colour, his tone so animated and vivacious, that we 
forget we are reading and not listening, and we are as little disposed to be 
exacting in respect to form as though we were listeners in actual fact. Sterne's 
manner, in fact, may be that of a bad and careless writer, but it is the manner of a 
first-rate talker; and this of course enhances rather than detracts from the 
unwearying charm of his wit and humour (qtd in Milic 284). 

 
Milic discounts such readings as being not very specific, nor grounded in an 

understanding of what conversation looks like when transcribed. Yet Milic himself 

acknowledges that we have no way of knowing how people actually spoke in the 

eighteenth-century, except for cleaned up “transcriptions” from biographers. Tadié in his 

study Sterne’s Whimsical Theatre of Language, presses at this weakness in Milic’s 

argument, explaining that we really must understand the novel in its eighteeth century 

context, and showing how Sterne uses the aurality of conversation, the theatricality of 

gesture, and the materiality of print to play with the boundary between fiction and reality. 

Yet as Yahav points out in his article on “sonorous duration” in the novel, the eighteenth-

century would have understood sound and gesture as part of the same performance.  He 

does not, however, like Tadié, consider the theatrical stage. Combining Tadié’s work 

with Yahav achieves a  more accurate rendering of Sterne’s novel. The stage brings 

together ear, eye, and materiality.  We will consider each of these separately as Toby 

models them for the reader in his battlements.    

 
Ears. That Toby read aloud the newspaper to Trim as he threw up the 

fortifications is an important point; not only does this novel ask of its audience an out-

loud narration, but the soundscape of the novel itself is also rich enough to excuse the 
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coining of a new word for it.  Though the pages of chapters eighteen and nineteen in 

volume IX may be visually blank, yet Toby’s Lillabullero (a popular march tune) runs all 

through them. Even the name of the tune is rich in the ear and the mouth.  With its liquids 

and complete set of vowels, it requires a full workout of the mouth to say, and the tune is 

no different, piping energetically up and down the scale.  It is Toby’s favorite tune to 

whistle, and it rings through the pages of Tristram Shandy with fair frequency, sometimes 

even requiring an out-loud narrator of the work to literally whistle as in this section: 

“'May the son of the living God, with all the glory of his Majesty'—(Here my uncle 

Toby, throwing back his head, gave a monstrous, long, loud Whew—w—w—something 

betwixt the interjectional whistle of Hay-day! and the word itself.)” Or again further 

down the same page, “Dr. Slop drew up his mouth, and was just beginning to return my 

uncle Toby the compliment of his Whu—u—u—or interjectional whistle—when the door 

hastily opening in the next chapter but one—put an end to the affair.” Tadié points out 

that the sound of the tune is so important to the novel that “various editors and publishers 

of Tristram Shandy thought it necessary to include its musical score with the text” (Tadié 

18).  If the reader happens to be reading this in an armchair, then some form of sub-

vocalization or aural imagining becomes absolutely essential for the full effect of the 

sound.  Though it may be possible to look at the word on the page and register it as 

“whistle” in the head, yet the full effect is only achieved by hearing in the mind’s ear the 

whistle or, (which is easier) to actually whistle when reading it aloud. Shandy does not 

understand the current activity as an action of the eye, but the ear. When he is trying to 

solve one of his many narrative puzzles, he makes it is goal to “satisfy that ear which the 

reader chuses to lend me” but not to simultaneously “dissatisfy the other which he keeps 
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to himself” (Sterne 353).  Sterne implicitly speaks of the ear as not only an organ for 

pleasure, but also as an organ of attention, of engagement, of mental assent. To not lend 

an ear is to not give a sympathetic hearing.  Thus, the ear is connected to the sympathies 

and to the mind, in a manner crucial for the restaging of a novel.   

We do not yet have a word in English, for the imagining of a sound which is so 

essential to the theatrical process of reading.25 “Imagine” has served us until now because 

“image” has implied something richer than what the eye perceives.  But I do not believe, 

from common use, that that word now evokes sounds in most readers minds – only 

images. The fading of sounds from our imagination is a sad loss, and though a restoration 

of sound to image is the best solution, I would like here to propose another word in the 

meantime for the exercise of imaging a soundscape; auralate or auralation. To auralate, 

then, is to hear in the mind’s ear Toby’s Lilabullero, with such strength, that other sounds 

can be mixed in with it to create an entire soundscape perceptible only to the mind’s ear, 

as we can imagine landscapes in the mind’s eye.  Auralation as a sustaining and layering 

of sounds in the mind’s ear becomes particularly necessary in describing such passages as 

this one: “Here my uncle Toby, taking the advantage of a minim in the second bar of his 

tune, kept whistling one continued note to the end of the sentence.—Dr. Slop, with his 

division of curses moving under him, like a running bass all the way.”  This passage is 

followed by those already noted, in which the whistle is represented on the page as 

“Whew—w—w—” or “Whu—u—u—or” requiring us to hear, if we are faithful to the 

text, Lillabullero. These representations are not words, properly, but stage instructions for 

 
25 Music teachers will sometimes ask students to “sonify” a pitch before singing it. That is close, 

but it does not capture the richness of all the sounds of a text like this.  You cannot “sonify” an entire tune, 
only one note in preparation to actually singing it. 
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our auralation. And they must combine with Dr Slop’s curses which function as a base-

line underneath.  In other places, Shandy requires us to auralate the sound of a fiddle 

being tuned:  

Ptr…r…r…ing—twing—twang—prut—trut—'tis a cursed bad fiddle.—Do you 
know whether my fiddle's in tune or no?—trut…prut.. .—They should be fifths.—
'Tis wickedly strung—tr…a.e.i.o.u.-twang.—The bridge is a mile too high, and 
the sound post absolutely down,—else—trut…prut—hark! tis not so bad a tone.—
Diddle diddle, diddle diddle, diddle diddle, dum. (Sterne 260) 
 

This continues for the remainder of the paragraph, and assumes in his reader a knowledge 

of a fiddle’s structure, but also of a fiddle’s sound.  A violin’s strings are tuned to a fifth 

interval.  We are required, here, to auralate plucked strings something off from a fifth 

interval. Then, in the “Diddles” we should not say “diddle” in a monotone, but with a 

tune in it, if we are narrating, and if we are auralating, we should “hear” the sound of a 

violin going experimentally up and down a chord.  Lay this on top of the other ordinary 

clatterings, cannon-fire, and chatting voices of the novel, and for the reader with a 

receptive auralation, this is a noisily clamorous novel.  

 Sterne’s interest in sounds extends to the pronunciation of words in his text, too. 

Yahav shows, in his work on “Sonorous Duration,” how the eighteenth-century 

elocutionists “take language to convey more than ideational meaning, and they 

understand such fuller meaningfulness to arise from the aural elements of language… He 

shows, in particular how “John Walker, in Melody of Speaking Delineated (1787) and 

Rhetorical Grammar (1785), argues that punctuation marks ought to regulate the pace of 

reading so that pauses can be timed and made proportionately uniform.” (Yahav 875) 

Sterne clearly shows the same interest in the aurality of his pronunciation as well. In 
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praising the attentiveness of his reader, he compares him to someone listening to 

Garrick’s soliloquy in a play: 

—And how did Garrick speak the soliloquy last night?—Oh, against all rule, my 
lord,—most ungrammatically! betwixt the substantive and the adjective, which 
should agree together in number, case, and gender, he made a breach thus,—
stopping, as if the point wanted settling;—and betwixt the nominative case, which 
your lordship knows should govern the verb, he suspended his voice in the 
epilogue a dozen times three seconds and three fifths by a stop watch, my lord, 
each time.—Admirable grammarian!—But in suspending his voice—was the 
sense suspended likewise? Did no expression of attitude or countenance fill up the 
chasm?—Was the eye silent? Did you narrowly look?—I look'd only at the stop-
watch, my lord.—Excellent observer! (Sterne 132)  
 

This “admirable grammarian” is not paying any attention to words written down, but 

words out loud, and down to the aural detail of the “nominative case, which your lordship 

knows should govern the verb” (Sterne 132). Garrick speaks “ungrammatically” not 

because Shakespeare is ungrammatical, but because the subject should be spoken 

together with the verb, and Garrick “suspended his voice… three seconds and three fifths 

by a stop-watch” (Sterne 132).  The oral performance of the soliloquy, then, has a 

grammar distinct from the written grammar which is conveyed through pauses, and 

dramatic poses, through inflection and diction and all those things taught in the first sixty 

pages of the 6th grade McGufffy Reader, but no longer considered important to a 

grammar school education.  In Shandy’s question, “in suspending his voice – was the 

sense suspended likewise? Was the eye silent?” he acknowledges both that the sound 

carries the sense, but second, that it is not the only part that carries sense. Yet even when 

he addresses Garrick’s gestures as a means of communication, he speaks of hearing the 

sense that the eye perceives; “Was the eye silent?” Certainly, we have overlooked the 

aurality of the speech of pictures in our contemporary obsession with the eye as an 
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empirical means of knowledge.26 But in Sterne we have a writer from an age that did not 

distinguish between the visual and the aural in the imagination, and had, as a constant 

reminder of their influence, the ubiquitous, but censured theatres.  Understanding the 

novel as an oral performance, received aurally by an audience, forces us to look to the 

understudied eighteenth-century theatre as the rich progenitor of the novel. What can the 

theatre teach us about how to read a novel? Certainly, there is more of the ear in the 

answer to that question than we have yet considered, but there is the eye, too.  

 
 Eyes. For all Sterne’s generosity to the mind’s ear, he does not neglect either the 

mind’s eye or the actual eye, and the reader must give attention to all to accurately 

restage the novel. As Tadié notes, there is a scoffing tone in Shandy’s voice that classes 

this “admirable grammarian” among the hypercritics who are so busy looking for tiny 

flaws that they do not perceive what all their senses may tell them. Perhaps, he says, in 

the silence, Garrick offered an “expression of attitude or countenance” that filled up the 

meaning in the meantime? As Uncle Toby did in constructing his fortifications, the 

audience, too, must help to throw up the props on the stage of this novel. Passages we 

have already encountered have asked the reader to “Imagine to yourself” Shandy’s father, 

collapsed on the bed, Toby’s fortifications, and Trim’s waving stick, among others. 

Critics often note the visual aspects of Sterne’s work, most notably, W. B. Gerard’s 

Laurence Sterne and the Visual Imagination. Yet Gerard, like others, largely neglects the 

dramatic aspect of that visual quality. Tadié has corrected some of this oversight in his 

 
26 We have also overlooked the performative quality of Sterne’s dashes as well; If Garrick “made a 

breach thus,—” Then the dash is meant to be a break in the sounding of the sentence.  It is a silence, a 
space of sound, a break.  It is not, then, necessarily meant to create the “conversational tone” of the novel 
as Milic summarizes most scholars as suggesting, but rather meant to create a theatrical one. 
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chapter on the theatrical gestures of the novel, yet he dissociates the gestures from sound, 

which is also theatrical.  Here, we will lay the visuals of the novel on top of the sounds, 

and imagine/auralate all of these in a theatre. Some of these images are already explicitly 

cast on the stage, implying that all of them should be so cast. Of the many pictures of 

Tristram’s father, this one explicitly references the theatre: 

So stood my father, holding fast his fore-finger betwixt his finger and his thumb, 
and reasoning with my uncle Toby as he sat in his old fringed chair, valanced 
around with party-coloured worsted bobs—O Garrick!—what a rich scene of this 
would thy exquisite powers make! and how gladly would I write such another to 
avail myself of thy immortality, and secure my own behind it. (Sterne 201) 
 

Shandy wishes that Garrick could stage the scene, and thus secure his immortality.  Yet 

Garrick’s creations have long faded into the dust of the forgotten stage, while Sterne, 

employing a more enduring stage, turns to his readers for help. Consider one of the rarer 

requests for the reader’s aid: 

I beg the reader will assist me here, to wheel off my uncle Toby's ordnance 
behind the scenes,—to remove his sentry-box, and clear the theatre, if possible, of 
horn-works and half moons, and get the rest of his military apparatus out of the 
way;—that done, my dear friend Garrick, we'll snuff the candles bright,—sweep 
the stage with a new broom,—draw up the curtain, and exhibit my uncle Toby 
dressed in a new character. (Sterne 321) 
 

The “theatre” to which Shandy refers here seems at first to refer to the rood and a half 

where Toby builds his fortifications.  But it cannot, in fact, because it is asking us to clear 

away the very piece of ground itself, so that we can have Toby in a new scene entirely. 

Thus, the “theatre” can be none other than the reader’s imagination – a stage more 

enduring than Garrick’s.  Like the sounds of the stage, some of these images we must 

sustain across several pages.  In his description of the Widow Wadman’s eyes, for 

instance we are desired, “that whenever I speak of Mrs. Wadman's eyes (except once in 

the next period), that you keep… in your fancy” (Sterne 408) the image of them like a 
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cannon – not so much powerful in themselves, but powerful in their carriage.  Thus, like 

Uncle Toby and Trim building the ramparts from the stories they read in the newspaper, 

we must, through the directions offered through conversation with Shandy, build the set, 

and enliven it with sounds in our mind’s eye and ear.  

 
Attention. Enlivening the stage requires a great deal of concentration and attentive 

re-reading that parallels Uncle Toby’s reading the news to Trim ten times over. We have 

already looked at several instances where Sterne asks his reader to re-read the last 

section, most notably the “Madam” who could not tell from the last chapter that his 

mother was not a papist.  Yet that was so subtle and implication of the last chapter, that 

nearly every reader would have to re-read it to tell. This is the level of detail which 

Shandy values in the attention given to the stage.  In the observation above about 

Garrick’s ungrammatical speech, Shandy praises the reader for the detailed minuteness of 

the reader’s memory. There was a reviewing, retelling, re-reading of the situation 

required for that praise. There is a suggestion, too, that it is just such attention to detail 

that Sterne gives to nature’s theatre in order to produce it upon the stage of his work. In 

writing the scene of his father’s collapse on the bed, Shandy suggests, Throw yourself 

down upon the bed, a dozen times—taking care only to place a looking-glass first in a 

chair on one side of it, before you do it…” (Sterne 197), before he is interrupted by an 

inattentive audience member, who merely wants to know how the story ends. Sterne 

himself, then, taking nature as his model, re-reads it “a dozen times” to exactly capture 

the image of his father’s motion and attitude in order to stage it again in our imagination. 

This slow attention that reads and rereads is what Shandy, both the man and book, 

reward. 
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Attitude. Such a reading with such a narrator can only be offered by one as kindly 

attentive, as solicitous, as innocently happy with small things, as Uncle Toby. Yahav 

notes that the eighteenth-century elocutionists believed that aural qualities of language 

“register physically in speakers and bind them together emotionally,” devoting much 

energy, then, “to imagining how linguistic sonority can be transmitted in writing,” 

through spoken grammar (Yahav 875). The sympathy which Shandy tells us is so 

necessary for the co-creation of the novel, then, is in part engendered by the very aurality, 

the very pace of the text itself, yet is more easily created in a reader like Toby; an open-

hearted, uncritical, attentive observer who thinks nothing in the novel is trifling or 

tedious. Once we can care about the narrator as a friend as Trim and Toby care for one 

another, then we will enjoy everything he says and share his many obsessions. We will be 

with our narrator as Trim and Toby, who “were alike subject to sudden over-flowings” 

(Sterne 401). It is the sharing of obsessions that makes Toby and Trim such happy 

readers of the newspaper.  It is the inability to share those obsessions that makes Toby 

such a bad audience for Trim’s tale of the King of Bohemia and his seven castles. Such a 

moment as the discussion of “Curtins” with Dr. Slop reveals the importance of like-

mindedness in conversation.  Toby explains: 

But the Curtin, Sir, is the word we use in fortification, for that part of the wall or 
rampart which lies between the two bastions and joins them—Besiegers seldom 
offer to carry on their attacks directly against the curtin, for this reason, because 
they are so well flanked. ('Tis the case of other curtains, quoth Dr. Slop, 
laughing.) However, continued my uncle Toby, to make them sure, we generally 
choose to place ravelins before them, taking care only to extend them beyond the 
fosse or ditch…(Sterne 79). 

Toby’s obsession is the fortifications.  Slop’s is a more lewd obsession.  After so many 

stage allusions, some of them to the curtains, a reader sympathetic to Shandy might 
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notice the theatrical allusion through a third obsession.  In each case, the reader’s “hobby-

horse” is what makes them understand the narration differently.  Toby pays no attention 

to Slop’s side-comment, so absorbed is he in his own. The readers, however, are forced to 

“carry on [our] attack” against the theatrical curtain, by engaging not only the stage of 

our imagination in the novel, but crossing to the world backstage as well.  

 
Conversation Textures Backstage 

 
To understand embodiment and the concretions of this novel in theatrical terms 

adjusts the current discussion on the conversation of Tristram Shandy.  Though we have 

debated whether the novel is actually conversation, and discussed how that conversation 

works in the novel, little has been said about the effects of conversation that is apparent 

in the novel, especially when understood as an eighteenth-century drama, engaged with 

the audience.  Not only does conversation draw us into the world of the novel through 

friendship with the narrator, but conversation also pushes the novel, by the same motion, 

into our own world.  Warren, after noting that Shandy’s book is not actually a 

conversation, but rather that “writing is another name for conversation,” concludes “We 

might say, then, that the book appears to be one person’s part of a conversation” (Warren 

52). And in that conversation, not everything is said, because, “Any conversation must 

depend upon things unsaid, things left for the imagination” (Warren 55). If we 

imagine/auralate that conversation on the edge of the stage, with Shandy beckoning us 

onto the stage to shift scenes and sweep and then discuss the events of the stage as though 

they are real, and himself a not imaginary character,  we might notice how, in filling in 

what is unsaid in the conversation, we begin to treat Shandy, and then his family, as 

though real.  By this illusion of reality, Sterne draws us into the time and space of the 
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world backstage which, by its resonances with the reader’s world, ends by drawing that 

world into our own.  

We must understand the backstage both from the author’s perspective and from 

the audience’s.   From the author’s, it is the “true story” from which he draws the plot.  It 

is the History of the King of Bohemia which Trim consults. It is the real history of his 

conception, which Shandy consults.  It is the uninterrupted, linear narrative of Shandy’s 

life which Sterne must have consulted to keep from inconsistencies in this convoluted 

plot. In the case of fiction, it is invented by the author, and it is this world which stands in 

tensions with the waiting audience. The tension between those two releases itself in the 

conversation of the narrative as, from the vantage point of the apron, Shandy provides 

directions for the restaging of the plot.  From the perspective of the audience, the 

backstage is the world which we must recreate through the directions received from the 

author.  As acquaintances early in the reading process, we use the somewhat one-sided 

conversation of the novel to begin to recreate the sights and sounds of the stage.  Yet as 

we submit to our part of the scripted dialogue as the “dear madam” or “sir” of the novel, 

the growing friendship with the narrator begins to take on a reality so that we are drawn 

from the sights and sounds of the stage, into the textures and smells of the backstage 

world where the Shandy family “really” lives. And while it is not exactly the same as that 

backstage from which the author draws, textured as it is by elements from our own world, 

still it follows the pattern closely enough that it develops a unique chronotope that echoes 

in resonance with our own world. Though the last chapter of this dissertation will discuss 

in more detail the rules of that chronotope, here, we will show how the conversation on 
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the apron helps to texture that back-stage world so that what the ear and eye perceive on 

the stage, becomes what the hand perceives backstage.  

 
Story-world as Backstage 
 

The backstage is where the theatrical metaphor takes a fantastic turn: it is like the 

back of Lewis’ wardrobe – a portal to the author’s world which we will discuss 

thoroughly in Robert Browning’s chapter of this dissertation.  Here, we will only define 

the classic narratological distinction between plot and story along the theatre’s line 

between stage and backstage, giving it, in typical Shandian fashion an embodied quality; 

the plot is what might be engaged with the mind’s eye and ear, but the backstage requires 

the nose and the finger-tip as well. James Phelan summarizes the narratological 

distinction between plot and story using more traditional terms: “The story/discourse 

distinction, arguably the foundational concept of structuralist narratology, remains an 

important staple for most narrative theorists… We learn to say that story is the what of 

narrative and discourse the how, that story consists of events and existents, and that 

discourse consists of techniques for presenting those phenomena” (Phelan 3). Simply put, 

the discourse is the plot on the stage – the basic order of narrated events, while the story 

is the full time-space continuum of the story-world backstage from which the plot points 

of the stage are drawn. In later chapters we will show how the theatre model complicates 

that distinction by sub-dividing discourse between the order of events on the stage, and 

narrator’s framing of that order on the apron, but for now, this simple distinction will 

serve.   

Shandy adds an embodied level to this definition as we shall see in the following 

sections. But in such conversational moments as this, Shandy employs the simple form of 
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this distinction: “in the chapter following that, you shall step with me, Madam, behind the 

curtain, only to hear in what kind of manner my father and my mother debated between 

themselves, this affair of the breeches,—from which you may form an idea, how they 

debated all lesser matters” (Sterne 306) . “Behind the curtain” refers to something that 

normally happens off stage of a novel (and a marriage and a family, for that matter.)  He 

wants to show it to us so we can have a fuller idea of story-world at large, but instead of 

bringing that moment to the stage, he takes the “Madam” reader and leads her “behind 

the curtain” backstage. And so the reader is drawn “physically” and “bodily” into that 

other world, even to the degree of acting in that world.  On stage, the reader is asked to 

auralate sounds, to move props.  Backstage, a reader is asked to take Toby and “my 

father” up the stairs to bed by dragging them on a curtain and are paid a crown for our 

trouble. “So then, friend! you have got my father and my uncle Toby off the stairs, and 

seen them to bed?—And how did you manage it?—You dropp'd a curtain at the stair-

foot—I thought you had no other way for it—Here's a crown for your trouble” (Sterne 

207). Though in other places our lines are supplied for us, here, we have to imagine that 

we have spoken during the dashes.  To engage aurally with the narrator is a duty of the 

stage. To grasp in our hands a curtain, and sweating, to pull Toby and Walter up the stairs 

on it, to receive the solid weight of a coin dropped into our imaginary hand, these are the 

duties of the backstage.  

 
Defining Texture 
 

Sterne’s “Texture.” This, then, is that “texture” which critics have been discussing 

ever since the novel was published.  But this study must define texture differently than 

other critics who do not understand the novel as a drama.  In Shandian discussions 
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generally, “texure” collapses into “textuality” and refers to the printed medium of the 

book itself, which is remarkable enough to reward attention and discussion. As such, it is 

generally applied only to the printed or visual anomalies of the novel, as in the title of 

Eckman’s article, “Visual textuality in Tristram Shandy, print technologies, and the 

future of the novel.” But though printed textuality is important in the creation of the 

backstage world, so too is a more imaginative textuality, perceptible to the mind’s finger-

tips. This study, then, defines textuality as a virtual physicality which the story-world of 

Tristram Shandy creates, generally by the conversational instructions of the narrator.  

Shandy himself refers to his novel in these terms:  

Upon looking back from the end of the last chapter, and surveying the texture of 
what has been wrote, it is necessary, that upon this page and the three following, a 
good quantity of heterogeneous matter be inserted to keep up that just balance 
betwixt wisdom and folly, without which a book would not hold together a single 
year: nor is it a poor creeping digression (which but for the name of, a man might 
continue as well going on in the king's highway) which will do the business—no; 
if it is to be a digression, it must be a good frisky one, and upon a frisky subject 
too, where neither the horse or his rider are to be caught, but by rebound. 
(emphasis added Sterne 433) 
 

The last chapter, he judges, has had too much folly, and to adjust the texture of it, he must 

add a “good frisky” digression with a great deal of wisdom in order to give the text a 

strong weave that will “hold together.”  The implicit definition of “texture” here, then, is 

close to Piper’s: “a web of life and opinion, of particular story and general statement 

which involves the trivial items of Shandy experience with general human truths in a 

fabric of great richness and density” (Piper 557). Many scholars have employed this term 

without noticing how odd a one it is to use of a pattern including life and opinions. It 

implies that to engage in such a web is not like mere restaging of the plot, but like 

reconstructing an entire world of textures that may be fingered, objects that may be 
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moved, people with whom one can “opinionate,” and narrators with whom one can hold a 

conversation. There is a sense here of being able to explore on one’s own.  “Texture” 

only works, then, if we understand it to refer to an embodied, material, story-world.  

 Piper points out Shandy’s addition, too, that this texture is created by the 

digressions, which, as we have already seen are created by conversation. “It is with his 

opinionative digressions, especially, and with those explanatory ones which contain 

interweavings of opinion that Tristram has accomplished this texture” (Piper 557-561). 

But while Piper focuses more on the opinion, we will notice more of the “life” bit of the 

definition. Since it is his desire to weave a strong conversation that motivates Shandy to 

add this “frisky” digression, we must remember, too, that that conversation is only 

possible in friendship.27 Many and varied are the observations that could be made of 

Sterne from this perspective.  Only a theatre can really capture a physical world that is 

yet somehow aware of its artificiality. Therefore, understanding Shandy as a novel aware 

of its theatricality shifts the discussion of conversation, digression, and embodiment.28 

 
27 But though this section focuses mainly on the physical concreteness of that backstage world, 

created from a growing intimacy between reader and narrator, it is important that Shandy does not separate 
abstract opinions from concrete forms. Thus, in a slight digression of our own, me might consider the work 
of such scholars as Bethany Bear who consider the relationship between “text” and “textiles.”  Both are 
made things, and the printed words of a page are the “made” form of language.  Thus, both text and textiles 
do have a weave, though the one is abstract and the other physical. But Shandy loves to bind together the 
abstract and the physical. Consider that when Yorick is choosing a horse he delights that “upon his steed he 
could unite and reconcile every thing,—he could compose his sermon—he could compose his cough,—
and, in case nature gave a call that way, he could likewise compose himself to sleep.” That both a sermon 
and a cough, both an act of the mind and the body can be “composed” illustrates the great enter-
entanglement of body and opinion that Shandy assumes.27 Thus, the texture of the novel is both of opinion 
and object.  

28 One example of such a shift is this: layered and inset narrations have the effect not only of 
complicating conversation and contributing to the digressive contours of the novel, but of adding 
dimensions to the backstage world.  For instance, in Trim’s frustration in telling a story to Uncle Toby, 
presents us with three different perspectives, positioning us at three points on the stage, and permitting us to 
see Trim, Toby, and even, for a fleeting instant, Sterne, in something like three dimensions.  Shandy tells us 
it is Toby’s “sweet encouragement” that causes Trim’s alacrity.  But Sterne makes it clear in spite of 
Shandy’s overt statement, that Trim’s haste is from frustration. We now have at least three distinct 
perspectives on Trim’s alacrity; Toby’s, Shandy’s and our own (given by the author. Toby’s perception we 
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Texture Makes a Physical World, a Chronotope 
 

The embodiment and concreteness of this world created through conversation 

with the narrator draws the reader into another chronotope or time-space continuum 

which, because of its theatricality and resonances with the reader’s world, collapses back 

into our own with an ebb and flow motion. Novels, this suggests, are not just realistic, but 

they actually make characters and worlds “real” that don’t actually exist in our reality. 

This texture works two ways; it draws the reader into the backstage, and it also projects 

outward into the reader’s world. It projects outward when the book is actually physical, 

as in the marbled page.  It draws us inward when it asks us to participate physically in its 

reality, as when Shandy asks us to sneeze to clear our minds of the mist of the last blank 

pages.  But texture goes beyond the boundaries of one’s own skin to includes the physical 

objects of the novel.  Thus, texture is meant literally, as the things that can be rubbed 

between fingers, although these fingers, like the ears and the eyes, are all in the reader’s 

mind. 

 
Embodiment. We noted already that the novel requires the work of the mind’s eye 

and mind’s ear for its re-creation.  The backstage world in Tristram Shandy distinguishes 

itself by appealing to the nose and the hand and drawing us bodily into that world.  The 

 
are not told. Shandy’s is that Trim is won over by Toby’s kind tones, ours is that Trim is frustrated. The 
multiple perceptions add a dimensional quality to the object in the center of the perceptions – Trim’s 
alacrity.  Yet our perception, being further outside the action than Shandy’s, is closer to the reality. As 
Trim’s actual perception becomes our own, his frustration and tension becomes ours also.  Those castles 
which he cannot seem to get off his hands, and which weigh on him, are also weighing on us – what is the 
story?  And what about the castles? We would like to enter the story-world with Trim, yet we are prevented 
by the unintentionally heckling audience.  For us as for the story-teller, the tension rests between the 
audience perception, and the invented reality of the story-world we seek to enter.   
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shared sounds of the performed speech aid in the embodiment and sympathy the novel 

creates.  Yahav and Tadié both note that sound or “sonorous duration” (Yahav) are 

embodied in such a way that they increase sympathy between reader and speaker, and 

that eighteenth-century elocutionists were particularly aware of this phenomenon.  Tadié 

clarifies that one consequence of Sterne’s emphasis on sound is to “imply that the reader 

be aware of the materiality of the word and of its auditory properties, in order for the 

description of speech to convey a sense of its music, both in individual instances (such as 

Tristram humming a tune) and in general (when the tone or the musicality is 

emphasized)” (Tadié 22).  Tadié’s insistence that the materiality of the word is essentially 

musical is echoed in the elocutionists’ claim that the rhythm and pacing of the musicality 

of a speech could align with the pulse of another, and create a material bond of 

friendship, if done rightly.29 Yahav notes the rhythmic repetitions of the novel to create a 

similar rhythm in the audience’s breast and draw them into the materiality of the text.  To 

understand the connection of embodiment to sound and stage, consider how the deep base 

at a concert vibrates not primarily in the ear, but in the chest, with a regular pound that 

matches the pulse of one audience member to the next, and matches both to the 

performance on the stage.. It makes participants of audience and stage because it 

embodies sound.  Speech, too, has not only a rhythm, but a melody, and for an ear to 

receive a melody, the sound waves created by the speaker vibrate the embodied tendons 

 
29 This is why, Tadié argues, “Recurring beats in various forms feature prominently in Sterne's 

novels, as in much sentimental fiction; we can find thematic discussions of repetition; iterative plot 
structures; and explicit vocabular of raps, ringing bells, ticking clocks, adn pulsating hearts and arteries; 
galloping horses and pacing humans; and a sonorous prose of refrains, monosyllabic word strings, 
paratactic syntax, and regulated pauses made visible in print through commas and dashes. (Yahav 876) 
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in the listeners ear.  Sound has a physical effect on the body, and sounds from the stage 

invite us into the action of the world the stage creates.  

But Sterne’s novel, as many have noted, also appeals quite literally to the 

embodied audience. We have already encountered many instances of this: Orders from 

Shandy to “Rub your hands thrice across your foreheads—blow your noses—cleanse 

your emunctories—sneeze, my good people!” (Sterne 440),  receiving a crown in an 

imagined hand for hauling Toby and Mr. Shandy up the stairs on a curtain, even the 

conversation in which our side was not provided in the text, but was supplied in 

imagination by our own voice, all these are only passing examples of the intensely 

embodied physicality the reader must bring to this book. Hartley notes Katherine Anne 

Porter’s response to this novel:  

“That novel… contains more living breathing people you can see and hear, whose 
garments have texture between your finger and thumb, whose flesh is knit firmly 
to their bones, who walk about their affairs with audible footsteps, than any other 
novel in the world…. [The Shandys] all live in one house with floor boards under 
their bootsoles, a roof over their heads, the fire burning and giving off real smoke, 
cooking smells coming from the kitchen, real weather outside and air blowing 
through the windows” (qtd in Hartley 498).  
 

This is a long way beyond the imagined set-pieces of a Dicken’s novel. Even when the 

novel requires us to make violin sounds with our mouths, or to whistle Lillabullero with 

Uncle Toby, it is not just in a sound, but in a motion of the mouth with which we are 

participating. And this is not the crisp clean diction that is required, but a play of tongue, 

vocal chords, vowels, all the wetness, all the dark warmth of our mouths that he draws 

from us.  To dramatize is to give a body to imagined characters, and so, even when 

dramatizing a stage play, bodies are still required for the clothing of the ideas and 

characters that we find in that other world behind the stage. Thus, as a play might order 
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the location or tone of sounds, (i.e. Harriet: sighs, Frederick: with frustration…., George: 

Within..), so the audience is ordered to sneeze, to move stage sets, to hold props. Karen 

Swallow Prior writes of the coarseness of this embodiment in her cleverly titled essay, 

“Embawdiment,” concluding that communication is made possible not just because we 

are embodied, but because Shandy and his audience are embodied in the same space.30  

This shared space is what allows us that conversation which makes of Shandy a friend.31 

 
Materiality. Once he brings us bodily into his story-world, the objects of that 

world seem to grow concrete to us. Thus, he can hand us a coin, ask us to haul his uncle 

upstairs on a curtain, hold his cap for him; “ —Here—pray, Sir, take hold of my cap—

nay, take the bell along with it, and my pantoufles too. Now, Sir, they are all at your 

service; and I freely make you a present of 'em, on condition you give me all your 

attention to this chapter” (Sterne 137). All such interactions require the conversation 

between narrator and audience and so have the disorienting property of simultaneously 

treating us as though we are lost in his reality, and reminding us that we are reading a 

 
30 She argues that spirituality and physicality come together incarnationally in Tristram Shandy to 

capture the paradox of the human condition and of language. Borrowing from Merleau-Ponty she explains 
that for Sterne, "the body forms the screen of experience," but is not "ultimately the measure of things" 
(Prior 127). Quoting a sermon by Sterne, she shows that because we live in community, the book 
"illustrates to us what it means to live in a world written by God. And when communication fails - as it 
often does in the novel - it is community that fills the gaps, a community that is by definition embodied, an 
embodiment that manifests itself most potently (as well as impotently) through the bodily operations of 
language and sexuality" (Prior 128). The failures of communication are a testament to incarnation, the 
fusion of word and flesh that corrects some of the difficulties of communication in the novel. 

31 This innocent imbodiment has implications beyond communication, of course.  My favorite is 
this: “The following anecdote e have from a sure source; - Soon after Tristram had appeared, Sterne asked 
a Yorkshire lady of fortune and condition whether she had read his book.  ‘I have not, Mr Sterne,’ was the 
answer; ‘and, to be plain with you, I am informed it is not proper for female perusal.’ – ‘My dear good 
lady,’ replied the author, ‘do not be guled by such stories; the book is like your young heir there,’ (pointing 
to a child of three years old, who was rolling on the carpet in his white tunics,) ‘he shows at times a good 
deal that is usually concealed, but it is all in perfect innocence!’ (Scott 489) The embodiment is not 
gratuitously bawdy, only innocently so.  Sterne “means nothing by it" – nothing that we might imagine, in 
any case. 
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book, and not lost in any world. Thus, he asks us to hold his slippers (an act in his world), 

so we can read the chapter (an act in our world).  That it is conversation that creates this 

textuality constantly anchors that backstage world to the apron of the novel. Such a move 

happens on several occasions.  At another point, he notes how in writing a particularly 

tricky double play, “—My ink burns my finger to try—and when I have—'twill have a 

worse consequence—It will burn (I fear) my paper” (Sterne 353). We are simultaneously 

in his study as he writes, and reading the finished novel with the ink before our eyes, half 

expecting the page itself to burn from the ink on it.32  The novel in our hand, then, this 

heavy codex of paper, ink and binding, becomes a stage prop equivalent to the author’s 

cap and slippers. In Theatre Figures, Allen asserts that the novel may be more interior, 

more private than the theatre, but also that “the theater reminds the novel of the very 

materiality it would like to forget” (Allen 7).33 The very physical stuff of the novel 

becomes a portal to the stage that engendered it, and though the long scene setting 

passages of the Victorian novel would distract the reader from the frame and draw them 

deeper into the backstage world, Shandy’s conversation constantly reminds us what all 

those novels are aware of; that to read a novel is to sit on the frame, looking into the 

reader’s world with one eye, and into the novel’s world with the other. And it is the very 

 
32 Pressing this sort of double-textuality into its conclusion might lend yet another perspective on 

those digressions.  Certainly they are conversational, but it could be that they are several conversations on 
the same subject, turning and turning our perspective on that subject so that we see it from fresh angles.  
Consider this particular digression: “The truth was, his road lay so very far on one side, from that wherein 
most men travelled,—that every object before him presented a face and section of itself to his eye, 
altogether different from the plan and elevation of it seen by the rest of mankind.—In other words, 'twas a 
different object, and in course was differently considered.” Shandy clearly sees things as though “Twas a 
different object.” Given his obsession with objects, and the three-dimensionality and concreteness of them 
in his text, it would be a fruitful exploration.  

33 Some of these quotes are more tantalizing than others.  Just as you think they’re about to 
explore the dramatic elements of the novel, they take a completely different turn.  
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unique materiality of Sterne’s novel that permits this double gaze. Here – hold my 

slippers, Shandy says, but we can’t because our hands are full of his burning book 

already. 

This concreteness means that what initially seems a metaphor in the novel, is not 

actually. After all, Shandy, who considers himself a historian, contends that: “there is 

nothing more dishonest in an historian than the use of [the metaphor].” And though he 

occasionally slips and uses one anyway, he generally does so rather self-consciously, as 

he does here. When objects are as concrete as they are in Shandy’s world, there’s little 

use for a metaphor in any case. There is no use, Shandy contends, to “darken your 

hypothesis by placing a number of tall, opake words, one before another, in a right line, 

betwixt your own and your reader's conception” (Sterne 145).  No need to throw up 

words to cover ideas, when simple conversation will lead them by the hand into the very 

concrete world of your abstractions. Shandy does not need to use metaphors, because the 

metaphor of the stage, having done its work, leaves us with a world of concretes where 

similes only are necessary.  There is no need to use a metaphor, Shandy explains, 

because,   

In all likelihood, if you had looked about, you might have seen something 
standing, or hanging up, which would have cleared the point at once—'for what 
hindrance, hurt, or harm doth the laudable desire of knowledge bring to any man, 
if even from a sot, a pot, a fool, a stool, a winter-mittain, a truckle for a pully, the 
lid of a goldsmith's crucible, an oil bottle, an old slipper, or a cane chair?'—I am 
this moment sitting upon one. Will you give me leave to illustrate this affair of wit 
and judgment, by the two knobs on the top of the back of it?—they are fastened 
on, you see, with two pegs stuck slightly into two gimlet-holes, and will place 
what I have to say in so clear a light, as to let you see through the drift and 
meaning of my whole preface, as plainly as if every point and particle of it was 
made up of sun-beams. (Sterne 145) 
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In a world of concretes, metaphors become “illustrations” which he takes from the 

very room he is sitting in.  Wit and judgment are like the two knobs on the top of the 

chair back, which screw in. The mechanical details of this concretize the metaphor to an 

audience sharing his space. What may have begun as stage props become this, eventually; 

the actual concrete object.  For the reader willing to give up “the reins of his imagination 

into his author’s” (Sterne 133), there is no need for every illustration to remind us that we 

have crossed into the novel’s world.  We are already in that world, and are surrounded 

with the normal apparatus of that world.  Look around.  Do we not see Sterne’s study 

with stools, pictures, pipes, “an oil bottle, an old slipper, or a cane chair?” 

 
Chronotope. Indeed, in the end, it is not just body and object that become physical 

in Shandy’s world, but the whole time-space continuum of the world surrounds that 

reader active enough to reconstruct the stage and cross it to the backstage. Ironically, it is 

the very concreteness of the metaphors, reduced to similes, that make this world so 

concrete and, rather than reducing it in the end, paradoxically expand it to include an 

entire reality formed around the specific details of the knobs on top of his chair, the coin 

in our hands, the slippers and belled cap we hold so we can give thorough attention to the 

chapter, to the world.  Bakhtin’s concept of Chronotope is helpful  in understanding how 

this works. Literally, the word means “time-space” and is  

…a unit of analysis for studying texts according to the ratio and nature of the 
temporal and spatial categories represented. The distinctiveness of this concept as 
opposed to most other uses of time and space in literary analysis lies in the fact 
that neither category is privileged; they are utterly interdependent. The 
chronotope is an optic for reading texts as x-rays of the forces at work in the 
culture system from which they spring. (Bakhtin loc. 5861)  
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In Tristram Shandy, for instance, there is the chronotope of Toby’s battlements on the 

bowling green, the chronotope of the parlor when Toby and Walter are in conversation, 

the chronotope of the Shandy’s bed, of the nursery, or the Widow’s parlor, etc. Each 

chronotope has its unique combination of space and time, and in Tristram Shandy, the 

place beyond the stage is specific and concrete in its time and space.  For instance, the 

“rood and a half” on Toby’s bowling green is occupied at the time of the wars with the 

apparatus in miniature of the cities under siege in the war.  There stands Uncle Toby, 

reading the Gazette to Trim, building the ramparts, there is the sentry-box Toby rests in 

and where he shelters from the rain that turns it all to mud. The effect of this space at this 

time, this chronotope, is to root the movement of time to a particular place, making the 

time more concrete and the space more living. In fact, this embodiment of time in space, 

and the enrichment of space with time is the effect of all developing chronotopes. “In the 

literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully 

thought-out, concrete whole.  Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes 

artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movement of 

time, plot and history” (Bakhtin loc. 1314). Chronotope makes time visible, makes space 

meaningful. It is in the embodying, enriching power of the chronotope that the art of a 

novel does its work. In short, it is this union of time-space in the imagined world on the 

other side of the plot that gives that world its sense of reality. Thus, chronotope gives 

characters the solidity of form as the chronotopic times and spaces through which they 

pass become more fixed, embodied, meaningful and solid. They make tangible even “the 

needs and possibilities” that do not exist physically and become points of time and space 

in the reader’s world. Most scholars treat the chronotope either as the real world time-
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space moment which engendered a particular novel, or as a time-space moment the novel 

captures.  But this later use of the chronotope assumes what few acknowledge: there is a 

“real” world on the other side of plot that can be observed and defined in the same terms 

as the actual real world on this side of the plot. When we call a moment in a novel a 

description of a chronotope, we are calling it a four-dimensional point of time and space, 

as the moment in which this is read is also a four-dimensional point. Thus, as we move 

into a discussion of the textured world of Tristram Shandy’s chronotope, we seem to 

leave behind the stage with its props and frames to enter an alternate time-space 

continuum, the backstage, chronotopic “reality” that is the source of the props and actors 

drawn from it onto the novel’s stage. 

Though chronotope is by necessity a union of time and space, we will treat these 

separately for a moment to see how conversation creates them, and then how together 

they simultaneously draw the reader in, and project the chronotope of the novel back 

across the stage and into the reader’s own chronotope. Nearly all writers from Sir Walter 

Scott to present day scholars, describe the experience of reading Tristram Shandy in 

terms of entering a room.  This is for the very obvious reason that we spend most of the 

novel in Tristram’s study, watching him burn his fingers, or shuffle pages of text around. 

When we are not in his study listening to him tell his tale, we are with him in stage-

coaches or inns where he continues to write. In all cases, these are very small rooms 

shared with an intimate group.  Some readers take these spaces in a more allegorical 

light, as Scott does: “Tristram Shandy… resembles the irregularities of a Gothic room, 

built by some fanciful collector to contain the miscellaneous remnants of antiquity which 

his pains have accumulated, and bearing as little proportion in its parts as there is 
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connexion between the pieces of rusty armour with which it is decorated.” (Scott 491)  

Thus Scott accounts for the lack of narrative structure of the novel, by imagining the 

novel as a collector’s room. Recent critics have a more concrete understanding of the 

space of the novel; 

In a novel about the writing of a novel, the reader should not be surprised to be 
ushered frequently into the writer’s study.  But only in Tristram Shandy is the 
reader likely to find himself so suddenly and so intimately there…  Thus the game 
not only of who the reader is but also where  he is played against a background of 
people, ideas, and things that are themselves shifting but have for their moment 
(and after) a vivid conviction of reality (Hartley 496). 
 

Though this study takes issue with the question of who the reader is, the disorienting 

sense of where he is, is quite accurate.  Drawn as we are into conversation with this 

eccentric narrator, we are drawn, too, into a world so definite, so concrete, as to be 

disorienting. This is a novel that erects walls around the reader, shoves an armchair under 

them, and offers them a pair of slippers if we will only pay attention. It is hard to imagine 

that Shandy never lived, or that we have never actually visited his study.  

Yet it does this not only with the implications of the language, but also in the 

manner in which the physical typography of the novel draws lines around the reader too. 

While much work has been done on what Du Voogt has called the “typographical 

monstrosities” of the novel, little has been said about the manner in which theses 

“monstrosities” build a room and increase its physical texture, depth and space.  Du 

Voogt identifies four major “typographical oddities” in the novel, (among the hundreds 

of small ones, like emphasized lettering to mark inset narratives, asterisks to blank out 

unused lines, dashes, exclamations, blank chapters, etc.); Trim’s flourish, the blank page, 

the black page, and the marbleized page, which he calls, cryptically, the “motly emblem 

of my work” (Sterne 164). But Du Voogt notes too, that in the original printing, (as in a 
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good scholarly edition) there are other anomalies in the numbering. For instance, the 

blank page on which we paint the Widow Wadman is on the right side of the page.  

Flipping the page, the reader may be amused by the claim that the book “wilt have one 

page, at least, within thy covers, which Malice will not blacken, and which Ignorance 

cannot misrepresent' (Sterne 332), an effect not possible if this were on the same spread 

as our picture. Later, when Shandy cuts a chapter, the page numbers change, so that the 

right hand pages become evenly numbered: an impossibility in a normal book. (Du Voogt 

2).  Du Voogt makes these observations to argue that Sterne in these aberrations, seeks 

escape from the straight line to death. But it also gives the physical book not only a 

skipping gait in its pages, but also air, ground, marble. There is air in which Trim may 

flourish his stick, there is ground in which to set Yorick’s black tombstone, and there is 

the marbled page which exists physically in our own world, yet it Shandy’s world as 

well.  

We see the relationship between the chronotope of the novel and Shandy’s world 

most obviously in his way of making chapters, which determines the counting of time in 

the novel and draws time and space together. When Shandy advises all who are not 

‘curious and inquisitive” to skip the rest of the chapter, he dismisses them with this: 

“Shut the door” (Sterne 4), before he goes back to when he was “begot.”  The door is, 

presumably, his study door, yet it also marks a turn in the chapter, giving the chapter the 

sense of having a door as well.  In other places the doors and curtains connection to the 

chapter is more overt.  

Is it not a shame to make two chapters of what passed in going down one pair of 
stairs? for we are got no farther yet than to the first landing, and there are fifteen 
more steps down to the bottom; and for aught I know, as my father and my uncle 
Toby are in a talking humour, there may be as many chapters as steps:—let that 
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be as it will, Sir, I can no more help it than my destiny:—A sudden impulse 
comes across me—drop the curtain, Shandy—I drop it—Strike a line here across 
the paper, Tristram—I strike it—and hey for a new chapter (Shandy 203). 
 

Here, the stairs in the story-world are connected to the chapter breaks – he stopped his 

last chapter on the landing and is considering how many chapters he should give to the 

last flight. He makes a decision and tells the reader to drop the curtain on the chapter, 

draw a line, which, presumably, we do. Again, it is the narrator’s engagement with the 

reader that not only makes this a rich story-world, but also connects that space to the 

novel so that as we progress through the book, we are opening and shutting doors, 

ascending and descending stairs.    

In the way the book marks chapters to create spaces, but also to create a 

temporality, it draws together the time-space continuum of the novel and prepares it for 

projection into the reader’s world by keeping pace with the reader’s time. Yahav’s 

concept of sonoric duration in the novels, connects the musicality of the novel to the 

temporal pacing of to create “"a sense of duration keyed not to clock, but to pulse and 

underwritten by both formal precision and experiential effects" (Yahav 872). 34 We have 

already noted that the rhythm draws us into friendship with the narrator who sits at the 

stage edge, but it also draws us across the stage and into the chronotope of the world 

backstage by means of the realistic duration of the chapters. Not only do those chapter 

breaks mark doors to rooms, they also mark off temporal moments. One chapter, one 

sentence long, is just this: “My uncle Toby’s Map is carried down into the kitchen” 

 
34 Thus, Sterne's sonorous prose "represents duration as a pulsating embodied experience" (Yahav 

873).  Thus, his readings revise both Genette's narratological analysis and Stewarts narratographic one. The 
sense of shared rhythm - shared musical time creates a sympathy between narrator and reader 
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(Sterne 451). That is one moment, so the chapter ends.  Time and space are drawn 

together in the textuality of the book itself that we hold in our hands. Yet the time on the 

apron does not always match time in the audience: Shandy observes that, “I lost some 

fourscore ounces of blood this week in a most uncritical fever which attacked me at the 

beginning of this chapter.” The beginning of the chapter was, for us, only a few minutes 

ago.  For him, it was a few days ago.  But the time of the story-world is fused chemically 

(to use Bakhtin’s metaphor) with the space of it. It goes at its own pace, and the writer 

and reader must just keep up as best they can.  The “strange state of affairs” to which 

Shandy refers in the quote below is in reference to the difference between the time of the 

story-world and the reader’s time.  

I will not finish that sentence till I have made an observation upon the strange 
state of affairs between the reader and myself, just as things stand at present… I 
am this month one whole year older than I was this time twelve-month; and 
having got, as you perceive, almost into the middle of my third volume 
(According to the preceding Editions.)—and no farther than to my first day's 
life—'tis demonstrative that I have three hundred and sixty-four days more life to 
write just now, than when I first set out; so that instead of advancing, as a 
common writer, in my work with what I have been doing at it—on the contrary, I 
am just thrown so many volumes back—… at this rate I should just live 364 times 
faster than I should write—It must follow, an' please your worships, that the more 
I write, the more I shall have to write—and consequently, the more your worships 
read, the more your worships will have to read. Will this be good for your 
worships eyes? …write as I will, and rush as I may into the middle of things, as 
Horace advises—I shall never overtake myself whipp'd and driven to the last 
pinch. (Sterne 206) 
 

Yet however much he may lament the difference between reading-time, writing-time, and 

story-time,  that story-world’s time proceeds at exactly the same pace.  Shandy praises his 

work for this “excellence seldom looked for,” that no matter how much he digresses, “yet 

I constantly take care to order affairs so that my main business does not stand still in my 

absence.” That is, he puts Toby to sleep in his smoke-jacket, engages Dr. Slop with the 
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midwife and mother above stairs, and sets Trim in making preparations for the siege of 

Messina, before he considers himself having a “moment to spare” with “All my heroes… 

off my hands.” They will go about their tasks while he turns to have a private 

conversation with us. Time in the novel runs at a defined pace and ticks to the rhythm of 

the human moment of the opening and closing chapters, of the footsteps going up stairs 

and down. 

 
Theatrical chronotope. In Tristram Shandy, however, as soon as we become fully 

immersed in the chronotope on the other side of the stage, as soon, that is, as we have 

recreated in rich detail the smelly, noisy, busy, textured, time-bound world of the Shandy 

family, we find ourselves in a theatrical space where Shandy sits in his study still, 

performing his novel for his audience. Thus the chronotope lives behind the scenes of the 

novel, and the staged plot becomes merely a portal for that almost tangible other reality 

where the Shandy family lives.  Yet that family lives, it seems, on a stage. Reminders of 

the theatrical frame of the novel abound, but they are generally accompanied by a richly 

textured backstage moment. In one scene, for instance, Toby, Walter and Dr. Slop have 

been discoursing in one of those richly textured parlor chronotopes, when suddenly, 

Shandy drops “the curtain over this scene for a minute” (Sterne 104).  Lost in the 

chronotope of the rich parlor scene, we momentarily forgot that this was a novel.  We 

were backstage, almost forgetting that this wasn’t really “real,” in the literal sense, when 

he drops a curtain, making it seem as though the curtain is part of the Shandy world as 

much as the fire and the pipes.35 Once Shandy explains a few things, “the curtain shall be 

 
35 Indeed, there are many curtains in the novel itself, too.  Just to look at those would make a 

fascinating study. 
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drawn up again, and my uncle Toby, my father, and Dr. Slop, shall go on with their 

discourse, without any more interruption” (Sterne 104). The conversation behind the 

curtain pauses while they wait for us, and continues again, without any more 

interruptions like this one, when the curtain lifts.  It is as though they see the curtain and 

are waiting on the other side of it, to continue their conversation.  In other elisions of the 

theatrical world and the novel’s chronotope, characters are sometimes cast as actors on a 

stage, such as when “my father and my uncle Toby were left both standing, like Brutus 

and Cassius, at the close of the scene, making up their accounts” (Sterne 82).  The 

characters are always on a stage set, yet also thoroughly in their own world on the other 

side of the stage.  We are always both resting our elbows on the apron, and holding 

Shandy’s slippers for him in his study. Whatever chronotope is currently staged, this 

theatrical one endures. 

 
Chronotope Collapse and Projection 
 

In the resonances between the reader’ world and the staged world, in the ubiquity 

of the frame’s presence in the novel, and more than all, in the physicality of the staged 

world that projects into the readers, the chronotope of the novel begins to collapse into 

the reader’s own world and precipitates the final step of the theatrical reading process; 

projection. We have already seen how the reader is drawn into the story-world, and how 

that story-world constantly reminds the reader of the frame.  But that reminder is made 

more potent by the physical nature of the book itself as we hold it.  And now, we must 

imagine it as it was originally published, hardbound, with all the blank pages using up 

valuable space, with the blacked out page of Yorick’s tomb actually wrinkled with the 

amount of ink required to make it, with the marbled pages, uniquely textured, making a 
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crease in the pages of their thickness, with Hogarth’s chisel marks standing out in the 

illustrations, with the weights of the first three volumes in our left hand as we read about 

Shandy’s only just having been born. This is a novel that protrudes into our reality and 

our senses in a way that no other book had done to this time. Consider Shandy’s 

explanation on the marbled plates: 

Read, read, read, read, my unlearned reader! read—or by the knowledge of the 
great saint Paraleipomenon—I tell you before-hand, you had better throw down 
the book at once; for without much reading, by which your reverence knows I 
mean much knowledge, you will no more be able to penetrate the moral of the 
next marbled page (motley emblem of my work!) than the world with all its 
sagacity has been able to unravel the many opinions, transactions, and truths 
which still lie mystically hid under the dark veil of the black one. (Shandy 164) 
 

Solidly backstage, the marbleized page yet reminds us that the ultimate chronotope in 

which the novel exists, is theatrical.  This works so well because a marbleized page did 

not have the same texture as other pages.  Old, well-bound books generally use 

marbleized paper for their end pages.  It is formed by dropping ink onto a jelly surface, 

and then swirling it with a stick (much in the pattern of Trim’s flourishes, Du Voogt 

notes,) into peacock and paisley patterns. Then a sheet is laid on top to collect the pattern. 

These pages feel almost waxy with the brightly colored ink, and stiff, given that Sterne 

had them marbleized on both sides.36  Thus, the marbleized page forms an apt “motley 

emblem” of the work. Though I have not the courage to declare the meaning of a line 

 
36 Du Voogd adds, “It is important here to realize that in 1761 hand-marbled paper was very hard 

to come by in England. It was mostly imported from France and the Netherlands, and there were very few 
marblers in London who could do what Sterne wanted here to be done. Diana Patterson suggests one John 
Cole as one of the few people then working in England who could perform what Sterne had in mind 
(Paterson 1991: 70-97; see also Voogd 1985: 279-87). (Du Voogd) 
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which readers have puzzled over for more than three hundred years37, certainly, it is at 

least in part answered in the dramatic theatricality of these marbled pages, thrust 

gratuitously into a book,38 with its swirls and waves that so resemble the draping of a 

theatre’s curtain. Sterne has taken what should only be on the endpages, what should only 

be permitted to frame the novel, and has put them in the middle as though to remind the 

reader that for all the rich textuality that draws us into the world of the chronotope, we 

never can leave the apron.  We will always live on the frame of this novel.  

 Yet Shandy is not content with merely leaving our fingers to consider the 

difference between a marbled and an unmarbled page. He also leaves us expecting 

wrinkled pages and drafting notes, resulting from the stories the books itself tells.  

Wrinkled, because one good lady in an inn mistook Shandy’s novel for scrap paper and 

used them to curl her hair.  After remarking on how good it is that they were only on the 

outside of her head, she, “without any idea of the nature of my suffering, she took them 

from her curls, and put them gravely one by one into my hat—one was twisted this 

way—another twisted that—ey! by my faith; and when they are published, quoth I,— 

They will be worse twisted still” (373).  And so, though we may notice no actual wrinkles 

in the pages, this might be an added explanation for the twists and turns of the novel’s 

diversions. We do encounter the wrinkles that the French woman’s hair put into the novel 

we hold. And more than this, we do actually encounter the notes to the editor for the draft 

of the novel: “Be pleased, my good Lord, to order the sum to be paid into the hands of 

 
37 Du Voogd’s however, is good; he argues that the marbleized page stands in contrast to the black 

one of Yorik’s tomb, countering the straight blackness of death, with the swirled colors of life. This seems 
a good reading, but not one that relates directly to the life and theatricality of the novel at large.  

38 One contemporary reader exclaimed at the uselessness of having paid for an extra marbled page 
when it would have been better employed in print.  
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Mr. Dodsley, for the benefit of the author; and in the next edition care shall be taken that 

this chapter be expunged, and your Lordship's titles, distinctions, arms, and good actions, 

be placed at the front of the preceding chapter.” With the drafting marks, the twisted 

pages, the lines, the dashes, the blank and marbled pages, this novel carries weight in our 

own world as a collapsed moment of time and space 

 He presses this chronotope into the reader’s world to such a degree that he 

actually experiences the normal collapse of time and space in a novel of which most 

characters are not aware.  Consider a novel that has not this connection to the apron for a 

moment. In Austen’s Pride and Prejudiice, for example, there is a clear, ordered, and 

developing chronotope; Elizabeth meets Darcy, she dislikes him, he proposes, she rejects 

him, he does good things, she sees she read him wrong, he proposes again, she accepts. 

Yet as the novel sits on our shelf with its covers closed, we speak of it in the “literary 

present” as I have just done.  In that tense, Elizabeth is always simultaneously accepting 

and rejecting Darcy, simultaneously despising him while admiring him. The characters, 

of course, are unaware of this paradox, but the reader may become aware of it, if they 

keep one foot in the audience while venturing backstage.  Shandy, however, living on the 

apron with an ear in the audience, becomes a character aware of the collapse of the 

chronotope around him:  

There is but a certain degree of perfection in every thing; and by pushing at 
something beyond that, I have brought myself into such a situation, as no traveller 
ever stood before me; for I am this moment walking across the market-place of 
Auxerre with my father and my uncle Toby, in our way back to dinner—and I am 
this moment also entering Lyons with my post-chaise broke into a thousand 
pieces—and I am moreover this moment in a handsome pavillion built by 
Pringello (The same Don Pringello, the celebrated Spanish architect, of whom my 
cousin Antony has made such honourable mention in a scholium to the Tale 
inscribed to his name. Vid. p.129, small edit.), upon the banks of the Garonne, 
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which Mons. Sligniac has lent me, and where I now sit rhapsodising all these 
affairs. —Let me collect myself, and pursue my journey (Sterne 362). 
 

He has achieved such a degree of living in all parts of the theatre, that the world of the 

novel collapses before he has quite finished it, and he is still inside it, yet outside it 

enough to be aware of its collapse.  In this moment, more than any other, that bond which 

we formed with Shandy begins to so much to pull us into the novel as to pull him out of 

it. It is hard to remember that Shandy did not actually write this novel, does not actually 

exist as a person. The pretense of this novel is so perfect that it may not only take us 

bodily into it, but pull him bodily out of it, tied as we are, by the end of the novel, with 

the bond of friendship.  If it is our care for him that makes us not think anything trifling 

that concerns him, then it is his constant solicitation for us, that might draw him into our 

own world, having an opinion about the chronotope in which we also find ourselves.  

 
Conclusion 
 
 Though scholars have considered the textuality, the sounds, the visuals, the 

conversation and the diversions of the novel at great length individually, the metaphor of 

the theatre makes sense of how these all function together in Tristram Shandy. Tadié, for 

instance spends the body of his work focusing on how Sterne used the aurality of 

conversation, the theatricality of gesture, and the materiality of print to play with the 

boundaries between fiction and reality. But taking seriously Sterne’s own repeated 

metaphor of the theatre for his novel, and casting this novel on that stage, shows how 

conversation, gesture, and materiality are all part of the novel’s inheritance from the 

stage. The book in our hand becomes itself a theatrical object, with the power to transport 

us through the proscenium arch, to another reality backstage of the plot. The theatre 
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works as a metaphor for the novel only if we understand “metaphor” in its original sense.  

The Greek literally translates “to ferry over,” causing Puttenham to refer to this as “the 

figure of transport.” Allowing the metaphor of the theatre to transport us to a place where 

the novel actually is a kind of drama, takes us into Shandy’s world, where knobs on the 

backs of chairs can be mere similes, were we need not darken [our] hypothesis by placing 

a number of tall, opake words, one before another, in a right line, betwixt [our] own and 

[our] reader's conception” (Shandy 164). Thus, the novel may do what Warner notes all 

hosts and performers  should do for their guests or audience; divert, send us on “a detour 

from ordinary reality.” (Warner 232). More than any other novel in this study, Sterne’s 

work reveals how the parts of the entire theatre form around this one point under the 

proscenium arch. The narrator, caught between the historical fact of the fictional world 

backstage, and the preconceptions of a varied audience in front of him, weaves a plot out 

of conversation, giving his readers directions for the framing, restaging and texturing of 

that other world. In the next chapters we will explore in more detail the stage and 

backstage of this world created when we pass beneath the proscenium arch. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
Austen’s Stage: The Drama of the Novel in Austen’s Mansfield Park 

  
 

I do not write for such dull elves as have not a great deal of ingenuity themselves.  
 (Austen qtd in Le Faye 210) 

 
 

The last chapter showed how the implied author, feeling the gap between the 

audience’s needs and the backstage world to be conveyed to the audience, relieves the 

tension in conversation which casts the audience, orders the plot, and textures the 

backstage world. Sterne’s novel, however, lives largely on the apron; Austen’s plots draw 

the audience onto the stage of the novel.  This chapter, then, will take a rhetorical 

narrative approach to show how Austen’s best readers recognize the distinction between 

discourse and plot, but will use Austen’s own theatrical paradigm to understand better 

how the plot draws the rhetorical audience across the plotted stage, and requires an 

awareness of the story-world backstage. Though Austen’s “dramatic realism” (Gay 121) 

has been a recent topic of interest among scholars, few of these have yet explored the 

effect of that theatricality on the reader. This rise in interest, several scholars concede, 

began with the BBC’s production of Pride and Prejudice in 1995.  In 2002, both Paula 

Byrne and Penny Gay published books with the same title; Jane Austen and the Theatre, 

tracing Austen’s interest in the plays of her day, and their influence on the novel, with 

Byrne’s republishedre The Genius of Jane Austen providing a particularly good analysis 

of Lover’s Vows reflection of life at Mansfield Park.  Other engagements in the topic 

quickly followed, though most notably, Joseph Litvak’s Caught in the Act, includes a 
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discussion of the “infection of acting” in Mansfield Park.  But while all of these describe 

with some breadth the engagement of the novel with its own theatrical world, they neither 

notice the inset stages of the novel, nor explore the effects of those stages on the reader.  

This chapter will essentially argue that Jane Austen’s novels encourage readers toward an 

interpretation that recognizes that backstage/stage difference and orients them as an 

audience toward a stage.  Because Fanny Price stands toward the staged house as the 

reader stands toward the staged novel, just as Fanny Price rejects various flawed 

readings, the willingly allied reader may also reject them, and with Fanny, develop from 

the humble audience, to the constant actor, to the unconscious director, and the sincere 

judge of the drama. Such an analysis will, I hope, reframe our discussion of “audience” 

characters like Fanny, and “acting” characters like Edmund, casting their growth in a 

more sympathetic light. Laying Austen’s theatre metaphor on top of rhetorical 

narratological distinctions between plot and story-world should give us a richer 

understanding of the engagement between text, author, and audience not only of Austen’s 

novel, but, in the end, of the novel as a dramatic genre in itself. 

To examine the effects of a staged novel then, we will examine Mansfield Park, 

as a complex of inset stages that draw the reader into the action.  Theatricality radiates 

from the inmost stage which the Mansfield party constructs in the billiard room, to the 

performed social world of the park’s house, and seems to stop short of the “real” world of 

Portsmouth.  Yet the novel itself sits in our own real world as a staged play to which we 

are an audience. We are then, of necessity, included in the action of the play as readers, 

as listeners, as recreators of the action. Thus, the play in the novel stands in a parallel 

relationship to the novel itself as it sits as a play in our own world. In the novel, the 
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characters are oriented in varying relationships toward the billiard room stage that resides 

at the center of the house; the Crawfords are the consummate performers on both the 

billiard room’s stage and the house’s stage. Edmund is a poor actor on the billiard room’s 

stage, but this very quality makes him a powerful actor and director on the house’s stage. 

Fanny says of herself, “Indeed, I cannot act” (102) making her in the beginning, a 

spectator to both stages, but as she comes of age, her relationship to the stage also 

changes, until she is an important actress on the house’s stage in the end. She, the best 

reader, is characterized by an awareness that she lives in plot, that a backstage exists, and 

the actions in the plot have real consequences.  As we look into the Mansfield world of 

stages, actors, directors, and spectators, it becomes apparent that of all the characters, 

Fanny Price is the mirror image of our relationship. She sits both toward the stage in the 

study, and the stage of the house, as a non-acting audience.  Essentially, she occupies the 

chair in the novel, that we occupy outside of the novel – that of the spectator or audience.  

It is therefore with Fanny, the character most like the audience, that Austen seeks to ally 

her own reader.  Yet Fanny Price does not retain her audience orientation throughout the 

novel. Her growth as a reader can be charted in relationship to the stage, as she moves 

from audience, to actor, to director. If the reader willingly allies with Fanny as audience, 

we may also chart a similar trajectory through the novel. In the end, just as characters in 

the novel imitate the stories they observe on the stage in different ways, so the audience 

of the novel may imitate the roles that they observe on the stage in the creative reading 

process this study seeks to map. 
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The Complex of Inset Stages  
 

Before we can understand Fanny’s relationship to the stage, though, we must first 

establish the architecture of the novel as a complex of inset stages: the literal stage in Sir 

Thomas’ billiard room is set inside the social stage of the house and its environs, to 

which Portsmouth stands as a gritty “real” world, and all these stages are set inside the 

novel which stands as a stage toward our own real world (Figure 3.1). 

 
 

 

 
 

Mansfield Park by Jane Austen 

Billiard Room or 
“Theatre” 

Study or “Green Room” 

Stage 

Portsmouth 

Mansfield Park and Environs 

F

F

The Reader’s World 

Us 

Stage 1 

Stage 2 

Stage 3 

Reality 2 

Reality 3 

Reality 1 

Figure 3.1. The Inset Stages of Mansfield Park 
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Billiard Stage 
 

At the heart of Mansfield Park, the literal stage emanates outward to “infect” (in 

Litvak’s terms) the entire house. In the introduction to this study, we noted that it was not 

uncommon for private homes to enjoy theatricals, and the Austen family was among 

these.1 The singularity at Mansfield lies in the concrete physicality of the theatre. Though 

the initial suggestions from Henry and Maria are that “any room…might suffice” and that 

they should “make the performance, not the theatre” the object (88), Tom and Yates 

insist on all the trappings.  By the time they are finished, they have shuffled bookcases, 

hung curtains, repurposed Sir Thomas’s study as a green room and the billiard room as a 

theatre.  In the end, they have not merely moved a billiard table, but they have redefined 

two rooms of the house: a significant act when redefinition implies ownership.  Recall 

that Fanny’s East room, once a nursery and then a school-room, is adopted by Fanny 

when she fills it with her books, plants, pictures and gifts, until it becomes generally 

“considered Fanny’s” though only ever referred to as “the East room” after it ceases to be 

“the nursery.” The use of the room changes the name after much time and after the room 

is haunted by other occupations for a long time.  Yet the billiard-room becomes a theatre 

in the space of a fortnight, not the years that it took for Fanny to adopt her own room.  

And as dear as Fanny’s room is to her, so was Sir Thomas’s to him. The redefinition of 

the room which we will now call the “Billiard Stage,” the renaming of it and re-

appropriation of it, renders a space that was the center of power at Mansfield, an actual, 

physical, theatre. 

 
1 Paula Byrne has done significant work in her book The Genius of Jane Austen in exploring the 

extent and vigor of the play-acting in the Austen home.  Her work leaves little doubt but that Austen was 
entirely in favor of theatricals and did not hold to her Fanny’s view on this matter. 
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Mansfield’s Stage 
 

Litvak notes that when this first stage disperses, the theatre is spread to every 

corner of the Mansfield Park world as though it is an infectious disease, yet Mansfield 

Park has always been a social stage on which Maria and Julia performed to attract a good 

spouse, and on which Mrs. Norris and Sir Thomas directed. Joseph Litvak, in his book 

Caught in the Act: Theatricality in the 19th Century Novel, argues in the Mansfield Park 

chapter that the anxiety surrounding the theater in the novel is that it will not stay within 

bounds.2  Hannah Moore, Litvak notes, complains that the life of young women “too 

much resembles that of an actress: the morning is all rehearsal, and the evening is all 

performance” (qtd in Litvak 8), while Thomas Gisborn, also aware of the drama of the 

social stage, finds it “charming” when used to a good end (Litvak 7).3 In any case, Litvak 

notes a disturbing seduction in acting, suggesting that Austen introduced the play to 

inoculate Mansfield Park from the “infection of acting” (Tom’s words).  But the 

inoculation was unsuccessful, and when the theatre disperses and the actors and their 

trappings infiltrate the “real” world of Mansfield Park, (the actors to the parsonage, the 

theatre curtains to Aunt Norris’s), the entire world of Mansfield Park takes on the flavor 

of the stage. While Litvak’s observation that “the theater starts to look a little more like 

the world” and “the world starts to look a little more like the theatre,” is a good 

 
2 He tracks that anxiety from Hannah Moore’s extreme distrust to Thomas Gisborne’s more 

moderate views, and William Hazlitt’s 1817 defense of “Actors and Acting.”  

3 William Hazlitt, while defending theatre as the “best teacher of morals,” also notes that the “wit 
and fancy” of the actors can cloak seduction and thus distract us from the “coarser poison” in their 
character, thus making evil seem attractive (Litvak 13). 
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beginning,4 this study notes the clear structure of the stage within the staged world of the 

house, which might clarify the relationship of theatre to world within the novel.  The 

view that the Billiard Stage is a spreading contagion,5 is an assessment from Tom 

Bertram, defending the theatricals to his father: Oh – it’s only a little illness from which 

we shall soon recover!  It is not a defining characteristic inherent to identity! Tom’s voice 

in this moment is not one that should be quickly accepted since he is trying to convince 

his father not to take it too seriously.  In fact, the house has been a stage from the opening 

chapter of the novel, and the Billiard Stage is, like a pearl in an oyster, merely a natural 

distillation of the theatricality of the world which produced it.  

Still, Litvak is clearly right to note that the house is its own stage, with Maria and 

Julia closely resembling Hannah Moore’s actresses, Mrs. Norris acting as director, Fanny 

as foil, audience and stage-hand, Edmund both as Fanny’s agent and a contending 

director on the Mansfield Park stage. On this stage, the Crawfords arrive as visiting 

performers who are noted for a “charm” like that which Gisborn admires. Gay has noted 

Henry’s similarity to the famous actor David Garrick (Gay 100), and argues that Mary 

Crawford is modeled after Lady Bell Bloomer in Cowley's Which is the Man? (Gay 110). 

 
4 Litvak even points out Gilbert and Gubar’s observation that “Fanny silently plays the role of the 

angel by refusing to play (qtd in Litvak 21). 

5 We should, I think, be a little leery of accepting so readily Tom Bertram’s defense of the 
theatricals as merely an “infection.”  Litvak might accept this too readily, but Tom’s voice in that moment 
is clearly not one to be trusted.  
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6 And indeed as Trilling notes, Mary is also a consummate performer.7  If these are only a 

few instances of performance before the play, then the play itself cannot, as Tom 

suggests, be the source of the “infection.”  The world of Mansfield Park is, itself the 

stage, and the stage deserves a different treatment than we have given it to this point.  

Even after the play, it does not seem that the theatre “leaked” into the house’s 

world, as Litvak would have it, but rather, that the theatre is a distillation of the house’s 

world.  Edmund’s praise of Henry Crawford’s Shakespeare reading indicates that the 

language of the theatre pervaded the world of Mansfield Park: 

“No doubt, one is familiar with Shakespeare in a degree,” said Edmund, “from 
one’s earliest years.  His celebrated passages are quoted by every body; they are 
in half the books we open, and we all talk Shakespeare, use his similes, and 
describe with his descriptions; but this is totally distinct from giving his sense as 
you gave it.  To know him in bits and scraps, is common enough; to know him 
pretty thoroughly, is, perhaps, not uncommon; but to read him well aloud, is no 
everyday talent (229). 
 

Shakespeare’s theatrical language is, according to Edmund, the language of the day.  

What was written for the imaginary world of the stage, became a real part of the real 

world of Mansfield. And though it may be argued that only Shakespeare's language, and 

not his theatricality, has "infected" the Mansfield world, it is Edmund, one of the main 

trendsetters of this community, who specifically values “read[ing] him well aloud” as “no 

 
6 Gay notes that Mary’s performance is not simply part of her role on a social stage, but that, "For 

most people, falling in love begins with flirtation, which is often a consciously theatrical mode of social 
behaviour.  Mary Crawford is certainly aware of this, and plays her role of fascinating woman to the hilt. 
Unfortunately, Edmund refuses to play his part" (Gay 113) But Edmund’s refusal is not “unfortunate.” 
Rather, he sees, in the end, that Mary has been merely performing, and so he sees through the façade of her 
performance and “the charm is broken.” 

7 He argues that Jane Austen was the first to represent insincerity in its modern sense, as Mary 
Crawford in particular “impersonates the woman she thinks she ought to be” (Trilling 133). She wins 
Edmund not with her character, or with her intelligence, but with the skills of an actress: with her beauty, 
taste, spirit, and musical performance 
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everyday talent,” above “know[ing] him pretty thoroughly.” Fanny Price, who read the 

play often and thoroughly, certainly had a better knowledge of Shakespeare than Henry 

Crawford who, by his own confession, had not read him since his school days. Yet it is 

Crawfords’ ability to perform, not Fanny’s quiet knowledge, that Edmund praises.   

And such valuing of performance or “address” is common to all the characters at 

Mansfield.  They initially value Mr. Rushworth because “there was nothing disagreeable 

in his figure or address” (26). Mary tells Mrs. Grant that “if you can persuade Henry to 

marry, you must have the address of a Frenchwoman.  All that English abilities can do 

has been tried already” (28). Frenchwomen are better speakers because their sexual allure 

makes them more persuasive, and as Litvak notes, acting and seducing are not 

unconnected abilities (Litvak 13). Crawford himself is first described as “not 

handsome… but still he was the gentleman, with a pleasing address” (30). It is Williams’ 

“frank, unstudied, but feeling and respectful manners” (166), that initially pleases Sir 

Thomas, who also decides whether or not to be offended by Crawford based on the 

“respect in the young man’s address” (174). It is Fanny’s rejection of Crawford and his,  

“address and conversation [that was] pleasing to everybody” (222), that so shocks Sir 

Thomas. To value Shakespeare’s language is to value good address and the performance 

in the theatre of Mansfield Park.8  

 
8 Rushworth’s improvements to his estate is yet another way in which the Mansfield Park world 

demonstrates its theatricality. The passion for improving old estates, as many scholars have remarked, 
generally involves the opening of prospects around old estates so that the views from the house are more 
varied.  Thus, Mr. Rushworth enthuses: “There have been two or three fine old trees cut down, that grew 
too near the house, and it opens the prospect amazingly, which makes me think that Repton, or anybody of 
that sort, would certainly have the avenue at Southerton down” (38).  Avenues, planted for the pleasure of 
walking through them, block the theatrical view of the land from the house.  The pleasures of walking 
through the grounds as an explorer, are replaced by those of viewing the grounds as an audience, and of 
making that ground more theatrical to the audience in the windows looking down. Balls too, are a theatrical 
moment in the novel, and in Fanny Prices’ ball, Austen’s narration plays up the theatrical, as Litvak notes 
(Litvak 22). This is the moment at Fanny’s ball when Sir Thomas commands her to retire, possibly in order 
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Portsmouth: The Real World of the Novel 
 

This complex of inset stages has for its audience the real world of Portsmouth, 

Fanny Price’s first home.  The novel’s inclusion of a “real” world, and inclusion, too, of 

an audience member from that real world to the theatricals at Mansfield, suggests that the 

reader and the reader’s world is represented in Fanny Price and Portsmouth, as we will 

discuss later.  As the “real” world audience to the staged world of Mansfield Park, 

Portsmouth is gritty in its lack of performance, and disorderly in its lack of directors. 

When Fanny Price refuses to comply with Sir Thomas’ direction, he banishes her from 

his stage, hoping she will come to appreciate its order, and sends her to the gritty reality 

she has always called “home.” When Litvak speaks of Fanny’s exile to Portsmouth, he 

implies that this world is not a staged one, but one which Sir Thomas hopes will make her 

regret the loss of his stage and direction.9 This subtle assumption of Portsmouth’s implied 

reality to Mansfield’s intentional theatricality seems, again, part of the inherent 

architecture of the novel. Penny Gay (among a large consensus of scholars) observes that 

Austen chooses not to write the Dickensian scenes in Portsmouth "in her usual 

 
to “recommend her as a wife by shewing her persuadableness” to Mr. Crawford (Austen 199) Here, then, is 
Sir Thomas, the more powerful director of Mansfield Park’s stage, using that stage to showcase Fanny’s 
merits as a wife, just as Mrs. Norris uses Fanny as a foil to display her own protégé’s merits. But this scene 
is unique among the staged scenes of the novel; Austen is clearly complicit in the display. Just before she 
leaves, Fanny, who the narrator tells us does not actually want to leave, “had only to rise. And, with Mr. 
Crawford’s very cordial adieus, pass quietly away; stopping at the entrance -door, like the Lady of 
Branxholm Hall, ‘one moment and no more’ to view the happy scene…”  (199). Here, Austen quotes a Sir 
Walter Scott poem, and casts her own Fanny in a role in that dramatic poem.  Showing us Fanny, framed by 
the door, full of regret and hope and confusion,  a speaking picture of the anxiety that characterizes the 
story.  It would seem that though Sir Thomas, Aunt Norris, and Edmund all take their turns directing at 
Mansfield, Austen herself is the chief director, and perfectly happy to use the same techniques as her 
characters to make her own point with the narrative. And one sign that Sir Thomas is not the supreme ruler 
of the novel’s world is that his area of influence has boundaries 

9 I do not, however, agree with Litvak that Fanny returns to be Sir Thomas’ little actress somehow.  
Rather Sir Thomas must bend to Fanny’s better judgement of the Crawfords, and learn to be happy with her 
choice of his son.  So Litvak’s reading here is a little troubled, but none-the-less accurate in its 
identification of the theatricality of the Mansfield world, and the implied reality of the Portsmouth world. 
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quasidramatic mode" (Gay 120). Those scenes are described rather as simply real – loud, 

disordered and dirty, a place without a director, and without the slow time or quiet 

necessary for dramatic pauses.  

Here everybody was noisy, every voice was loud (excepting, perhaps, her 
mother’s, which resembled the soft monotony of Lady Bertram’s, only worn into 
fretfulness)… The doors were in constant banking, the stairs were never at rest, 
nothing was done without a clatter, nobody sat still, and nobody could command 
attention when they spoke” (266).   
 

Here is a home without a Sir Thomas or Mrs. Norris to direct, only the frazzled remains 

of an indolent Lady Bertram type in Fanny’s mother.  That “nobody could command 

attention” is an indication of the noise certainly, but also of the space that the noise 

crowds.  There is no room left for a space that can act as a center of unified attention. The 

rush of piled on negations here (never, nothing, nobody) stands in stark contrast to the 

space and pacing of Mansfield where, for instance, Fanny lingers in exiting the ball, “one 

moment and no more” (Austen 192)10.  Though Austen is clearly still director of both 

scenes, she allows reality to crowd in at Portsmouth, while she clears space for drama at 

Mansfield.  

 
The Novel’s Stage 
 
 To the readers of the novel, however, Fanny’s Portsmouth is still a stage, because 

it is in a book, not a place of possible action for the reader. As Mansfield Park is a staged 

world to the reality of Portsmouth, so is the novel at large a staged world to our own 

reality.  Garret Stewart has noted that in the reader’s attention to the novel, they adopt a 

 
10 A quote from Scott’s “Lay of the Last Mistrel” that connects this romance as well. 
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kind of “benign eavesdropping” (31).11 Though no one else may be listening to Fanny’s 

laments in secret, yet the reader, audience to her world, eavesdrops.12  In some novels, 

this eavesdropping takes the form of the direct address, but in Austen’s more subtle 

approach, we might notice it in such scenes where the theatrically comedic drama can 

only be meant for the audience  of  the novel, rather than for the audience within the 

novel. Consider again the moment when Sir Thomas walks from his study to the billiard 

room and finds himself on a stage opposite the ranting Mr. Yates.  Though only Tom was 

a witness to this scene,13 we too are audience to an irony only the reader can grasp. Tom 

enjoys the immediate comical import of the moment; that Sir Thomas, a man completely 

opposed to such theatricals, should find himself on a stage when he expected to enter his 

most valued private chamber, and should be confronted by a fully costumed actor in mid-

bluster is fertile ground for the best comedy. But those who have read the novel and the 

play may also see an ironic similarity between Sir Thomas and the character enacted by 

the ranting actor across from him.  Paula Byrne has made an extensive comparison in her 

 
11 Here is the full and fascinating quote from Stewart on this point; “Though we certainly identify 

with the tribulations of [characters], as readers we also identify with the pressure to narrate, the intention to 
tell, and almost as much with the omniscience of Middlemarch as with the first-person narration of David 
Copperfield. Our isolation as readers, doubled by the variously preserved and invaded privacy of fictional 
characters, a state taken in turn either as an inalienable autonomy or an alienated atomism - this radical 
privacy is thus relieved twice over by novelistic reception; first, by the appeal to our very capacity for 
vicarious participation in  the lives of characters, even benign eavesdropping, and second (a fact less often 
recognized), by our tacitly acknowledged capacity, by receiving such narrative as a motivated enunciation, 
to alleviate the narrative agent's own emotional isolation, anthropomorphically rather than textually 
construed.  Before and after all, at a bare minimum there is one thing you prove by reading: In the midst of 
inevitable social fragmentation, at least somewhere someone is paying the emotional price of attention" 
(Stewart 31). 

12 This makes the reader a kind of ghostly presence in the novel which becomes more blatantly 
apparent in the haunted house genre.  See my own work on Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House 
for a fuller discussion of this topic. 

13 Some critics have noted that this is the only moment in all of Austen’s novels in which only 
men are present. 
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book The Genius of Jane Austen between the character of the apparently villainous Baron 

Von Wildenhaim and Sir Thomas Bertram, showing that where the Baron appeals 

genuinely to his daughter not to marry without love, Sir Thomas unconsciously pressures 

his own daughter into marrying a man she did not love for the sake of his wealth, and 

orders Fanny to accept the hand of an unreformed rake she does not love (Byrne 192). 

The comedy of this wonderful moment then is laced with irony for those who are familiar 

with the novel and the play. Sir Thomas is the director of the drama at the house, and that 

room has always been his own green room, while the rest of the house has always been 

the stage that he directs. Confronted by the ranting Mr. Yates, he is actually confronted 

by a caricature of himself. Yet these ironies are imperceptible to Tom, the only audience 

within the story. Its full import was designed for the enjoyment of the rhetorical reader 

who, as Phelan explains, is willing to read as the part of the authorial audience who the 

novel addresses (Phelan 8), and who alone can fully enter this moment.  And the novel 

amply rewards such readers with a richer comedy, a deeper irony, and a startling 

penetration into the souls of the actors in the novel.   

 Thus, as the Billiard stage is to Mansfield Park, and as the Park’s stage is to 

Portsmouth, so is the novel to our own reality: a stage within the great world’s stage. 

Penny Gay’s observations strengthen this analogy.  In her work on Jane Austen and the 

Theatre, she argues that the characters at Mansfield function like those in a morality play, 

with "Edmund or Everyman, who consciously tries to do good but is tempted and falls 

(significantly his home is named Man's-field), and Fanny, the steadfast virtuous woman - 

or, in biblical terms, the Pearl of Great Price (Matt. 13:45-6)" (Gay 98).That there is 

some dramatic relationship between the novel and our own reality seems apparent to 
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most scholars of Austen’s work, but Gay’s observations indicate that this relationship 

may be more complicated than a simple mirroring. It is not that the stage imitates life, but 

also that life imitates the stage. The motive force of the novel emanates outward from the 

central Billiard Stage, to the House’s Stage whose plot follows that of play, to the reality 

of Portsmouth which, combined, stand as a stage to our own reality. Thus, Austen’s 

proscenium framing of her novel’s stage outlines a stage, a reality, and an audience which 

are the mirror of our own. But all this is only Austen’s elaborate stage structure.  The 

scene is set and ready for the actors to take their places within the complex of stages.  

Where they stand, and in which actor we see ourselves mirrored alters entirely the 

experience of redramatizing not only this novel, but of every novel aware of its own 

stage.   

 
Actors on the Stage:  Character Orientation to Real and Staged Worlds  

 
If, as Gay suggests, an allegory is played on the stage of that world, and if the 

theatricality continues in the same pattern begun in the novel, then it is our reality that 

imitates the novel, following the characters on the stage, as in a kind of dance, repeating 

their moves, and projecting their reality into our own. As we have already noted, Fanny 

Price, stands in our position as an audience to the Billiard stage, and initially the Park’s 

stage as well. We will now see how even the greatest action Fanny achieves in the novel, 

that of judging Henry Crawford, is the only kind of action of which we are ourselves 

capable in the novel, for we too can only judge.  Indeed, we “cannot act,” to an even 

greater degree than Fanny.  We cannot so much as crack a cup in that world.  If we are a 

thoroughly sympathetic audience, a rhetorical audience as Phelan defines it, her 

movement in relation to the stage may be read as an indication of our expected movement 
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toward the stage of the novel. For instance, when, in Chapter fourteen, the Mansfield cast 

is choosing the play, Fanny’s voice is as silent in her own world as the audience’s. Yet 

when the stage clears and Fanny is left alone, she moves onto the deserted stage.  “The 

first use she made of her solitude was to take up the volume which had been left on the 

table, and begin to acquaint herself with the play of which she had heard so much.  Her 

curiosity was all awake” (98).  We might think of that movement to take up and read a 

play as a strong hint to the reader to do likewise. And so, as Fanny Price moves into a 

position of greater influence on the Park’s stage, we too, move into a place of greater 

action in our role as readers. Thus, just as the characters and action on the stage within 

the novel engage with the world of Mansfield Park, so the characters and actions on the 

stage of the novel interact with the reader’s world.  It is like a dance in which Fanny is 

the lead; as she moves toward the stage, so the allied reader will also, by reason of 

alliance, move toward the novel. 

To discuss the positioning of the actors on these inset stages, we must first define 

some terms: we will distinguish between “performers” who intentionally play a role, and 

“actors” who take sincere action in their “real” worlds.  Because there are inset layers of 

reality as well, we will distinguish by referring to the reader’s reality and the novel’s or 

character’s reality.  Three representative actors/performers will illustrate the interactions 

between the stages: Henry Crawford, the consummate performer, Edmund Bertram, the 

sincere actor, and Fanny Price, the audience turned director. A brief diversion into some 

of the other characters may give us a taste for what we might come to observe in the other 

actors.  Mrs. Norris is in many ways a simple case.  She perceives herself to be the stage 

manager, and indeed there is little difference between the manner in which she manages 
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the Billiard Stage and that in which she manages the Park’s stage.  She has the same 

grasping concern, the same “bustle” with the same complete lack of actual influence and 

lack of regard or love from the Billiard cast as from the Mansfield cast. She has trained 

Maria Bertram and her sister Julia as actresses on the Mansfield Park stage to great 

success; they are such consummate actresses on that stage, that for them, the Billiard 

stage is not a place to step into other characters, but a place to step out of the characters 

they already fill in ordinary life, and to step into their own desire fulfilment.14  Maria 

knows she must marry Rushworth in real life, and shows herself a capable enough actress 

to convince her father that she wishes it.  But in the play, she pursues the role that will 

give her the most intimate position to the man she truly wishes she could have; she plays 

Henry Crawford’s mother. Thus, her relationship to the Billiard stage is not one of false 

performance at all, but of acting out her real wishes.  Mary Crawford, unlike Maria, is a 

“hardened” actor like those that Edmund would be willing to travel many miles to 

observe with pleasure.  Though Maria treats the stage as a means of acting her real self, 

Mary treats it as exactly what it is – an inset stage. It is merely another mode on which to 

enact the same performance as always.  This is the cause of her extreme flexibility which 

Edmund so much admires. Her brother assures them that she is willing to take any part, 

and indeed, she does accept the role they give her with greater ease than anyone. 

 

 
14 Conger, in an article that predates and informs Paula Byrnes work, argues that Conger argues 

that “Maria and Henry identify so completely with their fictional characters that they cease to care about 
their real lives.  The play divides them from their former selves, their former lives, and ultimately, from 
respectable society” (Conger 109). This goes for Yates and Julia too.  “All these last four characters allow 
the play’s fiction to become their reality” (Conger 109). Yet the structure of inset stages suggests that 
Maria and Julia in particular are still aware that they are on a stage, but also aware that they are never off of 
it, so “reality” is a troubled concept to them.  There is little at Mansfield that is “Authentic” in the way it is 
at Portsmouth 
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Henry Crawford: Consummate Performer 
 

The reason for Mary’s great flexibility may be more apparent in her brother, 

Henry Crawford, the consummate performer on all the stages who is so flexible a 

performer, that he is able to “change one set of words for another” without changing the 

topic (233). Though most of the Mansfield cast (Tom, Mr. Yates, Mr. Rushworth, Mrs. 

Norris) were fixated on the trappings (the green beize curtain, transforming the study, Mr. 

Rushworth’s elegant costumes, etc.), Henry cares only for the language and performance.  

This means that with the right turn of speech, he can transform any domestic setting into 

a theatre. Susan Harlan proposes that “Henry Crawford appropriates Shakespeare’s 

language as a vehicle by which he performs himself” (43).  We may observe such an 

appropriation in a scene well after the theatricals when Fanny has just set down a volume 

of Shakespeare from which she was reading to Lady Bertram.  When Crawford and 

Edmund enter the room, Crawford notices that she had been reading, picks up the 

volume, and by “carefully giving way to the inclination of the leaves” (228) finds the 

passages that Fanny likes best. Fanny’s coloured narrative expresses her great pleasure in 

this reading:  

In Mr. Crawford's reading there was a variety of excellence beyond what she had 
ever met with. The King, the Queen, Buckingham, Wolsey, Cromwell, all were 
given in turn; for with the happiest knack, the happiest power of jumping and 
guessing, he could always alight at will on the best scene, or the best speeches of 
each; and whether it were dignity, or pride, or tenderness, or remorse, or whatever 
were to be expressed, he could do it with equal beauty. It was truly dramatic 
(238). 
 

Crawford has brought the stage into the drawing room, leaving behind the trappings 

which he felt from the start were so unnecessary to the true enjoyment of drama. But he is 

actually playing the same drama that he did on stage; he is trying to win a girl’s heart. He 
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won Maria with theatrical embraces, but Fanny is a different audience, and though he 

keeps to the same subject and the same medium of performance, the mode must change 

to suit her.   

Crawford is uniquely gifted in flexibility of mode because of his view of 

language. When Fanny suggests that Crawford ought to be more cautious with the word 

“constancy,” Crawford responds: “Constancy, I am not afraid of the word.  I would spell 

it, read it, write it with anybody.  I see nothing alarming in the word” (233). Fanny thinks 

he should be afraid of the word because he lacks the quality which the word signifies, but 

to Crawford, the sign and the signified are disconnected.15  Words are things that he can 

“spell…read…write,” not references to real things.  This explains Mary’s elegantly 

flippant play with words that wins Edmund’s heart, and explains Crawford’s ability to 

perform.  Words are theatrical masks into which he may press his face and through which 

he may manipulate the world around him. Harlan assumes that Edmund’s praise of 

Crawford’s performance is Austen’s own.  Yet Edmund, as we shall see in a moment, had 

ulterior motives for his praise which should make us cautious of it, and Fanny, though 

she also thought the performance good, maintains her deep distrust of this unceasing 

actor.16 Crawford’s “happy power of jumping and guessing” illustrates instead that 

 
15 A whole study of Crawford’s deconstruction of language especially in comparison with that of 

J. Hillis Miller’s is quite fascinating, and is work that I did in my Master’s Thesis at the university of 
Dallas.  

16 Harlan explains that, “In his 1765 Preface to Shakespeare, Johnson rails against this tendency to 
view Shakespeare as a series of “celebrated passages” (Johnson 12).  He argues that Shakespeare’s “real 
power” is not shewn in the splendor of particular passages, but by the progress of his fable…” (Johnson 
12).  This observation also marks the distinction between Johnson’s reading and Austen’s ; for Johnson, 
Shakespeare’s characters are from fable and thus have an allegorical function; for Austen, Shakespeare’s 
characters, in their individuality, become a source for distinctiveness if they are presented as distinct 
through the practice of excellent reading” (Harlan 2). Though she presents a fascinating study of the 
significance of reading Shakespeare aloud (which we will return to later,) her view that Austen prefers a 
“jumping and skipping” mode of reading Shakespeare to a Johnsonian thorough knowledge of his plots and 
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Crawford does not have a “self” to perform.  Rather, he appropriates Shakespeare’s 

language and other roles to achieve his changeable desires. He plays to Sir Thomas’s 

propriety, to Lady Bertram’s calm, to Edmund’s love of language, to Maria’s repressed 

desires, and to Fanny’s love of Shakespeare. Tony Tanner’s analysis of this performance 

seems more accurate: Crawford is more in danger of “dissolving [his face] into the 

mask,” than in imbuing the mask with his own identity (163). For Crawford, the mask is 

not something he takes up on entering a stage, but rather his orientation; with his 

language, he turns any room he enters into a theatre.  

 
Edmund: Consummate Actor 
 

Unlike Crawford who is hardly aware that “off-stage” exists, Edmund is never 

aware that he is on stage, but remains always an actor in his reality. Like the other young 

Bertrams, Edmund is aware that their position at the Park puts them necessarily and 

constantly on a stage.  It is the impropriety and bad appearance of the play that forms his 

strongest argument against it initially. Aware of this, he acts against the stage as 

energetically as his brother acts on it, until he realizes that the only way to limit the 

damage is to take one of the parts himself. Indeed, from Fanny’s earliest days at 

Mansfield, Edmund was an actor on the Park’s stage, though never a conscious 

performer.  Consider this first bit of dialogue when Fanny, newly arrived, is crying;  

"My dear little cousin," said [Edmund], with all the gentleness of an excellent 
nature, "what can be the matter?" And sitting down by her, he was at great pains to 
overcome her shame in being so surprised, and persuade her to speak openly. Was 
she ill? or was anybody angry with her? or had she quarrelled with Maria and 
Julia? or was she puzzled about anything in her lesson that he could explain? Did 
she, in short, want anything he could possibly get her, or do for her (9)? 

 
characters, is not easily supported by the outcome of Mansfield Park, which condemns the Crawfords, and 
Edmund’s enjoyment of them, and supports Fanny’s more thorough knowledge of their character.  
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When he discovers that she is crying for her family, but for her brother above all, he 

consoles her by getting a pen and paper so she could write to him, and having his father 

“frank” it for her. His language here is full of verbs; “in short,” he is interested only in 

some action he can perform for her.  After this, Edmund becomes her tutor, her 

companion, her defender, and still occupies that role when she is grown, and her two 

aunts have worn her out.  Then, he continues to act on her behalf by selling his own horse 

and buying one that Fanny can ride to make sure she stays in good health.  In short, 

Edmund is a boy and man of verbs: sitting, questioning, getting, doing, consoling, 

fetching, defending.  He does listen, but only so he can find out what action he is to take. 

Even his performance on the stage is not “performance” in our sense, but an “act” in the 

real sense: he is defending the family honor (and maybe practicing for a future proposal).  

So it is not actual inconsistency with his former resolution to avoid the theatre, it is 

merely the “appearance of such inconsistency” (110). When he does take a role on the 

Billiard stage, it is so close a match to his own reality, that it can hardly be said to be a 

performance, but merely, like his sisters, an acting out of his real desire. Edmund plays 

the tutor/priest character of Anhalt, whose forward student (whom he loves but feels 

unworthy of) essentially proposes to him.17 Simply by acting himself and his own desires, 

Edmund manages to make so good a showing that Fanny “was inclined to believe their 

17 Edward virtually plays himself as Anhalt, a clergyman who tutors the Baron’s daughter, Agatha.  
The scene in which the forward Agatha essentially proposes to her shy tutor who feels unworthy of her 
hand, is a wish fulfillment for Edmund, who desires that the brilliant Mary would condescend to marry 
him. It would seem, initially, that Edmund is, as Byrne observes, “cast into [a] role that [is] appropriate for 
[him]” (Byrne 175). Indeed, for similarity between actor and character, few match Edmund’s relationship 
to Anahalt, except Rushworth’s relationship to his character, the Count. Edmund, however, seems more 
aware than Rushworth of the similarity between his situation and Anhalt’s, and this, perhaps, is the unstated 
reason that he is willing to take the role in the end.   
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performance would, indeed, have such nature and feeling in it as must ensure their credit” 

(122).  The source of his good acting, however, is the opposite of Henry’s; Henry is a 

consistent performer both on the Billiard stage and in the House, but Edmund 

consistently treats both the house and the Billiard stage as real. Edmund is always acting 

on a stage that isn’t properly a stage – it is not separated from the real world.   

 
Fanny: Consummate Audience 
 
 Initially, Fanny’s relationship to both the Billiard Stage and the Park’s stage is 

neither as actor or performer, but as audience.  When asked to perform on the Billiard 

Stage, she exclaims, "Indeed you must excuse me. I could not act anything if you were to 

give me the world. No, indeed, I cannot act” (105).  Nina Auerbach points out Fanny’s 

“relentless spectatorship” and concludes that Fanny is thoroughly detached from the 

action of the novel (Auerbach 60). Though this reading cannot sufficiently account for 

Fanny’s growth into the action of the story, Fanny certainly does exist in that liminal 

space of the audience between action on stage, and action in the real world. Even so, 

though she cannot act on stage, she is thoroughly involved with the theatricals and seems 

to have learned everyone’s lines, sewn everyone’s costumes, and heard everyone’s 

complaints. But she draws the line at taking a part in the play.  Unlike Edmund, she does 

not object on a moral basis, but on the basis of inability; “I cannot act.” (emphasis added) 

(Austen 105). Not only can she not act on stage, but she cannot act in Mansfield’s world 

either. Yate’s description of the Cottager’s wife role, (which was to be Fanny’s before 

she absolutely refused) exactly matches Fanny’s situation in the house. It is “the most 

trivial, paltry, insignificant part; the merest commonplace; not a tolerable speech in the 

whole” (96).  The role of the Cottager’s Wife is essential to the plot of the play, just as 
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Fanny is absolutely essential to Lady Bertram as a companion, to Mrs. Norris as a servant 

and to the Miss Bertrams as a backdrop against which to display their accomplishments.  

Yet though indispensable, both the Cottager’s Wife, and Fanny are considered trivial and 

silent, mere props to the real action.18 Like the audience to the novel, she is without voice 

or agency. In the Mansfield world, she is ordered around cruelly by Mrs. Norris, and 

kindly by Edmund. So when Mrs. Norris tells her to take flowers to her own house in the 

village, she must do it, and when Edmund finds out and tells her to go for rides instead, 

she gratefully does it.  She is entirely without agency in the first half of the novel, in 

which there is hardly “a tolerable speech in the whole” (95).19  Fanny is like the reading 

audience who also has no speeches and truly, “cannot act!” But this will change, and the 

position of the allied reader will change with it. 

 
Reader’s Alliance with Fanny 
 

Though without agency, Fanny is not without strong feeling and good judgment, 

the two acts of which an audience also is capable. Though a good rhetorical reader must 

feel with the characters in the novel, few characters within this novel are as aware of their 

feelings as Fanny Price. Many of Austen’s contemporaries noticed that Fanny is a 

 
18 And in fact, few at Mansfield Park recognize Fanny’s real role in the novel. Byrne observes a 

similarity between  Fanny Price and Amelia. Though Edmund as Anhalt hopes for Mary playing Amelia, in 
fact it is Fanny Price who is actually most similar to the character of Amelia. Fanny is Edmund’s pupil, as 
Agatha is Anhalt’s. Fanny is more like Sir Thomas’ daughter, too, than Mary is.  Finally, Fanny, like 
Agatha, secretly loves her tutor, whereas Mary’s interest is more of an open flirtation. Essentially, then, 
Mary Crawford usurped Fanny’s place in Edmund’s affections, and her role in the play.18 And so Fanny, 
long berated as an inactive wallflower, is in fact, a usurped leading lady, forced to watch another woman 
play the proposal scene, and make the confession she does not dare to make herself.18 In this sense, the play 
reflects the usurpation occurring in the real life of the play, but only as a play for the reader’s eyes.  This, 
too, is a drama only perceptible to the reader of both the play and the novel. 

19 I cannot pass without mentioning Nina Auerbach’s notice of Fanny’s spectator position here.   
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romantic – a heroine of ‘sensibility’, as Conger has noted, “an unequivocal woman of 

feeling, moved to action primarily by her several sentimental attachments to places and 

people” (Conger 92). Conger may not notice that Fanny is not often moved to any action 

at all, but she is right that her primary actions are that of intense feeling, both of concern 

and care, of anxiety, of frustrated affection, and of judgment. As Fanny begins, so she 

continues.  Aunt Norris’ put-downs and constant reminders to feel herself grateful, 

combined with Edmund’s further attempts to make her feel comfortable are all inclined to 

make Fanny notice and direct her own feelings to an unusual degree. Fanny’s feelings are 

both sincere and essential for a good audience.  In a movie, if we do not weep when the 

story calls us to weep, if we do not “get” the jokes, if the fighting scenes, blown up cars, 

and edge-of-the-seat moments make us yawn, then we are not a good audience for that 

movie.  But if we, like Fanny, treat the action as real, we will feel the emotions the movie 

moves us to feel.  If this is true of a modern, realistic movie, it is much truer of a play in 

which the audience’s imagination must be so engaged that we actually believe when a 

person changes clothes, they change characters. However, to a degree greater than any 

potential audience of the novel, Fanny as an audience within the novel must feel an 

interest in the events. The world on the stage is one that she dares not enter, but which 

calls to her nonetheless, and toward which she wishes to be more than audience. She 

lives, for most of the novel, as an exile in a foreign land, always calling another land her 

home, and never belonging to this. Between herself and the world on stage, there is little 

physical boundary.  Perhaps she is relegated to the “white attic” and to the “East Room” 

(two spaces that are hers, but are never referred to as “Fanny’s attic” or “Fanny’s room”).  

The covers of the book protect us from the nagging Aunt Norris and the commanding Sir 
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Thomas, but Fanny has no such protection.  And so, though Fanny feels as an audience 

might, she nevertheless, feels to a greater degree than an audience can, and so encourages 

us to feel more, and to “feel as [we] ought” (Austen 150). 

Feeling as we ought requires the second action of which both audience and Fanny 

are capable; good judgment. Though we cannot act, we can (and certainly do!) form 

opinions. And indeed, it is Fanny’s judgment that forms the center-point around which 

the whole story turns.  Mary Crawford is right, in the end, when she exclaims; “It is all 

her fault. Simple girl!—I shall never forgive her. Had she accepted him as she ought, they 

might now have been on the point of marriage, and Henry would have been too happy 

and too busy to want any other object” (Austen 309). Fanny’s judgment in this one case 

precipitates all the great acts of the novel. Because Fanny judged Henry unfit for 

marriage, he revealed his true character by running off with Maria.  And because of that, 

Mary revealed her true character to Edmund, and Julia ran off with Yates before her 

father had a chance to recall her.  That, in turn, left Sir Thomas feeling that he had no true 

daughter except Fanny, and made him see that she had been right about Crawford, and it 

made Lady Bertram want Fanny back to comfort her as well.  Fanny’s judgment is the 

point around which the entire novel, compass-like, must turn. Though our judgment has 

no direct impact in the world of Mansfield Park as Fanny’s does, yet it does ally us with 

Fanny, if we will allow it.  For though all of Mansfield Park bands against Fanny in her 

judgment of Crawford, we have seen what Fanny has, and we can remember with her his 

bad treatment of Maria and Julia.  And if what Fanny saw is not enough to convince us, 

we have also heard his desire that he make “only a small hole in Miss. Price’s heart” 

(157).  We can see the character that Sir Thomas overlooks, and side with Fanny in her 
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judgment of Crawford. Though we are not capable of lifting so much as a spoon in the 

Mansfield Park world, yet we may feel and judge, just as Fanny’s greatest acts are 

primarily of feeling and judgment. Thus, Austen binds the willing reader to Fanny Price 

so that this sensitive judge may draw us with her into the action of the story. 

 
Fanny is not “other” 
 

Before explaining how the reader may be drawn onto the stage, we must pause 

one moment to address the many critics of Austen’s Fanny. Fanny is generally spoken of 

as a monstrous “other,” yet she cannot be “othered” from the audience, because it is her 

very spectatorship that makes her alien to the Mansfield world. Nina Auerbach, perhaps 

Fanny’s severest critic, concludes that “In the text of her novel, she is a being without 

kin, but in its context, she exudes a quiet kinship with the strangers and the monsters of 

her age" (Auerbach 60).  Auerbach’s main observation is that Fanny’s role is “alien and 

elegiac.”  She is able to observe because she is so detached from the action.20  Such a 

reading thoroughly “others” Fanny, and fails to recognize two things.  First, that Fanny is 

not exiled by her own choice, but by the will of others when she is a powerless child, and 

second, that she returns to a home in the end, happy even before she wins her Edmund. 

 
20 "In her relentless spectatorship, Fanny may be Jane Austen's domestic answer to Byron's more 

flamboyant and venturesome Childe Harold, exile from his kind, passing eternally through foreign 
civilizations in order to create elegies to their ruins. Though Fanny travels only to Sotherton and 
Portsmouth, her role too is alien and elegiac, as it is at Mansfield itself; like Byron's persona, she is a hero 
because she is sufficiently detached to see the death of worlds. Fabricating an identity from uprootedness, 
she conquers the normal world that acts, plays, and marries, through her alienation from it.  In the text of 
her novel, she is a being without kin, but in its context, she exudes a quiet kinship with the strangers and 
the monsters of her age" (Auerbach 60).  That she is so exactly like us may, in fact, account for her 
monstrosity.  She is in that uncanny valley of creatures who are so close to being alive, she seems horrific.  
So perhaps Auerbach’s reading is not so far off after all – only misinterpreted? 
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Mackenzie Balken’s work on the orphan in literature helps to explain how an orphan may 

be mistaken as alien, and yet through narrative, may come to find her place in 

community.  It is in part Fanny’s community with the reader-spectator that Fanny finds 

liberation from a spectatorship which is not so “relentless” after all.  Yet, and perhaps 

most egregiously, there is no room in this horrified reaction to allow the reader to ally 

with this “alien monstrosity.” Bridget Draxler’s dissertation asserts that not only did the 

early novel cast many of its heroes and heroines as spectators (focusing mainly on Tom 

Jones, Clarissa, and Belinda, but including Fanny Price), but it also understood the 

enormous power of the spectator in shaping the novel through their empathy and 

judgment. Such a reading must force us to reconsider the power that Fanny actually has 

in her audience position, and therefore, reconsider the power that we also have, as 

audience, in our imaginative reproductions of the novel.  We can, like Auerbach, choose 

to see Fanny as an alien with whom we have nothing in common, or we might try the 

experiment of allying with her.   

Yet many readers hesitate to sympathize with Fanny simply because they consider 

her “charmless.” Even the casual reader may notice that Mary Crawford is brighter and 

sparkling, like the witty Elizabeth Bennet who has won so many hearts. Fanny Price is 

not so winsome.  She is “positively unattractive,” as Alisdair MacIntyre sums up. He 

defends her, but only on the basis of her virtues, “genuine virtues,” which “protect her” 

from being completely unlikeable (MacIntyre AV, 242).  Yet her virtue can make her 

seem a sanctimonious snob, and therefore even more unlikeable to some readers. 

However, Fanny’s oppression, silence, and similarity to the reader could render her not so 

alien, and not so sanctimonious.  The justice of right action is the only defense she has 
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against those who would control her.  When Sir Thomas demands that she marry Henry, 

she can quietly, but insistently say “no,” because she knows it is not right, and that single 

action draws her so strongly and forcefully into the action of the play, that the Mansfield 

characters no longer view her as self-righteous, and she ceases to be an alien.  In the end, 

Fanny Price is not a monster representing our worst fears of alienation, but rather the 

spectator’s champion, who, though oppressed, uses her sympathy and judgment to lead us 

into the action of the story.  

 
Fanny’s Interiority as Backstage 
 

Confusion over Fanny’s charmlesssness, ultimately, is confusion over Fanny’s 

extreme interiority which might be better understood when cast in theatrical terms. First, 

we must understand that, in the same way that these novels are theatrical spaces, with 

stage, audience, and apron, so, too, are people within them.21 Thus, Fanny Price, though 

possessed of a rich backstage which she keeps largely confined to her private thoughts 

and her East room, only presents to the world the demure product of her interior, 

backstage contemplations. Misreadings of her, like misreadings of a novel, may be 

plotted along the lines of the theatre.  Nina Auerbach’s understanding of Fanny as an 

“alien monstrosity” parallels oddly with Crawford’s declaration that she has “some 

touches of the angel” in her (233); both these readings fail to take into account Fanny’s 

inner struggles backstage, or her progress through the story. In practice, at least, they fail 

to recognize that Fanny has a backstage with emotions, reasonings, histories, and stories. 

 
21 This is a point that will become much clearer and much more important in the next chapter, 

when every character that steps on the stage of Robert Browning’s The Ring and the Book” must perform 
themselves. 



 

189 
 

From this rich store, she selects which attitudes to bring to the stage of her performance 

at Mansfield Park, but such readers as Auerbach and Crawford see only that performance, 

and read it as monstrous or angelic, rather than complicatedly human.  

Edmund and MacIntyre fall into a similar error in failing to recognize that people 

have stages at all. Edmund perceives every action to be of serious consequence, so that 

whether it is on the Billiard stage or on the Park’s stage, it is always “real.”  In short, he 

takes every act seriously.  MacIntyre tries to exonerate Fanny’s charmlessness by 

demonstrating her virtue, and he  is not wrong – she certainly acts virtuously, but this 

cannot save Fanny from the dislike of the audience because it does not recognize that 

Fanny must do more than feel virtuously, she must also act virtuously in the face of great 

trial to win the admiration of the audience. This she does, in the end, for those willing to 

notice it by standing firmly by her conviction not to marry Henry.  In rewarding Fanny 

with her own choice at the end of the novel, Austen seeks to train her own reader in a 

different understanding of interiority. There is an interior, backstage world to every 

character and every novel, and what is performed on the stage provides directions for 

reconstructing and understanding that backstage world, for the reader willing to give 

attention to it. This rhetorical reader is the kind that Austen’s novel forms through 

alliance with Fanny Price.  

 
Readers on the Stage: Orientation Tracks the Reading Type 

 
In Austen’s novels, orientation toward the stage is also indicative of orientation as 

a reader; Henry, Edmund and Fanny represent three reading types which we may imitate, 

and which then may shape us. But it is by alliance with Fanny Price and her recognition 

of the difference between stage and backstage that Austen leads her reader into the 
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backstage world of her own novel. In the theatrical metaphor, to understand the plot as 

staged, is to recognize the difference between the plotted order in which events and 

characters are revealed, and the “actual” order of events in the story-world backstage.  

This reading assumes that not all of the backstage elements have yet been revealed, and 

that other actors are performing themselves intentionally or unintentionally, and therefore 

wear masks that must be read through.  Understanding Edmund, Crawford, and Fanny 

both as oriented towards a stage with a backstage, and as reader not only gives us a new 

way of understanding interiority, but also gives us a vocabulary for understanding their 

reading type. 

 
Henry Crawford: Performative Reader 
 

Henry Crawford’s reading of people is equivalent to his reading of Shakespeare; it 

recognizes only the stage element of the person or story to be understood, and cannot 

perceive a backstage, complexity or interiority at all.  We have already noted Crawford’s, 

“happy power of jumping and guessing” (228), in Shakespeare without reading him 

directly through.  Harlan quotes Samuel Johnson’s disapproval of this “tendency to view 

Shakespeare as a series of ‘celebrated passages.’ He argues that Shakespeare’s ‘real 

power is not shewn in the splendor of particular passages, but by the progress of his 

fable…’”(Harlan 44).  Though Harlan cites this in order to praise the modernity of  

Crawford’s reading as contrasted with Johnson’s dated  reading, we should note that 

Austen prefers Johnson’s process; Fanny excels in  reading an entire story through and 

then judging it, and though we may take issue with Fanny’s action in the beginning, few 

can successfully criticize her judgment.  Crawford’s reading of Shakespeare resembles 

those remarkable actors who come on a set to read only their own lines, but have no 
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interest in watching the movie of which they are a part.22 Like these, Crawford is also one 

who, in his performance, separates his role from the larger plot.  We have already noted 

that Crawford separates the sound of a word from its sense, that his facility with language 

ends with being able to “spell it, read it write it with any body” (233).  But a performer 

has no other use for language.  He need not “read” in the interpretive sense at all.  He 

need only perform his role.  

Edmund, in praising Crawford’s reading, distinguishes three ways of reading a 

play; “To know [Shakespeare] in bits and scraps is common enough; to know him pretty 

thoroughly is, perhaps, not uncommon; but to read him well aloud is no everyday talent” 

(239). Here, Edmund distinguishes between those who know “bits and scraps,” from 

reading an occasional book, from those who “know him pretty thoroughly,” like Fanny, 

who grew up with a  family “to be[ing] and not to be[ing]”( 90), from those who “read 

him well aloud.”  Edmund, then identifies three readers: the reader of bits, the reader of 

plots, and finally the reader who “read[s]… well aloud,” that is the performer. Edmund 

assumes that this kind of reader is better than the others23, and Harlan assumes that 

Edmund’s praise is Austen’s. But what Harlan and others miss is that Edmund’s 

judgment at this point is not to be trusted. He has fallen for his own Mary Crawford, and 

he is inclined to believe that this Crawford is also good.  It would both confirm his own 

choice of Mary, and make a comfortable future for himself, if Fanny would choose the 

brother. So, though his distinction is logical, his judgment is suspect.  Crawford is, in 

 
22 I understand that to ask Maggie Jones for a summary of any of the Harry Potter  movies would 

be useless for this reason. 

23 This is another of those moments we have noted in Sterne and Feilding when reading aloud is 
given priority over reading quietly. 
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fact, the performative reader, but though he might “give [Shakespeare’s] sense, he does 

not actually know it very well.  By his own admission, he has never read through an 

entire play himself but only absorbed it “in bits and scraps.” He is, by Edmund’s own 

definition, the worst kind of reader – one who sees only what is on stage in the moment, 

and does not care either about where this scene fits into the plot, nor what complexity 

might exist backstage of a person’s performance, nor does Crawford care what the words 

are actually meant to convey.  His only concern is what he might do with the 

performance of them.  In this case, Henry is determined to win, or rather “to make a small 

hole in” (157) Fanny’s heart. Henry’s ability to bend a script to his will is evident when 

Fanny rebukes his treatment of the word “Constancy.” She had hoped “to silence him 

by… an extremity of reproof,” but found “herself sadly mistaken, and that it was only a 

change from one object of curiosity and one set of words to another” (Austen 233).  He 

changes, vocabulary, without changing content, because to him, words are merely masks, 

and that may be switched out for alternate performances featuring himself.24  He also can 

only think of Fanny in terms of performance too. Fanny’s name is the first word he seems 

to encounter that is something beyond a performance.  She has, according to Crawford, “ 

given the name such a reality of sweetness, that nothing else can now be descriptive of 

you” (243). Fanny has “given the name” a reality, Crawford praises, yet means she has 

merely performed it well. Crawford reads people as he reads plays, with the assumption 

 
24 Because in Crawford’s understanding, words bear only an accidental relationship to their 

meaning, Fanny’s name is the first word he seems to encounter that is something beyond a performance;  
“it is 'Fanny' that I think of all day, and dream of all night. You have given the name such reality of 
sweetness, that nothing else can now be descriptive of you” (243). Yet he still phrases his compliment in 
performance terms: Fanny has “given then name” a reality – she has performed it well. Even when reading 
the words of others, then, Crawford reads it in terms of performance without any backstage.   
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that there is nothing more of value than what they are performing on the social stage at 

that particular moment. He is unaware of a backstage.25 

 
Edmund: Reforming Reader 
 

Edmund’s orientation to the stage also indicates his reading type. He sees (and 

directs) the action of the moment, but by a subtle alliance, quietly imitates the action.  By 

his own categories, he is one who knows Shakespeare more than in “bits and scraps,” he 

“knows [Shakespeare] pretty thoroughly” (229)  He reads well enough to educate Fanny, 

at least.  But Edmund’s best representative reading moment is not of books, but as an 

audience to the reading of a play.26  When Crawford reads Shakespeare to Fanny, it is 

Fanny Edmund watches and reads, not the play itself: 

Edmund watched the progress of [Fanny’s] attention, and was amused and 
gratified by seeing how she gradually slackened in the needle-work, which, at the 
beginning, seemed to occupy her totally; how it fell from her hand while she sat 
motionless over it – and at last, how the eyes which had appeared so studiously to 
avoid him throughout the day, were turned and fixed on Crawford, fixed on him 
for minutes, fixed on him in short till the attraction drew Crawford’s upon her, 
and the book was closed, and the charm was broken. (229).  
 

The repeated “hows” of this paragraph mark the point in the action of this short plot.  In 

narration colored by Edmund’s inner voice, those repeated words tell the story of Fanny’s 

temporary attraction to Henry’s wit and performance.  The plot crescendos with the 

repeated word “fixed,” up to the climax when her attention draws Crawford’s upon her.  

This is the moment Edmund has been hoping for, since Fanny’s choice of Henry would 

 
25 Such an understanding can also help explain such moments as when the Crawfords and 

Bertrams are discussing the girls who have “come out,” and so many other moments for which this study 
has not the room. 

26 Again, this is evidence that watching a play and reading a book are the same activity to the 
novelists. 
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both justify and ease Mary’s choice of Edmund. Yet at that climax of fixed attention, “the 

book was closed, and the charm was broken.”  In this moment, Edmund is oriented 

toward the stage not as an audience but as a director, an actor in the real world.  He is 

waiting for the consummation of a scene that he has helped to plan.  Like the rest of the 

family, he cannot understand Fanny’s repulsion from Henry Crawford and in the growth 

of her interest, reads hope for his dearest wish. This is an outworking of his role as actor 

on the stage of Mansfield Park, only his act here is in the directing of this little moment 

for Henry and Fanny.  This is a reading that results not from an audience’s interested 

engagement, but from an acting director’s eager attention to the results of a story of his 

own connivance. 

 Yet Edmund’s relationship toward the stage takes an interesting turn.  This phrase 

“the charm was broken” seems a passing cliché, until we notice that it is repeated one 

other time, near the point when Mansfield Park’s book also is closed.  After Henry runs 

off with Maria Bertram, Mary blames Fanny for not accepting Henry’s proposal when 

she had the chance, and Edmund is so shocked that he feels all his past opinion of Mary 

was false.  When he tells Fanny of the accusation, he ends, “Could you have believed it 

possible? – But the charm is broken. My eyes are opened” (309). Edmund’s book-long 

story is precisely the same as the paragraph-long plot that he reads in Fanny’s attention; 

that of growing interest in a Crawford (Mary or Henry) because of their performance and 

appeal to taste, of mounting excitement to a point when they both seem just about to 

succumb to matrimony, and then a moment of revelation, and a quick end in a broken 

spell. In Edmund’s case, he is attracted to Mary’s flirtatious banter, which she calculates 

carefully but naturally to appeal to the taste of her audience.  Her attentions drew his 
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upon her, and then end, as Fanny’s did, when he realizes the nature of the person to 

whom he is attracted. Her performance was merely that – a cover for her true character.  

It was a charm that is now broken. Just as Fanny was a silent witness to the Lover’s Vows 

play which she eventually imitates, Edmund also imitates a plot that he reads in Fanny’s 

growing attention to performance, and then quick end.  In some way not caught on the 

stage of the novel, Edmund allies with Fanny, and tracks her progress through the little 

plot that he read and seemed to direct.27 Edmund’s reading, improves, then, in the 

moment when he learns to take his seat in the audience and wait for other characters to 

reveal themselves. When he becomes an audience, even to his own story, as Fanny is, 

then he develops as a reader, as we may too, once we ally with Fanny, the consummate 

audience, who becomes the central point around which the story turns.  

 
Fanny Price: Backstage Reader 
 

Fanny says of herself, “Indeed, I cannot act,” making her in the beginning, an 

audience to both stages, but as she comes of age, her relationship to the stage also 

changes, until she is an important actress on the house’s stage in the end. She, the best 

reader, is characterized by an awareness that she lives in plot, that a backstage exists, and 

that the actions in the plot have real consequences.   

 
27 So Edmund, it would seem, is one for whom the charms of performance have been broken by a 

glimpse past the curtain to the backstage. In that moment when Mary Crawford reveals her flippant 
attituded towards infidelity, it is the charm of her performance which is broken.  Edmund has assumed until 
now that Mary was merely performing flippantly, but that behind the curtain, she was actually a woman of 
character.  This moment reveals that her real character is as flippant as her performed one; or rather, that 
there is nothing backstage of Mary – that she only exists, as her brother does, in the character she presents 
on-stage.  

 



 

196 
 

Fanny begins the story with an audience’s relationship to the stage and with an 

implied awareness that there is a world backstage. Though the next chapter will 

anatomize the backstage more thoroughly, here, we are concerned only with an 

awareness that backstage exists.  Fanny alone among the characters at Mansfield, seems 

aware that what is performed in the moment must be set in the context of what has been 

performed in the past, what this reveals of the complex character backstage, and what 

might be expected of this character’s future performances. In one attempt to persuade 

Fanny to like Aunt Norris, Sir Thomas tells her, “You have an understanding, which will 

prevent you from receiving things only in part, and judging partially by the event. – You 

will take in the whole of the past, you will consider times, persons, and probabilities…” 

(212).  Though his urging is ill-advised (Aunt Norris’ behavior is actually condemned by 

such a review), his reliance on Fanny’s judgment is nonetheless justified. She does not 

judge by the single moment that exists on the stage at the time, but by the combination of 

all the moments which have proceeded from backstage. MacIntyre argues that Austen’s 

obsession with constancy rises from the need to treat a life of virtue and vice as a 

“narrative unity” (242).   Austen, he argues, assumes a unity built on responsibilities to 

the future, conceived in the past, which form the obligation of the moment. Though 

seeing a narrative unity is certainly a result of constant attention, it would seem that 

Fanny’s reading is more complex and can be better understood through the metaphor of 

the theatre which Austen offers. Fanny is not just reading the present in light of past and 

future – she is aware that she does not know the future, because it is still “backstage.”  

She is also aware that without that future, she cannot judge the present accurately, and so 

she waits, while holding to the conclusions she can draw, from what she has seen on the 
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stage already. It is partially this ability that keeps her so constant in her opinion of Henry, 

even when all others are persuaded to like him.  She remembers that he was flirting with 

Maria and Julia both while Maria was engaged to Mr. Rushworth, and is aware that she is 

now the only available woman.  She also seems not to understand why he remains 

interested in her.  But she begins to reconstruct his full “backstage” character with the 

evidence in front of her.  She sees that he might change, “She was willing to allow he 

might have more good qualities than she had been wont to suppose. She began to feel the 

possibility of his turning out well at last” (275). But even if he does, that narrative must 

be that of the reformed rake, who “turns out well at last,” because she must account for 

his bad behavior during the theatricals. And in the present, he has not “turned out” 

anything yet; he only “might.” 

One of the clearest demonstrations of Fanny’s backstage awareness occurs when 

Fanny and Mary are walking together in a hedge by the parsonage.  Fanny exclaims; 

This is pretty – very pretty… Every time I come into this shrubbery I am 
more struck with its growth and beauty. Three years ago, this was nothing 
but a rough hedgerow along the upper side of the field, never thought of as 
any thing, or capable of becoming any thing; and now it is converted into 
a walk, and it would be difficult to say whether most valuable as a 
convenience or an ornament; and perhaps in another three years we may 
be forgetting – almost forgetting what it was before. How wonderful, how 
very wonderful the operations of time, and the changes of the human 
mind! (143) 
 

Fanny’s ability to reason from the specific to the general here is accomplished by 

seeing the hedge not as merely existing presently, but by remembering all of its 

past and present and its future:  “Three years ago… and now... perhaps in another 

three years.” When Mary looked at the shrubbery, she was surprised to see herself 

in it, since she did not expect to be visiting so long.  Fanny does not see herself, 
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but rather “the changes of the human mind,” which sends her into a musing on 

memory. She tries to see the whole of those changes as she did with the changes 

in the shrubbery, but when she cannot (not surprisingly), she calls it a miracle and 

leaves the subject for her companion to pick up.28  Fanny is aware that she stands 

in the middle of an unfinished story, and is therefore comfortable with the 

observation of what is “wonderful,” and comfortable with leaving the mystery 

intact, and keeping herself, as an audience to that mystery.  

Yet Fanny Price does not retain her audience orientation throughout the novel. 

Her growth as a reader can be charted in relationship to the stage, as she moves from 

audience, to actor, to director. And as Edmund’s plot followed the same trajectory as the 

one he read, we too, may, through a willing alliance with Fanny as a companion 

audience, chart a similar trajectory as Fanny’s through the novel.  

 
Fanny’s Theatrical Space 
 

But before Fanny becomes more than audience, she first becomes less; during the 

theatricals, Fanny moves from the outside audience, to a more engaged audience, to 

hardly a person at all – her presence is a theatre in which others perform roles she ought 

to perform, and her services are required by all, making her a slave to the stage and 

reducing her to a state of entire humiliation.  This is certainly not a virtue in her, nor is at 

all ethical, but it has its place in her growth as a reader.  

 
28 Mary, however, is not equal to the task – yet another indicator of her inability to see past herself 

and the present moment’s pleasure, yet with a sparkling wit that makes her foolishness here seem winsome, 
as always.  In this sense, Mary is not so like Elizabeth Bennet, though both are pleasant.  Elizabeth 
develops more of the close reading ability that Fanny through study and suffering has won.  
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This transition begins during the early excursion to Southerton while Maria is 

engaged and the Crawfords are in full flirtation. Fanny has been walking with Edmund 

and Mary when she grows tired, so they leave her on a bench in a wood.  In one direction, 

there is a gate that leads out to a good view of the park, and in another is an un-gated path 

that leads to a grand avenue.  Edmund and Mary have exited the scene by this second rout 

and left Fanny as the audience to all that passes. Mr. Rushworth, Maria and Crawford are 

the first on the scene.  After they have found out why Fanny is alone, they do not talk to 

her again, but when Mr. Rushworth runs off to the house to find the key for the gate, 

Maria and Crawford hold a surprisingly frank conversation in Fanny’s presence. Paula 

Byrne describes the theatricality of this scene: “the substantial stretch of direct speech 

between Maria and Henry, in front of the iron gate with Fanny as audience, is virtually a 

ready-made dramatic script, complete with directions for the actors (note the interjected 

instructions such as ‘speaking rather lower’ and ‘smiling’” (Byrne 181).  The subject of 

the conversation is literally the park at Southerton, but figuratively an invitation for Maria 

to escape her fetters of marriage and elope with Henry.  It ends by Maria slipping out 

through the gate, followed by Henry (prefiguring their later adultery) while Fanny 

prophetically cries after them “you will certainly hurt yourself against those spikes – you 

will tear your gown – you will be in danger of slipping into the ha-ha” (71). Here, Fanny 

certainly is an audience, with an audience’s inability to affect the action.  Her words have 

about the same effect ours have in a movie theatre when we almost unconsciously cry – 

“No!  Don’t do it!” Her response of fear for the characters is precisely the same 

sympathetic engagement we may have with the novel as well: “Poor Fanny!  Is anybody 

going to notice her sitting all alone?”  Fanny may feel herself alone on the bench, but we 
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the reader know of her isolation.  This is cold comfort for Fanny, perhaps, but may 

effectively ally us with a presence as passive as our own.  As two more actors enter and 

leave the scene, our perspective does not follow either Rushworth, unlocking the gate and 

running after Maria and Crawford, or Julia, returning in a huff to the house.  We stay on 

the bench with Fanny, waiting for the next scene in the drama of Fanny’s growing 

isolation and subjugation. 

With the play at Mansfield, this isolation becomes complete because “indeed 

[Fanny] cannot act” (102).  But Edmund can and does act, and thus abandons Fanny to be 

the only willing non-actor among the young people.29  In becoming an actor, Edmund 

must also abandon Fanny to her own education: he has always been her teacher, but now, 

he comes to consult with Fanny to see what she would teach him, knowing that he “ought 

to distrust himself” (Austen 109).  When he leaves Fanny after this confession, she is 

miserable.  

She was full of jealousy and agitation…She alone was sad and insignificant; she 
had no share in any thing; she might go or stay, she might be in the midst of their 
noise, or retreat from it to the solitude of the East room, without being seen or 
missed.  She could almost think any thing would have been preferable to this. 
(111) 
 

And then she envies Mrs. Grant who had taken her place as the Cottager’s wife.  In this 

colored narration, Fanny laments her complete abandonment and isolation.  But her 

situation is a little darker even than she acknowledges here. She may be irrelevant as a 

person with opinions and feelings, but she is enormously useful to Mrs. Norris who 

 
29 Julia is the other non-actor, but it is not willing.  Interestingly, though, Fanny does feel a kinship 

with Julia at this time because like Fanny, she also had to watch the spectacle of the man she fancies in the 
arms of her sister.  But Julia is completely unaware of Fanny’s kindred feeling at this moment.  Thus, Julia 
becomes a picture of the reader who chooses not to ally with Fanny, and so is miserable through the entire 
novel. She could have had a companion, but she chose to ignore her.  And “had we but world enough and 
time” this would not be a footnote.  But there it is.  
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employs her in running errands, making costumes, helping everyone memorize their 

lines, and to Lady Bertram, to whom she is a kind of lady in waiting. Fanny is, 

essentially, a slave – a non-person. Fanny has been sold into it by her natural family who 

cannot support her, and now she is abandoned by the only one who really saw her as a 

person.  Slavery, as several critics have pointed out, is an actual reality in the Mansfield 

Park world since Sir Thomas’ absence is due to a slave rebellion in his Antigua 

properties. It is not, then, so incongruous to imagine Fanny as a slave who, though not 

subjected to the same forced rigors of the Antigua slaves, has a freedom as limited as any 

of her class can. Byrne notes that the character of the Baron in Lover’s Vows sets off Sir 

Thomas’ surprising cruelty to Fanny. Sir Thomas and the Baron are similar in their power 

and their titles and their daughters ready for marriage, but they are different in two 

respects: the Baron is a gothic villain, but "Sir Thomas strikingly deviates from 

Wildenhaim in condoning a marriage without love" (Byrne 186). In the interview with 

Maria concerning her upcoming nuptials, "Sir Thomas's intervention helps to push Maria 

over the edge," so that though, due to the relenting Baron’s love for his daughter, "the 

Gothic element is overturned in Lover's Vows,… in Mansfield Park Sir Thomas's control 

and restraint are merely presented as a more subtle form of imprisonment" (Byrne 187). 

Yet it is even worse when Fanny Price, in the same position with Sir Thomas as Maria, 

gently insists on not marrying Henry Crawford.  Sir Thomas applies all his pressure and 

ends with a severe lecture.  Byrne points out that,  

The conference scene between Fanny and Sir Thomas is one of the most powerful 
in the novel.  Fanny's motives are misunderstood and misrepresented by Sir 
Thomas, who is more and more bewildered by her refusal.  His final admonishing 
speech in intended to hurt and humiliate. Sir Thomas accuses his niece of 
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ingratitude, selfishness and willfulness.  The kindly baronet has turned into a 
stage monster..." (Byrne 192).30  
 

Maria and Julia are very vocal about the sense of oppression they feel in their father’s 

house, and desire to escape that by any means necessary. Yet no one is so oppressed by 

the prison of Mansfield as Fanny Price.  Maria may want to escape, but only because her 

wild nature was too restrained by her father’s manners.  Fanny has even more of a right to 

desire escape – the right of a slave oppressed.  

From slave, Fanny descends to object when her East room, oft noted as an 

extension of her own mind and memories, becomes a sought out theatre for Edmund and 

Mary’s rehearsal.  Mary comes first and says she must “harden” herself a little to a 

“speech or two” before she rehearses with Edmund, and Edmund comes to her for the 

same reason.  When they meet each other there, they invest Fanny with the “office of 

judge and critic… but from doing so every feeling within her shrank” (117).  The scene 

they are acting is the one in which Edmund’s character, Anhalt, is convincing Mary’s 

character, Amelia,  of the benefits of marriage, and Amelia is hinting strongly that she is 

in love with Anhalt and that she could “teach him the science of herself” (352).  But as 

we have already noted, this is the very scene that demonstrates Fanny’s right to the role 

of Amelia; she is the “truest daughter” who is secretly in love with Edmund, but unable 

to admit it.  But in the scene forced upon her, Mary supplants Fanny in both the play and 

in life. Fanny becomes merely a presence, a space in which she is taunted by what she 

 
30 Such an observation recasts Sir Thomas’ entrance onto the Billiard stage in a comical, but also 

sobering light.  If the stage represents Mansfield reality, then in encountering the ranting Mr. Yates, Sir 
Thomas meets his doppelganger in his own billiard room. His outrage and burning of the play may not, 
then, simply be a righteous anger against theatricals, but rather an attempt to efface the too-accurate 
caricature of himself who is yet more kindly than he is, in the end. 
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wishes could be, but what can only possibly be for Mary Crawford. She has become a 

ghost haunting her own room.  When Fanny turns away from them just as her help was 

needed,  “it was imputed to very reasonable weariness, and she was thanked and pitied; 

but she deserved their pity, more than she hoped they would ever surmise” (119). The 

narrator’s own voice intrudes out of her own compassion for Fanny in this impossible 

situation.  Crushed from audience, to stage-hand, to mere space in which to act, she is 

there tortured by the very scenes she would that she could enact herself.  

 
Fanny as Audience Outside the Novel 
 

Though this scene is often read as frustrating passivity on Fanny’s part, and may 

make us unwilling to ally with Fanny in such a moment, we should consider that in the 

very same moment, Fanny is invested with the “office of judge and critic” (118).  

Fanny’s role in that moment, then is the exact same as ours, and we should note that if 

Fanny is a “mere” audience, so too are we.  Yet we in our criticism and judgment are far 

from passive. Auerbach concludes from Fanny’s passivity that she is “monstrous” and 

completely unlike us.  Yet in fact, she is exactly like us in her spectatorship, and like us, 

it is Fanny’s very distance from the action that allows her to judge well. Draxler notes 

that the eighteenth-century’s interest in the spectator (evidenced not only by the 

newspaper, The Spectator, but also by the many spectator protagonists in the novels) 

recognizes an agency in the play’s audience that we may not appreciate today.  Because 

of their critical distance and power to influence the theatre through public opinion, the 

spectator was considered an important component of the theatre. Though Fanny’s critical 

distance is a result of a cruel oppression and enslavement, it seems to offer the gift of 

insight - the “gift of screws” which crushes the “attar from the rose” as Emily Dickenson 
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might phrase it.31 Fanny will lose this distance in the end as she is reintegrated into the 

family, and this is good for Fanny, for who would wish to continue eternally as a slave? 

But Fanny is a good reader when she is most distant from the action.  Consider, for 

instance, the moment when Sir Thomas is persuading her to accept Henry’s proposals. 

Fanny’s real secret is not that she is in love with Edmund (though that is certainly the 

larger secret) but that,  

Her ill opinion of [Crawford] was founded chiefly on observations which, for her 
cousins’ sake, she could scarcely dare mention to their father.  Maria and Julia – 
and especially Maria, were so closely implicated in Mr. Crawford’s misconduct, 
that she could not give his character, such as she believed it, without betraying 
them (215). 
 

Her secret is Henry’s misconduct which he performed openly for her in the park at 

Southerton.  Fanny has judged him correctly partly because of her own position as a 

“nobody” – as a stage on which others may act their improprieties.  That she has 

determined the real nature of their relationship is evidence of her ability to read through 

the performance and see their backstage intentions, but the opportunity to read it is a 

result of her humiliation.  And this is not the only drama performed in her presence – 

Julia and Maria are unusually frank with her, she is Edmund’s special confidant, Lady 

Bertram’s most trusted helper, and Aunt Norris’ most reliable slave.  All these 

degradations make her thoughtful.  She speaks to herself since she no longer has a 

confidant in Edmund. She grows wise in her seclusion.  Yet in witnessing Edmund and 

 
31 Essential oils are wung: 
The attar from the rose 
Is not expressed by suns alone, 
It is the gift of screws. 
Emily Dickenson 

 



 

205 
 

Mary’s performance, she essentially sees her own desired happy ending, and, like 

Edmund who seems to trace the plot he reads, this one that Fanny reads is the plot she 

hopes to trace.  This, too, would not have been possible, but that she had become “too 

nearly nothing to both” (118). But Fanny does not remain in the audience position. At the 

end of the formal theatricals at Mansfield, Fanny does accept the role as the cottager’s 

wife, a move that anticipates her rise to an actor and eventually a director.  Fanny’s rise 

to a position of actor is one that we too will imitate through the relationship of the stage 

to the novel, and of writer to reader.  

 
Fanny’s Rise to Actor 
 
 Fanny’s rise to an actor might initially seem to leave the reader behind but for the 

similarity between Fanny’s act and the reader’s; it is the readerly act of judging that 

forces Fanny into the action on the stage. We have already noted how Fanny’s judgment 

of Henry and consequent refusal to marry him precipitates all the major plot-points of the 

story.  Conger affirms that,  

In a culture that prizes amiability in women above nearly everything else, one of 
the hardest things for a young woman to do is resist, say no.  Fanny does so, 
however, twice in this book – once to the theatricals, and once to Henry 
Crawford’s proposal, and the first experience, both in terms of gained self-
knowledge and suspicion of Henry, trains her quite literally for the second 
(Conger 113).    
 

That refusal in the end becomes the most important act of the novel. But before Maria 

and Henry run off, revealing Mary’s character and making Fanny the last daughter of 

Mansfield, Fanny’s judgment results in a seemingly less significant movement: To make 

her more tractable, Sir Thomas sends Fanny to Portsmouth. And Portsmouth, 

significantly, is not a stage (as the chart in the beginning indicates). Portsmouth is as 
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gritty a real world as there is for Fanny. Byrne argues that Sir Thomas’ removal of Fanny 

to Portsmouth is a bit of manipulation designed to make Fanny feel kindlier toward 

Henry’s wealth by subjecting her to the poverty at Portsmouth, and that when Fanny 

returns it is to submit to Sir Thomas’s direction (173).  While it is certainly true that Sir 

Thomas’s manipulation is disturbing, it is a plan that backfires.  Fanny does not miss the 

wealth, but the rules – the “elegance, propriety, regularity, harmony – and perhaps, above 

all, the peace and tranquility of Mansfield” (266). When she returns, moreover, it is not to 

submit to Henry, but to have her own way at Mansfield, and eventually to marry 

Edmund.  While Fanny is at Portsmouth, Mansfield is the dreamy, perfect place.  In her 

imagination, it exists as an invented world, and as the created world of the play shaped 

the events at Mansfield, so too does Fanny’s imaginings of Mansfield shape her behavior 

in the present world of Portsmouth, however different from Mansfield it may be.  Plays 

were read at Mansfield, and now Fanny reads newspapers and letters, hoping for news 

and imagining the pageantry of that other place from a new distance. Fanny begins to 

act.32  

Fanny’s first act is born out of a good reading of her sister, Susan, and it grants 

Fanny a foothold by which she may begin to direct the other affairs at Portsmouth.  Susan 

and her younger sister have been quarreling over a knife which a dead sister had left to 

Susan but which the younger sister insists on stealing.  Fanny buys a knife for the 

younger sister so that Susan can have her own back.  In doing so, “a source of domestic 

 
32 For a further exploration of the author/character relationship in Austen’s work, see Elaine 

Bander’s work on Emma, in which she argues that Jane Austen writes novels in which the extra-ordinary 
becomes ordinary, and Emma must learn to read Austen's novels rather than write her own. There she finds 
how extra-ordinary the normal workings of reality can be. 
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altercation was entirely done away, and it was the means of opening Susan’s heart to her, 

and giving her something more to love and be interested in” (270).  Duran argues in his 

paper on Fanny’s similarity to Amelia, that her observance of the proposal scenes in the 

play helped, by means of an Aristotelian ethic of imitation, to prepare her for greater 

action. When she saw her sister, Susan, judging well but acting in response to that 

brashness with too much energy, she recognized Amelia’s character, and responded 

sympathetically, eventually learning to act herself. And certainly, Fanny does admire her 

sister and does begin to act, and does imitate the story that she reads, as Edmund does.  

But the space for action was also essential in her growth. Fanny needed not only to see 

the play, but also to leave the stage in order to practice the imitation of it. In keeping with 

that imitation, Fanny quickly recreates her old East Room, but with significant 

alterations; Fanny now has a companion. Messina notes the similarity between Fanny’s 

East Room and the attic at Portsmouth, both with their collection of gifts that define and 

stabilize her (210). Yet Messina points this out to argue that Fanny, “recognizes this 

power in objects and utilizes it to facilitate her survival. Fanny's sense of self is not 

created by these objects alone but rather is co-created through her deliberate interaction 

with them” (209).  Objects certainly come to a kind of life around Fanny, and give her a 

foothold on the stage of the action. Yet there is a great difference between objects at 

Mansfield and those at Portsmouth.  At Mansfield, the gifts are given to her, and the East 

room is deserted.  At Portsmouth, Fanny gives the gifts, and her attic has a companion.  

She does not assemble the gifts around her – she spreads them out, and thus draws others 

into her own space where she might influence them.  At Portsmouth, she is not struggling 

to negotiate her place within a performance, but rather carving out a place of action 
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within a real world.  And in this endeavor, she begins to succeed through her influence on 

Susan. Some of Fanny’s money “…found its way to a circulating library.  She became a 

subscriber – amazed at being any thing in propria persona, amazed at her own doings in 

every way; to be a renter, a chuser of books! And to be having any one’s improvement in 

view in her choice!  But so it was” (271). She is certainly still a background kind of 

person; it takes a long time here for the narrative to use an active rather than a passive 

voice.  But she is not humiliated.  She is simply forgetful of herself, remembering 

Mansfield, interpreting the situation at home, and since no one is directing at Portsmouth, 

she quietly slips into that new role.  She becomes to Susan as Edmund was to her – a 

director.  

 And from this distance, Fanny becomes a reader of Mansfield Park’s house as we 

are a reader of Mansfield Park’s novel.  Though she has learned to become an actor at 

Portsmouth, and though she has found a companion in her sister, she has also learned to 

call Mansfield “home,” and so her thoughts turn on it, but from a distance. And so Fanny 

“might now be said to live upon letters, and pass all her time between suffering from that 

of to-day, and looking forward to to-morrow’s” (Austen 290). Since the early novels 

(including Austen’s own first novel) were often epistolary, Fanny’s “living upon letters” 

and our anticipation as we read the novel are virtually the same act.  From merely 

representing a kind of audience at Mansfield, Fanny, by moving into her own real world 

and reading about her invented world through letters, joined us as the novel’s audience. 

She lives in her real world of action, as do we, and looks into a world that we can only 

access through letters on a page. And as we must imaginatively reconstruct the world we 

read of, so too must Fanny. Thus, “A very few lines from Edmund shewed her the patient 



 

209 
 

and the sick room in a juster and stronger light than all Lady Bertram’s sheets of paper 

could do.” Fanny’s colored narrative describes the situation. “There was not only the 

debility of recent illness to assist; there was also, as she now learnt, nerves much affected, 

spirits much depressed to calm and raise; and her own imagination added that there must 

be a mind to be properly guided” (291). The events of the house, of Tom’s illness and 

return home, of Lady Bertram’s concern and carelessness, of Edmunds gentle care of his 

brother who prefers his company above all others – these consume Fanny’s reveries as 

she imaginatively recreates the world she reads of in the letters.33 Yet Fanny’s 

imagination also adds to the present situation what she knows from previous 

considerations. Like the reader of the novel, she too is restaging the scene at Mansfield.  

 When Fanny moves back to the Park she does so with a new sense of agency, and 

an ability to direct the action on that stage that she did not have before.  It is her final 

denial of Henry that becomes the most moving action of the story. In a grand sense, it is 

the fixed point around which all other character’s actions must turn, but in a smaller sense 

as well, it is the act which grants Fanny a home. In the first place, it is Fanny’s denial that 

precipitates, domino-like, all the final action. Under what for Fanny is extreme duress, 

she rejects Henry’s first proposals. In order to make her more tractable, Sir Thomas sends 

her to Portsmouth, where, as we have seen, she practices taking action. When Henry 

comes to visit, she still steadily rejects him, and he leaves, ultimately, to visit the new 

Mrs. Rushworth.  From there, Mary offers Henry to Fanny as an escort back to 

Mansfield, but Fanny rejects him again; “Her uncle, she understood, meant to fetch her’” 

 
33 This is as close as Austen comes to actually depicting a recreation of the backstage world, but 

the next chapter will give us this in more detail.  
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(296). Since Henry is not, then, escorting Fanny to Mansfield, he is left with Maria, and a 

week later, she runs off with him.  For this reason, Mrs. Norris and Mary both blame 

Fanny for the general ruin.  “Mrs. Norris, could have charged [Fanny] as the daemon of 

the piece. Had Fanny accepted Mr. Crawford, this could not have happened” (304) And 

she is right in the obverse as well.  Since Fanny did not accept Mr. Crawford, all of this 

happened: Henry ran off with Maria, Sir Thomas went to investigate, so Julia ran off with 

Mr. Yates, and Mrs. Rushworth, bereft of daughters, begs for Fanny back at the house, 

which, Mrs. Norris opines, is the reason Maria is not welcome in the house, so she exiles 

herself with Maria. Mrs. Norris and Mary Crawford, then, are right in her assessment 

that, “It is all [Fanny’s] fault” (309). Though these are the two most critical and 

unreliable voices in the novel, this only discredits the criticism in the judgment, but the 

assessment itself is entirely accurate.  It is those foiled by heroism that are quickest to 

notice it. Messina also concurs that Fanny’s great action in the novel is stubborn 

persistence. " She is always negotiating how to act or how to refrain from acting, 

appearing calm on the surface while disguising her internal turbulence,” which results in 

action. Messina quotes Julie Park’s opinion that this refusal to act is “the central virtue of 

the novel” (qtd. In Messina 179), but it seems clear not only that, as Messina notes, this 

view “overlooks the incremental behaviors Fanny is frequently enacting,” (209), but also 

that refusing to act is, in itself, an action – a positive action of denial, particularly when 

cast on a stage.  Any actor that stands on stage and refuses to move or to say much 

besides a decided “no,” cannot be ignored, must cause some change to the plot.  In 

Fanny’s case, it causes all the change.  
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 Fanny’s refusal has one other effect that is more immediate to her own comfort: it 

provides her a home among family who now value an opinion that has proven so 

trustworthy.  Fanny’s main grievance is her voicelessness at Mansfield which reveals 

itself in Edmund’s infatuation with Mary, Sir Thomas’ cruel pressure to marry Henry, 

and Lady Bertram’s calm indifference to Fanny. Fanny laments that, Edmund “was 

deceived in Mary; he gave her merits which she had not; her faults were what they had 

ever been, but he saw them no longer” (181). Edmund does not value Fanny’s judgment 

of Mary’s character anymore.  Fanny also loses her place in Sir Thomas’ good opinion as 

well. We have already noted his similarity to the villain of Lover’s Vows in forcing her to 

marry Henry and in exiling her to Portsmouth. But when Fanny goes to Portsmouth, she 

encounters a mother as indifferent to her as the indolent Lady Bertram.   In the end, 

Fanny turns down the Crawford’s last offer to take her home because she feels herself to 

be of so little consequence to the family who raised her, that her presence in trouble 

would be a burden rather than a comfort.  Her refusal of Crawford changes all of that, 

however.  When Fanny is fetched home, she is received with the warmth owed to an only 

daughter.  Edmund pressed [her] to his heart with only these words, just articulate, ‘My 

Fanny—my only sister—my only comfort now’” (302). And “when Lady Bertram came 

from the drawing room to meet her; [she] came with no indolent step; and, falling on her 

neck, said, ‘Dear Fanny! now I shall be comfortable’” (304).   And Fanny has come to 

make herself useful.  This may be easier for her now than before both because 

Portsmouth has taught her to act, and because Mansfield Park has devolved into 

something of the disorder of Portsmouth and so has taken on an air of reality that it did 

not have before. Lady Bertram and Edmund both need only someone to listen to their 
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laments as Edmund becomes disillusioned about Mary and “learn[s] to trust Fanny, and 

Fanny [finds] it not impossible to direct [Lady Bertram’s]  thoughts to other subjects, and 

revive some interest in the usual occupations” (305). Fanny’s listening ear, which before 

was the mark of her servitude, has become the source of her action.  And the judgment of 

that ear and eye is what Sir Thomas has come to value as well.  “Sick of ambitious and 

mercenary connections, prizing more and more the sterling good of principle and temper, 

and chiefly anxious to bind by the strongest securities all that remained to him of 

domestic felicity,” he becomes eager for Fanny and Edmund to marry, thus making 

Fanny, indeed the daughter that he wanted” (320).  Fanny, by her denial, wins a place in 

the good opinion and affections of the Mansfield Park Family, wins herself a home. For 

the first time, her real world is the staged world. Far from condemning the stage, Austen 

seems to condemn an entirely undirected world, sending poor Fanny with relief back to 

the staged reality.  But this is not the same kind of stage as before.  Mrs. Norris, a director 

only interested in appearance and wealth, has been exiled, and Sir Thomas is more 

lenient, but still the clear director.  There are lines of rule and propriety at the new 

Mansfield, but they are human in proportion, and serve to promote domesticity, rather 

than to stifle it. Such is the home that Fanny seeks from the time of her first removal.34  

 
34 I have written more on this in an article to be published in Religion and the Arts in August 2020, 

“Understanding Fanny: A Comparison of the Psalmists to Fanny Price of Austen’s Mansfield Park” 
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In the end, her marriage is the seal to that final homecoming, her reward, rather than her 

goal.  She is the leading lady of Mansfield Park now.35  

 
How the Allied Reader Grows With Fanny  

 
Thus, Fanny’s plot traces a trajectory from the audience, to growing importance 

on the stage through the actions of a reader, and because the willing reader is allied with 

Fanny, we may also trace a similar trajectory. Though this may initially seem counter-

intuitive, (after all, how can a reader enter the book’s stage and act on it?) and while that 

process is largely mysterious, yet we have two clues to its unravelling.  First, all of 

Fanny’s most important actions are those of a reader, and second, we have a model in 

Edmund’s imitation of the plot he reads in Fanny.  Fanny begins by listening and reading 

and observing the manners of the world into which she has been transported.  She is a 

student there, and Edmund teaches her.  Mainly they read books and talk about them.  All 

of these verbs belong to the reader as well.  We are reading this book and (especially with 

Austen who has so large a fan-base in present times) talking about them.  When Fanny 

moves to pick up the play and read it after the other characters have left, we may also, 

since that play exists in our real world, move to pick up that play and so read what Fanny 

read. When Fanny is reduced to the unwilling audience at Southerton and in the 

theatricals becomes merely the presence in which this other narrative is enacted, she is 

“lost” in the world, as very engaged readers often speak of themselves as “lost” in a 

 
35 And in becoming that leading lady, she retakes her role from Mary who usurped her role as 

Agatha as well.  Thus, Fanny is like Edmund in that she follows the plots she watches.  She watched 
Amelia in the play make her own choice of Anhalt, and she, too, has her own choice in Edmund.  
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novel.36  Even Fanny’s one great act is the act of denial; the result of judgment which the 

reader is also capable of, though that judgment will not impact the fictional world on the 

novel’s stage. Fanny condemns Crawford and loves Edmund.  The engaged audience can 

also hardly help having an opinion of Crawford and of Edmund. And when Fanny moves 

to Portsmouth, to her, a real world, we also are capable of returning to our own worlds 

after the reading of the book.  And we shall, when the book is over.   

So just as the world of the Park influenced Fanny’s actions when she arrived in 

Portsmouth, so the novel may shape our worlds too.  We see an example of this in our 

second clue about Austen’s implied theory of novel reading: Edmunds imitation of the 

plot he reads in Fanny’s development.  We have already looked at the section where 

Edmund observes Fanny’s listening to Crawford read Shakespeare.  In narrative colored 

by Edmund’s voice, he notes how Fanny’s attention was gradually attracted to 

Crawford’s performance, but then how when “the book was closed” and when Crawford 

becomes himself again, “the charm was broken” for Fanny, and she returned to disliking 

him and rejecting his intentions.  In the same manner, though over the course of the 

whole novel, Edmund’s attention is gradually attracted by the performances of a 

Crawford, his taste is engaged and his better judgment is colored.  Then, near the end of 

the book, when we are about to close it, the “charm is broken” again, and his taste for 

Mary is over, just as Fanny’s was.  But that moment projects into the reader’s world as 

well.  Edmund imitates the story he reads in Fanny’s attention, and we likewise may 

imitate the story we read in Fanny Price when the book is closed, and we return to our 

 
36 There is a movie with the same title “Lost in Austen” which shows how very common this kind 

of reading is to a engaged reader.   
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own real world, as Fanny turned to hers at Portsmouth, and the charm is broken.37  Even 

when Fanny goes back to Mansfield, it is to return in a role of greater activity in a place 

that has ceased to be terribly staged.  So we, mysteriously shaped by the world we read, 

return to our own real worlds judging, loving, reading, listening, differently. Thus, in 

Austen’s theory, novels do not so much mirror real worlds as real worlds mirror novels.38  

We do not consciously imitate Fanny’s reading, rather, Fanny enters the audience, takes 

our hand, and then leads us by steps toward the stage. We do not have to cooperate, but if 

we do, the rewards are great. Through the readers, the novel moves in the real world and 

through our trained judgment, produces fixed points of both love and denial in the world 

where such points may draw blood.  

  
Conclusion 

  
We must add “love” because it is actually Fanny’s love for Edmund that gives her 

strength to deny Crawford, and also this love which binds character to reader and to 

writer as well. In a rare moment of direct address, the narrator attributes Fanny’s good 

judgment to this love:  

 …had not Fanny’s heart been guarded in a way unsuspected by Miss Crawford, 
[Fanny’s fate] may have been a little harder than she deserved: for although there 
doubtless are such unconquerable young ladies of eighteen … as are never to be 
persuaded into love against their judgment by all that talent, manner, attention, 
and flattery can do, I have no inclination to believe Fanny one of them, or to think  

 
37 Garrett Stewart’s parable reading is similar to this concept, but by no means identical. Where 

Stewart focuses on overt, explicit moments of reading books and discussing them, Austen leads her readers 
through a process whereby characters read not books, but people, and then extrapolates that reading to her 
audience through their alliance with (rather than simple, aware imitation of) her characters. 

38 Though the current study does not have room for the explanation, I believe that this 
understanding may have implications for Theories about the imitative mirroring reality of the novel.  
Certainly novels must somehow come from life, but it also seems that those noels have such a shaping 
power of the realities of which they are a part, that those realities might equally be said to imitate fiction.  
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that … she could have escaped heart-whole from the courtship… of such a man as 
Crawford… had not her affection been engaged elsewhere. (158-159) (emphasis 
added) 
 

In short, it is not merely Fanny’s good judgment that allows her to see through 

Crawford’s insincerity when no one else can, but also the fact that she loves another. It is 

this love that makes her a good reader of Crawford’s character, and also in this love that 

she most closely resembles the author. In a passage before Fanny’s “coming-out” ball, 

Fanny reads a partially scribbled note that Edmund was about to leave with the gold 

chain he gifted her. Fanny interrupts his writing, so she only has a scrap, one line: “My 

very dear Fanny, you must do me the favor to accept…” (182). It is ultimately Fanny’s 

love that makes Edmund’s broken scribble so meaningful. She sees in the line not only 

what Edmund really intends, but also what might have been, and what isn’t, what she 

wishes it to intend, without once seeing Edmund other than he is – foolishly in love with 

Mary. It is her reception of the note that gives it its power. She took it as a “treasure 

beyond all her hopes.” In narration colored with Fanny’s voice, we are told that, “Two 

lines more prized had never fallen from the pen of the most distinguished author – never 

more completely blessed the researches of the fondest biographer. The enthusiasm of a 

woman’s love is even beyond the biographer’s” (182). The word “author” forcefully 

reminds us of the author of the story we are currently reading. The narrator here claims 

that Edmund’s lines which Austen herself penned are the “most prized.” Because the 

appellation “biographer” immediately follows and rephrases the word “author,” it would 

seem that it is to herself that Austen refers. The narrator is calling herself a biographer, as 

though Fanny, Edmund, and Crawford really exist and she is the recorder of their stories. 

Austen apparently considers herself as much a reader as a writer. Hence, she claims that 
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as the biographer, her own love for Edmund is like Fanny’s (though obviously surpassed 

by hers) and so to have something like a lover’s love, is as much necessary for the good 

author, as for the good reader of her story. Austen sees a story because she loves the 

people in it, and with the interest that love gives, writes the story. And because this 

interpretive skill is actually that of the reader, she implies subtly that the reader of her 

story must have the same loving interest to be a good reader.  

And thus it is through the reader that the fictional world acts within the real world.  

This shaping happens not by imprint of a pattern, but by winsomely drawing the reader 

after a character in a dance toward the stage. Because Fanny is an audience like us, 

Austen draws a connection between Fanny and the reader, and then as she moves to pick 

up the play, moves into servitude and self-forgetfulness, is forced into action, and then 

claims her rightful place on the stage, so we may imitate her actions, with that final move 

setting us on to acts of judgment and love in our own world.  Lewis, in “An Essay on 

Criticism,” assumes that “Whatever the value of literature may be, it is actual only when 

and where good readers read. Books on a shelf are only potential literature” (Lewis 104).  

And thus, not only does a reader make the novel happen but that action activates the 

book’s power in our own world.  But we must remember that Fanny is not the only reader 

with whom we might choose to ally ourselves; we may be like the Crawfords, treating all 

these stories like a game completely dissociated from the reality of the street, and 

constantly performing our parts as readers.  We may also, like Edmund, become critical 

actors too soon, forgetting to let the novel play itself out first. Or we may follow Fanny in 

her progress from the oppressed nothing of an audience, to the actor and director of her 

own happiness. And in the end, perhaps, the most rewarding readings are those that 
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respond to the prompts of the narrative as it moves us closer and closer into the world 

backstage. But Fanny’s awareness of the distinction between discourse, plot, and story-

world will complicate the narratological distinctions between plot and discourse, 

showing, too, how a good reader makes real the worlds they enter.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 
Browning’s Backstage: Resuscitating the “Old Woe” in 

Robert Browning’s The Ring and the Book 
 
 

Let this old woe step on the stage again! 
Act itself o’er anew for men to judge  

(Browning I.824-5) 
 
 

Fanny Price’s good reading has a cause which Austen does not thoroughly 

explore; with books and people, Fanny always operates on the assumption of a story-

world and a backstage behind the staged plot of a person’s performance.  Thus, Fanny 

“earns the right to judge” only after long listening, because she assumes that characters 

are withholding information in their off-stage lives. Thus, Sir Thomas asserts that 

Fanny’s understanding will prevent her from “judging partially by the event,” that she 

will “take in the whole of the past, you will consider times, persons, and probabilities…” 

(Austen 212). Sir Thomas asserts, in short, that Fanny will carefully reconstruct the story-

world before judging the character. Austen, however, spends her time on the stage, 

leaving her clever reader to reconstruct the backstage world on their own, allowing us to 

choose what exact time we believe it most natural for Edmund to stop loving Mary and 

begin to love Fanny. Yet while Austen assumes her readers will reconstruct a backstage, 

in the verse novel,1 The Ring and the Book, Robert Browning directs the construction of 

it with precision, layering twelve re-tellings in ten voices, each adding clarification, 

 
1 Though this is not universally considered a verse novel, several noted scholars make arguments 

for this which we will survey in a later section. 
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complication, nuance and detail until reading the book feels like watching the recreation 

of an anatomical human in a biology class. 

Browning’s two-fold reading process that is trained by this unorthodox structure 

is caught in the lines that begin this chapter: 

Let this old woe step on stage again! 
Act itself o’re anew for men to judge (I.824-25). 
 

In these two lines, we have the essential steps of the reading process as modeled by the 

theatre metaphor – we must enter the theatre where the drama is performed, let it play 

itself out, drawing us into its world so we have as four-dimensional an experience of the 

backstage world as possible, and then we must judge in the way one would judge a trial. 

But in the next lines Browning explains this process more carefully – we cannot judge 

“by the very sense and sight” (I.826) because the motives of “how heart moves brain, and 

how both move hand” (I.828) are hidden backstage. But we can access that hidden world 

by digesting a dose of “truth with falsehood” (I.831), as though the falseness of the stage 

will carry us across it to the truth backstage. The voices of the stage, the “voices we call 

evidence” (I.833), will help us to that truth:   

Uproar in the echo, live fact deadened down,  
Talked over, bruited abroad, whispered away, 
Yet helping us to all we seem to hear; 
For how else know we save by worth of word? (I.834-837) 
 

Through the mixture of truth and falsehood, it is the reader’s work to listen to the words 

of the stage, to recreate or resuscitate the world backstage so the speakers can be heard in 

their own voice, and then to judge. While Mansfield Park leads us up to the backstage 

world, Browning takes us into the muddy depths of it.  What all novels do implicitly, The 

Ring and the Book does explicitly; it requires and models a resuscitative reading of the 
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backstage such that the world comes to life again under the readers gaze and thereby 

projects into the reader’s world. This chapter will first briefly define backstage before 

explaining the context for Browning’s claims to truth. We will then turn to an 

examination of The Ring and the Book as it develops that backstage through the layered 

metaphors of the ring and of resuscitation, and after illustrating these modes of reading 

through the responses of Browning’s contemporaries and Henry James, conclude with the 

implications of Browning’s ideas on rhetorical narrative theory.   

 
Defining Backstage  

 
First, we must define backstage as the story-world from which the elements of 

plot are drawn. The distinction between plot and backstage is one that the narratologists 

have already defined and nuanced, though not in theatrical terms. This section will first 

summarize the standard narratological perspectives on this distinction, and then link those 

terms to the theatrical ones in order to show how The Ring and the Book complicates this 

definition.  Suzanne Keen notes in her excellent summary that because “narrative fiction 

engages in world-making in order to function” (Keen 117), story-worlds have been 

acknowledged since the time of Philip Sidney and earlier,2 yet it was the Russian 

Formalists of the 1920’s who first drew the line between the manner in which a story is 

told (syuzhet), and the “stuff” of the story in its own ordered time and space (fabulae).3  

They made this distinction in order to explain how the demands of the plot create the 

 
2 For a full summary, then, of recent theories on the distinction between plot and story, see Keen’s 

chapter nine 

3 The formalists made the distinction in order to focus on the mechanics of plot, and Vladimir 
Propp and other structuralists built on their work in cataloguing the ways in which plot might present the 
story.   
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story-world.4 Where the Russian formalists gave all their attention to the syuzhet, and 

seem almost frightened of the difficult to categorize fabulae, later narratologists gave 

attention to this as well, and changed the terms, preferring “discourse” for syuzhet and 

“plot” for fabulae. David Herman popularized the term “story-world” to refer to the story 

“stuff” (Herman 106-7). Though Bakhtin disliked making a distinction between the story 

itself, and the manner of its telling, his own concept of “chronotope,” which we 

introduced in the chapter on Sterne’s arch, provides a way of describing the backstage 

world.5  Essentially, the world from which the plot elements are drawn has its own 

ordered chronotope that define its structure, giving an imaginational meaning to the 

space, and a spatial image attached to the time.6   

 
4Indeed, the early Russian narratologists imagine the creation going the opposite direction; the 

story-world was created by the demands of the plot.  To this distinction, Thomashevsky adds an 
explanation of “motivation,” but by this he does not mean the motivation of the characters in the story, but 
rather the manner in which the creation of the story-world is motivated by the demands of the plot.  As the 
plot develops themes and “motifs” – “the smallest particle of thematic material,” (Thematics 66), those 
motifs create the story-world.  Though the reader may perceive elements of plot as drawn from a story-
world, the formalists saw the story-world as formed by the plot, and focused their attention on the plot, 
which is “a wholly artistic creation” and therefore a more definable thing than the complicated, mysterious, 
boundless story-world to which the plot gestures. And it is this ordering which gave rise to Bakhtin’s 
objections. 

5 Bakhtin defines “chronotope” as that fusion of time and space which makes time visible and 
space meaningful; “In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and temporal indicators are fused into one 
carefully thought-out, concrete whole.  Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically 
visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movement of time, plot and history” 
(Dialogic loc. 1314). He concludes, “Thus the chronotope, functioning as the primary means for 
materializing time in space, emerges as a center for concretizing representation, as a force giving body to 
the entire novel” (Dialogic loc. 3582). 

6 For instance, the world of Mansfield Park has a physical, time-bound existence prior to the 
moment the book actually begins and continuing long after it ends. In that world, too, there are elements 
which are not described, but which the reader may fill in, in their own imagination.  For instance, though 
servants are rarely mentioned, we must imagine them milling about, servicing this wealthy family.  
Similarly, though the journey to Antigua is never described in detail, we must imagine the hardships of that 
difficult sea-voyage, and the slave rebellion there, which live only behind the scenes of the staged world of 
the Park. Such undescribed chronotopes is what Roman Ingarden called moments of “indeterminacy” 
which are concretized by an active reader in imaginational space,6 and what Wolfgang Iser later reframed 
as “gaps” or negative spaces which the reader fills in subconsciously as he explains in his book, The Act of 
Reading. This world, created first by the author and recreated of necessity by the reader, we call the story-
world.  
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Though the early formalists drew the line between plot and story in order to cut 

off discussion of the story-world and focus on the formal features of the plot and 

discourse, later narratologists recognized the use of the story-world concept; beyond the 

scientifically observable plot, there is a grand, mysterious world whose time runs 

different than our own, whose landscape provides the setting of our plot’s journey 

through it, and whose characters might become companions for life.  In the chapter on 

Sterne’s Arch, we discussed how the conversation on the stage can even add 

concreteness, texture and smell to that world, explaining the reader’s experience of being 

lost in another world while they read. It is as though the elements which the plot presents 

are not just stage-sets, but pieces from a reality on the other side of the stage. Seen this 

way, the story-world is an entirely separate reality which communicates with our own 

across the stage, through the engagement of the reader. Where Sterne made this world 

“real” in a material and physical sense, Browning will make it “true” while still making it 

materially and physically “real.” The real, embodied voices of the characters backstage,  

In the theatre metaphor, then this backstage story-world is the most explicitly 

metaphorical of the theatre parts.  It is not a physical backstage, with a green-room, props 

and actors waiting for their turn, but a world like our own from which the stage draws the 

elements of the plot.7   Thus the line between the stage and the backstage is the line 

between the events and scenes as described and the “actual” chronotope of the text.  

Browning’s verse novel, The Ring and the Book, complicates narratology by 

 
7 Of course, this is not quite accurate.  Properly speaking, the theatre becomes like a telescope 

through which the audience may observe the world of the novel, rather than a kind of summoning that 
draws thee characters into our own.  And then, of course, it is not like either of these things, because the 
world at the other end of the telescope, or behind the curtain backstage, is one which the reader must 
recreate on their own, with the aid or instructions of the text. 
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distinguishing within plot between the order in which the story-world is revealed, and the 

discourse used to make the revelation.  

Sterne made the same distinction between the conversation on the apron that 

frames the plot, the staged plot itself, and the backstage “reality” from which that plot is 

drawn, and he makes that reality, like Browning, tangible and three dimensional. Both 

novels are filled with clutter and a physicality that make the world real and makes bodies 

more than a perception of the eye. Browning and Sterne are similar, then, in defining a 

body as visual only in part; more importantly, the true body is perceived by the ear, by 

the physical mouth which speaks into that ear, and by touch.  To understand others and 

oneself as embodied in the worlds of Browning and Sterne is to feel Shandy’s coin drop 

into our palm after we have lugged Toby and Walter upstairs on a curtain. Thus, when we 

refer to the “body” in this chapter, we must understand it as a body that we can touch, 

that we can bring to life again, that breaths and splutters with anger, that weeps tears.8 

Yet though Browning continues Sterne’s habit of creating a material, embodied world, he 

deviates from Sterne in that his backstage world is not merely “real” but “true” 

 
Context: Verse Novel to Embody Truth 

 
Much of the debate surrounding The Ring and the Book regards its presentation of truth 

as a response to German Higher Criticism which challenged the Bible’s claims to truth on 

the basis that it is a text redacted from many pre-existing texts.9  Partially in response to 

 
8 It is possible that we have difficulty with this distinction because when we think of a theatre, we 

think of a movie theatre in which the body technically only visual. But in a drama, the bodies of the actors 
are physical and sweaty, performing under stage-lights and in heavy costumes.  We must understand bodies 
more in this sense in novels with rich backstages. 

9 German Higher criticism which crossed into England with the work of Bishop Robert Lowth in 
1753,  proposed that the Bible was redacted from earlier texts and should therefore be read in the literary or 
poetic spirit of the culture that created them…” (LaPorte 8)  Many took this as a challenge to the Bible’s 
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these charges, Browning wrote his own experiment in redaction, a verse novel, of a 

gothic tale, that captures truth by giving it many voices. 

 
Verse Novel 
 
 That The Ring and the Book is a novel in verse is a point so well argued by such 

scholars as Dino Felluga, Catherine Addison, and Stephanie Markovits, that I will do 

little more here than to reference them.  In short, the verse novel as a form developed 

early in the history of the novel, and became wildly popular in the Victorian era, 

especially with the publication of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s Aurora Leigh.  While 

Felluga lists The Ring and the Book as a verse novel without comment, Addison admits 

that its an unusual kind of verse novel:  

Robert Browning's The Ring and the Book is unusual in that it is set two centuries 
before the time of its writing.  However, the world that it depicts is represented in 
terms of myriads of intimate details, both material and psychological, which 
radically reduce its unfamiliarity.  Browning's low style, too tends to domesticate 
novelistically rather than glamorise poetically his story and its characters 
(Addison 13).  

 
Other earlier readers were also eager to point out the novelistic aspects of The Ring and 

the Book.  Oscar Wilde exclaimed; “Yes, Browning was great. And as what will he be 

remembered?  As a poet? Ah, not as a poet! He will be remembered as a writer of fiction, 

 
truthfulness, and so, without religious mooring, the English church was set adrift on a sea of relativism.  
Until German Higher Criticism crossed the channel, the Pentateuch, for instance, was generally considered 
the single product of one inspired author and treated with the weight of a historically factual text.  To 
challenge the authorship was to challenge the historicity of the facts and to challenge the entire basis for the 
faith that held the western world together.  Yet as Charles LaPorte has noted, the proof that the Bible was 
certainly not the original composition of the traditional authors, seemed incontrovertible.  Lowth’s Oxford 
lecture series, On the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews in 1753 explained that the Bible was collected, merged, 
and edited by a series of unnamed redactors, but also that “[T]he comparatively primitive nature of biblical 
culture cannot detract from the sublime inspiration of its literature…” (LaPorte 8). Yet, the powerful 
implication was, it is no more than literature.  Its power is in the power of the story, not the power of 
historical, or perhaps even religious fact.  
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as the most supreme writer of fiction, it may be, that we have ever had… Meredith is a 

prose Browning, and so is Browning.  He used poetry as a medium for writing in prose” 

(Qtd in Felluga 174).  And Henry James was to name his famous speech on The Ring and 

the Book, “The Novel in the Ring and the Book.”  Browning’s verse-novel fits easily into 

the amalgamated definitions of Watt, Bakhtin, and Davis, too; It is certainly new, 

responding to gothic novels with a kind of closet drama; it is realistic, as Addison pointed 

out, in its rich detail and colloquial speech; and it is imaginative, though not strictly in the 

fictional sense.  It gives us, as James said, “the very ideal of the real” (James 396).  It is 

most properly a kind of historical fiction. Ross Posnock perhaps came closest when, in 

his article on James’ presentation, he suggests that the only reason it was not initially 

marketed as a verse novel is that it was ahead of its time as a novel.10  

 
True Gothic 
 

This unusual form of novel is Browning’s own experiment in how a redacted text 

might embody truth. In response to the charge that the Bible was redacted and is therefore 

too fantastic for belief, Browning redacts a set of court papers that also tell a fantastically 

gothic story, yet the whole thing is quite true. After Browning’s introduction of the ring 

as a metaphor for the book, he tells how he discovered an Old Yellow Book in a 

marketplace in Florence.  It contained the documents for a 1698 Roman court case that 

really happened, but that has all the marks of a gothic story. He tells the story in brief; 

The deceitful old Count Guido marries Pompilia, an innocent child bride, for her money, 

and keeps her locked in his deteriorating castle.  In desperation, Pompilia turns to 

 
10 James, “reveals how profoundly suggestive Browning’s intimate poetry of ‘magnification’ is to 

the author who inaugurates the modern novel of consciousness” (Posnock 293). 
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Caponsacchi, a brave young priest, who helps her escape.  Together they flee to Rome 

where Pompilia hopes to find shelter with her parents.  But the two are caught within 

sight of Rome, and Caponsacchi is imprisoned, while Pompilia is sent to her parents.  A 

month after she bears her child (Count Guido’s Pompilia asserts), the enraged count 

breaks into their home, murders her parents, and leaves Pompilia with 22 knife wounds.  

She lives four days, testifies, and dies.  Guido is initially sentenced to death but appeals 

to the Pope who reads the very set of papers which Browning discovered in The Old 

Yellow Book.  Because Roman court cases were not heard but read, the documents in The 

Old Yellow Book are the actual court case.  It is like an insect caught in amber, an “old 

woe” of gothic flavor, yet precisely and perfectly preserved in fact. He suggests, after this 

first telling, that the essence of the story has been shared, but then he tells it again, with 

more detail, as he imagines the events happening again in the streets and country-side he 

can see out of his bedroom window.  Then he describes each character carefully as they 

must have appeared during their defense, much as Chaucer describes the pilgrims in the 

Canterbury Tales.  Then he appeals to his reader to: “Let this old woe step on stage 

again! / Act itself o’er anew for men to judge” (Browning I.824-5).  And thus he 

introduces the round of voices who, in the next ten dramatic monologues, make their 

accusations and give their defense; the lawyers, Guido, Caponsacchi, Pompilia, and the 

Pope.  In all, the story is told about twelve times over, and each time adds another layer 

to an anatomical reconfiguration of a human, one gives us the skeleton, one the muscles, 

one the circulatory system, and then the skin, until a fully formed human stands and 

walks.  Thus, by telling this true gothic tale over, Browning takes a kind of tale that 
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everyone thought was mere folktale or quaint myth, and then redacts it into a new form, 

just as the Bible’s redactors did. 

 
How to Give Truth a Force? 
 

Recasting the redaction discussion within the frame of drama, however, clarifies 

and complicates Browning’s response; These voices yield their truth only when 

resuscitated backstage by the reader’s imagination and auralation.  Browning conceives a 

complex and embodied truth to be the absolute goal of his project, and provides his verse 

novel as instructions for the discovery of that truth which exists past his narrator’s frame, 

beyond the performances of the stage, in a dimensional space where the story actually 

happened. To understand what Browning means by “truth” is to understand the 

functionings of the backstage world. This is why Browning does not simply retell the 

story as best he can piece it together from the facts, but rather gives his readers the 

elements they need to piece the facts together themselves; He gives them a courtroom 

drama.  The bare facts of the story have no “truth of force” (Browning I.372). The circle 

of voices, however, does. More than the other novels we have encountered in this study 

this one is actually a drama.  Donald Hair notes that Browning is not writing intentionally 

for the stage, since he does say that we should not “let this old woe step on stage again… 

by very sense and sight indeed” (I.862) but by “voices we call evidence,” yet Hair argues 

that he does fall into a kind of accidental drama (Hair 125). It is more accurate to say that 

he requests a closet drama – an imaginative restaging, a reconstructing of the backstage 

of the drama which comes to us through the ear, through the many voices.  Thus, we 

might observe that the novel which began with Tom Jones’ awareness of a full theatre, 
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restricted itself to Sterne’s study, and then to Austen’s drawing room, is constricted even 

further into the imagination and auralation, of a single reader.    

 This explains both why so many scholars have argued or assumed that Browning 

yields to the relativism of his age, but also explains why that view is partial.  Several 

times both in The Ring and the Book and in his own letters to Julia Wedgewood, 

Browning asserts that  

the business has been, as I specify, to explain fact—and the fact is what you see & , 
worse, are to see. The question with me has never been, “Could not one, by changing the 
factors, work  out the sum to better result?”—but—declare and prove the actual result, & 
there an end. Before I die, I hope to purely invent something,—here my pride was 
concerned to invent nothing: the minutest circumstance that denotes character is true: the 
black is so much,—the white, no more. (19 Nov 1868).  

 
And later, he asserts that “the whole story is true” (22 Feb 1869). In the book, too, the 

narrator indicates in both the introductory and concluding books that “this is the bookful; 

thus far take the truth,/The untampered gold, the fact untampered with” (I.364-65). 

Robert Langbaum, in “The Ring and the Book: a Relativist Poem,” argues that the 

relativism is captured in the very contradictory nature of all the “facts” and the 

monologues. “For though he does not entirely succeed, his aim at least… was to replace 

the objective view of events of tradition drama and narrative with points of view” 

(Langbaum 109). Browning attempts to shape the reader’s judgment, Langbaum 

concludes, but fails intentionally,11 adding the reader’s perspective to the voices of the 

story which attempt to reach a truth which does not exist. 

 
11 Henri Talon points out the narrator’s deliberate judgment of Guido in the first book when he 

describes him a s a werewolf in his attack on Pompilia and her parents.   
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Other scholars, however, would argue that Langbaum is wrong in his conclusion 

though his observations are accurate: Browning certainly does try to shape the reader’s 

judgment. The multiple voices do not point to the absence of truth, but rather make plain 

the clear truth that Guido is a werewolf and Pompelia is a saint.  This was the opinion of 

Browning’s contemporaries and continues to be the view of such scholars as Anthony 

Esolen, who compares such reading to the skeptic lawyers in the story itself. Esolen 

admires Pompilia’s reading for its humility, and the Pope’s too, for his understanding that 

“no one can read the narrative of the world from God’s point of view” (Esolen loc 94). 

Esolen shows, then, that those who are certain of their knowledge, like the Lawyers, are 

bad readers because, “The problem with skeptics and cynics is not only the faith they 

lose, but the faith they gain.  It is what the Pope identifies as Guido’s telltale mark, ‘That 

he believes in just the vile of life’ (Esolen loc 94).   

Yet, accurate as it may be to compare modern readers to the skeptics of a text, 

Esolen has overlooked the Pope’s troubling confidence in his own opinion which matches 

the narrators and further troubles any easy interpretation. In fact, Browning makes several 

moves in his book to encourage a critical reading of the Pope and the narrator. Browning 

accuses the Pope’s church of a crime similar to the lawyers’ “gift of eloquence! / 

Language that goes, goes, easy as a glove, / O’er good and evil, smoothens both to one” 

(I.1179-81).  The lawyers use this oily language in a “patent truth-extracting process” 

(I.1114).  The lawyer’s words figuratively put pressure on those they question to extract 

truth.  Troublesome, surely, but more humane than the church’s method of literally 

putting on the screws to “unhusk truth a-hiding in its hulls” (I.989).  Though the Pope’s 

words do look good and his judgement goes unquestioned by all who hear him, (both in 
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the narrative and among Browning’s contemporary readers),  Pope Innocent’s headship 

of a church which Browning so criticizes in Book I ought to make the wary reader 

question how “innocent” he really is.  In a book, too, where truth is best captured by a 

multiplicity of voices, a character who says, “I have mastered the whole matter; I nothing 

doubt…” (I.326-28) is not (as we have already noted) one to be blindly trusted.  Though 

Esolen seeks rightly to defend Browning from the charge of relativism, it is not to be 

achieved through an acceptance of the Pope’s judgment.  Both in the original text of the 

Old Yellow Book, and in the last book of Browning’s work, there are ample reasons to 

suggest that the Pope had a political stake in making one of his last acts an act of charity 

that would undermine the Lawyers and those who defended Guido. There is also a 

legitimate question about whether Pompelia’s child was actually her husband’s. 

Browning himself admits in one letter both that “Pompilia’s all-but-crime was never 

conceded… but was invariably afterward supposed.” (1 February 1869).  And the 

narrator himself in the first book asserts troublingly that he grasps the whole situation, 

and gives his judgment of the characters even before we have heard from the characters 

themselves.  Neither of these explanations is accurate, then. Browning’s response to 

redaction criticism is to acknowledge the difficulty of getting at truth, yet to assert the 

existence of truth, and to propose as a solution a multiplicity of human voices which 

when brought to life again in the reader’s mental backstage, catch truth in their lies, like a 

fly imprisoned in amber. 

 
Drama Projects a Body 
 

The solution to this puzzle is to be found in the drama of the novel; Browning 

asks his reader to restage not only the actual events that the characters describe, but more 
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importantly to restage the characters themselves.  Thus, in the same letter in which he 

admits Pompelia’s accepted guilt, he also asserts that “I assure you, I found her in the 

[Old Yellow Book] just as she speaks and acts in the poem” (Curle). It is not, then, that 

he purports to give the facts of what happened, but rather the facts of these characters. 

Thus, Pompilia, Guido, the Pope etc. are the facts, and “the facts are what you see” (19 

Nov 1868) It is through those bodies which the audience brings to life again in their own 

backstage that the engaged audience may come to grasp the truth imprisoned in lies.  

Chesterton’s theories about Browning’s unique optimism are helpful in understanding 

this paradox. Browning's "two great theories of the universe may be expressed in two 

comparatively parallel phrases.  The first was what may be called the hope which lies in 

the imperfection of man… some hope may always be based on deficiency itself.”  And 

thus, Chesterton concludes, "man's sense of his own imperfection implies a design of 

perfection" (Chesterton 177-79).  In short, truth can be imbedded in lies in the same way 

that imperfection points to perfection. And nowhere do we see the union of perfection 

and imperfection so clearly as in the human character’s blend of truth and falsehood. 

Browning's dramatic monlogues  

are all, without exception, dominated by this one conception of a certain reality 
tangled almost inextricably with unrealities in a man's mind, and the peculiar 
fascination which resides in the thought that the greatest lies about a man, and the 
greatest truths about him, may be found side by side in the same eloquent and 
sustained utterance... the general idea of these poems is, that a man cannot help 
telling some truth even when he sets out to tell lies (Chesterton 199).  
 

Therefore, to access truth, which Browning certainly believed to be both extant and 

accessible, we must do so through the bodies which the machinations of the mental stage 

may bring to life again. 
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Browning does not, then, respond to the challenge of German Higher Criticism 

with a poem about the impossibility of knowing anything, but with a novel about the 

possibility of knowing something. The novel calls for a resuscitation that brings to life a 

physical body, a person, that may be touched and known. And this, ultimately, is the 

solution to the problem of relativism and Browning’s epistemology. His answer to the 

question of how we are to know anything is simple: meet the person.  How those people 

are to be revived and met, how that backstage world is to be fully enfleshed is the subject 

of the rest of this chapter. 

 
Backstage in Practice 

 
Browning’s word for the texturing of the backstage, for the enfleshment of his 

characters, is “resuscitation,” since truth cannot be created, only discovered and brought 

to life again. Thus, when we “let this old woe step on stage again” (I.825) we must 

imagine a drama mainly of voices and persons. Browning sees two ways of resuscitating 

the world backstage which function as two poles of possibility, and every reading may be 

charted on a scale between these poles.  On one end of the scale is Faust who “raise[s] a 

ghost” (I.745), and on the other end is the prophet Elisha, who raises a living body of 

flesh.  The position of the reading along this scale is determined by how much of the 

reader’s self is left in the resuscitated body. While pure, prophetic resuscitation is not 

possible, still Browning sees the potential for full resuscitation and full insight in the 

idealistic vision of Elisha toward which he strains.  Yet even an imperfect resuscitation 

can point to the perfect. This section will first explain the difference between Faust and 

Elisha and relate this metaphor to the better-known ring metaphor.  After this, we can 
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locate other readers on the spectrum to illustrate the recreative process. Though prophetic 

recreation proves not entirely feasible, its very failure paradoxically proves its possibility.  

 
The Ring and the Body 
 

Though most scholars give attention to the ring metaphor, it is, in fact, in the 

metaphor of the resuscitated body that we find Browning’s discussion of the resuscitation 

of truth. Browning begins discussing the creative project by building a careful argument 

about how he might make a whole ring of the Yellow Book.  How might “fiction which 

makes fact alive, [be] fact too?” (I.705) That is, how might his own imagination bring 

truth to life again? He answers with what most of his readers accepted as fact: “In the 

beginning God made heaven and earth” (I.710). From that heaven and earth, man 

purposed to grow into something more, not to make something out of nothing as God had 

done.  But he cannot grow without making by reaching for the thing that is beyond him. 

So, by reaching, he “repeats God’s process in man’s due degree,” not by creating, but by 

resuscitating.  The act which turns bare thought into expression is God’s alone (I.720). 

But man, like God, may also “project his surplussage of soul” (I.724) into another body, 

and “so appropriate forms” that were lifeless before, and imbue another body with his 

own “surplusage of soul”  and “something dead may get to live again” (I.727). Or, as in 

the case of this dead and broken narrative, he may “complete the incomplete and sav[e] 

the thing” (I.735).  In other words, he may take whatever is left over in his own soul, and 

find a dead body or dead story to put it into, and so bring it to life again. In making the 

body and the story parallel, he connects the metaphor of the resuscitated body, to the 

primary metaphor for the book which is the ring (which we will discuss at length in the 

“Two Metaphors” section).  But he also suggests, by connecting the body and the book, 



 

235 
 

the manner in which the book must “come to life” through the mutual efforts of the writer 

and the reader. Browning, recognizing the apparent preposterousness of this claim moves 

into what some read as explanation, and some as defense.  Though Browning may seem 

to be making himself too much like God, he draws a line between man’s ability and 

God’s: “Man’s breath were vain to light a virgin wick,” (I.736) but by breathing on a 

smoldering flame, he can “relume” a light not quite gone. So he can “mimic creation,” 

though not create – it is a “proportionate glory” (I.741).  

 
Faust and Elisha. The reader recreates the backstage using the many voices of the 

novel. This recreation can be done well or poorly. Done poorly, the faustian reader raises 

a ghost; Done well, the prophetic reader raises a breathing human. After his initial 

statement of the book’s project which has inspired so many articles, Browning turns 

again to the  Old Yellow Book, but with a different metaphor. Here is this essential 

passage in full:  

Why did the mage say,-feeling as we are wont 
For truth, and stopping midway short of truth,  
And resting on a lie,-"I raise a ghost"?  
"Because," he taught adepts, "man makes not man.  
"Yet by a special gift, an art of arts,  
"More insight and more outsight and much more  
"Will to use both of these than boast my mates,  
"I can detach from me, commission forth  
"Half of my soul; which in its pilgrimage 
"O'er old unwandered waste ways of the world,  
"May chance upon some fragment of a whole,  
"Rag of flesh, scrap of bone in dim disuse,  
"Smoking flax that fed fire once: prompt therein  
"I enter, spark-like, put old powers to play,  
"Push lines out to the limit, lead forth last  
"(By a moonrise through a ruin of a crypt)  
"What shall be mistily seen, murmuringly heard,12  

 
12 This is so like Caponsachi’s final call to the tribunal: Such is the final fact I fling you, Sirs, To 

mouth and mumble and misinterpret: there! Compare the visceral “F”s which require the vehemence of 
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"Mistakenly felt: then write my name with Faust's!"  
Oh, Faust, why Faust? Was not Elisha once?-  
Who bade them lay his staff on a corpse-face. 
There was no voice, no hearing: he went in  
Therefore, and shut the door upon them twain,  
And prayed unto the Lord: and he went up  
And lay upon the corpse, dead on the couch,  
And put his mouth upon its mouth, his eyes 
Upon its eyes, his hands upon its hands,  
And stretched him on the flesh; the flesh waxed warm:  
And he returned, walked to and fro the house,  
And went up, stretched him on the flesh again,  
And the eyes opened. 'T is a credible feat  
With the right man and way.  
Enough of me!  

The Book!  (I.743-774) 
 

Essentially, Browning asks what kind of resuscitation “the mage” was describing, 

comparing it to both Faust and Elisha, and suggesting that the reader, too, might 

resuccitate backstage in one of these two ways. Faust’s way of bringing to life which 

raised a ghost, when Elisha raised a living boy.  Could it be, he wonders, that the mage 

misspoke and “rest[ed] on a lie?” Man clearly cannot create man. His only ability is to 

split off a piece of soul and send it into a body that is only mostly dead and so bring it to 

life again.  This is why we can only re-create, re-suscitate backstage, not create it 

altogether.  Adam Roberts has identified the “mage” as Cornelius Agrippa who authored 

De Occulta Philosophia in 1531 (Roberts 38).13 In that work, Agrippa explains what 

 
teeth on skin to the “mouth and mumble” of “mistily seen, murmeringly heard… Faust’s way is a 
misinterpretation. A mumbling.  A mealy-mouthed indistinct, mummified…. 

13 Kozicki has also done valuable work on the connection between Agrippa and the mage in 
Browning’s earliest published work, Pauline. Agrippa, Kozicki suggests, was very like Browning; he was 
“precocious, original, brilliant.  He got a licentiate – a degree just below a doctorate – from the University 
of Cologne in 1502, when he was sixteen, and then, master of a half-dozen languages, traveled about 
Europe extensively, studying, teaching, adventuring, and making important friends.  In 1510 age twenty-
four, he presented a draft, a youthful version of the Occulta to his old mentor and master of occult 
learning…. After giving the draft to Trithemius, Agrippa went on to live a full, complex, and influential life 
– a delightful and romantic life – and to become an important magus, what Agrippa in the preface to the 
Occulta terms as “a wise man, a priest, a prophet.” " (Kozicki 286).  And certainly, Browning knew the 
work of Agrippa well. He quotes Maynard’s understanding of Browning’s education as one that included 
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Browning recasts metaphorically here: man “extends his intellect into intelligible things, 

and his imagination into imaginable things,” and this is what is meant when it is said that 

“the Soul of one thing went out and went into another thing” (qtd in Roberts 42). Thus, 

Browning’s “mage” “detaches” from himself a part of his soul, which wanders over the 

earth until it finds a fragment of unused flesh, a body with a smoldering flame.  This his 

soul enters, “spark-like”  to “lead forth last… what shall be mistily seen, murmuringly 

heard,/Mistakenly felt” (I.759).  This is not a real body, but a ghost.  It cannot be clearly 

perceived by any of the senses, it is hard to see, to hear, to feel.  The repeated “m’s” of 

this passage emphasize the mellow, mumbled, not quite open sounds of a not quite living 

body. This is either a ghost or a zombie.  Much turns on our reading of the tone of the 

line, “Oh Faust!  Why Faust!”  Roberts reads this as an academic objection to the naming 

of the mage as a faustian character. And indeed, as Kozicki observes, scholars have 

argued that Agrippa was Goethe’s model for Faust.14  Agrippa, however, was not 

historically evil. The mage’s mode of resuscitation begins correctly, these scholars argue, 

and only ends in being mistakenly called “faustian,” an error which the poet corrects 

describing it as partially “prophetic.”  

But this reading does not entirely take into account the exclamation’s climactic 

position after a passage of increasing horror. The parenthetical scene-setting “By a 

 
reading Agrippa as a primary source.  He also received it through conversation with his father and all the 
other poets who were interested and influential… Doonne, Pope, and Shelley, for instance. (Kozicki 288) 

14 Kozicki argues more fully that  “Nauert has argued that Agrippa was Goethe’s model for Faust, 
part 1 of which was published in 1806, act 1 of part 2 in 1828, and all of it in 1832.  There does not seem to 
be any documentary evidence that the Brownings knew Faust… but it would come as no surprise if they 
did.”  (Kozicki 289). This particular passage where Browning seems to be engaging in the debate between 
Faust and Elisha seems to confirm that Browning was most likely aware of this debate, and was certainly 
aware, at least, of the faustian myth.  
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moonrise through a ruin of a crypt” (I.758) smears with the grime of horror the 

concluding exclamation, “Oh Faust!” The concept of the uncanny valley may bring these 

two readings together. It is those pictures of humanity that are most human but not quite, 

that are most horrific. Thus, the gradation between the Faustian reading and the prophetic 

reading lays over that part of the chart of the uncanny valley between the zombie, and the 

full human. To be almost alive is to be worse than dead.  To nearly succeed in 

resuscitation is both on the right track, yet also in that valley right before full 

resuscitation that makes it worse than failure.  By this reading, the mage is a character 

who could be prophetic, but is actually more faustian in the horror of his ghostly failure.  

Elisha stands at the other end of the spectrum; there is no doubt but that he raised 

a boy. Browning equates the claim “I raise a ghost” (I.744), to the triumphant, “Then 

write my name with Faust! (I.759) and calls both of these a lie.  The thing that a mage 

may, by this method, raise, is not a ghost, but a living body. The exclamation then 

becomes a question about the process rather than the interpretation of the process. Must 

this process raise a ghost? Couldn’t it be done prophetically? “Was not Elisha once?” 

(I.760). In place of a description of the process that results in a Faustian horror, Browning 

suggests a similar process, that has better, and more tangibly human results: He suggests 

Elisha’s resuscitative process.  Elisha initially tried to send his soul from a distance as the 

mage had, by instructing them to “lay his staff on a corpse-face” (I.761). But the attempt 

was unsuccessful because it did not result in voice or hearing. So Elisha went into the 

room, shut the door, prayed to the Lord, and then placed himself as physically close to 

the body as possible, hand to hand, eye to eye, mouth to mouth. Then the flesh warmed. 

And after he stretched himself on the boy again, “the eyes opened. ‘Tis a credible feat / 
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With the right man and way” (I.771-2).  In short, Kozicki’s observation that the magus is 

a “divided self” seems accurate; “The good magus, devout and chaste, draws the power 

of superior spirits and ascends the ladder of being, but the magus may also be in a state of 

sin and corruption and draw evil spirits.” (Kozicki 295).  The magus, like the poet, like 

the reader, is a person pursuing truth, but with high stakes in the difference between the 

possibilities: will we be a Faust who raises a ghost, or an Elisha who raises a boy? 

Defining the spectrum. The differences between these two resuscitations are four 

and define the ends of the spectrum between the Faustian reading and the prophetic 

reading.  First, in the prophetic mode, there is no talk of sending a divided soul into 

another body, though there is a strong implication of imbuing a spirit in the body in the 

manner in which Elisha stretches himself on the body. Instead, the distance attempt fails, 

and Elisha prays to the Lord before he makes his second, more successful attempt. The 

second difference is in the physicality of the process.  The Faustian soul is disconnected 

from its body and wanders around the earth looking for a “rag of flesh,” to enter, but 

Elisha’s soul never clearly leaves him. Instead, it is flesh on flesh which brings the new 

life.  Third, the essential mode is different; while the mage achieves his ghost by “a 

special gift, an art of arts,” that requires “insight,” “outsight” and “Will to use both,” 

Elisha’s is much simpler.  It is merely a prayer to the Lord.  Though more physical and 

less seemingly mystical, there is more hidden, and more miraculous in Elisha’s process 

than in the mage’s. Though the mage boasts a soul and a will and a sight keener than any 

of his mates, that wit sends his naked soul wandering into a creepy scene and brings to 

life a thing without an independent will, that can’t be clearly seen, and has not even a 

voice. Elisha hides a great deal in the intimate space between his flesh and the boy’s, and 
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in the simplicity of the prayer which is not revealed. This is not a process that Browning 

pretends to understand, though it bears some loose similarities to the mage’s. Elisha’s 

process completes what is partial in the mage’s. It embodies the soul, making the process 

at once hidden, but effective. In the last place, the result is different.  Instead of a 

mumbling vague ghost, the boy’s flesh warms, and the eyes open – visible, tangible 

evidences of his coming to life again.  Elisha raises a boy where Faust raises a ghost.  

 
Two metaphors: ring and body. Clearly, the stakes are high; reader and writer 

alike may either “raise a ghost” (I.744) that would haunt us for life, or we might raise an 

embodied, speaking, living soul. But this metaphor lays on top of the predominate ring 

metaphor: the ring stands for the book as much as the resuscitated body does. 15  Roberts 

notes that Agrippa, the actual mage to whom Browning alludes, was well known as an 

alchemist.  Robert’s proposes that the heart of this metaphor lies in alchemy, in the 

transmutation of the alloy of the ring into gold. In the making of the ring, the poet’s 

imagination is interfused with the gold of the ring, and though an alloy is technically 

produced, Roberts clarifies that, “alloy is in one sense rather a misleading term, in that 

the elements being alloyed are not both material, but one material (the base material) and 

one spiritual (the poet’s imagination).” (Roberts 45) And since, he continues, the 

 
15 Indeed, some critics perceive these two metaphors to be competing rather than layered on top of 

one another, as I will argue here.  Erickson has the clearest explanation of this view.  I find the view that 
the metaphors are meant to work together rather than pull away from each other more persuasive because 
of the connection between Elizabeth Barrett’s ring, and her dead body which parallel’s that which the mage 
resurrected. Yet Erickson does make the connection that these two metaphors “correspond roughly to 
Browning’s understanding of the difference between the objective and subjective poets, discussed in his 
Essay on Shelley. Mimetic poetry requires an objective fashioner.  But expressive poetry requires a 
subjective “seer.” Thus, what is produced by the “seer” is a “Poetic effluence” of himself. (Ericskon 225)  
Browning, Erickson concludes, “deftly joins the creative processes of the objective and subjective poets – 
at least in metaphor if not in practice” (Erickson 225). Though he finds the metaphors merged, the are not 
fully successful because he does not perceive Browning to have been successful in his creative project.  
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hammering and filing happens after the interfusion, and are therefore not a part of the 

gold itself (Roberts 45), we might come to a slightly more complex conclusion about the 

relationship between the ring and the book. For as Roberts concludes, “alchemy provides 

a supple metaphor for poetic practice as he conceived it” (Roberts 46).  The gold of the 

ring is born of alchemy, of a fusion of metal with gold that makes the gold malleable.  

And this skill is one of many possessed by the mag: he is both the alchemist who might 

transmute the alloy into the gold in the ring, and the resuscitator who might interfuse a 

piece of his soul with the dead to make it live again.16  

Here, then, is a reading of the ring metaphor from the understanding that the gold 

of the ring is born of alchemy, of soul merged with fact and made “fact too”: In making 

the ring,  

… the artificer melts up wax  
With honey, so to speak; he mingles gold  
With gold's alloy, and, duly tempering both,  
Effects a manageable mass, then works:  
But his work ended, once the thing a ring,  
Oh, there's repristination! Just a spirt  
O' the proper fiery acid o'er its face,  
And forth the alloy unfastened flies in fume;  
While, self-sufficient now, the shape remains,  
The rondure brave, the lilied loveliness,  
Gold as it was, is, shall be evermore:  
Prime nature with an added artistry-  
No carat lost, and you have gained a ring (I.19-31). 

16 Robert’s explanation of the mage’s alchemical abilities provides a better mode for 
understanding the ring metaphor because he reminds us that an alechemist’s main task is gold-working. 
Roberts argues that the ring metaphor as generally understood, is too simplistic.  If the gold is the fact, and 
the alloy is the imagination, and the ring is truth, then the alloy cannot be washed out, because the 
imagination would be wholly removed.  Though Browning merely says that he will wash out the alloy on 
the surface, leaving a veneer of gold, though the alloy underneath is interfused, I find the alchemical 
explanation more persuasive because it accounts for Browning’s habit of layered metaphors. 
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This is a sign for a thing signified, though.  The Old Yellow Book with its pure crude fact 

stands for the gold unmixed with any alloy, but it is not “truth of force/ Able to take its 

own part as truth should,/Sufficient, self-sustaining” (I.375)  So he dug the “lingot truth” 

from the book, saw it was gold, and then mixed his “something else” with the gold, as the 

alloy to make it malleable, make it “bear hammer and be firm to file” (I.464).  “I fused 

my live soul and that inert stuff, before attempting smithcraft” (I.471).  And here we 

might see in Browning the mage both the resuscitator and the alchemist: by fusing his 

live soul with the inert stuff of the gold, the inert stuff of the dead facts, he made the gold, 

made the facts, malleable, and formed them into the ring. The fusing of soul is the work 

of the resucitatior, but shaping of the gold ring is the work of the alchemist. The chart 

below maps the relationship between these parts on the stage.  If the gold, the body, the 

fact of the Old Yellow Book is what is clear to the eye on the stage, when they are fused 

with the reader’s fancy, they become alive and textured in the story-world backstage from 

which they come. 

The Ring 
becomes 

with alloy 
Gold 

Living 
Person 
becomes 
with soul 

Body 

Stage (Plot) 

Audience 
(Readers) 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Proscenium Arch (Frame) Browning 
Apron (Narrator) 

Backstage  (Story-world) 

Living Truth 
becomes 

with motions 
of mine 

Yellow Book 

Living Book 
becomes 
Fancy 
Fact 

Figure 4.1.The Ring and the Backstage 
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Thus the dead body that requires resuscitation is the same as the gold which becomes the 

ring, the Old Yellow Book which becomes the living truth, the dead facts which become 

the Ring and the Book. When the alchemist merges his soul with the dead body of fact, as 

when he merges the alloy with the gold to make it malleable, then the motions bring to 

life the dead fact, and make it a living body, make it a ring.  Thus, as alchemists saw 

rings as having a talismanic connection to bodies, so here, the Ring and the living body 

are synonymous (Roberts). 

Yet it is important to note that it is not simply the merging of the gold with the 

alloy that makes the ring – it only makes the gold malleable. Roberts, then, is right: the 

merging of alloy to gold, of soul to body, is one moment, and the fashioning of the ring, 

the walking of the body, is a separate moment.  With this distinction, the merging is the 

reading, the fashioning is the writing. Consider this moment immediately after the 

narrator finishes his first reading of the Old Yellow Book:   

And from the reading, and that slab I leant  
My elbow on, the while I read and read,  
I turned, to free myself and find the world 
He looked out and he saw 
Out of the Roman gate to the Roman road  
By the river, till I felt the Apennine. 
And there would lie Arezzo, the man’s town, 
The woman’s trap and cage and torture-place, 
Also the stage where the priest played his part, 
A spectacle for angels,- ay, indeed, There lay Arezzo! (I.477-505) 

All the “facts” we learn in Book I are retold as though he sees the events performed 

before him.  So he depicts Pompilia’s innocence and Guido’s wolfishness, obviously 
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mixing a great deal of fancy with the fact of the story.17   The moment of resuscitation is 

in the fusion of imagination with fact, of soul with body. As Roberts notes, the 

hammering and filing, the writing and editing of the project, came after the alchemical 

merging of soul to body, of fancy to fact.  This moment is not a moment of creation, but 

of reading, and it is a moment we must imitate.  Once the soul is fused to body, and the 

alloy is fused to the gold, then the body walks again, and then the gold is ready to be 

hammered into the ring.  Once it is made into the ring, “oh, there’s repristination…Just a 

spirt o’ the proper fiery acid o’er its face, and Forth the alloy unfastened flies in fume” 

(I.25) leaving the “gold as it was, is, shall be evermore; Prime nature with an added 

artistry” (I.28-9). Thus, those scholars who point out that Browning does not actually get 

washed out are correct – it is not just “prime nature,” not just gold, not just a body – it is 

“added artistry.”  The gold is taken only off the surface, but left in the heart of the story.  

Browning first restaged the story, and though we, by his direction, stage it again, he too is 

there in the pages, and cannot be entirely washed out,18 but he can be washed off the 

surface, so that the “lilied loveliness” shines with “no carat lost,” but only a ring added to 

the world (I.31). 

The combination of these metaphors, then, clarifies the distinction in the spectrum 

between Faust and Elisha as readers and resuscitators. Laying the ring metaphor on top of 

the resuscitation metaphor, it becomes clear that the scale between a Faustian reading and 

17Britta Martin argues this at length in her Browning, Victorian Poetics and the Romantic Legacy 
in which she describes the tension between “on the one hand, Browning’s hesitant realization that nobody, 
not even a poet, can lay claim to perceiving absolute truth, and on the other hand, his need to argue for the 
poet’s authority with two very different audiences” (Martin 168).  

18 He is like Shandy in this, he must “go along with us to the end.”  A comparison of the narrators 
of these two books would be fascinating. 
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an Elisha reading is made of the gradation between how much of the mage’s spirit is left 

in the resuscitated body in the end.  Leave all of the mage’s division of spirit in the body, 

and a ghost is raised.  Leave none at all, and the fully formed human, embodied, speaks 

his voice. “Tis a credible feat, with the right man and way” (I.771), Browning asserts.19 

Yet I do not believe he himself achieved this “credible feat”, though he reaches for it as 

he can.  Browning washes out the narrator’s voice, but is forced to leave the artistry that 

resurrected the character’s voice.  Thus, the story-reading art (the true skill of the story-

teller), is necessary for making truth do the work of truth.20 

Resuscitative reading.  It is by auralation and imagination that the reader of 

Browning’s novel joins Browning in his creative enterprise, and reads his book as he read 

the Old Yellow Book, reading to resuscitate dead fact and make “truth of force” (I.372). 

Browning’s minimal signs of life are voice and hearing, which connect this to the 

creative project. As the mage finds a dead body and brings it to life, so Browning finds 

dead facts and by reading, resuscitates it in a live truth recorded in this new book. And 

like Browning, we too must, by reading, “Let this old woe step on stage again” (I.824):  

19 Here I am tempted to argue that the only actual “right man and way” was Christ, or God through 
a prophet.  So perfect readings are not possible, yet we can have better and worse reading, readings that 
have more and less of us.   

20 In the last book, Browning wonders how he might “look a brother in the face and say,” you have 
been blind and deaf, without enduring the anger of the man.  His answer is, “Art.”  

Art may tell a truth  
Obliquely, do the thing shall breed the thought…  
So write a book shall mean beyond the facts, 
Suffice the eye and save the soul beside (XII.846-5, 859-60).  
Browning assumes from Book I that the “very A B C of fact” is in the Bible (I.709), yet here he 

claims that it is not always in a form which can be taken as true by itself.  It requires the reader’s 
willingness to receive the drama as a drama so that it can “do the thing shall breed the thought.”  With the 
reader’s receptivity, art may “write a book shall mean beyond the facts.” And if that piece of art is the 
Bible, it may “save the soul beside.”  
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our reading resuscitates by the same mode as Browning’s reading.  This implies a 

similarity between Browning’s process of creation, and our process of recreation, which 

forms a necessary foundation for understanding how the backstage is created. First, we 

turn the print into sound either in the auralation or in an out-loud reading, just as the first 

signs of life that Browning looks for, and so the first signs of life that Browning looks for 

are “voice” and “hearing.”   After the print, it is the voice of the work that reaches us 

before the sights.  In a work of dramatic monologue this is particularly true, whether we 

read with eyes or with ears, because the “I” of the character’s voice must be internally 

sounded – must be “auralated” before it can be understood. The thing that the reader and 

the writer share is what Browning describes in the “this” which “proves good yet seems 

untrue” (I.701)   

In the section before the mage metaphor, Browning apostrophizes to those who 

heard him tell the Roman Murder story in London. By adding his “fancy with those 

facts,” he used to tell the tale, and he asks his listeners; 

Lovers of dead truth, did ye fare the worse? 
Lovers of live truth, found ye false my tale? 
Well, now; there's nothing in nor out o' the world  
Good except truth: yet this, the something else,  
What's this then, which proves good yet seems untrue?  
This that I mixed with truth, motions of mine  
That quickened, made the inertness malleable  
O'the gold was not mine,-what's your name for this?  
Are means to the end, themselves in part the end?  
Is fiction which makes fact alive, fact too?  
The somehow may be thishow. (Browning I.696-705) 
 

This section not only connects the ring and the body metaphor by making “inertness 

malleable” and by making “fact alive,” but also connects the reader and the writer in the 

same process. There is a “something else” that is not truth, yet which mixes with truth 
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and proves good, yet seems a lie. It is the thing that brings the facts to life – the means to 

the end which is Truth.  And this “Truth” is the sort of truth which is the only thing good 

in the world.  It is the goal and end of all his writing.  In other places, Browning calls this 

“fancy,” “fiction.” Here, he calls it a “motion of mine” which he “mixed” with truth. That 

he calls it a “means” suggests that this “something else” is more verb than noun.  It is an 

action of the reader which, united with the fact, “makes the fact alive” and then coalesces 

into a noun, a “stuff,” a “something else” (emphasis mine) presumably when it comes to 

exist on the page as text.  After this section about the mage, Browning dismisses his work 

with the declaration that he must return to the Old Yellow Book. Browning is certainly a 

writer (the heft of verse in our hands leaves no doubt of that!) But he is a writer for whom 

the action of reading and of writing are nearly identical.  To read and interfuse the Old 

Yellow Book with his own work, is to write – or very nearly.  This one creative impulse 

is like the stirring of soured milk that produces the curds.  The sour milk is one thing, and 

the motions of the cook are a separate thing, but together they produce a third thing 

which is distinct from both the soured milk and the action that curdled it. As Browning 

makes something dead come to life and then captures it on a page, so his own readers 

must perform an action to make the voices sound. Browning reads the Old Yellow Book, 

and we read The Ring and the Book.  Browning’s reading produces first the restagings of 

lines 456-678 as he reimagines the events, and then it produces the first out-loud 

retellings in the various circles in London, and finally, the new book, which we read.  

And in our reading, we also must “Let this old woe step on stage again! Act itself o’er 

anew… Not by the very sense and sight indeed… but truth with falsehood” mixed 

(I.831).  This moment may refer to the book itself which is mixed with Browning’s 
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“false” fancy, but it must also refer to our own imaginative restaging as the book is mixed 

with our own fancy and thus restaged.  

Lines 838-1329 set the scene with a description of the sights, sounds and 

movements of the drama, but that description cannot give us the actual sound of the 

voices. That intonation that gives it meaning must come from the reader, and the mode of 

our inner intoning will affect the meaning.  For instance, will we read the line “Oh Faust!  

Why Faust!” with horror or indignation or a blend of the two?  Yet that will affect the 

meaning of the lines, and therefore affect how we take the whole book.  Auralation and 

imagination, then, are the reader’s contribution to the creative enterprise, though 

Browning was still first to restage.  That Browning perceives his creative project and our 

own to be the same is confirmed in the closing lines of Book XII in which, in direct 

address, he urges the reader to  

Paint your picture, twice show truth, 
Beyond mere imagery on the wall –  
So, note by note, bring music from your mind, 
Deeper than ever e’en Beethoven dived, (I.862) 

His creative project produces the Book.  But ours repeats the process, shows truth again.  

His produces “mere imagery on the wall” but ours brings forth “music from our mind” 

and adds a sound to the images which he may provide.  And indeed, the out-loud reader 

and the auralating reader may both add the sound to the images as we vocalize the words.  

Together, then, we “write a book shall mean beyond the facts/Suffice the eye and save 

the soul beside!” (XII.866-7).  It is the joint efforts that bring the book to life and saves 

the souls of those captured in the text, while also saving our own. Thus, though our 

reading does not (always) coalesce into verse novels (but rather in academic prose like 

this, more’s the pity!), yet the “means” and the “motion” of the reader’s exercise must, of 
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necessity, imitate Browning’s.  As the reader of Mansfield Park must follow Fanny’s 

dance through it, so must the reader of The Ring and the Book follow Browning’s 

narrator in his resuscitative  reading. These are the actors whose hands we must take, 

whose motions we must mirror, whose dance steps we must follow, if we are to avoid 

having our toes stepped on. This we do, when we do it in a prophetic manner rather than 

a Faustian, by leaving very little space between our own souls and the text, by physically 

engaging with the text, rather than by sending only a spark of our mind into it, by an 

almost spiritual engagement through prayer rather than by a force of our own will and 

intellect, and finally by raising a body that is an independent living soul, not a ghostly 

combination of our soul with another.  

 
Browning’s Reading 
 

To make concrete what has been stated metaphorically till now, let us consider 

whether Browning succeeded in his own poetic enterprise. Did he fully wash himself out 

of the alloy and thus, like Elisha, raise a boy?  Or does he, like Faust, raise a ghost? 

Textual evidence and the evidence of his letters suggests that by one standard he does not 

fully achieve his goal, yet this failure seems intentional.  By being true to the 

performance rather than the real-world fact, he captures truth in his lies. At minimum, it 

seems clear in the text that though Browning claims to leave the ultimate judgment to the 

reader,21 he is clear on his own judgment from the first.  Pompilia is a saint, Guido is a 

wolf, The Pope’s judgment is unerring, and Caponsacchi is a shining Knight. Most 

scholars cite this as an instance of the novel lack of realism and of Browning’s over-

 
21 “Then comes the all but end, the ultimate/Judgment save yours” (I.1221) 
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engagement in the text. Others have more involved explanations. Woolford, in “Error and 

Erasure,” gives a fascinating biographical reading that suggests the extent to which 

Browning has been left in the text.  Using letters to Wedgwood and Blagden, Woolford 

essentially argues that in Browning’s errors, we might detect a subconscious 

identification with Guido which colors his reading and writing of the old Roman court 

case. When he wrote to Isa Blagden, he incorrectly spelled Guido’s name, “Count 

Francesco Guidi” – subconsciously changing the name to the same place he stayed with 

his wife in Florence when he found the book: Casa Guidi (Woolford 105). In addition, 

Wedgwood’s letters also elicit from Browning an unwillingness to wash himself out of 

the ring of the book. She tells him repeatedly that she does not like hearing so much of 

his voice in the darker characters of the story, and he responds with increasing 

impatience. These “point to his increasing discomfort with what Wedgwood herself terms 

‘the woman’s error – the over-tendency to incarnate all things’” (Dec 3 1868) (Woolford 

105).  Woolford reads this as Wedgwood’s suggestion that Browning sees himself, or 

imbues himself into the Lawyers and perhaps into the darker characters as well.  Perhaps 

Browning’s frustration was in part because there was some justification in her 

accusations. He concludes in the end that Browning did have “an unconscious 

identification with [The Ring and the Book’s] villain-hero, Guido Franceschini” 

(Woolford 108).  Whether this surprising conclusion is entirely justified or not, it does 

seem clear that Browning took some liberties with the text that prove that straight 

objectivity is not his goal. Langbaum notes “Everyone admits that he did not stick 

entirely to the facts” (12), and Browning’s judgment of the characters is clear from the 

beginning: from his earliest reading of the poem, when he claims to have “mastered the 
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contents”(I.116)  to know, “the whole truth” (I.117), he describes Pompilia as an innocent 

child, rescued by a saint George character, and describes Guido as a wolf seeking his 

prey. Most scholars have assumed for many years that Pompilia’s character and purity is 

an homage to Browning’s late wife, and we know, too, from Browning’s letters that 

Elizabeth Barrett took no interest in the story. Woolford’s argument that Browning is 

unconsciously judging himself and praising his dead wife seems a plausible explanation 

for the fragments of himself which he left in his text. Browning may have failed to wash 

himself out of the introduction and conclusion of the work, yet he washed himself 

effectively from the surface when he abandons the narrator voice after the first book, only 

to take it up again in the last. Still, it is difficult to understand how Browning, who claims 

in a letter to Wedgwood that “the very spirit of truth is in these lies!”22 and who claims to 

leave the judgment to the reader, can be so assertive with his own judgment?  Has he 

failed at his prophetic reading?  How can truth be in the lies? 

In the resuscitation of the many-voiced drama, there is an access to the true world 

backstage of the text which is otherwise denied. The book is not necessarily true to the 

actual events of the story, but rather true to the way the characters themselves wished to 

present themselves.  Even in villainous characters, a partial truth eventually reveals itself, 

and the partial truths combine to reveal the whole truth. In his February 22nd letter, 

Browning told Wedgwood that, “the very spirit of truth is in these “lies”, like an odour one has 

to imprison in an oil, or some such vehicle.”  Here is a third metaphor that clarifies the lines of the 

 
22 I do think it important, however, to acknowledge that the text would have appeared to the 

Victorians as quite a bit more realistic than it appears to be here. Wedgwood’s response that this is too 
realistic, that he “leads us through his stable yard at the same pace that he leads us through the picture 
gallery” (30 Jan 1869) shows that the average contemporary reader would have taken issue not with its 
being unrealistic, but with its being too realistic. For this reason, we should be cautious in our accusations 
that Browning is unrealistic until we remember the sentimental audience he wrote for. 



 

252 
 

ring and the mage metaphors.  “Art,” Browning concludes, “remains the one way possible of 

speaking truth” (XII.844), though the art itself is not truth. It is the oil the makes the essence 

discernable. Thus, the art that is the result of alloying, hammering, and washing, that is the result 

of the merging of soul and body, that is the perfume made of oil and essence, is necessarily truth 

imprisoned in lies that make truth seem true, give it shape, make it live, make it smell right.  

If the artful lies have such power to give truth force, then we need not be so concerned at 

the lies and liberties of Browning’s  narratorial voice:  it is simply another voice in the ring. As a 

novel in verse, Browning’s embedded narrator does not have the same authority we usually 

accord to the narrators of poems – he is simply another character in the book, telling how he 

found the book, giving his perspective, and then offering the whole (including his own voice) to 

us for our judgment of the characters and of himself.  Like Laurence Sterne’s, Tristram Shandy, 

Browning’s narrator is a character as well as in other framed narratives. After Wordsworth’s 

ground-breaking Prelude, it has seemed natural to consider the speaker in the poem identical to 

the author, but in novels, we make no such assumption.  It is due, perhaps, to treating The Ring 

and the Book as more poem than novel that we have overlooked it as a framed narrative with a 

fictional narrator.  Yet we generally distinguish between Dante the pilgrim, and Dante the author 

in his Divine Comedy.  I suggest we make the same distinction here: Browning the 

narrator/speaker is not the same as Browning the author.  His voice, therefore, though unique as 

the framing voice, is as suspect as the voices of the lawyers, of half-Rome, and other the other-

half Rome, as suspect as Pompilia, Guido, Caponsacchi and the Pope.  All of these views are, as 

it were, one-eyed, and we must take that partiality into account as much for the narrator as for the 

other characters. Browning acknowledges so much in his letters to Wedgwood; “when Northcote 

asked Reynolds why he put no red into his flesh, [he] looked awhile earnestly at his own hand 
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and then replied, ‘I see no red here’—so I say, ‘I see no more white than I give.’ But remember, 

first that this is God’s world, as he made it for reasons of his own, and that to change its 

conditions is not to account for them—as you will presently find me try to do” (Nov 19, 1968, 

emphasis added).   Browning, then, recorded in his narratorial voice, exactly what he saw, but as 

his conflicting circle of voices reveals, what he sees may not be the whole truth. Browning’s 

discovery and rereading of the Old Yellow Book is but one event the more in the creation of the 

story which we now read, recast, and judge, so adding our own voice to the ten voices (including 

Browning’s own) of the cycle. Perhaps the point of the book is to prove  “that our human 

speech is naught,/ Our human testimony false, our fame/ And human estimation words 

and wind.” (XII.836). Yet, as Browning simultaneously asserts, “Art remains the one way 

possible /Of speaking truth, to mouths like mine at least” (XII.843-4) And so, “though all 

human speech is naught”(XII.838), still “Art may tell a truth / Obliquely” (XII.659-60). 

By putting together all these voices, there may be a way of casting speech over what is 

invisible, and so by covering, reveal more than by any other means.  

This truth finds its force when the readers join themselves to the dead body of the 

fact and resuscitates it in the world backstage of the plot. Bailey, in her article on 

“Somatic wisdom” assents to the usual reading that this is a book that recognizes a 

“critical blindness” and the difficulty of accurate representation. But, she argues, these 

difficulties are “countered by the trope of the body, which operates as a kind of 

touchstone for truth” (Bailey 575). If we take The Ring and the Book as less about the 

failure of language, and more about the partial success of it, then Browning’s narratorial 

voice becomes the frame by which we understand how to reconstruct the bodies of the 
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world backstage.23 Thus, the process of disappearing into the text and letting “the book 

gr[ow] all in all” (I.588) is, to Baily, less like the mage’s alchemical combination, and 

more like a eucharistic consumption of bodies (Bailey 578).  Though this perspective lays 

on yet another metaphor, its helpfully emphasizes the importance of the body in the 

resuscitation metaphor. Bailey points out that Elisha’s resuscitation “suggests a kind of 

communication through the body, together with the transgression of boundaries which 

such resuscitation implies” (Bailey 582). Elisha’s successful resuscitation is certainly 

different from the mage’s in its physicality.  This is not a misty ghost, but a breathing, 

open-eyed person. Because of the physicality of bringing other flesh to life, Bailey argues 

that visceral somatic knowledge has greater potential to communicate: “A truth which 

cannot be fully articulated may be communicated on the level of somatic knowledge as 

something which registers visually, or as an object which may be held” (Bailey 580). 

Both the ring and the book, Bailey notes, are physical objects, and Browning draws 

attention to this as a point of importance from the first lines of the work.  Thus, there is a 

physicality necessary in our recreation of the backstage world.  And once that world is 

made physical in the reader’s imagination, we can engage with truth better than when 

truth is made of words. “In the end,” Baily concludes,  

The bodies which the poem summons are mute… In the presence of a truth which 
may be known only “obliquely,” the poem posits a second mode of knowing, of 
knowledge which is felt on the level of the body – “drummed on the ear,” 
“struck” in the heart – a knowledge furthermore, which possesses the knower.  

23 Elsewhere I argue that Browning’s is just another voice in the cycle of voices, and this is true 
though he is also the framing voice.  Because he it the latest voice, he is the framing voice, just as we, 
adding our voices to the narrative, become a framing voice as well for ourselves and, in the case of such 
papers as this, for others too. 
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Thus, the body in the poem is not only memorialized in writing, but is also the site 
of understanding which exceeds language” (Bailey 587).24 
  

Certainly Bailey is right that there is a connection between text and body in the poem 

made clearest in the connection between the body of Browning’s dead wife, and her ring 

that represents the book.  

But a part of that physicality is the sound of the words as they “drum on the ear.” 

This final stage in the resuscitation is one that only the out-loud reader can achieve. 

Browning could not make a voice project from his page, we can make the sounds audible, 

perform the characters in our own auralation, where they take on a physicality that they 

cannot have in the text of the pages.  The sound of a word is far more physically invasive 

than the sight of a thing which can be shut out, fooled, redirected.  In order to engage 

with truth, we must engage with the bodies the text resurrects.  If we fail to resurrect a 

full and living body, we will end up with a Faustian ghost – a disembodied word (not 

wrong because it has too much of us, but wrong because there is not enough of itself). 

But if we successfully achieve Elisha’s recreative process, then we can bring the fact 

alive, and achieve in our mind’s eye and ear, a live truth which has a force of its own.  

Though this requires motions of the author, it requires also motions of our own, a 

willingness to add inflection and tone and personality to the words, and so let this “old 

woe” in the form of ten bodies “step on stage again, act itself o’er anew” (I.824) We 

bring it to life, but then we passively “let it” step on stage.  When the reader hears the 

characters words with an inflection formed by a thorough knowledge of the character, 

 
24 Ong concludes with a final point of difference between oral and literate cultures that is 

particularly relevant to Browning's work; "oral memory differs significantly from textual memory in that 
oral memory has a high somatic component (Ong 66).  
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when the pluck the strings in our cochlea and thump our ear-drums, then the reader has 

earned the right to judge and to add their voice to the ring of voices in the book. As 

Browning’s reading resuscitated the characters, recreating the story-world backstage, as 

he brought the characters to the stage of his novel and then added his own instructive 

voice on the theatre’s apron, the reader must repeat the creative process after him not 

from a Faustian distance, but from the miraculous intimacy of the prophetic engagement.  

Perhaps we will not be as successful as Elisha, but in our own lying perception, we will 

get far enough to capture some of the truth, and, in the language of Browning’s unending 

optimism, “Save the soul beside” (I.867). 

 
Faustian Failures 

 
Though Browning models a resuscitative reading of the Old Yellow Book on the 

prophetic end of the scale (reviving enough speaking people so that we can see the very 

essence of truth in the lies), his readers make a choice to follow his model in the reading 

of The Ring and the Book, or to reject it for a ghostly recreation of the backstage.  When 

a reading fails to properly recreate the backstage, then the world projected in the fifth 

stage of the reading process is not an enfleshed resurrection, but a ghost. So in order to 

understand the full effects of the Faustian failed reading, we must first clarify the 

distinction between the backstage and projection. Browning clearly defines the line 

between drama and projection as the line between the drama and the judgment.  Though 

until now we have discussed the drama exclusively, projection of the story-world into the 

reader’s world is necessary for a full reading.  

Novel reading begins as we enter the theatre doors of a novel, and sit in the 

audience to see what is happening on the stage.  On the apron of this particular novel, 
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Robert Browning’s narrator tells how he discovers the Roman Court case in the Old 

Yellow Book, and how he merged his fancy with the fact, how he read the book, and how 

he casts onto the stage the reformed, resuscitated, speaking characters of the original 

story.  He invites us to go to that “novel country” (I.1349) backstage as he has done, by 

adding our fancy to the fact, and so give characters flesh and voice, to see and hear them 

in our mind’s eye and mind’s ear, and then to judge. Recall that the invocation asks the 

reader to,  “Let this old woe step on stage again/Act itself o’er anew for men to judge” 

(I.832)  All the first four steps, becoming an audience, listening at the apron, casting the 

plot on stage, and recreating backstage,  may be summed up in that first act of letting 

“this old woe step on stage again.”  The last step of projection is in the judgment.  Paul 

Ricoeur explains that the novel is not so much a world we enter, as a world that is 

projected out of the text and into our own world. As the plot forms itself in the world of 

the reader’s experience, it is impossible not to compare the world of the novel to our own 

and see if the novel accurately represents that world or this, and to judge the novel by that 

comparison. Browning, it would seem, agrees with this process, except that it is through 

the first step, that the second becomes possible.   It is by means of a full resuscitation of 

the backstage world that the characters may walk out of that backstage and engage with 

our own. Our ability to judge well then, as readers, depends largely on our ability to fully 

resuscitate the drama.   

In Browning’s world, failed readings take two forms: the escapist resuscitates, but 

never returns to their own world to compare the projection of the novel to their own 

reality.  In Browning’s case, these were the worshippers in the “cult of Pompilia.” They 

would be nearly Elisha-like, except that the boy they raise never leaves his bed.  Instead, 
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they virtually join him in it.   The second failure is the reader who cannot fully leave their 

own world, cannot fully engage with the backstage, and therefore cannot fully resuscitate 

without blending too much of their own perspective with the characters they resurrect.  

This causes their reading to be more on the Faustian side of the scale.  Raising a ghost, 

they become horrified with the results, and, confused, claim the author is a faustian 

reader himself, adding too much of his own dark perspective, and not writing the world 

as it is.  Such a reader is Julia Wedgwood, old friend, early reader, vehement critic.  Most 

scholars refer to her as his “proofreader” (LaPorte165), though her letters indicate that, 

though she caught a few errors before publication, she did not understand his poetic 

project and therefore judged it too harshly.   Yet in the end, she acknowledges a sense of 

something speaking that she could not put into words (14 February 1869), and judging by 

her draft and revisions, encounters the same trouble with language that led Browning to 

the very poetic form that he chooses.  

The Cult of Pompilia, which developed as one of the earliest responses to the 

novel, though they did fully enter the world of the novel, erred in mere escapism, in never 

leaving that world or comparing it to the world of their experience: they failed in 

judgment.  LaPorte argues convincingly that the “Cult of Pompilia” took the book as a 

hagiography, or an account of the life of St. Pompilia.  These readers fully resuscitated the 

backstage, certainly, but become so enamored of the world created by the ring of voices, that they 

fail in the projection – fail to offer any judgment after comparison of the world of the novel to the 

world of their experience. LaPorte describes this almost religious fervor of Browning’s first 

readers and quotes the praise of the poet Robert Buchanan, 

 “…not merely that The Ring and the Book is beyond all parallel the supremist poetical 
achievement of our time, but that it is the most precious and profound spiritual treasure 
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that England has produced since the days of Shakespeare.  Its intellectual greatness is as 
nothing compared with its transcendent spiritual teaching (quoted in LaPorte 154).   
 

The “cult of St. Pompilia” that developed out of this fervor was, judging by the letters and the 

Browning reading club, fairly widespread.  Several of Browning’s good friends read with as 

much uncritical excitement as well.  Helena Faucit Martin, another long-time friend, wrote: “This 

tragic Greek-like drama,—you have extracted from it all the precious metal that lay hid in it, 

fused, and melted, & mated it with your own, & thus fashioned all into a golden circle which 

shall encompass and glorify your name for all time!” (Martin, March 6, 1969).  But Martin, like 

all those of the Pompilia cult, forgot that Browning’s goal is to wash himself out of the 

ring.  His imagination is the unifying agent in the ring metaphor, but for the tale to be 

true, he must disappear, at least from the surface.  That the ring should “circle and … 

glorify” his name, that his own unification with the “golden” facts should be the best part 

is an insult to his poetic enterprise which sought the opposite – to be an Elisha, not a 

Faust.  

Yet even within the hagiographical reading, there are inconsistences that 

encourage the attentive reader towards judgment. LaPorte notes that “Browning both asks 

readers to believe in the truth of this story and rewards their commitment to his 

hagiography” (LaPorte 166). Yet though the Ring and the Book seems to ask to be treated 

as  the “saint’s life” that the initial readers took it as, it also overturns that reading 

because of its “competing hagiographies”(LaPort 162). Caponsacchi is both St. George 

who rescued the maiden from the dragon, and the celibate St. Francis. Guido is 

considered by some supporters to have healed a lame beggar (XII.159-62), and Pompilia 

herself, then, is either the princess rescued by St. George, or the self-typed virgin mother. 

As already noted, it is in such contradictions as this that the text trains readers who not 
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only lets the characters speak, but are willing to distinguish their truth from their lies.  

Characters must not be simply resuscitated and heard, but also judged by the other 

characters’ story, by historical reality, and by what the readers know of reality as well. 

Julia Wedgwood’s inability to resuscitate the backstage stems from two errors and 

results in Browning’s accusation that she cannot judge well because she seeks to change 

the reality backstage rather than explain it.  First, Julia and Browning do not agree on the 

poet’s duty.  Browning attempts to give the world exactly as it is, with both the muck of 

the stable yard, and the glitter of the picture gallery. But Julia argues, that “In this short 

life, where good fights at such terrible odds with evil—where God hides his face, & the Devil 

shews his—I cannot feel that one of the greatest motive forces we have at our command may 

rightly act independently of the great battle. We need rest from it—yes, I feel that is the function 

of Art, it is exactly that the moral sense may go to sleep. But it should awake refreshed.” (3 Dec 

1869).  Julia thinks that art should join in the battle between good and evil, and that it should do 

that by providing a resting place from the fight – a place where good triumphs and even villains 

like Guido might provide hope of repentance.  But Browning responds in the next letter with this: 

“Guido ‘hope?’—do you bid me turn him into that sort of thing? No, indeed! Come, I won’t send 

more, if you will but lift your finger!” (3 Dec 1869).  Essentially, Browning asserts that he will 

choose to associate shame and pain and weakness with evil and sordid wickedness because that’s 

what’s realistic.  And he will not turn Guido into some unrealistically hopeful thing to give Julia a 

break from reality.  Julia so much desires escape from her own reality, that she is unwilling to 

accept the world of the text as she finds it and to see the good where it is.  Her expectations of the 

artistic purpose and her unwillingness to submit to the company of one such as Guido make her 

unable to take him as he is.  She resists, and so, distorts.  
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Part of that distortion involves her second error: Julia cannot help but hear Browning 

in the villain’s voices, and Elizabeth in Pompilia. She accuses Browning of not washing 

himself fully out of the ring, yet Browning argues that all were treated exactly the same 

and implies that it is Julia who refuses to fully enter backstage and resuscitate the world 

as it is.  Wedgwood complains that, “It is your lending so much of yourself to your 

contemptible characters makes me so hate them. I cannot endure to hear your voice in 

those advocates pleadings” (30 Jan 1969).  Essentially, she has accused Browning of not 

washing himself out of the voices of the characters, but when she adds that she considers 

Pompilia good, but only half his, Browning rebels: “If the good is not mine (as you 

fancy) in the sense that it is copied from a model, why may not the uglinesses be copied 

too, and so not mine either…. As for the lawyers, why who is going to find fault with me, 

in the other world, for writing about what I at least wish had never been made?  But made 

they are, and just so” (1 Feb 1869)  Browning agrees that he should not be present in the 

characters of the lawyers, or Pompilia, but he argues that it is Julia who has made the 

error. She has not added too much of herself, as a typical faustian reader might, but rather 

too much of Browning, and she is not willing to let him be washed out of the text. 

Because Julia’s model for good art and her friendship with Browning prevent her 

from entering the backstage world, Browning implies that Julia attempts to reshape the 

backstage world, rather than resuscitate it. “Remember,” he argues in response to another 

jab that Browning does not depict the world accurately, “Remember, first that this is 

God’s world, as he made it for reasons of his own, and that to change its conditions is not 

to account for them” (19 Nov 1868 emphasis added) Browning’s goal is to represent the 

world accurately, and then “account” for it.  Wedgwood, he implies, seeks not to account 
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for the condition of the world, but to “change” it – to misread it, essentially.  This implies 

that Browning considers his first job to be simply capturing the world as it is, because it 

is God’s world and he has his own plans for it, and his own purpose in making it the way 

that he did.  Julia cannot account for it, because she cannot achieve the preliminary step 

of seeing it.  Browning is aware of the distinction between the resuscitation that happens 

backstage, and the judgment that happens in projection, and would like his readers to 

make the same distinction.  First, resuscitate, then judge.  

But because Julia does not first enter into the backstage and fully resuscitate, the 

projection into her world is a ghostly one, and not representative of the world as she sees 

it at all; Because her resuscitation fails, her judgment also fails. Thus, she objects to the 

darkness of the realism, where Browning perceives that the darkness, being real, must be 

part of the good. Julia quips, “you lead us through your picture gallery and your stable 

yard at exactly the same pace, …. Certainly you present us with a wonderful variety of 

mud” (30 Jan 1869).    Browning responds that “This is the world as it is, & will be – 

here at least” (21 Jan 1869), to which Julia replies,  

I allow you no advantage whatever from the fact of your material being history. “Tant pis 
pour les faits!” (too bad for the facts!) if they are not artistic. Fate has no conception of 
the fitness of things, you must not copy her bungling sketches, full as they are of false 
perspective & harsh colouring, but give us some relief from her coarse picture gallery by 
your truer representations (March 5 1969). 
 

But Julia has read differently than Browning – this is not “God’s world, as he made it,” as 

Browning says, but “Fate’s … bungling sketches.” Browning attempts to paint the world as he 

sees it, and lets God be his own interpreter. Browning does implicitly account, however, for 

Julia’s unwillingness to permit the resuscitation, for her unwillingness to attribute this 

darkness to God: Exposure to darkness is traumatizing. Guido presents himself as 
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sordidly wicked, and utterly without hope of salvation. Browning recognizes this, yet 

through the wickedness, sees hope: “I was struck with the enormous wickedness and 

weakness of the main composition of the piece, and with the incidental evolution of good 

thereby,—good to the priest, to the poor girl, to the old Pope, who judges anon, and—I would 

fain hope—to who reads and applies my reasoning to his own experience…” (19 Nov 1868) 

Because of Guido’s wickedness, and the trauma and death resulting from that, good was 

exposed in the priest, the pope, and the poor girl. Good was drawn out of them, that is, 

and so it not only provides an artistic contrast to the evil, but rather brings good to them 

as it is drawn out of them.  Their good would not have been tested without the abject 

wickedness of Guido.  And, surprisingly, that same good comes to the reader as well.  As 

Pompilia is assaulted by Guido, so is the reader, too, and that trauma of confronting the 

wickedness we revive is part of the good of the reading.  If we apply “his reasoning to 

our experience,” if we can read our own world as he reads the world in the novel, then the 

trauma of reading will draw the good out of us as well, and so the wickedness will give 

us good. Good and evil are not simply separate contrasting spheres – rather the evil draws 

out the good, and is therefore inherently hopeful in all its sordidness.  This understanding 

gives him the courage to encounter, depict, and resuscitate all the evil of the world 

without fear. For this reason, Browning concludes, “ Shall I dare tell you?  I think that in 

no energetic deed would you attain to a greater general amount of good than you get here, 

- though the individual [quantities] the factors in the sum would be different.” (21 Jan 

1869).   

Wedgwood may try to work the sums to a different effect, and so fail first in 

resuscitation and then in judgment, yet there are moments when she does acknowledge 
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both Browning’s premise and admit the ultimate success of his project.  Browning’s 

premise – the reason for the whole project, is the limitations of language. The lesson of 

the whole as he states it in his conclusion is this; “that our human speech is naught, /Our 

human testimony false, our fame /And human estimation words and wind.”  Wedgwood, 

likewise, in one particularly caustic letter which she drafts and then revises, adds in the 

revision this paragraph, “How truly you say we must speak lies, if we are to use language! If it 

were merely that one had to use a coarse pencil to delineate those subtle conceptions—but no, 

words are hopelessly impregnated with false association” (Feb 14, 1869).  Just as Browning 

finally concluded that the good is in the bad, so Wedgewood must also conclude that the truth is 

in the lies, a remark which Browning captures in a later letter; “why, the very spirit of truth is in 

these “lies”, like an odor one has to imprison in an oil, or some such vehicle” (Feb 22, 1869). 

Even the care Julia takes in the revision reflect the same difficulty of language to communicate.  

Yet, Julia also acknowledges the ultimate success of Browning’s project in the moments when 

she is able to engage with the backstage:  

I felt for a while after reading it as if something in me were released, & could speak—
now when I listen for it the words are all gone, yet I know that sense of everything falling 
into its place which it gave me—& I hardly feel with anything but Beethoven’s music—
means something large & permanent, which does not wax & wane with this capacity for 
utterance which it seems to awaken.  There is a sense of the great schism of life being 
healed in some chords of yours (not by any means in the old strain, ever) that I have 
never felt equally in any one else. (Feb 14, 1869) 
 

Julia is describing that moment backstage when the story reaches its rounded completion, and all 

apparent contradictions are resolved in the union of time and space that can only be achieved 

when the story has been told twelve times over.  This works for the very reason that every 

positive statement must logically be a falsehood by itself, because it is only partially true, in a 

particular moment. The only way to say something true is to say it all at once, in one complete 
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whole.25  The backstage provides a solution to this difficulty, because it gives us a place beyond 

the limitations of language. It would seem that in these moments where Wedgwood is lost in 

Browning’s world in a place beyond language, she grasps this, though she has no words for it. 

The theatre metaphor might give us a language for Wedgwood’s experience, however:: 

Wedgwood is lost backstage in the novel’s world. She has, in spite of herself, resuscitated that 

place beyond the language of the stage which engenders it. 

 
Prophetic Successes 
 

While some readers fail to resuscitate the backstage either because they never 

return or because they judge too quickly, other readers have left us better accounts.  

Henry James’ reading in his bi-centenary address titled “The Novel in the Ring and the 

Book,” describes a reader who does repeat the poet’s process after him.26 “Browning 

works the whole thing over – the whole thing as originally given him – and we work him; 

helpfully, artfully, boldly, which is our whole blest basis” (James 406). His grounds for 

working Browning over again, is that this is exactly what Browning did with the Old 

Yellow Book, and how he seems (as we have already explored) to encourage his own 

readers.  If Browning explains his own process on the Faustian to prophetic scale, James 

might be examined along the same lines. Browning’s exercise in resuscitative reading is 

the basis for what James calls his novelization of the poem.  He describes this process as 

the picking over of a peddler’s loosened pack, until by the time Pompilia is settled at 

 
25 The movie Arrival understands this difficulty and engages with it by creating a race of aliens 

that speaks in inky circles that give an actual compete, wholistic thought. Browning’s solution is not 
dissimilar.  

26 He also, as we do, imagines the novel as a physical space.  So that we must “figure ourselves” 
(James 386). within the Cathedral of the novel.  It would require a separate study to compare the space of a 
theatre to that of a cathedral, but it bears further thought.  
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Arezzo, “I have lived into all the conditions” (James 403), and he has reconstructed the 

world.  This exercise culminates in a rich backstage moment when he imagines himself in 

the theatre with Pompilia and Caponsacchi. He invites us to: “share with me the tattered 

vision and inhale the musty air!  I am well in range of Pompilia, the tragically exquisite, 

in her box… I look at her, in fact, over Caponsacchi’s shoulder…” This is the prophetic 

moment in vivid detail.  His own fancy is fused with those facts given us by Browning, 

reviving the living characters, the theatre, and the moment with such clarity, that he 

imagines himself with them. He presupposes that his audience “will think I stray too far” 

(James 411).  But James thinks that Browning prompts such a reading, and he offers this 

imagining as “a restless refinement of homage” (James 411).  He does not seek to correct 

or to rewrite the poem, only to respond imaginatively in the only way that a great novelist 

can; With a novel of his own. In the end, James’s title tells all; the novel is not one that he 

creates out of the poem, but one that he finds in the poem.27 

 This response has created quite a confused uproar among the critics. What James 

calls an homage, critics call a “casual dismissal of the poem’s remarkable structure”  

(Posnock 279).  James “destroys at a stroke the grand design of Browning’s poem” 

(Drew, qtd in Posnock 279). And John Killham: “James calmly repudiates the whole 

method of the poem.” (Killham qtd in Posnock 279). But then, Posnock notes, all these 

have forgotten that Browning himself notes the novelistic potential of the book, when he 

describes it as a “novel country.” Posnock himself takes a more positive approach to 

 
27 Whether Browning himself would have been happy with this resuscitative reading is a 

continuing debate, and one worth considering, but outside the scope of this argument. James essentially 
calls Browning a novelist when he explains that Browning does not walk on the other side of the street 
where the poets parade with regal grandeur, but on our side, where he runs into usThus, he is justified in his 
own version of resuscitation, because Browning did the same with the Old Yellow Book 
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James’ reading, building on Melchiori who argues that Browning’s novel pointed the way 

for the interiorization of the novel. Though Browning did not consider the poem a novel, 

it would have fit the definition of the novel as it stood half a century later (Melchirori 

193). Posnock then shows how James applied a method he outlines in his own novels to 

The Ring and the Book. James’ “working over” of Browning required first a destruction 

of the “’prime identity’ of the poem in order to transform its latent prose possibilities into 

an ‘achieved form’ (Posnock 283).  After “disintegrating” the poem, he fashions a novel 

out of the resulting pieces.  However, James does not claim to have dismanteled the 

pedler’s pack of the book, but to have found it already “disintegrated.” James does, as 

Posnock asserts, “appropriate the lessons of the poet’s art”  (Posnock 293) by creating his 

own novel from it, making this an appropriate homage to the great master who was more 

of a novelist than a poet.28   

 Given the spectrum that Browning establishes between the Faustian ghost-raiser 

on the one hand, and the prophetic resuscitator on the other, we might plot Wedgwood 

and James in terms of the distance between themselves and the story, the mode of 

resuscitation, the motive power used for the resuscitation, and the resulting creation. In 

all aspects, Wedgwood falls on the Faustian end of the spectrum, and James on the 

prophetic end. In terms of distance, Wedgwood keeps away delicately from the “mud” of 

Browning’s “stable-yards” though she enjoys his gallery. James, however, enters with 

gusto into the poet’s world, enjoying particularly the “muffled encounter”(James 399) 

that distinguishes Browning from the poets. Though Wedgwood wishes for less of the 

 
28 If James errs in his reconstruction of backstage, it is to look to Caponsacchi for an organizing 

consciousness rather than to Browning’s narrator.  
 



 

268 
 

slimy lawyers, James only jokingly admires Browning’s ability to “give on the readers’ 

nerves without giving on his own.” (James 397).  In terms of the mode of resuscitation, 

Wedgwood’s resistance to enter into the dirty parts of Browning’s world mean that she 

prefers the spark-like entering of soul into body rather than the more physical 

engagement of body to body that James enjoys.  James physically imagining himself in 

the theatre looking over Caponsacchi’s shoulder is a moment which Julia never records.  

The closest she gets is to imagine a wordless “something” about the experience which she 

cannot understand, describe or explain. But James stretches himself almost physically 

into the world Browning creates, delighting in the quantity of gold-dust he kicks up in the 

process.  In terms of the motive energy of the resuscitation, Wedgewood works from a 

critical attitude that judges before the action is fully performed.  So eager is she to earn 

the right to judge, that she exercises, perhaps, a little too much will, insight and outsight 

than is good for resuscitating a live body. James, however, enters in with such gratitude, 

and with such a desire to praise his late master, that his motivating energy is similar to the 

prayer that Elisha offers for the boy, rather than the force of will exercised by 

Wedgewood and the Faustian mage. Because of the difference in their modes, the results 

are different as well. Wedgwood is horrified at the results of her reading.  Except for the 

pearly Pompilia, and the “great good old Pope” there is much that horrifies her. She calls 

Guido unrealistically dark, and the Lawyers unrealistically cavalier about language, but 

he replies that they exist, and even so.   She says they should be cut, leaving only enough 

“to make an ebony frame for that pearly image of Pompilia” (Jan 30, 1869). He says: “Why 

should I be blamed for writing about what I wish had never been made” (Feb 1 1869)?  

James also wishes to cut characters, but not because they are unreal, but because they are, 
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disproportionately large like the Pope, or annoying like the lawyers. Yet even when it 

results in annoyance or in disproportion, James considers Browning’s quest to be “the 

very ideal of the real” (James 396), explaining that though “we know no such reality as a 

Franceschini fighting for his life” (397), yet these are the souls of evil, of man, and of 

women at their darkest and finest. Thus James raises not a ghost in his resuscitation, but a 

kind of purified manhood and womanhood. Wedgewood’s unwillingness to wade into the 

mud of the stableyard results in a disembodied novel which horrifies her. But James 

revels willingly in even the muddiest parts of the novel, imagining himself bodily in the 

theatrical world of the novel and, with praise and gratitude rather than criticism, raises a 

world that while not “real” is “ideal” – a reading that is both just and charitable. Both 

Wedgewood and James respond differently to the same call to help write the novel.  

Working in concert with the original work, following Browning through the world that he 

raised first, the reader may also create a novel by fusing fancy with facts.  And this novel 

of our creation is the one with which the reader actually engages.  

 
Conclusion: Complicating Narratology 

 
Thus, The Ring and the Book complicates narratology’s too simplistic definition 

of the distinction between story and discourse. By establishing a clear line between the 

character’s discourse, and the backstage “real” events which the character represents, 

Browning’s work necessitates a three-part distinction of the story-world, rather than the 

traditional two. Browning’s work confirms Sterne’s distinction of the three parts of the 

theatre to narratology’s too simplistic distinction between plot and story-world. In 

Sterne’s Arch chapter, we noted that the tension Tristram Shandy expresses at the 

difference between his complicated story-world and the reader’s knowledge, resolves 
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itself conversation that frames the plot, and textures the story-world backstage. Where 

narrative theory generally gives us merely syuzhet and fabulae, the theatre suggest three 

elements: apron, stage, and backstage.  Clearly, the story-world resides backstage, and so 

accounts for fabulae, a clean enough definition not to be much discussed. Syuzhet, 

however, has experienced some diversity of opinion since the 1920’s. Some 

narratologists preferr the term “discourse” to syuzet or plot, indicating that while fabulae 

is the world described, discourse is the way in which it is described. More recently, 

Phelan’s rhetorical narrative theory suggests that there is a “what of narrative” that is not 

quite the world of the narrative, but is also distinct from the discourse (Phelan 3). That 

narratologists have, from the 1920’s defined these lines in subtly different ways and with 

slightly alternate words, suggests that we have never been quite satisfied with the simple 

distinction. Yet we seem to have concluded that discourse is simply the manner in which 

the information of the story is conveyed and may include, for example, style, 

arrangements, characters and dialogue, free indirect discourse, voice, etc.  

Yet Browning and the theatre metaphor offers us a third element that maintains 

the distinction between discourse, and the world conveyed by the discourse, adding an 

element in between the two. Consider that when a scientist must describe a complicated 

phenomenon to a lay audience, she does not simply show them the process and say 

“there!  Now you understand!” Instead, she must understand the process herself, then 

create a chart or a model that explains the process, and finally decide what language and 

means she will use to explain the model to her audience.  In this case, the explanation is 

what happens on the apron, the model or chart is the plot on the stage, and the actual 

phenomenon backstage is the ultimate source for her model.  A good audience will listen 
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to the discourse explaining the plot, and then imaginatively reconstruct the actual 

phenomenon in the story-world. In the end, there seems to be a discrepancy between the 

plotted order of events, and the style in which those are conveyed. This distinction is in 

addition to the distinction between the plotted order of events and the story-world from 

which they are drawn. Thus, while Phelan’s definition of narrative proposes that it is 

“somebody telling somebody else on some occasion and for some purpose that something 

happened” (Phelan ix,) Browning suggests a distinction between the actual happening, 

the happening as it is understood by the particular character, and the discourse given to 

the character to tell the story.  Thus, as most of Phelan’s work seems to imply, there are 

actually three elements – discourse  on the apron, plot on the stage, and story-world 

backstage. 

These three elements, apron, stage, and backstage, encompass Browning’s first 

injunction to “Let this old woe step on stage again, act itself o’re anew…” But the second 

part of that injunction, “act itself o’re anew for men to judge,” moves toward the final 

stage of the reading process as embodied in the theatre; projection.   Browning’s request 

that we judge the story-world, is a request to compare the stories of one character to the 

other, and to compare the truth extracted from those stories to the truth as we see it in our 

own world. It is a request not just for the reader to judge, but for men, generally to judge, 

so that it is not only our own judgement that ends the process, but others as well. This 

assumes that the process of restaging projects the world of the text into our own where it 

reforms the world in front of the text and invites comparison between the world as we 

knew it, and the world as it is revealed in the novel. Though understanding this 

phenomenon in its entirety would require a chapter all of its own, Fanny’s assumption 
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that every person has a backstage is an example of such projection: People are stories 

walking in Fanny’s world, possessed of backstages, and performing their current story on 

the public stage, but also attempting to narrate their own story on the apron of their stage. 

This calls for judgment.  Phelan asserts that, “Rhetorical readers can and should evaluate 

the experiences they are invited to have in the authorial audience. Indeed, rhetorical 

readers do not complete their acts of reading until they take this second step” (Phelan 8).  

This “second step” is the same as Browning’s call to judge.  Understood in the context of 

the theatre metaphor, this judgment happens when the audience, experienced in the world 

backstage, having heard all the complex narratives and having labored to extract the truth 

from these, turns “to free oneself, find the world” (Browning I.478), and instead, like 

Browning, see the “truth” extracted from the fictional world backstage laid on top of 

reality, interpreting it, and being interpreted by it. Like Fanny, through our careful 

attention both to the backstage and the street, we earn the right to judge.  It is through that 

careful attention that the characters backstage take on their original flesh, and walk with 

us out the theatre doors and into the street. 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

Conclusion 
 
 

It is the nature of an hypothesis, when once a man has conceived it, that it 
assimilates every thing to itself, as proper nourishment; and, from the first moment of 
your begetting it, it generally grows the stronger by every thing you see, hear, read, or 
understand. This is of great use. 

(Sterne 109) 
 
 

The Street: How the Novel as Drama Orients Theories, Traces a New Lineage, and Alters 
Pedagogy 

 
The four novels of this study are merely representatives of the many novels that 

draw on dramatic roots to engage an audience.  Though it would be pretentious in the 

extreme to claim that all British novels function as drama in the same way or to the same 

degree as these four, it is significant that four key novelists take theatre as their model 

and that drama has been so neglected in our understanding of the novel’s definition. 

These four novels merely reveal what might be discovered if we treat the novel as a kind 

of drama, but a brief survey reveals that there are many more novels that invite a similar 

reading. Even epistolary novels can function as drama. Samuel Richardson’s Pamela 

(1740) begins as a conversational letter from Pamela to her parents but develops into a 

kind of journal that is aware of the eavesdropping Mr. B, who then reenacts the events of 

the letters on the stage on which they happened.  When he reads of Pamela’s desperate 

escape attempts in his garden, he walks around the scene, examining the stones she 

broke, the lake she thought of drowning herself in. As her first reader, he restages the 

events and is transformed by them into a good husband. Charlotte Lenox’s (who also 
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wrote three popular plays) The Female Quixote (1752) like Cervantes’s Don Quixiote 

(1605) she models, and Jane Austen’s similar Northanger Abbey are all obsessed with the 

novel’s proscenium arch.  It is not that the Quixotic reader ought not to be reading the 

books, but that they have understood the frame incorrectly and become lost backstage. 

The inset narratives of Charlotte Turner Smith’s The Old Manor House (1793) are out-

loud performances with audiences who have not the patience to stage the narrative to the 

end, like those of Trim and Uncle Toby.   

In the Victorian era, the examples of theatrical novels become absurdly numerous.  

A few, however, are of special note: Charles Dicken’s Nicholas Nickleby, (1838) whose 

title character spends several chapters in a traveling theatre, represents the theatricality of 

the “real” world of the novel in the farcical world of the comic drama, suggesting that the 

drama and the novel’s reality represents the same relationship between the novel and our 

reality.  Charlotte Bronte’s Villette (1853), the story of a woman more herself on a 

theatrical stage than on the world’s stage, depicts several theatres, and stages two 

theatricals which, like Mansfield Park mirror the action of the novel in which they are 

set.  The plot of George Elliot’s Daniel Deronda (1876) centers on Mirah’s natural 

performance, and Gwyndoln’s artistic mastery of the world’s stage. Elliot displays them 

on the stage of her novel while providing copious instructive commentary from her 

narrator on the apron. 

The influence of the theatre in the novel continues even into the present day. 

Linda Sarver and Tom Markus published A Novel Approach to Theatre in 1997 which 

catalogues over 600 novels published in the last century alone that are centered around 

the theatre or in which the characters work at a theatre. Since 1997, more have been 
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published, among them Jasper Forde’s The Eyre Affair (2001) which depicts a world in 

which novels are the movie and video-game obsession of the world.  In it, theatres 

perform the same Shakespeare play every night for so many years that the regularly 

attending audience has memorized it and forms the cast each night an hour before the 

performance. Connie Willis’s Blackout (2010) tells the story of Londoners in the WWII 

blitz who start a theatrical company performing in the bomb shelters as a distraction, and 

the fictional world within the novel informs the “real” world of the novel, suggesting that 

Blackout is itself a stage to our own world. 

This is not to suggest that the novels do not change in their “stagedness” but it has 

become apparent that the novel’s theatricality has not yet been sufficiently understood. 

Freeman concludes her epilogue with the observation that Garrick’s reforms of the stage 

increased the distance between audience and action, removing them first from their perch 

on the apron, and retreating the action behind a deepening pictorial stage. By the end of 

the eighteenth-century, the increasing size of the theatres separated the audience from the 

actors even more, and the addition of spot-lights, dimmable house lights, scenic design, 

and curtains made the stage increasingly an experience to be lost in rather than one to 

engage in conversationally (Freeman 236). Such a retreat parallels the history of the 

novel as drama.  Fielding shifted the stage from the physical to the mental, Sterne 

developed the proscenium to mediate between audience and action, Austen explored the 

relationship between fictional stages and real ones, and Browning invites his readers into 

an embodied backstage world internalized in the reader’s auralation and imagination. Yet 

rather than being left entirely behind by the developing novel, the theater became a thing 

almost ubiquitous in its presence and influence.  



 

276 
 

Orients and Complicates Theories  
 

Thus, as we move from Fielding’s raucous eighteenth-century audience to the 

Laurence Sterne’s conversational apron, to the Austen’s inset stages, to Browning’s 

imaginative story-world backstage, we may develop a model of novel-reading based on 

the theatrical roots of the novel.  This is because the novel is more than a metaphor in a 

second sense: not only do novels literally call themselves dramas, but treating novel 

reading as a theatrical phenomenon separates the steps of the reading process and relates  

literary theories to one another within that process. Returning to the difference between a 

picture of silent reading and a picture of performed reading reveals the theatrical process 

inherent in out-loud readings. Consider again the picture of the artist’s daughter reading 

the story of Golden Locks to his two sons. Opening the book is the first step in the  

Figure 6.1. Seymour Joseph Guy’s “Story of Golden Locks” 
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reading process.  It ushers us as a plural audience into the world of the novel, gives us 

power to restage it, and makes us aware of other readers, past and present, authorial and 

actual.1 Then, as that narrator begins to weave her story from the apron of the stage, we 

begin to understand the frame that relates this play to our own world’s play.  “Once upon 

a time, in a land far away,” tells the boys that the ordinary rules do not apply.  They are 

not to object to bears who sleep in beds and eat porridge.  The listening boys are now 

given the instructions they need to understand the plot on a first read.  They may feel the 

comfort when Goldilocks settles into the bed that is “just right” and the shock when the 

bears discover her there.  Everything is new on a first read.  But as the little girl tells the 

story again on a second night, they know what is coming and can fill in the details 

themselves. Goldilocks would wear a bow, and be very confident, like the shadow on the 

wall, and the bears would be very surprised, very scary, and very civilized, as the shadow 

also captures in its bear-like form. Thus, the listeners, lost in the story’s backstage, seeing 

not us in their blank gaze, but the world of their imaginings to which their ears have 

carried them, reconstruct and wander in a different reality.  

The last stage of reading is not pictured here but is absolutely vital to the success 

of the reading experience: We must close the book and walk out the theatre doors into the 

street of our own reality.  As we do so, the theatrical world of the novel projects into, lays 

on top of, and seeks to translate the theatrical world we inhabit, exposing itself 

simultaneously that world’s judgment. This is the philosophical step, the stage at which 

we may develop principles applicable to other novels or other situations.  This is the 

 
1 Recall Phelan’s authorial audience for whom the novel was initially intended, and narratee to 

whom the novel is addressed, the “Garrick” and the “Madam” and the “hypercritic.” 
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theorizing stage. It can only be done well after the backstage world is fully reconstructed, 

and is done better with a richer reconstruction of the backstage world.  That world is 

better textured after conversation with other audience members, and thus should always 

come before drawing a system from the novel. For as Shandy warns us, “It is the nature 

of an hypothesis, when once a man has conceived it, that it assimilates everything to 

itself, as proper nourishment; and, from the first moment of your begetting it, it generally 

grows the stronger by every thing you see, hear, read, or understand. This is of great use” 

(Sterne 109). It is of great use if the theory may be derived directly from the novels, and 

if we understand how the theory may stand in relation to other theories.  Otherwise, it is 

merely of great use in the satiric way Sterne applies it.  

Understanding the novel as a theatrical process also orients those theories to one 

another, revealing that even theories as disparate as reader-response and structuralist 

approaches function at different stages of the same process.  Studies of phenomenology 

and the reader’s response to the novel are focused on the audience (and would do well to 

consider that early novelists often listened to their novels).  They study how a varied 

audience takes away disparate interpretations without invalidating another interpretation. 

These are useful questions when joined with the next stages of reading which 

performance theorists as Gregory Bateson and Susan Bennett2 study in their work on how 

the narrator frames the plot to manipulate the audience’s readings of the novel.  They sit 

under the proscenium arch.  The structuralists of the 1920’s sit solidly on the stage 

discussing the order of the plot, yet they also were first to clearly define the line between  

 
2 Susan Bennet actually complains that the reader-response theorists have not engaged with 

performance studies theroiests who have already done much of their work for them.  
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plot and story-world. Bakhtin, in his response to them developed a vocabulary for 

understanding the polyphonic discourse and chronotope of the backstage, though later 

narratologists were to call it a “story-world.”  Narratology sits mainly on the stage in the 

part of the process where we understand plot, yet its various practitioners explore 

backstage and apron as well. Phelan’s rhetorical narratology studies the feedback loop 

that occurs between authorial agency of the apron, the textual phenomenon of the stage, 

and the reader response of the audience. The theatre model merely adds the distinction 

Stage 
(Plot) 

Audience 
(Readers) 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Proscenium Arch (Frame) 

Apron (Narrator) 

Backstage 
(Story-world) 

Structuralism 

Reader Response 
Theory 

Performance 
Theory 

Mikhail Bakhtin 

Rhetorical 
Narratology 

Ricoeur’s 
Projection Theory 

Narratology 

Phenomenology 

Figure 6.2. Theories on the Stage 



 

280 
 

within the textual phenomenon between the narrator’s conversation of the apron and the 

discourse of the plot itself. For the experienced reader, these steps may happen out of 

order and sometimes simultaneously.  Phelan’s theory, for instance, deals with the more 

parts of the theatre simultaneously than any other theory. But to map these steps along the 

lines of the theatre helps to separate these distinct moments and provides a model for 

communication not only with other scholars, but with our students, too. 

 
Traces a New Lineage for The Novel 

 
If the novel may be considered more literally a drama than we have yet 

conceived, then this suggests a different kind of lineage for the novel than Bakhtin’s story 

of the novel’s rise from the epic, Davis’ of its rise from print culture, or Watt’s of its rise 

from economic factors; if the novel rose from drama, and the novel is a kind of drama, 

then it places it in a lineage with drama and film. Watt is, like Bakhtin, implicitly aware 

that the novel is more than simply a new genre; “The novel’s realism does not reside in 

the kind of life it presents, but in the way it presents it” (Watt 11). If the uniqueness of 

the novel is not in the formal content, but in the mode, then perhaps we should treat it less 

as a genre, and more as a container of genres.  Drama may be tragic, romantic, comic, 

mysterious, etc., film may be the same, and a novel may also be historic fiction, mystery, 

horror, romance, fantasy, etc. If the novel breaks down into genres, does it not suggest 

that the novel is less of a genre itself and more of a medium?  Of course, we have not 

called it a separate medium because it is made of the same codex-bound paper and ink as 

other books; history, romance and epic all came before the novel and seem to be made of 

the same medium.  Yet the novel as a printed portal to a theatre, stands in such a unique 

relationship between fiction and reality and does something so very different with the 
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paper and ink it is made of, that it may become a different medium from other printed and 

bound things. A novel is no more like a history simply because they are both made of 

bound paper than a wardrobe is like a spoon simply because they are both made of wood. 

Watt asserts that what defines the novel is not “the kind of life it presents,” or the genre it 

is written in, but “the way it presents it” (Watt 11).  A novel calls itself true and fictional 

at the same time, discourses with an audience, and carries us into another world. Perhaps 

it is its own medium.  

It seems to be the habit of the replaced medium of narrative entertainment, to take 

on a high-brow attitude in relation to the medium that replaced it.  Thus, with the rise of 

the novel, the theatre became less popular, and is now often considered the entertainment 

of the sophisticated elite.  With the rise of the movie theatre, however, those who “read 

the novel first,” say so with a superior air. “I only saw the movie” or “I only listened to 

the audio-version” are common refrains from those feeling un-intellectual because of the 

medium with which they engage in narrative entertainment. But the novel once held just 

the same position in relationship to the drama, provoking Austen to that famous outburst 

in Northanger Abbey, that she “cannot approve” the “ungenerous an impolitic custom so 

common with novel-writers” of degrading novel readers. “I am no novel-reader—I 

seldom look into novels—Do not imagine that I often read novels—It is really very well 

for a novel.” Such is the common cant. “And what are you reading, Miss—?” “Oh! It is 

only a novel!” replies the young lady, while she lays down her book with affected 

indifference, or momentary shame” (Northanger 18).  Novels were then disregarded for 

the same reasons that we now disregard movies and audio-books: because they are 

“diversions,” escapes from reality.  Thus, as novel replaced drama, it came to be replaced 
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by film, and what will come next?  And do not those who study narrative have some 

stake in that new medium of popular narrative entertainment? 

Taking the novel as a medium in line with drama and film can correct some of the 

difficulties that have risen in discussions of the novel’s rise. In Tadié’s excellent analysis 

of theatrical elements in Sterne’s Tristram Shandy, he concludes that, though Sterne’s 

work is clearly theatrical, he was not attempting to develop a new genre, and therefore 

should not be discussed in studies of the novel’s rise, which is itself troubled.  A novel is 

not easy to define, as few scholars would contest, and so tracing its genealogy is neither 

possible nor useful, he argues, concluding that Sterne was merely playing with the 

boundary between fiction and reality. Yet this play and his affirmation that Sterne was 

experimenting at a moment of general distrust of printed text, aligns with Watt’s, 

Bakhtin’s, and Davis’ essential definition of the rising novel, that it is a narrative situated 

between fiction and reality and occurring in historical moments questioning the functions 

of language. Tadié’s objections, then, may be better answered by understanding the novel 

not as a new genre, but as a new technological mode, making Sterne’s experimentation 

just a play with the limits of this new medium, attracting the structuralists attention to this 

novel that dances on the edge of technological possibility. Warner, too, hints at defining 

the novel as a medium or mode rather than a genre.  It is, he says, entertainment as a play 

entertains, or as a host entertains a guest.  Though it is made of paper and ink, it does 

what no other paper and ink thing does: it talks to you, dear reader. In sum, Emily Allen 

argues that, “The theater both inhibits the novel's ideological work by putting the 

crowding masses back in mass culture, and drives it by providing the negative example 

against which the novel defines its own interior realm” (Allen 20).  The loose, baggy 
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variety of the novel and its relationship to theatre prove that the novel isn’t a monolithic 

“thing” (Allen 20). Yet if the novel is a bag that contains things, if it is a medium in 

which all the genres can exist as they do in drama and film, then the very crowded masses 

that constrain it might also define it as the thing which entertains them.  It is simply the 

next popular form of narrative entertainment replacing the drama and to be replaced by 

film. 

The novel is more than a metaphor, then, for one final reason; because as a 

metaphor, it transports us not once, but twice. In Greek, metaphora literally means to 

carry over (OED “Metaphor”) leading Puttenham to call this the “figure of transport” 

from one plane of existence to another.  When, therefore, Alfred Noyes says, “The moon 

was a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas,” we are transported to a plane of 

existence in which the moon becomes a ship, and the clouds become rolling waves.  It is 

not that it is another reality altogether: thinking of the moon as a ship does not make the 

moon any less moonlike, it merely reveals one aspect of the moon and its relation to the 

clouds.  Thus, thinking of the novel metaphorically as drama transports us to a plane of 

the novel’s existence as a theatre, without it ceasing to be contained in the codex 

medium. Yet that theatre is unlike ours in one vital respect; the backstage does not 

contain a green-room, but another world.  Thus, the “diversion” of the novel’s stage 

carries us a second time across the stage, into not another plane of existence, but another 

reality governed by other laws. To open the cover of a novel is to be carried into a 

theatre, to pass under the proscenium arch of that theatre, is to be transported again to 

another world where we hear the sounds of the novel, see the gestures, feel the textures, 

notice pictures on the walls that the narrator did not describe, live with the characters who 
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become our friends.  Thus, the novel is a new medium because it stands at a double-

transport to reality. 

 
Alters Pedagogy 

 
A novel that is a drama does not fit easily into a classroom, but it is possible that 

technological advancements can help to return the novel in some form to its natural 

habitat – the wide listening masses for whom it was originally written.  This means that 

we should give more attention to the digital humanities and other non-printed 

engagements with the novel, and also that to be a proper student of the novel, we must all 

join those masses who come to a novel primarily for entertainment. The misdeeds of Tom 

Jones, the Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, the sufferings of Fanny 

Price, the “old woe” of The Ring and the Book, these were written for the theatre and the 

theatrical parlor fire-side, not for a lecture, an essay and a grade.  Of course, there should 

be discussions of novels in classrooms, (and also lectures and grades!), but pedagogy will 

improve if we acknowledge that the classroom is not the natural habitat of the novel 

while seeking to return it to the students leisure hours. The rise of the audio-book, 

however, means that more and more are encountering the novel as a dramatic 

performance, and the capabilities of digital humanities means that we can begin to engage 

with novels in some other form than writing.  Consider that when Keats first read 

Chapman’s translation of Homer, he did not compose an academic article in response, but 

a poem, “On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer.” Art in response to narrative has for 

centuries been the preferred medium of response, and modern technology has provided us 

with new artistic and revelatory ways to engage with novels which should not be 
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discounted; they may help us to recreate the story-world of the novel with even more 

accuracy.  

Walter Ong, while discussing how much we think of language as a written thing 

rather than an oral thing explains that, “Our complacency in thinking of words as signs is 

due to the tendency, perhaps incipient in oral cultures but clearly marked in chirographic 

cultures and far more marked in typographic and electronic cultures, to reduce all 

sensation and indeed all human experience to visual analogues” (Ong 75).  Electronic 

technology, it seems, has helped to rob language of its aurality, but it also has power to 

restore it, as Ong also explains further on. “Despite what is sometimes said, electronic 

devices are not eliminating printed books but are actually producing more of them. 

Electronically taped interviews produce ‘talked’ books and articles by the thousands 

which would never have seen print before taping was possible” (Ong 82). And of course, 

many more advancements have been made since Ong wrote this nearly fifty years ago. 

The Digital Humanities have built websites that can trace on a map with pictures Harold 

Blooms path through Dublin in Joyce’s Ulysses. It can reproduce, on the exact piano, in 

the exact room, settings of Tennyson’s music just as he would have heard it.  

We should also consider that, as with the presses of the eighteenth-century that 

enabled the novel’s rise from drama, modern technology has permitted film’s rise from 

novel, opening it to the same critical discussion as the novel. That it is a spoken, visual, 

and performed version of narrative should no more ban it from thoughtful literary inquiry 

than Shakespeare’s plays (also a spoken, visual, performed version of narration studied as 

literature.) Certainly there is a whole department for this, as there is a department for 

critical theories of drama, but understanding the novel as drama reveals that these three 



 

286 
 

departments have more in common, and their theories are more relevant to one another, 

that we have, as a group, acknowledged.   

 
Epilogue: The Novel As Drama  

 
I stumbled accidentally not only on this topic, but into the field of English itself, 

through the audio-book. My parents read us novels and biographies in the evening 

because we did not have television, and later, as a full-time office coordinator in a 

college, and a part-time student in a university across a large city, I had no other way to 

complete the reading than by audio-book while driving.  Listening as a child carried me 

into many other worlds and when I discovered in high-school that a novel’s world was 

psychologically and philosophically complex, I continued to listen as I entered into my 

college English studies.  I continued the practice into my graduate program where I 

discovered several things: first, that other scholars did not listen to books or understand 

how a listener could grasp as much as those who read with eyes. But I also discovered 

that those who read with ears sometimes heard things that others did not.  The two 

approaches coming together in discussions, then, yielded more than if I also had read 

only with eyes. But audio-books do not have page numbers, so in order to engage in 

discussions, I found an electronic version with page numbers useful: I could remember 

the quote I wanted, search the document for it, and tell others where to find it in their 

print copies.  This form of engagement with a text was often treated suspiciously by my 

colleagues who nostalgically love the smell and weight of the bound books. While I, too, 

have happy memories in libraries surrounded by the comforting walls of books, have 

studied the importance of hard copies for children and early readers, and have even 

enjoyed binding books myself, I was surprised at the antipathy to a tool so valuable as a 
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searchable document that could, on demand, read itself out-loud to me. It then occurred 

to me that of course the English department attracts readers who engage only in the 

written language. Technology, ironically, has allowed the novel to return to those readers 

who engage more with the sounds of language, but we are few, and aural technology has 

yet to reach the same level of development as written technology. Ask a group of English 

graduate students what their preferred learning method is, and of twenty, two might say 

they are “aural/kinesthetic learners” while eighteen will say they are “visual read/write 

learners.”  This anecdotal evidence of the state of affairs is backed up by the degree to 

which scholars have overlooked the novel’s inheritance in the drama. In what other fields 

of study have we ignored the spoken sentence that creates a tactile world? And how can 

further study of the drama’s influence, technological development, and a popular 

audience open these aspects of language to us again?   

If we understand that drama, novels, and film have in common that they are all 

theatrical productions, the same attention and processes that we apply to novels may be 

applied to movies and TV series as well.  Novels also “divert” us from reality.  We enter 

the audience with the cares of our own reality hanging around us, an audience varied in 

time and space, yet united in the novel’s theatre. The conversation of the narrator on the 

apron draws us in, negotiates the rules of the frame, and invites us to leave the cares of 

one world and to help restage another. As we revisit the theatre, and lay perception on 

perception, as we converse with other audience members, we add texture and dimensions 

to the embodied and material world on the stage which gradually transports us to that 

world backstage where the people of the novel speak in their own voices, where walls are 

decorated with paintings not described by the narrator, but supplied by our own 
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imagination.  There we adventure, explore, meet friends, transform through the years 

passed in the novel, live a life in the space of a day, before we close the cover of the book 

and remember that it was all “only a novel.” Yet we are changed by the experience.  And 

the novel lays its theatrical frame on our theatrical reality.  There goes a man like Guido – 

we know how to deal with him.  We have dealt with him before.  There is a Fanny Price – 

do not judge her because she is weak.  There can be a fixed strength in her inaction. Thus, 

does our judgment of the novel alter our judgment and our action in the world outside the 

novel.  Though it was all only a kind of game, only a play, it has is influence, through i’s 

audience, on the world outside the novel, where judgements draw blood.  

To understand the novel as drama, then, is to understand the world as drama, each 

person their own theatre, choosing what to stage, hiding backstage what is only for the 

initiate. It is to understand the world in the narrative terms which alone make sense of 

suffering, as Peter Kreeft has noted. But to understand the novel as drama is also to 

understand it as belonging more properly to the entertained than to the critic.  If we are to 

be true readers, we must humbly submit our imaginations to the directions of the plot, 

alongside our students, and all that varied audience who only “read for fun.” Then, we 

must step back into the street, lay the novel’s reality on top of our own, and judge both 

dramas, one in light of the other. With the layered perspectives of the repeated 

performances, as with the advice of many counselors, comes wisdom. In light of this, 

Fielding’s command takes on more force; “Bestir Thyself, Reader!” because to read well 

requires more of the eye, of the ear, more of the sweat than we may have considered. 

  



 

289 
 

 
 

 
BIBLIOGRAPHY 

 
 
Addison, Catherine. “The Verse Novel as Genre: Contradiction or Hybrid?” Style: A 

Quarterly Journal of Aesthetics, Poetics, Stylistics, and Literary Criticism, vol. 43, 
no. 4, 2009.  

Allen, Emily. Theater Figures: Production of 19th Century British Novel. Ohio State 
University Press, 2003. 

Armstrong, Nancy. Desire and Domestic Fiction: A Political History of the Novel. 
Oxford University Press, 1987. 

Austen, Jane. Jane Austen’s Letters. Edited by Deirdre Le Faye, 3rd ed., Oxford 
University Press, 1995. 

---. Mansfield Park. W. W. Norton & Company, 1998. 

---. Northanger Abbey. Edited by Susan Fraiman, W. W. Norton & Company, 2004. 

Bailey, Suzanne. “Somatic Wisdom: Refiguring Bodies in The Ring and the Book.” 
Victorian Studies, vol. 41, no. 4, 1998, pp. 567–92. 

Bakhtin, M. M. The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays. Translated by Caryl Emerson 
and Michael Holquist, Kindle, University of Texas Press, 2002. 

Balken, Mackenzie Sophia. “Everything’s a Story”: Orphanhood, Trauma, and 
Narrative in Twentieth-Century Fiction. 2019. 

Bander, Elaine. “’Of Very Important, Very Recordable Events’: Emma Reads Emma.” 
Persuasions, vol. 28, no. 1, 2007. 

Bateson, Gregory. “A Theory of Play and Fantasy.” The Performance Studies Reader, 
edited by Henry Bial, Routledge, 2004. 

Bennett, Susan. Theatre Audiences. Routledge, 2013. 

Bevis, Richard. “Fielding’s Normative Authors: Tom Jones and the Rehearsal Play.” 
Philological Quarterly, vol. 69, no. 1, 1990. 

Browning, Robert. Letter to Julia Wedgwood. 19 Nov. 1868, 
http://digitalcollections.baylor.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/ab-
letters/id/7127/rec/1. The Armstrong Browning Library, The Browning Letters. 



 

290 
 

---. Letter to Julia Wedgwood. 21 Jan. 1869, 
http://digitalcollections.baylor.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/ab-
letters/id/6339/rec/1. The Armstrong Browning Library, The Browning Letters. 

---. Letter to Julia Wedgwood. 1 Feb. 1869, 
http://digitalcollections.baylor.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/ab-
letters/id/7686/rec/1. The Armstrong Browning Library, The Browning Letters. 

---. Letter to Julia Wedgwood. 22 Feb. 1869, 
http://digitalcollections.baylor.edu/cdm/compoundobject/collection/ab-
letters/id/8406/rec/1. The Armstrong Browning Library, The Browning Letters. 

---. The Ring and the Book. Broadview, 2001. 

Byrne, Paula. Jane Austen and the Theatre. Hambledon and London, 2002. 

---. The Genius of Jane Austen: Her Love of Theatre and Why She Works in Hollywood. 
Harper Collins, 2017. 

Castricano, Jodey. “Shirley Jackson’s The Haunting of Hill House and the Strange 
Question of Trans-Subjectivity.” Gothic Studies, vol. 7, no. 1, 2005. 

Černý, Lothar. Reader Participation and Rationalism in Fielding’s Tom Jones. 1992. 
baylor.primo.exlibrisgroup.com, doi:10.25623/CONN002.2-CERNY-1. 

Chesterton, G. K. Robert Browning. Macmillan; St. Martin’s Press, 1951. 

Collins, Paul. William Hogarth’s “Curve of Beauty” Mirrored in Henry Fielding’s “Tom 
Jones”: An Eighteenth-Century Aesthetic Equation. ProQuest Dissertations 
Publishing, 2001.  

Conger, Syndy McMillen. “Reading Lovers’ Vows: Jane Austen’s Reflections on English 
Sense and German Sensibility.” Studies in Philology, vol. 85, no. 1, 1988, pp. 92–
113. 

Curle, Richard. Robert Browning and Julia Wedgwood; a Broken Friendship as Revealed 
by Their Letters. Frederick A. Stokes company, 1937. 

Davis, Lennard J. Factual Fictions: The Origins of the English Novel. Columbia 
University Press, 1983. 

Day, Geoffrey. From Fiction to the Novel. Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1987. 

De Voogd, Peter. “A Singular Stroke of Eloquence: Tristram Shandy’s Typography.” 
Nordic Journal of English Studies, vol. 17, no. 1, Goeteborgs Universitet, Engelska 
Institutionen, 2018, p. 74. 



 

291 
 

Dobranski, Stephen. “What Fielding Doesn’t Say in Tom Jones.” Modern Philology, 
2010, p. 632. 

Draxler, Bridget. “Novel Spectators: Spectatorship in the Eighteenth-Century Novel.” 
ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global, vol. 74, no. 11, 2014. 

Erickson, Lee. Robert Browning His Poetry and His Audiences. Cornell University Press, 
1984. 

Esolen, Anthony. Ironies of Faith: The Laughter at the Heart of Christian Literature. 
Intercollegiate Studies Institute, 2014. 

Felluga, Dino Franco. “Verse Novel.” A Companion to Victorian Poetry, edited by 
Richard Cronin et al., Blackwell Publishing, 2002. 

Festa, Lynn. “The Noise in Mansfield Park.” Persuasions, no. 36, Jane Austen Society of 
North America, Inc, 2014, pp. 151–164. 

Fielding, Henry. The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling. Edited by Sheridan Baker, 
Second edition, W. W. Norton & Company, 1994. 

Freeman, Lisa A. Character’s Theater Genre and Identity on the Eighteenth-Century 
English Stage. University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002.  

Gay, Penny. Jane Austen and the Theatre. Cambridge University Press, 2002.  

Gerard, W. B. Laurence Sterne and the Visual Imagination. Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2006. 

Guy, Seymour Joseph. “Story of Golden Locks.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
www.metmuseum.org, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/20129. 
Accessed 17 July 2020. 

Hair, Donald S. Browning’s Experiments with Genre. University of Toronto Press, 1972. 

Harlan, Susan. “’Talking’ and Reading Shakespeare in Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park.” 
Wordsworth Circle, vol. 39, no. 1, 2008, pp. 43–46. 

Hartley, Lodwick. “A Chapter of Conclusions.” Laurence Sterne in the Twentieth 
Century: An Essay and a Bibliography of Sternean Studies, 1900-1965, University 
of North Carolina Press, 1968. 

Herman, David. Basic Elements of Narrative. Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. 

Hogarth, William. “Corporal Trim Reading a Sermon.” The British Museum. 
www.britishmuseum.org, https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/P_Cc-1-
158. Accessed 17 July 2020. 



 

292 
 

Hogarth, William. “The Laughing Audience.” The Metropolitan Museum of Art. 
www.metmuseum.org, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/392607. 
Accessed 15 July 2020. 

Hunter, J. Paul. Before Novels: The Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth-Century English 
Fiction. Norton, 1990. 

---. “The World as Stage and Closet.” British Theater and Other Arts 1660-1800, edited 
by Shirley S. Kenney, Folger Shakespeare Library, 1984. 

Iser, Wolfgang. The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response. Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1980. 

Jackson, Shirley. The Haunting of Hill House. Penguin, 2006. 

James, Henry. “The Novel in ‘The Ring and The Book.’” Notes on Novelists: With Some 
Other Notes, Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1914. 

Joyce, James. Ulysses. Vintage, 1990. 

Keen, Suzanne. Narrative Form. Revised and Expanded Second Edition, Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2015. 

Kozicki, Henry. “Browning, Pauline, and Cornelius Agrippa: The Protagonist as Magus.” 
Victorian Poetry, vol. 28, no. 1, 1990, pp. 17–38. 

LaPorte, Charles. Victorian Poets and the Changing Bible. University of Virginia, 2011. 

Lewis, C. S. An Experiment in Criticism. Cambridge University Press, 1961. 

Liebe. “Mr. Garrick Als Hamlet.” luna.folger.edu, 
https://luna.folger.edu/luna/servlet/detail/ FOLGERCM1~6~6~272951~119027:Mr-
-Garrick-als-Hamlet--in-Shakespe. Accessed 15 July 2020. 

Litvak, Joseph. Caught in the Act: Theatricality in the Nineteenth-Century English Novel. 
University of California Press, 1992. 

MacIntyre, Alasdair. After Virtue. Third Edition, University of Notre Dame Press, 2012. 

Markovits, Stefanie. The Victorian Verse-Novel: Aspiring to Life. Oxford University 
Press, 2017. 

Martin, Henena Faucit. Letter to Robert Browning. 6 Mar. 1869. The Browning Letters, 
The Armstrong Browning Library,  

McGuffey, William Holmes. McGuffey’s Sixth Eclectic Reader. American Book 
Company, 1921. 



 

293 
 

McKenzie, Alan T. “The Processes of Discovery in Tom Jones.” Dalhousie Review, vol. 
54, 1974, pp. 720–40. 

McKeon, Michael. The Origins of the English Novel, 1600-1740. 15th anniversary ed, 
John Hopkins University Press, 2002. 

Melchiori, Barbara Arnett. Browning’s Poetry of Reticence. Barnes & Noble, 1968. 

Messina, Henna Marian. “Fanny Price’s Domestic Assemblages in Austen’s Mansfield 
Park.” Persuasions: The Jane Austen Journal, vol. 38, 2016, pp. 205–12.  

Milic, Louis. “Observations on Conversational Style.” English Writers of the Eighteenth-
Century, edited by John H. Middendorf, Columbia University Press, 1971, pp. 273–
87. 

Nachumi, Nora. Acting Like a Lady: British Women Novelists and the Eighteenth-
Century Theater. AMS, 2008.  

Noyes, Robert Gale. The Neglected Muse; Restoration and Eighteenth-Century Tragedy 
in the Novel (1740-1780). Brown University Press, 1958. 

Ong, Walter J. Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word. 30th anniversary 
ed, Routledge, 2012.  

Phelan, James. Somebody Telling Somebody Else: A Rhetorical Poetics of Narrative. The 
Ohio State University, 2017. 

Piper, William Bowman. “Tristram’s Digressive Artistry.” Laurence Sterne, Twayne, 
1966, pp. 31–46. 

Posnock, Ross. “‘The Novel in “The Ring and the Book”’: Henry James’s Energetic 
‘appropriation’ of Browning.” Centennial Review, vol. 25, 1981, pp. 277–93. 

Prior, Karen Swallow. “Embawdiment: Tristram Shandy and the Paradox of the 
Incarnation.” Shandean, vol. 22, 2011, pp. 116–31. 

The Relaxed Reader. http://www.victorianweb.org/art/illustration/thackeray/cooke6.html. 
Accessed 17 July 2020. 

Richardson, Alan. A Mental Theater: Poetic Drama and Consciousness in the Romantic 
Age. Pennsylvania State University Press, 1988. 

Ricoeur, Paul. Time and Narrative. University of Chicago Press, 1990.  

Roberts, Adam. “The Ring and the Book: The Mage, the Alchemist, and the Poet.” 
Victorian Poetry, vol. 36, no. 1, 1998, pp. 37–46. 



 

294 
 

Rogers, Pat. “J. Paul Hunter. Before Novels: The Cultural Contexts of Eighteenth-
Century Fiction. New York: Norton, 1990. Xxvi + 421pp.” Eighteenth-Century 
Fiction, vol. 4, no. 3, 1992, pp. 265–69. 

Russell, Gillian. The Theatres of War: Performance, Politics, and Society, 1793-1815. 
Clarendon Press, 1995. 

Sarver, Linda, and Tom Markus. A Novel Approach to Theatre: From Adams to Zola. 
Scarecrow Press, 1997. 

Scott, Sir Walter. “Laurence Sterne.” Tristram Shandy, edited by Alan B Howes, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd., 1974, pp. 371–74. 

Shakespeare, William. Henry V. Washington Square Press, 1995. 

Sterne, Laurence. The Letters. Edited by Peter Jan de. Voogd and Melvyn. New, 
University Press of Florida, 2009.  

---. The Life & Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman. Edited by Howard Anderson, 
Michigan State University, 1980. 

Stewart, Garrett. Dear Reader: The Conscripted Audience in Nineteenth-Century British 
Fiction. Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996. 

Tadié, Alexis. Sterne’s Whimsical Theatres of Language: Orality, Gesture, Literacy. 
Ashgate, 2003. 

Talon, Henri A. “The Ring and the Book: Truth and Fiction in Character-Painting.” 
Victorian Poetry, vol. 6, no. 3, 1968, pp. 353–65.  

Tomashevsky, Boris. Thematics. Edited by Lee T. Lemon and Marion J. Reis, Nebraska 
UP, 1965. 

Traugott, John. “Chapter Seven: Rhetorical Structure as Drama.” Tristram Shandy’s 
World: Sterne’s Philosophical Rhetoric, University of California Press, 1954, pp. 
129–50. 

Trilling, Lionel. “Mansfield Park.” Jane Austen: A Collection of Critical Essays, edited 
by Ian Watt, Prentice-Hill, 1963, pp. 124–40. 

Warner, William B. Licensing Entertainment : The Elevation of Novel Reading in Britain, 
1684–1750. EBSCO Publishing, University of California Press, 1998,  

Warren, Leland E. “The Constant Speaker: Aspects of Conversation in Tristram Shandy.” 
University of Toronto Quarterly, vol. 46, no. 1, 1976, pp. 51–67. 

Watt, Ian. The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding. 2nd 
American ed, University of California Press, 2001. 



 

295 
 

Wedgwood, Julia. Letter to Robert Browning. 30 Jan. 1869. The Armstrong Browning 
Library, The Browning Letters. 

---. Letter to Robert Browning. 14 Feb. 1869. The Browning Letters, The Armstrong 
Browning Library, The Browning Letters. 

---. Letter to Robert Browning. 5 Mar. 1869. The Armstrong Browning Library, The 
Browning Letters. 

West, Russell. “To the Unknown Reader: Constructing Absent Readership in the 
Eighteenth-Century Novel: Fielding, Sterne and Richardson.” AAA: Arbeiten Aus 
Anglistik Und Amerikanistik, vol. 26, no. 2, 2001, pp. 105–123. 

Yahav, Amit. “Sonorous Duration: Tristram Shandy and the Temporality of Novels.” 
PMLA. Publications of the Modern Language Association of America, vol. 128, no. 
4, Modern Language Association of America, 2013, p. 871.  

 

 




