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HENRY FIELDING

Hexry Frerpive, born at Sharpha.m Park, near Glastonbury,
Somerset, on 22nd April 1707, was son of a military officer
who was related to the Earls of Denbigh. After being educated
" at Eton, he was sent to Leyden to study law ; but he soon settled
down in London to a 1iterary carcer. He began by writing a
 series of comedies, farces, and burlesques, which then formed the
most profitable branch of literature. He made a hit with his
farce of Tom Thumb in 1730. Six years later he opened
the Haymarket Theatre as manager, producing another farce,
Pasquin, which attacked the Prime Minister, Sir Robert
Walpole, so severely as to lead to the passing of the Act,
which is still in force, requiring a license from the Lord
Chamberlain for dramatic performances. Fielding’s efforts as a
playwright and theatrical manager were thereby brought to an
end. He then studied for the Bar, and engaged in journalism
for a livelihood. It was the sentimentality and prudery of
Richardson’s novel of Pgmela, published in 1740, which led
Fielding to try his hand at novel-writing. The result was
Joseph Andrews, which appeared in 1742. His ironical study of
the biography of Jonathan Wild the Great came out in 1743.
His greatest novel, Tom Jones, followed in 1749, and his last
work of fiction, Amelia, in 1751. Meanwhile, in 1748, he was

appointed a Justice of the Peace for Westminster, and afterwards
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in aJd('lition for Middlesex, becoming as Justice for Middlesex
Chairman of Quarter Sessions (1749). His time was thence-
forth largely occupied by judicial duties, which he performed
with a rough-and-ready vigour, without much regard for
judicial dignity. He did much to put down crimes of violence
in London streets. Extravagant by nature and with little
business aptitude, he was perpétually struggling with pecuniary
embarrassments. Early excesses had ifijured his health, and
after experimenting in various remedies he sailed for Lisbon on
26th June 1754. He died there the follov?mg Sth chober,
aged 47.

Tom Jones, the longest™ of Fielding’s novels, is -also his
greatest contribution to English fiction. In spite of the large
number of characters and the many changes of scene, the plot
is constructed with great care. Coleridge asserts (with perhiaps
a touch of exaggeration) that there are only two better plots
in existence, those of Edipus Tyra/mm;v of Sophocles and the
Alchemist of Ben Jonson. Throughout, the atmquhere is
charged with healthy vitality. Fieldings realistic fidelity
to life brings, in fact, into his picture much that is coarmse
and even disgusting. His intense sympathy with his hero
Tom Jones, who is clearly a presentment of the novelist
himself in his youth, leads him to- treat indulgently many
masculine failings. But Fielding neve:. hides the fact # it
misery is the fruit of dissipation. To downright vice ‘or
hypocrisy he gives no quarter. The personal Teflections in which
the book abounds are among its chief attractions; and betray
“the superlative robustness of the author’s thought arid sentiment.
Alike in the course of his autobiographic meditations and
in the current of his narrative he pays repeated homage to
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Shakespeare and Cervantes, whose excellences he fervently
admired. His insight into human nature and the power
which Zom Jones displays to perfection of deducing episodes
without strain from idiosyncrasies of character, give him some
claim to rank beside his literary masters.

The text used in this edition is that of the first collected
edition of 1762, corrected by the third edition of 1750.

SIDNEY LEE



To T™E HoNOURABLE
GEORGE LYTTLETON, ESQ;

ONE oF THE LorDs CoMMISSIONERS OF THE TREASURY.

Sir,
NOTWITHSTANDING your constant refusal, when I have
asked leave to prefix your name to this dedication, I must
still insist on my right to desire your protection of this work.

To you, Sir, it is owing that this history was ever begun.
It was by your desire that I first thought of such a composition.
So many years have since passed, that you may have, perhaps,
forgotten this circumstance: but your desires are to me in the
nature of commands; and the impression of them is never to be
erased from my memory.

Again, Sir, without your assistance this history had never been
completed. Be not startled at the assertion. I do not intend
to draw on you the suspicion of being a romance writer. I mean
no more than that I partly owe to you my existence during great
part of the time which I have employed in composing it: another
matter which it may be necessary to remind you of; since there
are certain actions of which you are apt to be extremely forgetful ;
but of these 1 hope I shall always have a better memory than
yourself.

Lastly, It is owing to you that the history appears what it
now is. If there be in this work, as some have been pleased to
say, a stronger picture of a truly benevolent mind than is to be

( ‘ound in any other, who that knows you, and a particular acquaint-
ance of yours, will doubt whence that benevolence hath been
copied? The world will not, I believe, make me the compliment
of thinking I took it from myself. I care not: this they shall
own, that the two persons from whom I have taken it, that is
to say, two of the best and worthiest men in the world, are
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strongly and zealously my friends. I might be contented with
this, and yet my vanity will add a third to the number; and him
one of the greatest and noblest, not only in his rank, but in every
public and private virtue. But here, whilst my gratitude for the
princely benefactions of the Duke of Bedford bursts from my heart,
you must forgive my reminding you that it was you who first
recommended me to the notice of my benefactor. ;

And what are your objections to the allowance of the honour

" which I have solicited? Why, you have commended the book

so warmly, that you should be ashamed of reading your name
before the dedication. Indeed, sir, if the book itself doth not
make you ashamed of your commendations, nothing that I can
here write will, or ought. I am not to give up my right to
your protection and patronage, because you have commended my
book : for though I acknowledge so many obligations to you, I
do not add this to the number; in which friendship, I am con-
vinced, hath so little share: since that can neither bias your
judgment, nor pervert your integrity. An enemy may at any
time obtain your commendation by only deserving it; and the
utmost which the: faults ‘of your friends can hope for, is your

silence ; or, perhaps, if too severely accused, your gentle palliations-

In short, sir, I suspect, that your dislike of public praise is
your true objection to granting my request. I have observed that
you have, in common with my two other friends, an unwillingness
to hear the least mention of your own virtues; that, as a great
poet says of one of you, (he might justly have said it of all
three), you

% Do good by stealth, and blush to Jfind it fame.”

If men of this disposition are as careful to shun applause, as
others are to escape censure, how just must be your apprehension
of your character falling into my hands’; since what would not
a man have reason to dread, if attacked by an author who had
received from him injuries equal to my obligations to you!

And will not this dread of censure increase in proportion to

the matter which a man is conscious of having afforded for it

If his whole life, for instance, should have been one continued
subject of satire, he may well tremble when an incensed satirist
takes him in hand. Now, sir, if we apply this to your modest
aversion to panegyric, how reasonable will your fears of me
appear!
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