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Introduction

Tobias George Smollett wrote five novels: The Adventures of Roderick Random
(1748), The Adventures of Peregrine Pickle (1751), Ferdinand Count Fathom (1753),
The Adventures of Sir Launcelot Greaves (1762), and The Expedition of Humphry
Clinker (1771). Among these novels, according to G. S. Rousseau (1982), Roderick
Random “was an instantaneous best-seller” (3). After the success of his first novel,
Smollett, however, continued to lead a double life, practicing medicine and writing
extensively. Later he focused on writing as his career, publishing several novels. It
was not until 23 years later that he published his final and highly acclaimed novel
Humphry Clinker, written in Italy during the last two years of his life. Humphry
Clinker is, in Walter Scott’s words, “a delightful work . . . very favorably received
by the public” (335). Rousseau highly accredits the work as “a masterpiece, the best
production of its author” (1982: 8). Rousseau is not alone in proclaiming Humphry
Clinker as the best work of Smollett. In fact, many other critics also recognize it as
best representing Smollett as a master novelist in eighteenth-century Britain. John
Richetti calls it a “masterpiece” (1999: 181) and his praise is echoed by Alfred Lutz
who points out that Humphry Clinker is “a departure from his [Smollett’s] earlier
novels” (2001: 1). In supporting and justifying his statement, Lutz quotes Louis L.
Martz: “Smollett’s work as editor, compiler, travel writer, and historian in the 1750s
and 1760s . . . changed his creative outlook and accounts for the stylistic and
intellectual advance represented by Smollett’s last novel” (Lutz 2001: 1). Quite
recently, Charles R. Sullivan confirms the status of Smollett’s last novel and
announces that Smollett is “best known for his novel The Expedition of Humphry
Clinker” (2004: 415).

I. Criticism of Humphry Clinker

Actually, the literary status of Humphry Clinker comes to be firmly established
with the efforts of many critics who have focused on various aspects of the novel and
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the major approaches to it are biographical criticism, cultural studies, structuralism
and genre studies. The very early criticism of Humphry Clinker went along the
biographical line. In the 1930s, Lewis Mansfield Knapp wrote the two articles “Ann
Smollett, Wife of Tobias Smollett” and “Elizabeth Smollett, Daughter of Tobias
Smollett.” In the first article, Knapp quotes Robert Chambers, Smollett’s biographer:
“[1]t is not true, (what has sometimes been said that,) she [Smollett’s wife] was the
Tabitha Bramble of the novel” (1930: 1037). In his second article, however, Knapp
quotes positively a passage from Chambers’ biography with the attempt to match real
people in Smollett’s life with those major characters in Humphry Clinker. For
example, “[t]here can be little doubt that Matthew Bramble was intended for
himself—Jerry Melford was a picture of his sister’s son, Major Telfer—Lydia was
his own daughter” (1932: 314). Chambers as a biographer in the early 19" century,
roughly half a century after Smollett’s death, assumes an affirmative tone about the
matching, against which Knapp declares his skepticism: “Only in a very general
sense, I think, can this identification be accepted” (314). Another critic, Byron
Gassman, continues the biographical criticism, proposing: “Most noticeable of the
elements in the novel [Humphry Clinker] which are traceable to Smollett’s
experience as editor of the Briton are those which comment on the public papers and
the liberty of the press” (1963: 399). The main purpose of Gassman’s article is to find
out from Humphry Clinker Smollett’s personal political beliefs. Gassman claims that
“Smollett’s purport is clear: if every member of society is given equal right to meddle
in the affairs of government and if lines between classes become fluid, the stability of
society is imperiled; faction, tumult, and disorder ensue. Smollett’s conviction,
frequently reflected in Bramble’s reprehension of the mob and the lack of
subordination in the society of Bath and London, was that true English liberty was
the liberty of living in an ordered, well-regulated and well-administered society”
(410).

In connection with the cultural topics like politics, Eric Rothstein and James E.
Evans raise the issue of colonialism in Smollett’s times and express their doubts
about the legitimacy of the policy the British government formulated for its
expansion both into Scotland as a result of the Act of Union in 1707 and into those
countries or territories overseas. Rothstein shrewdly points out that “although
Humphry is of English birth, the anti-Scots propaganda of the 1760s made bare
buttocks, beggarliness, mange, and filth standard accusations against ‘North

. 2 .
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Britons™ (1982: 67). Evans penetrates colonialism by focusing on Lismahago,
“Smollett’s eccentric Scot” in Humphry Clinker, who “returns home after the Peace
of Paris ended the Seven Years War (1756-1763), at the moment when England
triumphed over its principal colonial rivals, France and Spain, and thus dominated
the North American continent, as well as much of India, West Africa, and the West
Indies” (2000: 484). Evans appreciates Smollett’s extension of his novel by
incorporating the subject matter of colonialism and revealing his negative attitude
toward the government’s colonial policy. Evans suggests that “[1]argely through the
adventures and speeches of Lismahago, Smollett connects the domestic plot of the
novel more directly to British overseas expansion, though he also invites skepticism
about the ideology that legitimates it” (484).

Also interested in eighteenth-century English life, some critics turn to its social
and cultural customs for their arguments. Unlike Sullivan, who interprets Humphry
Clinker as underlined by the spiritual movement of the Scottish Enlightenment, Percy
G. Adams tries to explore the material aspect of the then social life by analyzing the
coach motif in eighteenth-century novels. He claims that in Humphry Clinker “the
coach is not just a means of transportation for the group: it is a structural and comic
device” (1978: 24). Adams even suggests that “Humphry Clinker (1771) is a travel
novel from first to last” (24), which I will focus on later as the major theme of this
book. Another critic, Peter Miles, sheds light on the practice of the characters’ names
in the form of initial letters and dashes in Humphry Clinker. He explains that the
practice is “a well-established tactic to evade charges of libel” (1996: 1). Furthermore,
he remarks that “[jJust as today’s blank newspaper columns draw attention to
censorship, so dashes foregrounded self-censorship and provoked among readers an ,
accentuated curiosity about the half-erased reference” (1). In a similar vein, Miles
detects the social and economic constraints on the device of narration in novel
writing. He says: “Interrogation of acts of narration in terms of the identity, character,
language, interests, motives, and purposes of the narrator; or the narrator’s processes
of suppression, ellipsis, and elaboration; or the narrational situation; or the identity
(etc.) of an actual or implied narratee, can equally be directed toward publication”
(1994: 49).

Indispensable to eighteenth-century English life and to the analysis of Humphry
Clinker as well is the topic of hot wells whose medical efficacy and related social
confusion have attracted many critics’ attention. In 1967, G. S. Rousseau wrote an

. 3 .
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article in which he traces the history of “sulphur controversy,” summarizes the
differences on this issue between “chemists” and “humourists,” and drops the hint at
Smollett’s “much ado about nothing” attitude toward the controversy (589). For a
better interpretation of the novel, Rousseau suggests that “in the belief that Linden
[chemist] was farther from the ‘truth’ than Lucas [humorist represented by Bramble],
Smollett parodied the former all the more savagely in the opening scenes of
Humphry Clinker” (589). In 1991, Molly Anne Rothenberg, in discussing the same
issue, heavily cited Rousseau but clearly separated Smollett the author from Bramble
the character when she said that “although Linden is a butt of Smollett’s satire, so is
Matthew Bramble, a hypochondriac who fancies he knows as much about disease as
his doctor” (22). As a result, Bramble who is acknowledged as the dominant
consciousness of the novel and a representative of Smollett. the author’s ideas is
seriously challenged. In fact, as early as 1979, in reviewing John Sekora’s book
Luxury: The Concept in Western Thought, Eden to Smollett, Robert Folkenflik
pointed out that “Matt has as much to learn as he has to teach, and that if he is
viewed rightly as the ideological center of the novel, at the same time his feelings
must be schooled in order for him to lead a happy life” (111). Folkenflik goes on with
his deconstructionist penetration by exploring the discrepancies between Bramble’s
own words and deeds. He writes: “Again, if Matt as a guide wins over all the main
characters to his way of seeing things, we may wonder why in Matt’s last letter we
learn that Jery has talked Liddy and her new husband into going to Bath, a place Matt
never wishes to see again” (111). As for Bramble’s preference for social immobility
which most critics agree on, Folkenflik also challenges: “[Why, given Matt’s
negative ideas about social mobility, Lismahago is treated in the long run so
sympathetically when he has risen from the status of flag-bearer and half-pay
lieutenant to become Bramble’s brother-in-law and friend” (111). The separation
between Smollett the real author and Bramble the major character obviously changed
the critical landscape of treating Humphry Clinker as the means by Smollett to
directly convey his moral attitudes toward social and cultural on-goings.

In reviewing Sekora’s book, Folkenflik seems to be suggesting that Bramble as
a character represents only part of the ideology Smollett the author is trying to
convey. He says that “it seems to me more likely that the Great Chain of Being, with
its emphasis on subordination, provided the backing for attacks on luxury” (1 10). He
continues, “Matt Bramble in his attacks on luxury and its concomitant corruption,

. 4 .



Introduction 4

especially in the cities and spas of England, embodies the ideology of the novel in a
way that allows of no opposition, only ultimate agreement” (111). That is to say, it is
only part of Smollett’s overarching plan for his novel to project Bramble as a satirist
who acts as a perfectionist to attack corruption and luxury including the confusion in
the hot wells, based on the theory of the Great Chain of Being. Folkenflik then turns
to criticize' Sekora who “fails to see” Bramble’s imperfect side as mentioned above.
James P. Carson interprets Bramble’s discrepancies as having “betray[ed] Smollett’s
recognition of the inevitability of the new commercial economy and the social
disruption it has brought” (41). Actually, as he himself admits, what Folkenflik is
driving at is that “Smollett wants to present alternatives to Matt’s perception” (111),
which, as far as I understand, is contributing to Smollett’s overall plan to include the -
genre of satire as part of Humphry Clinker.

Closely connected with Bramble the satirist and the genre of satire is the issue
of luxury, another cultural topic which has been explored and analyzed by many
critics including Folkenflik, Carson, Richetti, David M. Weed (1997), Robert Bell
(2003) and so on. As mentioned above, John Sekora published his book on luxury
which attracts many critics including Folkenflik and Thomas R. Preston. Preston’s
review of the book in 1981 is thorough and comprehensive. According to Preston,
Sekora in his book “traces the genesis of the concept in the Bible, its development in
Greece and Rome, its adaptations by the early Church Fathers, and then its settlement
as a guiding idea in Western thought until the eighteenth century” (Preston 296)..
Preston draws our attention to the controversy of the issue when he quotes Sekora:
“During the eighteenth century, especially in England, the concept received heated
political, social, moral, and economic debates, with Tories (for the most part)
attacking luxury and Whigs (for the most part) supporting it, until gradually new,
positive redefinitions began to emerge, supported by the arguments of thinkers like
David Hume and Adam Smith” (Preston 296). As far as the impact of the concept
was concerned, Preston summarizes: “For the traditionalists, including Smollett,
luxury was destroying the nation: personal gain or greed was triumphing over
national interest, honor, friendship; trade brought wealth to the lower classes,
encouraging them to ape their betters, seek more wealth, abandon the national
interest (identified with the ‘natural legislators’), incite to riot, and generate fraction
and self-interest” (297). He then brings in the counterargument from the
progressivists: “To the progressivists, on the other hand, luxury was no longer a vice

. 5 .



