Music and Realism: Samuel Richardson, Italian Opera and English Oratorio

I want to show the connections between music and realism through looking at the interaction of three genres during the eighteenth century:  Italian opera, English Oratorio, and the novel.  The most influential novels of the eighteenth century – written by Samuel Richardson - were acutely concerned with music and it is this circumstance that I want to investigate in order to consider the role of this topic.


To do so I will first outline a common denominator within eighteenth-century culture that permeated both musical and literary production.  During the century, there was generally understood to have been a rise in luxury and a decline in virtue.  Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) wrote the following in his First Discourse, translated into English in 1750:


WHAT is it then that we are contending for in this Dispute about Luxury?  Why it is to know, which is of the greatest Importance to an Empire, to be brilliant and momentary, or virtuous and durable.

"Virtue", at least at the beginning of the century, referred to republican values inherited from ancient Greece that envisage landowning, independent citizens co-operating within a stable civic framework.
  "Luxury" was used to refer to any kind of excess above that which is strictly necessary and was particularly applied to emergent consumerism.
  These terms had a wide scope and were applied to both the body and the state.  The cautionary example of the consequences of a decline of virtue and a rise in luxury was the Roman empire.  As Edward Gibbon wrote in his Decline and Fall (1781),


. . . the decline of Rome was the natural and inevitable effect of immoderate greatness.  Prosperity ripened the principle of decay; the causes of destruction multiplied with the extent of conquest; and, as soon as time or accident had removed the artificial supports, the stupendous fabric yielded to the pressure of its own weight.

Empire created an appetite for luxury within its citizens that would render society unsustainable.
  


A virtuous society and a luxurious one held differing approaches to property.  As J.G.A. Pocock summarises,


The function of property, in this view, is to furnish the individual with independence; independence is the prerequisite of political engagement; and political engagement is the prerequisite of public virtue.

"Independence" in this context is meant both economically and conceptually.  Political engagement is the exclusive prerogative of the financially-autonomous, leisured landowner.  This was because his thoughts alone are neither encumbered by material considerations, nor cluttered with the compromising specificity of professional knowledge.
  The disinterested man of leisure, apparently unprejudiced by dependent economic relationships, was understood to be capable of making observations that had a quality of detachment denied to others.


Civic virtue's paradigm for establishing knowledge (and hence political authority), however coherent it may have been under earlier conditions, became troubled as the eighteenth century progressed.  With the emergence of capitalism and the specialisation of labour, this concept of a disinterested overview became increasingly untenable:  as more professions were created, each with specialised fields of knowledge, so the likelihood of any individual's being able to master all of this new information seemed more and more impossible.  As Adam Smith famously observed, with the beginnings of industrialisation the manufacture of even the humble pin came to involve the interaction of up to eighteen new and distinct professions.
  This seemed to be creating a society beyond the comprehension of any one of its constituent members.


The rise of luxury not only questioned the subject's conceptual objectivity; it also questioned the objectivity of that subject's empirical perception through the emerging phenomenon of sensibility.  George Cheyne (1671-1743), in his influential study of nervous disorders The English Malady (1733), relates the distortion of the nervous system -- and hence of perception – to luxury:


SINCE our Wealth has increas'd, and our Navigation has been extended, we have ransack'd all the Parts of the Globe to bring together its whole Stock of Materials for Riot, Luxury, and to provoke Excess.

Cheyne continues:


. . . the intellectual Operations (as long as the present Union between the Soul and Body lasts) can never be perform'd in the best Manner without proper Instruments.  The Works of Imagination and Memory, of Study, Thinking, and Reflecting, from whatever Source the Principle on which they depend springs, must necessarily require bodily Organs.

As Tobias Smollett (1721-71) has Matthew Bramble ask in his novel Humphry Clinker (1771),


What kind of taste and organs must those people have, who really prefer the adulterate enjoyments of the town to the genuine pleasures of a country retreat?  . . . in the course of this gratification, their very organs of sense are perverted, and they become habitually lost to every relish of what is genuine in its own nature.

This awareness of the malleability of the nervous system deprived empirical observation of certainty:  if one's nerves were distorted, how could one trust what they related to the mind?

One way of thinking about the novel is as a response to these issues.  We can see this in the great anti-novel of the eighteenth century, Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy (1759-67).  In this novel, sensibility, and, it might be argued, the whole of physical reality, is understood as being of the feminine gender, which leaves a narrow and embattled notion of the masculine as pure mind, the defense of which Sterne personifies in the figure of Walter Shandy, who sees his role as that of guarding the masculine abstractions that constitute virtue from the discrete, effeminate specificity that attempts to undermine them at every turn.  Walter would say, Tristram writes, that


. . . throughout the whole circle of the sciences;-the great, the established points of them, are not to be broke in upon.-The laws of nature will defend themselves;-but error-(he would add, looking earnestly at my mother)-error, Sir, creeps in thro' the minute-holes, and small crevices, which human nature leaves unguarded. (i. 161)

Walter includes writing along with all of the rest of the physical world which he designates as effeminate and holds the opinion that:


. . . from the very moment he took pen in hand-all the devils in hell broke out of their holes to cajole him.  . . . So that the life of a writer, whatever he might fancy to the contrary, was not so much a state of composition, as a state of warfare . . . (i. 447)

Sterne's solution to the paradoxical nature of writing (that subverts its claim to abstract knowledge the moment it becomes physically specific) is the persona of Tristram Shandy.  Unlike his father he does not attempt to separate the conceptual and the physical.  For Tristram the two spheres are inextricably linked:  physical sensibility is the fundamental sign of life, rather than feminine error.
 
Following Locke Tristram understands that the individual is formed through the sensations produced by his or her physical environment: to this extent the mental and the physical realms are inseparable:  "[a] man's body and his mind . . . are exactly like a jerkin, and a jerkin's lining;-rumple the one-you rumple the other" (i.189).  From this point of view, the life and opinions of Tristram Shandy are equivalent to the history of his body.


Such a history of the body, however, is inherently unstable as it also affects its subject.  Narration, in so far as it too is a physical process, interacts with the physical body that writes, complicating and changing the nature of the subject it seeks to describe.  Tristram writes of his own body, as he prepares to narrate one of the various attacks that fate launches against his person, that, "[m]y nerves relax as I tell it.-Every line I write, I feel an abatement of the quickness of my pulse" (i. 254).  Of his uncle Toby's physical relation to narrative, Tristram writes that


. . . these little and hourly vexations [occasioned by the difficulties of telling the story of his wound], which may seem trifling and of no account to the man who has not read Hippocrates, yet, whoever has read Hippocrates, or Dr. James Mackenzie, and has considered well the effects which the passions and affections of the mind have upon the digestion,-(Why not of a wound as well as of a dinner?)-may easily conceive what sharp paroxysms and exacerbations of his wound my uncle Toby must have undergone upon that score only. (i. 95)

The physical discomfort of Toby is alleviated as his discursive abilities improve.  This talking cure has its own psychophysical, addictive properties:


But the desire of knowledge, like the thirst of riches, increases ever with the acquisition of it.  The more my uncle Toby pored over his map, the more he took a liking to it;-by the same process and electrical assimilation, as I told you, thro' which I ween the souls of connoisseurs themselves, by long friction and incubation, have the happiness, at length, to get all be-virtu'd,-be-pictur'd,-be-butterflied, and be-fiddled. (i. 102)

In psychophysical terms, we are what we do.  Tristram holds that by "long journies and much friction, it so happens that the body of the rider is at length fill'd as full of HOBBY-HORSICAL matter as it can hold" (i. 86).  Tristram's hobby-horse is of course the book Tristram Shandy (ii. 716).  Both Toby and Tristram have become addicted to narrating the histories of their bodies.  If they are what they do, what they do is to relate what they are.


The potential of an infinite regression is thus opened up.  The more one articulates the body, the more that body changes, renewing the need to re-articulate the body.  On the one hand, description affects the body it describes, while on the other hand the body affects the legitimacy of that description.  The authority with which the writer speaks of his sensibility depends on the reader's belief in the consistency of the writer's body, just as the consistency of that body must depend on the authority with which the writer speaks.


One question, deliberately deferred, dominates the novel: are Tristram's and Toby's bodies complete and masculine, or incomplete, specialized and feminine?  This question concerning whether the body is specialised or not, takes the extreme form (associated with Italian opera) of the specialisation of the genitalia.  Tristram writes:


My uncle, TOBY SHANDY, Madam, . . . -possessed . . . a most extream and unparallel'd modesty of nature;-though I correct the word nature, for this reason, that I may not prejudice a point which must shortly come to a hearing, and that is, Whether this modesty of his was natural or acquired.  . . . [I]t arose to such a height in him, as almost to equal, if such a thing could be, even the modesty of a woman . . . he got it, Madam, by a blow . . . which struck full upon my uncle Toby's groin. (i. 74-5)

Tristram later considers the various ways in which a man’s character may be known.  The first, reputation, he calls “wind instruments”  (meaning the breath of Fame).  The second is the physical body:


I am not ignorant that the Italians pretend to a mathematical exactness in their designations of one particular sort of character among them, from the forte or piano of a certain wind instrument they use,-which they say is infallible.-I dare not mention the name of the instrument in this place;-'tis sufficient we have it amongst us,-but never think of making a drawing by it;---this is ænigmatical, and intended to be so, at least, ad populum:---And therefore I beg, Madam, when you come here, that you read on as fast as you can, and never stop to make any enquiry about it. (i. 84)

It has been noted that "[t]his passage probably refers to the many Italian castrati who had come to England to sing in opera".
  The "mathematical exactness" is the fact of castration, which would apparently definitively identify an effeminate character.  Tristram declares, however, that


. . . in giving you my uncle Toby's character, I am determin'd to draw it by no mechanical help whatever;-nor shall my pencil be guided by any one wind instrument which ever was blown upon, either on this, or on the other side of the Alps;- . . . ---but, in a word, I will draw my uncle Toby's character from his HOBBY-HORSE. (i. 85)

Toby's hobby-horse is his spatial narration of the wound to his groin.  Through not establishing whether or not Toby has been castrated, Tristram opts to depict character as process rather than as a fixed, somatic fact.  


The eighteenth century found that the conditions required for an overview of society – for knowledge – were increasingly hard to meet as the world became more and more specialised and complex.  In order to generate a sense of  truthfulness or realism Tristram Shandy had constantly to manifest a paradox.  The crux of castration upon which the book hinges makes the gendering of this paradox abundantly clear:  the effeminate is understood as objectified, luxurious and ultimately passive, but imbued with physicality and sensibility; the masculine is understood as capable of abstraction but disembodied – in a word, virtuous.  The challenge for the early novel, if it was to appear truthful, was that it must contain both of these mutually exclusive positions.  We will return to the influence of this issue upon the novel in more detail when we look at Samuel Richardson.  Before we can do so we must look at how virtue and luxury were understood to influence Italian opera and English oratorio.


Luxury was such an enormous problem for musical genres in the age of Rationalism because it was understood that music was able to control the emotions.  In 1736 Handel set Dryden's "Alexander's Feast; or the Power of Musique. An Ode in Honour of St. Cecilia's Day", a work which examines this issue.  This poem concerns the musician Timotheus who controls the emotions of the feasting Alexander, rendering him successively celebratory, sad, amorous and finally vengeful.  The poem celebrates, and also displays the dangers of, music's capacity to manipulate the passions.  It concludes by celebrating Cecilia, the patron saint of music, who is identified with a more virtuous and apparently less manipulative model of music production.  


If we take an early poetic account of Handel's Alexander's Feast, entitled  The Tears of the Muses (1737) we can see the terms on which this contrast was understood.  The poem first describes the corrupting nature of Italian opera:


NEAR Opera's fribling Fugues, what Muse can stay?


Where wordless Warblings winnow Thought away!


Music, when Purpose points her not the Road,


Charms, to betray, and softens, to corrode.

This is contrasted with the oratorio:


HENCE, to the Realms of Fame, ye Muses fly.


There, to the Drum's big Beat, the Heart leaps high.


. . . 


The manly Pipe, there, scorns th'expanded Shakes,


That wind wav'd Nothings, till Attention akes.


There now, concurring Keys and Chords increase


The Heart's soft social Tyes, and cherish Peace.

Whereas Italian opera communicates "Nothings", "corrode[s]" the nervous system and hence the capacity for "Thought", English oratorio communicates "concurring Keys and Chords" which, on the contrary, encourage "social Tyes”.

Why it was thought the Italian opera’s ‘wordless Warblings winnow Thought away’?  The physician John Gregory wrote in 1763 that:


The influence of Music over the Mind is perhaps greater than that of any of the fine arts.  It is capable of raising and soothing every passion and emotion of the Soul.  Yet the real effects produced by it are inconsiderable.  This is entirely owing to its being in the hands of practical Musicians, and not under the direction of Taste and Philosophy:  For in order to give Music any extensive influence over the Mind, the Composer and Performer must understand well the human heart, the various associations of the Passions, and the natural transitions from one to another, so as to enable him to command them in consequence of his skill in musical Expression.

The disparity arises because -- to "understand well the human heart" -- the musician requires "Taste and Philosophy", attributes he is debarred from possessing, according to the discourse of Civic Virtue, as a direct consequence of his professional status.  This point about the inability of musicians to think extensively about social issues that extend beyond their own professional horizon is made throughout the century.  A writer observes in 1718 that "still there is no Inconsistence between a Fool, and a Musician."
  In 1735 The Prompter states that "[i]t is observed of those that give themselves to Musick, that they give themselves QUITE UP to it, and are fit for no one thing besides".
  In an essay published in The World (1754), the Earl of Chesterfield states sarcastically that musicians


. . . have from their infancy devoted their time and labour to the various combinations of seven notes:  a study that must unquestionably have formed their minds, enlarged their notions, and have rendered them most agreeable and instructive companions . . .

The professional musician, during the eighteenth century, was generally thought to lack an overview of society; to lack what was often referred to as virtue or taste (taste meant above all a capacity to abstract from the complexities of the world -- be that world manifest in actuality or through representation -- the apparently stable components that underlie the flux of social existence).


Gregory goes on to consider the difficulties facing the creative professional musician: 


-No Science ever flourished while it was confined to a set of Men who lived by it as a profession.  Such Men have pursuits very different from the end and design of their Art.  The interested views of a trade are far different from the enlarged and liberal prospects of Genius and Science.-When the knowledge of an Art is confined in this manner, every private Practitioner must attend to the general Principles of his craft, or starve.  If he goes out of the common path, he is an object of the jealousy and abuse of his brethren, and among the rest of Mankind he can neither find Judges nor Patrons.

This point is made in more detail by a Scottish divine Thomas Robertson, writing in 1784, who identifies the division of operatic labour as the major problem:


The Poet, the Musician, the Dancer, the Painter, the Directors of the Machinery, of the decoration, and of the Dress, press all forward upon the Public, vie with each other to gain the public favour, and each in their turn predominating to the prejudice of the rest, have, for the greater part, kept the most perfect of all Fine Entertainments, from attaining to that subordination of the Parts and Unity of the whole; upon which its excellence so much depends.

Dr John Brown's An Estimate of the Manners and Principles of the Times, locates this same division between empty rhetoric and virtue in the world of modern music:


That divine Art, capable of inspiring every thing that is great or excellent, of rouzing every nobler Passion of the Soul, is at length dwindled into a Woman's or an Eunuch's effeminate Trill . . .  We go not to admire the Composition, but the Tricks of the Performer; who is then surest of our ignorant Applause, when he runs through the Compass of the Throat, or traverses the Finger-board with the swiftest Dexterity.

Brown goes on to theorise this in a later publication:

the Corruption of Music would naturally arise, along with the Corruption of Manners; for the Reasons now assigned [a rise in luxury]: and the Musicians, Bards, or Poets, would be the immediate Instruments of this Corruption.  For being educated in a corrupt State they would be apt to debase their Art to vile and immoral Purposes, as the means of gaining that Applause which would be the natural Object of their Ambition.

Later, this theory is applied to Italian opera, which Brown describes as


. . . gaudy, flaunting, and unnatural.  The singers (like the Poet and Musician) being considered merely as Objects of Amusement, no Wonder if their Ambition seldom reacheth higher than to the Display of an artificial Execution.-As a Consequence of these Principles, the Castrati were introduced into all Sorts of Characters . . . .-The flourished Close or Cadence arose naturally from the same Sources:  From a total Neglect of the Subject and Expression, and an attention to the mere Circumstance of Execution only.

Brown concludes:


Thus the whole Farrago of modern Opera seems resolved into its clear and evident Principles:  And hence the Subject, the Music, the Action, the Dress, the Execution, Decorations, and Machinery, are such a glaring Compound of trifling and absurd Improbabilities, that the tragic Influence is overlaid and lost . . .

According to Brown, what Gregory called "Taste and Philosophy" -- that which would have promoted a "tragic influence" in opera and so formed a didactic narrative of civic virtue -- is fundamentally undermined through the division of labour:  this division divorces rhetoric from its moral context, allowing rhetoric -- artificial execution -- to take the place of civic virtue.


The trill, I would argue, is in some ways the smallest unit of luxury.  A note that has a role to play in the larger perspective of the harmony and melody, as well as the still-broader context of the overall moral narrative of virtue, is subverted through, in Gregory's phrase, the "interested views of a trade".  This latter takes the form of a neighbour-note (usually the tone or semitone above) that alternates with the principal note.  Because the principal note has in this way conflated its functional (and hence its moral) content with self-display and self-interest, its message has become intertwined with what is in effect an advertisement for its medium.  Brown, in his later, posthumously published work on Italian opera describes in just this way such decorative passages, stating that "in general, the means are here confounded with the end".
  The supplementary neighbour-note has the relative effect of rendering the principal note its own lower neighbour-note, just as culture, in a luxurious society, is mistaken for an end rather than a means.  The decline from virtue was understood in terms of effeminisation, and castration was understood to be the end result of this process that variously detracted from the physically-whole body of the virtuous citizen.
  The castrati were the most physically/professionally specialised group of workers, whose bodies had literally been "specialised" in order that they may carry out their unusual labours.  The division of labour has modified their bodies to such an extent as literally to effeminise them.  It is this, I would argue, that accounts for Brown's linking the castrati with the trill as the twinned "clear and evident Principles" into which he understands the opera to resolve.  As William Jones comments on this in 1784:


The Luxury of the times, which has produced so many innovations, has diffused itself into our Music; as the music at Rome underwent a sensible alteration with the manners of the people . . .


Let us now consider the role of musical genres within Richardson’s fiction:  from one point of view the central action in Richardson's epistular novels was the pathologising, bodily interrogation of the novels' heroines.  The exhaustive investigations of Clarissa's body undertaken by Lovelace, or of Pamela's body by Mr B., are in some ways the epistemological premise without which these novels could not exist.  The eponymous heroines' physical sensibilities must be subjected to a barrage of tests to establish the psychophysical basis upon which the truthfulness of the novels depends.  The problem with his first novel, Pamela (1740-41), was that the heroine was suspected of duplicity (hence satires such as Shamela).  In his two other works Richardson looked for strategies to evade this charge – strategies that I suggest made extensive use of music.  Despite this need for specificity, Richardson (like Sterne after him) also needed to invoke the masculine discourse of civic virtue.  His writing "to the Moment" was primarily affective rather than didactic.
  For Richardson writing did not so much communicate specific moral information as the psychophysical condition of characters participating in a moral drama.  The moral content of his narratives can never be explicit, but must instead be assumed to have tacitly informed the arrangements of the letters.  Thus Richardson needs to write the "body" of his text in the persona of a woman, whilst also reserving the intangible, masculine role of editor for "himself".  


Clarissa or, the History of a Young Lady: Comprehending the Most Important Concerns of Private Life . . . Published by the Editor of Pamela announces from the outset both that its medium consists of the feminine "Concerns of Private Life", and that this domestic sensibility has been silently overseen by a masculine editor.  In his preface, Richardson negotiates into being his own particular version of masculine authority which, the reader is to assume, invisibly controls the feminine text.  


Troubled by the length of the work, the editor, we are told, "thought proper to submit the letters to the perusal of several judicious friends".  One of these, representing the early eighteenth-century discourse of civic virtue, holds that the feminine medium should be severely curtailed in order to emphasise the didactic plot.  This would minimise the importance of the medium and emphasise the masculine message:


One gentleman . . . advised him to give a narrative turn to the letters, and to publish only what concerned the principal heroine-striking off the collateral incidents . . . though he allowed the parts which would have been by this means excluded to be both instructive and entertaining.

Richardson includes his own defence of his exhaustive use of collateral incidents within the reported speech of this gentleman.  


Richardson's tacit position is that all (masculine) knowledge is arrived at through (feminine) sensations.  Masculine virtue is thus an abstract quality one gradually formulates, rather than a pre-existent given, and is something that is necessarily arrived at by way of the feminine sphere.  Richardson emphasises the divide between feminine form and masculine content but at the same time dissolves the latter into an impalpable aura surrounding the former.  


I want to suggest that we can identify this same negotiation for an invisible moral authority that Richardson claims for his medium in his Preface within the content of the novel at the level of plot.  Women were understood to have a more delicate nervous system, and hence more acute sensibility, than men.  Lovelace, for instance, describes his mentioning to Clarissa an evocative subject in the following terms:  “I touched a delicate string, on purpose to set her in such a passion before the women” (775).  Lovelace thinks of Clarissa as a musical instrument that may be played upon.
  All women may similarly be played, according to Lovelace.  As such the music they make originates in the intentionality of the player, and has little meaning distinct from this.  At one point Sally, one of the prostitutes, imitates Clarissa's behaviour:


. . . never was my lovely girl so well aped; and I was almost taken in; for I could have fancied I had her before me once more.



Oh this sex! this artful sex!  there's no minding them.  At first, indeed, their grief and their concern may be real: but give way to the hurricane, and it will soon die away in soft murmurs, trilling upon your ears like the notes of a well-tuned viol. (1217)

The speech, or music (or medium) of women that originates from them without being prompted by a man may appear to have meaning, but like the Italianate, operatic trill, it dissolves into the condition of pure medium.  Lovelace's interrogation of Clarissa's body is one in which he strives to prove that she is a medium under his control.  Once her body becomes sexual and/or maternal, Lovelace is able to see himself as the originator of a message expressed though the medium of her body (Lovelace imagines "the smiling Boy, amply, even in her own opinion, rewarding the suffering Mother" (922)).  Once this is established, he would retrospectively legitimate all of his actions against her by proving what he suspects, that she has all the time dissimulated her resistance to his advances.


However if this were the case it would sabotage the empirical veracity of Richardson's novel and provoke another Shamela.  If Clarissa is insincere in her rejection of Lovelace she may have invented everything else as well.  Richardson's novel needs access to the more delicate nervous-system of women but does not want the accompanying charge of duplicity with which the female sex was associated.  The only solution to this difficulty was therefore that Clarissa's sex had been misclassified:  if Clarissa does not dissemble (in either her prose or her rejection of Lovelace) it follows that she is not like other women.
  Lovelace belatedly comes to this conclusion.  After Sally has aped Clarissa he writes:


Miss Harlowe, indeed, is the only woman in the world, I believe, that can say, in the words of her favourite Job (for I can quote a text as well as she), But it is not so with me. (1217)

Clarissa is not a woman because, as the reader is frequently informed, she is an "angel", and as such she is a being, and a gender, of a different order.
  Lovelace's tragic attempt to insist that Clarissa conform to the expected behaviour of her sex is in this sense based upon mistaken classification.  She is not a pure medium to be appropriated but is rather a medium that somehow also creates her own message.  As Lovelace later writes,


Curse upon my contriving genius!  . . .  To sport with the fame, with the honour, with the life, of such an angel of a woman!-O my damn'd incredulity! that, believing her to be a woman, I must hope to find her a woman!-On my incredulity that there could be such virtue (virtue for virtue's sake) in the sex, founded I my hope of succeeding with her. (1344)

The paradox of Richardson's entire novel as well as of his heroine is not so much resolved as simply named, by the term "angel".  Richardson claims for both his eponymous heroine and his text a feminine form that nevertheless also contains a real, yet impalpable, masculine, moral authority.


Clarissa's musical aptitude is not simply an index of her conventional femininity but of her capacity – like that of the editor of her letters – to generate virtue from “collatoral incidents”.  "I HAVE been forced to try to compose my angry passions at my harpsichord" writes Clarissa.  She continues:


I made an essay, a week ago, to set the three last stanzas of [Elizabeth Carter's "Ode to Wisdom"], as not unsuitable to my unhappy situation . . . and I am sure in the solemn address they contain to the all-wise and all-powerful Deity, my heart went with my fingers.



I enclose the ode and my effort with it.  The subject is solemn: my circumstances are affecting; and I flatter myself that I have not been quite unhappy in the performance. (231)

The last three stanzas of Carter's Ode (and the majority of the other 13 stanzas) concern virtue.  The final verse concludes:


Beneath her clear discerning eye


The visionary shadows fly


Of folly's painted show.


She sees through ev'ry fair disguise,


That all, but VIRTUE'S solid joys,


Is vanity and woe.

The music, which Richardson commissioned and had engraved, is written in the manner associated with the English oratorio.
  Both the choice of an overtly moral text and the musical style point towards this genre.


In the middle of the novel, during what is arguably the dramatic climax of the book, Clarissa's identification with the English oratorio is again emphasised.  Lovelace, disguised, has entered her apartment in the company of Clarissa's landlady:


Then stumping towards the closet, over the door of which hung a picture-What picture is that?-Oh! I see: A St Cecilia!



A common print, sir-



Pretty well, pretty well! It is after an Italian master- (771)

That the print functions as an insignia for Clarissa is emphasised further by the celestial imagery with which her eventual emergence from the closet is described:


. . . my charmer opened the door, and blazed upon me, as it were in a flood of light, like what one might imagine would strike a man who, born blind, had by some propitious power been blessed with his sight, all at once, in a meridian sun. (772)


The positions of Clarissa and Lovelace mirror those of St Cecilia and Timotheus.  Lovelace is the master of rhetoric and affect, like the fabled musician Timotheus, whereas Clarissa displays a Saint-like moral consistency and semiotic clarity.
  Her voice is described in musical terms and Lovelace's reaction is described, unusually, in terms of psychophysical sensibility.  It is significant that Clarissa, invested here temporarily with all of the non-physical attributes of a Saint that she will finally assume in death, momentarily seems to achieve a state of psychophysical stasis in comparison with Lovelace:


Mrs Moore, says my charmer (and never did her voice sound so harmonious to me.  Oh how my heart bounded again!  It even talked to me, in a manner; for I thought I heard, as well as felt, its unruly flutters; and every vein about me seemed a pulse) . . . (771)

Through interrogating Clarissa's body Lovelace's own nervous-system necessarily becomes the gauge by which the reader must measure the objectivity of that interrogation.  And it is particularly at the points in the text where the pathology of Clarissa seems complete, when she is hagiographied into this paradoxical, virtuous, feminine medium that the gaze of the novel swings around to examine and pathologise the body of Lovelace.


We are frequently reminded of the essential vacuity of Lovelace, who admits that he would be "at a loss for a subject" were his stratagems to succeed (143).
  There is a gendered paradox at the heart of Lovelace's absence relating to his repeated associations with the Italian opera.  Miss Howe writes to Clarissa, informing her that Mr Hickman has warned her of Lovelace's reputation:


Mr Hickman tells me that he heard in town, that he used to be often at plays, and at the opera, with women; and every time with a different one! (284)

And again towards the end of the novel Lovelace writes "I go frequently to the opera" (1476).  I want to suggest that the identification between Lovelace and Italian opera becomes proportionally more pronounced as Clarissa's unique, saintly view-point that is at once both masculine and feminine is established.  Clarissa, for instance, with her "harmony of voice" refutes Lovelace's highly rhetorical and non-referential conception of "wit" by citing Cowley:


Wit, like a luxuriant vine,


Unless to Virtue's prop it join,


Firm and erect, tow'rd heaven bound,


Tho' it with beauteous leaves and pleasant fruit be crown'd;


It lies deform'd, and rotting on the ground. (712)

Earlier Lovelace writes "the instant I beheld her, I was soberized into awe and reverence:  and the majesty of her even visible purity first damped, and then extinguished, my double flame" (658).  The charge levelled against Lovelace, that he consists of rhetoric without substance, echoes that directed against the Italian opera, as does the subtext of impotence.  Lovelace is directly compared to a castrato singer when he describes Lord M. attending his narratives:


To see such an old Trojan as this . . . crying out with pain, and grunting with weakness; yet in the same moment crack his leathern face into an horrible laugh, and call a young sinner charming varlet, encoring him, as formally he used to do the Italian eunuchs; what a preposterous, what an unnatural adherence to old habits!

To complete the operatic imagery, Lovelace goes on to emphasise the theatricality of his rhetoric:


My two cousins are generally present when I entertain, as the old peer calls it.  Those stories must drag horribly that have not more hearers and applauders, than relaters.



Applauders!-



Ay, Belford, applauders, repeat I; for although these girls pretend to blame me sometimes for the facts, they praise my manner, my invention, my intrepidity-Besides, what other people call blame, that call I praise . . . (1024)

As with the opera, it is the execution rather than the substance that the audience admire.  Lovelace continues:


. . . yesterday, upon Charlotte's raving against me upon a related enterprise, I told her that I had had it in debate several times, whether she were or were not too near of kin to me: and that it was once a moot point with me whether I could not love her dearly for a month or so . . .  She pretended to be highly displeased: so did her sister for her: I told her that she seemed as much in earnest, as if she had thought me so; and dared the trial.  Plain words, I said, in these cases are more shocking to their sex than gradatim actions.  And I bid Patty not be displeased at my distinguishing her sister; since I had a great respect for her likewise.



An Italian air, in my usual careless way, a half-struggled-for kiss from me, and a shrug of the shoulder by way of admiration from each pretty cousin, and Sad, sad fellow, from the old peer, attended with a side-shaking laugh, made us all friends. (1024)

The "Italian air" he presumably sings or whistles sums up Lovelace's displacement of virtue with rhetoric.


This sense is reinforced in a letter Lovelace writes two days later.  He describes to Belford in distinctly operatic terms a confrontation with his own relatives.  Lady Sarah asks him,



-Are all women alike to you?



Yes; I could have answered; 'bating the difference which pride makes.


Then they chorused upon me-Such a character as Miss Harlowe's! cried one-A lady of so much generosity and good sense! . . . Damned, damned doings! vociferated the peer, shaking his loose-fleshed wobbling chaps, which hung in his shoulders like an old cow's dew-lap.



For my part I hardly knew whether to sing or say what I had to reply to these all-at-once attacks upon me!- (1027)

The word "chorused" associates his relatives with the virtuous genre of the oratorio, whilst Lovelace's musical analogy itself works to reduce morality to rhetoric, removing meaning in order to stress the surface of language in the manner of Italian opera.


There is a dichotomy in Clarissa represented by the figures of Timotheus and St Cecilia.  Timotheus (Lovelace) represents the rhetorical use of sensibility and the Italian opera, whilst St Cecilia (Clarissa) stands for semantic consistency and the English oratorio.  The irony, or at least inconsistency of this arrangement is that Richardson's own medium stands in danger of being, according to his own notions, misclassified; it may itself be understood as a Timotheus-like exercise in sensibility.  This is because the dichotomy between the two semantic registers is in constant danger of becoming blurred simply because Timotheus and St Cecilia, in the final analysis, both use a medium of sensibility, and are to that extent equivalent.  Dryden's verse,



He rais'd a Mortal to the Skies;




She drew an Angel down.

emphasises the equivalence, as well as the difference of these two stances.  Both bring the subject nearer to a notion of divinity


This danger of misclassification is later alluded to by Richardson when he wrote a draft of a preface to the novel, in which he argues the superiority of his own epistolary technique over Henry Fielding's method of employing an explicit authorial persona.  Richardson writes:


We need not insist on the evident Superiority of this Method to the dry Narrative; where the Novelist moves on, at his own dull Pace, to the End of his Chapter and Book, interweaving impertinent Digressions, for fear the Reader's Patience should be exhausted by his tedious Dwelling on one Subject, in the same Style:  Which may not unfitly be compared to the dead Tolling of a single Bell, in Opposition to the wonderful Variety of Sounds, which constitute the Harmony of a Handel.

When the "Novelist" explicitly writes the whole work that entire work must dwell "on one Subject" as there literally is only one subject, the novelist.  Inappropriate "Digressions" are therefore added "for fear the Reader's Patience should be exhausted by his tedious Dwelling on one Subject, in the same Style".  Richardson, in suggesting that his own style has a parallel in the "Harmony of a Handel" (clearly meaning the later Handel of the oratorios), is also, arguably, associating Fielding with the values of Italian opera.  He continues:


As the major Part of such Works as these might be omitted, to the great Emolument of the Reader, if not of the Writer; so we have the Pleasure to acquaint the Public, that the contrary is true of the Work before us:  For the Author has in this Edition restored several Passages, which, for Brevity, were omitted in the former. . . . And as these will be presented to the public without any additional Price, it is hoped they will come recommended on that score also, as well as for their evident Importance, when attentively perused; which it is presumed the whole Work should be, as containing Documents of Religion and Morality, which will probably lie hid to a careless or superficial Examiner:  And this we speak of those Parts principally, which have least Entertainment, in the vulgar sense of the word.

Richardson is distancing himself from any interest in mere entertainment and pecuniary gain that he associates with Fielding.  The latter’s writing consists of "impertinent Digressions" -- supplementary passages intended to compensate for an essential absence, whereas Richardson's writing, is presented as a restoration of previous omissions.



For Richardson’s final novel this strategy of using Italian opera and English oratorio is taken a step further.  In what can only be a gesture towards the somatic legitimation of Sir Charles Grandison, the pathologising of Harriet is performed by Sir Charles' two sisters.  Just as Clarissa must not dissimulate her rejection of Lovelace, so Harriet must not dissimulate her love for Sir Charles.  In a typically Lovelacean manner, the two sisters enter her dressing-room before she is dressed and quiz her about her feelings for Sir Charles.  Soon Harriet reports "I felt my face glow" and in response to this physical sign Charlotte cries "Confirmation, Lady L.! Confirmation!"  Charlotte continues her physical interrogation:



-Give me your handkerchief!-What doings are here!



She snatch'd it out of my trembling hand, and put it round my neck-Why this sudden palpitation? (I. 418)

Sir Charles' sisters' wish to establish that Harriet loves their brother goes some way towards establishing the somatic veracity of her text.


All this, of course, is a mere shadow of the interrogation meted out to Clarissa.
  One reason for this difference, I would argue, is that in the later novel, because of the particularly authorial role accorded to Sir Charles, the disembodied editor is in danger of becoming physically specific, as the editorial figure is to some extent represented in the person of Sir Charles.  Sir Charles, therefore, cannot become physically specific and therefore can neither write the text of the novel nor interrogate the body of the woman who does.   It is perhaps as a consequence of this that in this novel, and as it were in place of Lovelace's interrogations, there are several, more explicitly castrated men, and also a much more sustained identification between the text and the English oratorio.


Sir Hargrave Pollexfen, who attempts to abduct Harriet and is thwarted by Sir Charles, is threatened with castration twice.  The first of these incidents occurs as Sir Charles rescues Harriet.  Sir Charles, unusually, relates the incident himself (although this reportage is itself embedded with another's letter in the form of reported speech):



"I wrench'd his sword from him, and snapp'd it, and flung the two pieces over my head.  . . .



One of his legs, in his sprawling, had got between the spokes of his chariot-wheel.  I thought that was a fortunate circumstance for preventing further mischief . . ." (I. 140-41)

In the second incident the prevention of further mischief is more explicitly what was intended, this time perpetrated by the vengeful relatives of a wronged lady in whose abduction Sir Hargrave Pollexfen and Mr. Mercada have been involved.  Sir Charles rescues the gentlemen as they are being attacked:


. . . presently he saw two men on horseback holding the horses of four others, who had under them the two gentlemen, struggling, groaning, and crying out for mercy. . . .



As the assailants offered not to fly, and as they had more than time enough to execute their purpose, had it been robbery and murder; Sir Charles concluded, it was likely that these men were actuated by a private revenge.

One of the lady's brothers then informs Sir Charles,


Murder, Sir, said he, is not intended; nor are we robbers:  The men whom you are solicitous to save from our vengeance, are villains.



. . . Our design, as we told you, was not to kill the miscreants; but to give them reason to remember their villainy as long as they lived; and to put it out of their power ever to be guilty of the like. (II. 429, 431)

We are later informed that


Sir Hargrave Polloxfen, it seems, still keeps to his chamber: He is thought not to be out of danger from some inward hurt . . .



Merceda is in a still more dangerous way.  Besides his bruises, and a fractured skull, he has, it seems, a wound in his thigh, which, in the delirium he was thrown into by the fracture, was not duly attended to; and which, but for his valiant struggles against the knife which gave the wound, was designed for a still greater mischief. (II. 443)


A parallel plot of castration is given in the story of Clementina's brother, Signor Jeronymo.  Against Sir Charles' advice he becomes involved with a lady "less celebrated for virtue than beauty" (II. 120) and is attacked by "ruffians" hired by a rival.  Again happening upon the scene, Sir Charles


. . . beheld a man struggling on the ground with two ruffians; one of whom was just stopping his mouth, the other stabbing him.  . . . they fled; and I heard them say, Let us make off; we have done his business. (II. 120)

Although less specific than the description of Sir Hargrave's and Mercada's wounds, the implication is similarly that Jeronymo has been wounded in the groin:


His wounds proved not mortal; but he never will be the man he was: Partly from his having been unskilfully treated by this his first surgeon; and partly from his own impatience, and the difficulty of curing the wound in his hip-joint.  Excuse this particularity, madam.  The subject requires it . . . (II. 121)

Jeronymo's mother later hints at her son's impotence:


Our second son [the Bishop] has great prospects before him, in the church: But you know he cannot marry.  Poor Jeronymo!  We had not, before his misfortune, any great hopes of strengthening the family by his means . . . (II. 457)

Jeronymo was also the name of a famous castrato from an earlier era of Italian opera.  Although none of these castrations are explicitly associated with Italian opera, they are all associated with sexual transgression, as are, as we shall see, all of the explicit references to Italian opera within the novel.  The initial reference to the Italian opera in the novel concerns marital difficulties; Sir T., Sir Charles' father,


. . . was but little at home in the summer; and, in the winter, was generally engaged four months in the diversions of this great town; and was the common patron of all the performers, whether at plays, operas, or concerts. (I. 311-12)

Sir T., we are told, considers a degree of repentance from this self-indulgent life-style when his mistress dies of smallpox:


. . . for she was taken ill at the opera, on seeing a lady of her acquaintance there, whose face bore too strongly the marks of the distemper, and who, it seems, had made her first visit to that place, rather than to a better.  (I. 323)

Another dangerous woman associated with Italian opera, is the Italian noblewoman, Olivia.  In his first description of her, Sir Charles observes: “the first time I saw her was at the opera.”  (II. 117)
  In a later letter, Harriet links Olivia with both Italian opera and sexual transgression:


. . . had Sir Charles Grandison been a man capable of taking advantage of the violence of a Lady's passion for him, the unhappy Olivia would not have scrupled . . . to have been his, without conditions . . . Had Sir Charles been a Rinaldo, Olivia had been an Armida. (II. 376)

Jocelyn Harris, in her edition of the novel, is of the opinion that this refers to Handel's 1711 opera rather than directly to Tasso. 


Let us now turn to the English Oratorio.  The first reference to the oratorio occurs towards the beginning of the novel, when Harriet sings what she describes as "that fine piece of accompanied recitative" which might more accurately be described as a cantabile aria:


Softly sweet, in Lydian measures,


Soon he sooth'd his soul to pleasures. (I. 239)

Describing Charlotte's [Lady G.'s] wedding, Harriet writes that she played the harpsichord herself whilst Sir Charles sung:


He has a mellow manly voice, and great command of it.  This introduced a little concert.  Mr. Beauchamp took the violin; Lord L. the bass-viol; Lord G. the German flute; Lord W. sung base; Lady L. Lady G. and the Earl, joined in the chorus.  The song was from Alexander's Feast:  The words,



Happy, happy, happy pair!



None but the good deserves the fair,


Sir Charles, tho' himself equally brave and good, preferring the latter word to the former. (II. 345)

This chorus from Alexander's Feast runs, as Doody observes, "as a kind of leit-motif throughout the novel."
  Sir Charles' rival, Mr Greville, for instance, says,


-Let me have the pride, the glory, Sir Charles Grandison, to quit this dear hand to yours.  It is only to yours that I would quit it-Happy, happy, happy pair!  None but the brave deserves the fair.- (III. 88)

Given the context, it is even possible that Richardson expects his reader to imagine Greville as singing this extract.  The phrase "Happy, happy" is repeated in conjunction with the nuptials of Sir Charles and Harriet at least a further seven times during the final two volumes of the novel.
  Furthermore, to stress the link with oratorio, there is a tendency for Richardson's characters to break spontaneously into song.
  


To complete the identification of Sir Charles and Harriet with Alexander's Feast, Sir Charles actually performs and presumably composes an oratorio of his own based upon Alexander's Feast:


After dinner, which was sumptuous and well-ordered, Sir Charles led us into the Music-parlour.  O madam, you shall hear what honour was done me there!-. . . Here is a noble organ: . . . he was so good himself, on my aunt's referring to him with asking eyes, to shew us it was in tune.



We all seated ourselves round him, on his preparing to oblige us; I between my aunt and Lucy; and he with a voice admirably suited to the instrument (but the words, if I may be allowed to say so, still more admirably to the occasion) at once delighted and surprised us all, by the following Lines:

I

Accept, great SOURCE of ev'ry bliss,

The fulness of my heart,

Pour'd out in tuneful ecstasies,

By this celestial art.
II

My soul, with gratitude profound, 

Receive a Form so bright!

And yet, I boast a bliss beyond

This angel to the sight.

III

When charms of mind and person meet,

How rich our raptures rise!

The Fair that renders earth so sweet,

Prepares me for the skies! (III. 274)


The final couplet of Alexander's Feast,



He rais'd a Mortal to the Skies;




She drew an Angel down.

is alluded to here.  The dichotomy between Timotheus and St Cecilia is transcended as rhetoric and virtue are blended together.  Harriet "prepares [Sir Charles] for the skies" rather than having "rais'd [Sir Charles] to the Skies" and so infuses the sense of Dryden's final line with the syntax of his penultimate one.  
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