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The making of a satirist

It is difficult for us to imagine living in a world without novels. In
1707 Henry Fielding was born into a society in which the novel was
not yet an established literary genre. In due course he would become
acelebrated pioneer of the novel, but he lived as a writer for fourteen
years before his first novel was published. After a brief foray into
satirical verse, Fielding embarked on his literary career in 1728. To
bring him fame and - he hoped - fortune, the aspiring young
writer looked not to the novel, but to the theatre.

Plays of the late 1720s belonged in a general sense to what is
still sometimes — very loosely - called Restoration drama. The
comedies written and performed in Fielding’s youth were usually
social and domestic, often turning on amorous intrigues and the
closet-door plots of farce. The tragedies were still often ‘heroic’,
devoid of much action, with a tendency to be bombastic, and liable
to celebrate the virtues of noble patriots who strive to resolve the
conflict of duty and love. The major difference between the witty,
cynical, and sophisticated drama of the late seventeenth century
and the typical plays of the early eighteenth was the introduction
after about 1700 of a sentimental strain.

Sentimental drama laid great stress on the innate virtue of human
beings: thus, unbelievably virtuous maidens in situations of pitiful
distress resist the seductions of rakes who miraculously reform, for
‘no other Reason,’ said Fielding later, ‘than because the Play is
drawing to a Conclusion’ (Tom Jones, VIIL. i). The two leading
purveyors of sentimental comedy, Richard Steele and Colley
Cibber, exploited these types of character for all they were worth:
the virtuous characters are duly rewarded with a happy end-
ing, brought about more often than not by a plot of stunning
improbability. Tear-jerking endings therefore encourage an
artificiality for which sentimental drama is notorious. The virtues of
chastity and loyalty are glorified in these pathetic plays addressed
largely to the audience’s emotions. Such comedy stands in contrast
with its predecessors of the late Restoration period: the refusal to
idealise — sometimes becoming sheer cynicism - is toned down or
in some way averted or just overcome by the virtuous; the bawdy is
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