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"It is a sign of the wonderful fortune 
of The Vicar of Wakefield that the properest 
occasions for speaking of it continue to 
present themselves. Everything has been 
said about it, and said again and again, but 
the book has long since diffused an indul
gence that extends even to commentators." 

—Henry James 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Although not published until 1766, The Vicar of Wake

field was composed in the period extending approximately 

from 1759-1763, a time when its author, Oliver Goldsmith, 

was neither as well known nor as successful as he was later 

to become. It was a period, however, of great productivity 

for Goldsmith particularly in the area of his work for con

temporary magazines. In addition to a wealth of essays 

produced for such periodicals as The Busy Body, The Weekly 

Magazine, The Royal Magazine, and The Bee of which he him

self was sole author. Goldsmith also completed his series 

of Chinese letters, later collected as The Citizen of the 

World, and continued work on The Traveller, the poem which 

in 1764 brought long-awaited public recognition to its 

author. The mass of information, rhetorical appeals, struc

tures, styles, clever phrasing, and other literary techniques 

which Goldsmith employed in his periodical essays naturally 

spilled over into his concurrent work with The Vicar. Never 

one to let even the slightest amount of research or wit 

escape its full potential use, Goldsmith therefore crowded 

his longer work of prose fiction with ideas and forms bor

rowed elsewhere. 



Despite a recognizable dependence on previously pub

lished material. The Vicar of Wakefield is a unique literary 

production containing a number of innovations for its time. 

Its setting, for instance, is the modest home of a country 

parson; its major characters, the parson and his family and 

friends. Although, as Sven Backman notes, this basic idea 

had been previously used as individual scenes in larger 

works (the Wilson episode in Joseph Andrews, for instance), 

it had never before served as the primary setting of a work 
2 

of prose fiction. Similarly, Goldsmith's decision to com

bine protagonist and narrator into one character, while not 

the first instance of first person narration, still allowed 

Goldsmith a wider range of flexibility than the third person 

narration more popular at the time. Because of his unique 

position as both narrator and protagonist. Dr. Primrose 

could consequently be used as ironic commentator on the 

foibles of other characters as well as his own, as serious 

spokesman for Goldsmith's ideals and beliefs, and as comic 

object of satire to emphasize those faults which Goldsmith 

wished to condemn. 

But the work's uniqueness does not stop here. Very 

few works have obtained the popular success and critical 

notoriety in the same proportions as has The Vicar of Wake

field. Its popular reception from contemporary and suc

ceeding generations has in the majority of instances been 
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positive, but the critical response to the work—when the 

critics respond at all—is more difficult to characterize. 

Depending on which critic is considered. Goldsmith's work 

has been alternately "proven" to be both a success and a 

failure, satiric and sentimental, coherent and disunified. 

It has been alternately described as "one of the worst 

[stories] that ever were constructed," and as "one of the 

first of our English classics." Every conceivable position 

of praise or blame existing between the two extremes has at 

one point in The Vicar's 200-year existence been proposed 

by some literary critic as the true evaluation of Goldsmith's 

work. 

A person faced, therefore, with the task of analyzing 

the complete critical history of The Vicar is first con

fronted with the divergent nature of the criticism described 

above then struck by the sense of confusion which pervades 

the total outlook. While no work can possibly incorporate 

all the qualities and characteristics ascribed to The Vicar 

(i.e., it cannot be both a total success and a complete 

failure at the same time). Goldsmith's work is so con

structed as to allow each of the differing criticisms some 

basis in fact. Consequently, what one critic can prove to 

be digressive using certain elements and guidelines within 

The Vicar itself can be shown by another critic to be a 

source of unity for the work using a different set of 
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elements and guidelines. The confusion, therefore, stems 

directly from the opposing critical standards against which 

Goldsmith's Vicar is compared, and the resulting interpre

tations become excellent examples of the dangers inherent 

in judging one type of prose fiction with the character

istics of another. 

Sheldon Sacks has divided the larger class of prose 

fiction into three subclasses, each distinct from the others: 

the represented action (or novel) in which characters are 

introduced "in unstable relationships which are then fur

ther complicated until the complication is finally resolved 

by the removal of the represented instability," the satire 

"organized so that it ridicules objects external to the 

fictional world," and the apologue "organized as a fictional 

example of the truth of a formulable statement or series of 

such statements." Because each type is characterized by a 

differing set of qualities, the component parts of each are 

not interchangeable, and the standards used to judge one 

type cannot be applied with accuracy to another. The same 

elements which would ensure a successful novel, for instance, 

would destroy the reliability of a successful apologue. An 

author wishing to produce an apologue of quality would conse

quently avoid those elements; yet, if a critic reviewed that 

work according to the standard used in judging novels, he 

could only conclude on the basis of those missing elements 



that the work was unsuccessful—an interpretation unfair not 

only to the author and his work, but to any reader who might 

possibly be misled by his erroneous judgment. 

The truth of this statement finds ample illustration 

in the critical approaches to The Vicar of Wakefield dis

cussed above. By viewing Goldsmith's work as an early exam

ple of the novel, one portion of The Vicar's critics has 

pronounced it a failure, another group has proclaimed it 

successful in parts but a failure in others, and the final 

group has attempted to prove it a unified success although 

this argument fails to convince when supporting evidence 

from the work itself cannot be found. The Vicar of Wake

field, however, is not a novel. It does not possess those 

qualities (realistic portrayal of characters and events, 

for example) which distinguish this type of prose fiction. 

Instead, its structure, character portrayal, plot, and pur

pose are examples of those elements which compose another 

type of prose fiction—the apologue—and consequently should 
7 

be judged by the standard appropriate to its kind. 

The purpose of this study is to isolate and explain 

those characteristics which place The Vicar of Wakefield 

within the tradition of the apologue rather than the novel 

as has been previously assumed. Such an action will hope

fully accomplish three things: (1) it will illuminate and 

explain those areas of confusion which appear at regular 



intervals in the critical history of Goldsmith's work; 

(2) it will provide a new approach to a work too often 

either underrated or overestimated in twentieth-century 

criticism; and (3) it will provide the strongest basis for 

an evaluation of the work's success or failure. 

Because relatively little research has been done ex

clusively on apologues, I have relied on the opening chapter 

of Sacks' Fiction and the Shape of Belief as a core from 

which to expand my discussion of the theory and practice 

of apologues in general. I have supplemented this with 

research on various critical approaches to acknowledged 

apologues such as Johnson's Rasselas and Voltaire's Candide 

and with extensive reading of such representative apologues 

as the fables of Aesop and La Fontaine. Although not cited 

within the text, such research has provided valuable infor

mation toward a clear and precise definition of this often 

overlooked type of prose fiction. 

Finally, because apologues rely to such a great extent 

on a particular structure executed to the smallest detail, 

the comparison of two separate apologues for similarities 

or differences within that structure accurately pinpoints 

the extent of success which each embodies. For the purpose 

of this study, I have chosen "The Proceedings of Providence 

Vindicated, An Eastern Tale" as the standard apologue by 

which to judge Goldsmith's Vicar not only because it is a 
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shorter and contemporary work by the same author, but also 

because it so meticulously follows the criteria established 

in chapter III as the qualities necessary for successful 

apologues. Viewed with the same criteria. The Vicar of 

Wakefield resumes its original appeal and takes on fresher 

meaning for an age too often immune to the didactic.entreat

ies of the simple moral tale. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE CRITICAL RECEPTION OF THE VICAR OF WAKEFIELD 

The critical response which has met The Vicar of Wake

field beginning with its publication in 1766 and continuing 

to the present day has always been both varied and contro

versial. Seldom, if ever, has the majority of critics at 

any one point agreed on a single interpretation to the exclu

sion of all others, and the resulting confusion which often 

attends anyone surveying the critical history of Goldsmith's 

Vicar can be discouraging to one seeking continuity in inter

pretation. Classed alternately as a novel, a satire, a 

fable, an allegory, and even an "informal essay," The Vicar 

of Wakefield has been the subject of a wide range of studies 

devoted to proving it either a fictional success or failure, 

and the numerous opposing labels by which it has been identi

fied exemplify the extent of the critical problem surrounding 

Goldsmith's work. A certain amount of critical disagreement 

concerning the ultimate interpretation of any piece of prose 

fiction is always to be expected since literature of any 

kind relies to a certain extent on the individual reader's 

perceptions, background, and associations to complete the 

response between the audience and the work. Yet the form 

of contention which separates The Vicar's critics into such 

numerous opposing camps is not the same disagreement 
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described above. The problem here does not lie with the 

minor differences separating one reader from the other but 

with the reader's ability or inability despite those differ

ences to respond accurately to The Vicar of Wakefield as 

Goldsmith intended. Consequently, a critic who interprets 

Goldsmith's intentions in one way will draw conclusions 

dramatically different from the critic who views them in 

another light; in other words, what succeeds in one form 

will fail in another. 

Although these interpretations are quite disparate, 

they roughly fall into classifiable groups and are influ

enced by the dominant critical theory or theories under 

which a particular critic works. Thus, the more thematic 

and didactic focuses of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-

century reviews of The Vicar were gradually replaced by the 

structural emphasis of the twentieth century. Within each 

group, however, the debate concerning Goldsmith's success or 

failure continued to grow; no one doubted the popular success 

which The Vicar enjoyed, but the artistic integrity praised 

by one critic simply could not be endorsed by another. What, 

then, is the solution to the puzzle created by over 200 years 

of opposing criticism concerning The Vicar? Is it a unified, 

artistic success which pleases because of its coherence? Or 

is it merely a failure, a work which inexplicably pleases 

despite its flaws? 
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A better understanding of the problem, gained through 

a brief review of selected literary criticism concerning 

The Vicar of Wakefield, can perhaps help answer these ques

tions. In May 1766, shortly after the publication of The 

Vicar, an anonymous reviewer writing in The Monthly Review 

set the standards for many years of criticism which followed 

by expressing his confusion over Goldsmith's work: 

[W]e never met with any thing more difficult to char
acterize, than the Vicar of Wakefield; a performance 
which contains beauties sufficient to entitle it to 
almost the highest applause, and defects enough to 
put the discerning reader out of all patience with 
an author capable of so strangely under-writing him
self. . . . [However], it deserves our warmer appro
bation, for its moral tendency; particularly for the 
exemplary manner in which it recommends and enforces 
the great obligations of universal BENEVOLENCE: the 
most amiable quality that can possibly distinguish 
and adorn the WORTHY MAN and the GOOD CHRISTIAN!^ 

By emphasizing Goldsmith's moralization within The Vicar 

while criticizing its artistic effects and structure, this 

early critic directs the reader's attention away from 

possible defects to those themes of Goldsmith which create 

its "moral tendency" and ensure for him, despite its flaws, 

a measure of success. A similar review, also unsigned and 

appearing in the Critical Review of June 1766, parallels 

the same approach by praising the "piety and fortitude, 

[the] glowing benevolence, [the] uncommon share of parental 

fondness" and other "pertinent and useful observations, 
3 

drawn from life, and directed to the heart" which abound 

in The Vicar while at the same time criticizing Goldsmith's 
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plot structure, particularly its spectacular denouement: 

But pray, Dr. Goldsmith, was it necessary to bring 
the concluding calamities so thick upon your old vener
able friend; or in your impatience to get to the end 
of your task, was you not rather disposed to hurry 
the catastrophe?^ 

It is important to note that although both contemporary 

reviewers of Goldsmith's Vicar praise the didactic quality 

of the work which can only be presented ultimately through 

structure, they still recognize the existence of some ele

ment within that structure which disrupts the total effect. 

Several literary critics of the early nineteenth cen

tury, however, either fail to notice such a flaw or choose 

to ignore it. While still extolling the greatness of Gold

smith's moral instruction in The Vicar of Wakefield, these 

critics can find nothing wrong in his structure. Edward 

Mangin, for instance, in An Essay on Light Reading describes 

Goldsmith's work in only the most glowing phrases: 

[Goldsmith] has proved himself not only the friend 
and teacher of virtue, but a perfect master of all 
the powers requisite to accomplish his object: un
equalled in humour, and irresistibly pathetic; writ
ing in a nearly faultless style, and with such 
closeness of observation, that the characters in 
his work will be intelligible, and appear natural, ^ 
as long as the English language is understood . . . . 

Mangin's admiration, however, does not end here. After 

praising the vicar as "pious, learned, charitable, [and] 

hospitable," he goes on to state: 

If anything can equal this portrait of the vicar, it 
is the delicacy with which his story is related; and 
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the art shown by the author in conducting the person
ages of his fable through various vicissitudes, with
out the least appearance of exaggeration or force.^ 

Such glowing tributes to Goldsmith's abilities as a 

writer are hardly universal even in an age which generally 

viewed The Vicar of Wakefield as a literary and moral clas-
7 

SIC. For example, Thomas Babington Macaulay, a contemporary 

of Edward Mangin, is one of the first critics to emphasize 

the importance of Goldsmith's structure (or more precisely 

to him his lack of structure) over the elements of morali

zation. In an often quoted statement he asserts that The 

Vicar's plot is: 

. . . one of the worst that ever was constructed. It 
wants not merely that probability which ought to be 
found in a tale of common English life, but that con
sistency which ought to be found in the wildest fic
tion about witches, giants and fairies.° 

Similar to The Montly Review's anonymous note on The Vicar 

which becomes more or less a summary statement foretelling 

almost 100 years of critical praise for Goldsmith's morality, 

this statement of Macaulay's (although not necessarily insti

gating further interpretations) serves as a turning point 

for the focus of Goldsmith criticism away from his didactic 

tendencies and toward his ability as a craftsman. 

Using a similar approach, Henry James also criticizes 

Goldsmith's plot and pinpoints the area of structural weak

ness as a split which occurs mid-way through The Vicar in 

chapter 17 when the family learns of Olivia's elopement. 
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To him the first section of Goldsmith's work is saved to a 

certain extent by its humor, but "the second half of the 

tale . . . becomes almost infantine in its awkwardness, its 

funny coincidences, and big stitches of white thread."^ Yet, 

The Vicar with all its flaws is able to charm the great 

literary craftsman, and while James criticizes its structure, 

he praises its tone. "What we are left to fall back on," 

he concludes, "is mere lovability. """"̂  

Viewing Goldsmith's literature in general as amiable 

but not masterful and The Vicar in particular as hopelessly 

flawed, several succeeding critics expand those views of 

James concerning The Vicar's structural weakness by adding 

fresh nuances of their own. Morris Golden, for instance, 

while asserting that Goldsmith possibly had other than 

"novelistic aims" identifies through image frequency a 

similar break in Goldsmith's Vicar, locates it not in chap

ter 17 but between chapters 27 and 28, and attributes the 

cause to Goldsmith's "basic indifference to—or incompetence 

12 at—the craft of novel writing . . . ." Similarly, Ernest 

Baker in The History of the English Novel assigns The 

Vicar's weakness to the incompetence of Goldsmith who 

"started in one direction, lost his way before he had gone 

far and presently found himself going without being able to 

13 
stop, in a direction entirely opposite." And finally, 

Ricardo Quintana, while admiring Goldsmith's ability to save 
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his work from total disunity, defines The Vicar's structure 

as two completely different parts whose break is "made in

tentionally abrupt and shocking."'̂ '* 

The latest trend in Goldsmith criticism, however, is 

the critics' search for a formal unity within The Vicar of 

Wakefield based on Goldsmith's use of either consistent 

theme or structure. Critics who support the first instance 

(consistent theme) believe that because The Vicar stresses 

one moral or idea throughout the book the artistic achieve

ment of the work is as worthy of success as that claimed by 

the early reviewers for the work's morality. Curtis Dahl, 

in the article "Patterns of Disguise in The Vicar of Wake

field, " describes the work as a masque in three movements, 

all centered around the idea that "unhappiness springs from 

an imperfect perception of truth while happiness is born of 

a capacity to see the real truth that lies behind appearance 

15 and disguise." Tracing this pattern through those sections 

of The Vicar often considered digressive (the ballad of 

Edwin and Angelina, the "Elegy on the Death of a Mad Dog," 

and George's journey to London, among others), Dahl feels 

that a thematic unity shapes the book into "a consistent and 

16 coherent whole." This central idea of disguise versus 

reality is incorporated as a supporting detail into the 

analysis of The Vicar by Martin Battestin who views Gold

smith's work as an allegory comparable to and in fact based 
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on the Book of Job. Here, then, the central theme becomes 

a lesson in humility: affliction comes to all men through 

God's permission and only through acceptance of this fact 

can self-knowledge be reached. 

This concentration on the moral implications of The 

Vicar has produced a confusing wealth of themes—each of 

which is considered central to the book by its proponent. 

Appearance versus reality (Dahl), the fall from fortune and 

final deliverance of the virtuous (Backman). , the true mean

ing of Providence (Battestin), the effects of spiritual 

18 vanity (Emslie) —all these and more have at one time been 

expressed as the primary theme of The Vicar of Wakefield. 

Battestin himself attempts to solve this puzzle by explain

ing that the work's close relationship to the Book of Job 

19 
harmonizes each of these themes into a unified whole. Yet 

the fact that so many possible primary themes have been ex

pressed negates the existence of one overriding, control

ling moral idea or else possibly suggests the existence of 

a structural flaw, an inconsistency capable of creating 

confusion over thematic purposes. 

Recognizing a narrow thematic approach as containing 

the dangers described above, the majority of modern critics 

have focused their attention on the structural devices of 

Goldsmith's work to try to prove the existence of a unified 

whole. Unlike such commentators as James, Baker, and 
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2n Quintana, these critics (Frederick W. Hilles, for instance) 

believe the artistic organization of The Vicar is tightly 

and carefully constructed. Richard Jaarsma, therefore, in 

his article "Satiric Intent in The Vicar of Wakefield" claims 

a unity for Goldsmith's work based on what he considers to be 

Goldsmith's consistent use of satire directed from the open

ing chapters of The Vicar to the last at the naive belief 

21 in the goodness of all men. This view is further asserted 

by Robert Hopkins who, expounding on a view already partly 

22 
proposed by W. F. Gallaway, Jr., sees The Vicar not as a 

moralistic tale but as sustained satire directed at Dr. 

23 

Primrose himself. The unifying element of satire is es

sential in Hopkins' definition of Goldsmith's success, yet 

his argument fails to convince the reader completely that 

such sustained satire truly exists. For instance, Hopkins 

must confess that the obvious satire in the first half of 

the book "becomes more subtle and goes underground" in the 

second half. Furthermore, this already hidden satire is 
25 

then relegated to mere chapter headings after chapter 27. 

Obviously, Hopkins is pressing the point beyond its limita

tions; a satire eventually forced into the role of chapter 

headings without substantiation within the text cannot be 

a unifying device. 

Each of the arguments presented above has some basis 

in fact, yet each also fails in some way to satisfy. 
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Isolating theme from structure (as do the early reviewers) 

is an excellent way to highlight those areas which succeed 

while attempting to camouflage those portions which do not. 

Simply ignoring troublesome aspects of any work, however, 

is not a solution to its problems. Similarly, attempts to 

prove the existence of a unified structure within The Vicar 

of Wakefield on the basis of a single controlling theme 

weaken when one views the abundance and variety of ideas pro

posed by critic after critic as the unifying theme. It is 

undeniable that the thematic interpretations of Dahl and 

Battestin are both viable and strong, yet they tend to con

fuse the means by which Goldsmith structures his work with 

its ends. The focus of The Vicar is not the ideas presented 

within their criticism. Rather, these ideas are used to 

expedite a larger purpose by illustrating a different theme 

as the following chapters will show. And finally, those 

interpretations which attempt to prove the presence of sus

tained satire in Goldsmith's work fail when they are unable 

to offer substantial proof within the text of its existence 

in the latter chapters of The Vicar of Wakefield. Sheldon 

Sacks best summarizes the situation when he states: 

All parts of a work must exemplify or implement the 
satirical thrust for that work to be considered a suc
cessful satire. If one part fails to fully do this, 
if another choice^of event would have been better, the 
work has failed.^ 
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Even if those few elements pinpointed by Jaarsma and Hopkins 

within the latter chapters were satiric, the fact that the 

majority of the events surrounding these elements are not 

could only indicate that as sustained satire The Vicar of 

Wakefield is a failure—not a success. 

What then is the true interpretation of The Vicar of 

Wakefield? Perhaps the answer can be found in Northrop 

Frye's Anatomy of Criticism which confirms that "much of 

the critical confusion in analyzing fiction . . . stems 

from critics judging one form of fiction by the standards 

27 
of another . . . ." The varied critical approaches to 

The Vicar can be interpreted along this line. Failing to 

treat the work as a type of fiction different from the con

ventional novel, which most critics simply assume The Vicar 

to be, many critics have misinterpreted Goldsmith's struc

ture and therefore misunderstood vital aspects of The Vicar 

of Wakefield. If The Vicar were truly a novel, it should 

conform to a standard used to describe a novel's distinct 

characteristics which separate it from all other types of 

prose fiction. Compared to such a standard composed by Ian 

Watt under the title of "formal realism," Goldsmith's work 

should contain at least a majority of the following: 

(1) characters who are individuals, who seem in fact to live; 

(2) fidelity to human experience or, in other words, a high 

degree of plausibility in portrayal of action; and (3) a 
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cohesive structure or causal connection operating through 

time which replaces the dependence of earlier types of prose 

28 fiction on disguise and coincidence. The Vicar, however, 

contains typed characters not individuals, improbable events 

and scenes not probable actions, an episodic plot not a 

cohesive structure, and an overpowering reliance on both 

disguise and coincidence. It is, furthermore, highly rhe

torical and highly didactic, yet its plot is digressive and 

disunified, and its method is both satiric and straight. 

All these qualities unite to form a very bad novel, but they 

operate as the basis of another type of prose fiction--a 

type by which The Vicar must be judged--the apologue. 
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CHAPTER III 

APOLOGUES: THEORY AND PRACTICE 

Defined by Sheldon Sacks as "a work organized as a fic

tional example of the truth of a formulable statement or 

series of such statements," an apologue can best be de

scribed as a combination of both the thematic and structural 

approaches to prose fiction discussed in chapter II. In 

such a work, the expression of the theme becomes the focal 

point around which every other fictional device or organizing 

principle, including structure, revolves. It is the primary 

reason for the existence of the work, and it must remain 

foremost not only in the author's presentation but in the 

reader's perception as well since any item included for its 

own sake or to enhance a portion of the work not directly 

related to its theme would result in the destruction of the 

apologue as a unified whole. Because of this danger of dis

ruption, the structure of an apologue must follow rigorous 

standards of composition if the theme is to be accurately 

presented without damaging distractions: 

1. Character relationships in an apologue are inter
preted as examples of the theme. Characters cannot 
reveal traits unrelated to a portrayal of that 
theme. 

2. Parts of the apologue are relevant only to the theme 
and not necessarily to the other events in the plot. 

3. Probability of action is irrelevant. It could, in 
fact, destroy the coherence of the apologue. 

4. The intention to ridicule may be present within the 

23 
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apologue as long as it does not become the primary 
focus of the author or reader. 

5. The controlling theme must be familiar to the 
reader.^ 

A work of prose fiction which follows this test will produce 

a successful apologue in terms of function; it will not pro

duce a successful novel as even the briefest survey of the 

above list will quickly reveal. The extent of the major 

differences between the apologue and the novel, consequently, 

must be determined in order to demonstrate the need for a 

critical standard exclusive to each. 

Whereas the focus of an apologue is centered strictly 

upon its formulable statement or theme, the primary empha

sis of a novel can range from character to plot to action 

or event to almost any element which would best support the 

author's intentions and which is found within its fictional 

framework. Furthermore,a novel's major characters more 

often than not undergo a series of logical changes as a 

result of the introduction of conflict into the action; the 

theme, therefore, grows out of these changes, not the reverse 

as is found in successful apologues. Even when a novel's 

major characters are static, the causal connection between 

characterization and theme remains the same—the characters' 

actions determine the theme, if one is present, for the 

reader; they are not determined for the reader by that theme. 

The following diagram may help explain this relationship: 



25 

characters action 

/ 
reader 

theme 

A. Novel 

theme 

characters action 

reader 

B. Apologue 

The most important difference, however, between the apologue 

and the novel lies within the scope of probability. A 

novel's characters and their actions must seem real; if not, 

they must be at least probable imitations of real life unlike 

the improbabilities which often abound in apologues. Of 

course, the degree of reality necessary within a novel dif-

3 

fers from one school of criticism to another, yet all work

able theories stress the importance which realism assumes 

within the novel itself. This is not to argue that an 

apologue cannot be realistic; many do contain a high degree 

of realism related not only to characterization but to por

trayal of incidents as well. Yet the realistic ordering of 

episodes or creation of characters is not necessary in an 

apologue--in fact, it is quite destructive if such realism 

serves to distract the author's or the reader's attention 

from the controlling theme. 

Because the reader's attention should be rigidly focused 

on that theme, the author of an apologue must be completely 

sure that his work does not accidently mislead the reader 

with unrelated descriptions or remarks. In short, his rhet

oric must be strictly controlled. Every possible direction 
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or manipulation which the author might provide as clues to 

the reader searching for a theme are invaluable. The dis

tance between the reader and the narrator or between the 

reader and the major characters must be carefully controlled 

if the theme is to be presented in its clearest form. More 

specifically, the reader must not be allowed to become in

terested in the characters solely as people; they must re

main embodiments of a formulable statement since a reader 

interested in the realistic development of a character is 

sure to be disappointed in the progress of an apologue when 

that character is manipulated to underscore some element of 

the theme contrary to what might actually occur in real life. 

In addition to distancing, the author of an apologue must 

include some form of exhaustive survey of his theme, a pres

entation of his formulable statement from various angles and 

in various situations. Through the inclusion of a variety 

of stock characters; the addition of poems, songs, and 

fables; and the provision of numerous parallel scenes and 

situations, an author can produce a feeling of universality 

in connection with his theme that allows the reader to per

ceive his apologue as absolutely true and applicable to all 

people regardless of time or place. 

Such manipulation of characters and plot along with the 

addition of digressive elements in the form of interpolated 

songs, poems, fables, and parallel scenes and situations 
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which are a necessary part of the successful apologue— 

together with the structural elements of the apologue pre

viously discussed—serve to point out the tremendous hazard 

inherent in judging one type of prose fiction (an apologue) 

with the criteria associated with another (a novel). If a 

critic approaches a piece of prose fiction organized as an 

apologue with the belief that all fiction should contain 

probable events, realistic characters, and artistic unity 

free from digressions, he is bound to regard the apologue 

as a blatant failure. Similarly, if a critic approaches a 

novel expecting to find a recognizable controlling theme 

which rigidly determines not only the characters' personali

ties but the events of the plot as well, it is likely that 

his inquiry, too, will miss the mark of success. Those 

very qualities which insure the success of one will quite 

naturally account for the failure of the other, and the only 

way to avoid a critical mishap is to recognize the differ

ences which separate these two types of prose fiction. 

To understand fully why The Vicar of Wakefield should 

not be considered a novel and judged accordingly, one must 

turn to a workable definition of that type of prose fiction 

to note the dissimilarities that occur between Goldsmith's 

work and an imagined prototype of a successful novel. Sheldon 

Sacks, once again, furnishes such a definition; to him a 

novel, or "represented action," is "a work organized so that 
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it introduces characters, about whose fate we are made to 

care, in unstable relationships which are then further com

plicated until the complication is finally resolved by the 
4 

removal of the represented instability." Breaking this 

definition down into three relatively equal components, one 

can easily see why The Vicar's organizing pattern most re

sembles that of an apologue and not a novel. (1) In a 

novel, the reader is concerned deeply about the eventual 

fate of the characters. If the author, from the outset of 

the work, carefully and painstakingly includes prominent 

signposts for the reader informing him of the exact denoue

ment and final status of those characters—as takes place 

consistently in The Vicar—that vital concern is negated. 

(2) Similarly, a successful novel introduces its characters 

in unstable or changing relationships which are further 

complicated as the action progresses. Yet, if those char

acters are "typed" so that no substantive changes occur be

tween hero and villain, for example—as occurs in The Vicar--

any complication of plot based on instability is destroyed. 

(3) And finally, a novel must rely on the removal of its 

instability to fully resolve the complication, yet if that 

instability never existed within the work—as happens in 

The Vicar—how can it be removed to resolve a complication 

that also never existed? 

Despite these obvious differences, critics have 
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continued to assess Goldsmith's major apologue as a faulty 

novel subject to all the vital requirements listed in the 

above paragraph. What these critics have failed to realize, 

however, is that Goldsmith wrote The Vicar under a fictional 

tradition quite distinct from that of the fully developed 

novel and his work naturally shows a great amount of indebt

edness to his early career as a writer of periodical essays. 

The very existence of this fact has an important bearing on 

any interpretation of The Vicar which hopes to judge the 

work's merits and faults accurately since Goldsmith's reli

ance on any aspect of his early career will directly affect 

the final outcome and consequently the critical reception 

of The Vicar itself. For example. Goldsmith's own habit of 

borrowing interesting words, well-turned phrases, and famil

iar ideas from his earlier works and then using them many 

times over is well known and accepted by all critics; it is 

an indisputable fact as any amount of reading throughout 

the collected works of Goldsmith will quickly reveal. Fur

thermore, this knowledge is used quite accurately by critics 

to estimate the degree of Goldsmith's originality and cre

ative ability (with the result that these two aspects are 

often judged to be missing from Goldsmith's literary skills) 

and to determine more precisely the date of writing of those 

works of Goldsmith which parallel and heavily borrow from 

his own periodical production. Morris Golden has used this 
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method in his helpful essay "The Time of Writing of The 

Vicar of Wakefield" to demonstrate not only Goldsmith's 

extensiv-e borrowings from periodical essays but also to 

indicate the range of time which Goldsmith devoted to The 

Vicar based on those same parallels. His article rests on 

the assumption that the vast majority of authors' self-

borrowings are closely related in time and would thus allow 

a dating procedure to be used on the similar works. By com

piling, therefore, a list of Goldsmith's repeated statements 

and ideas and comparing the relative dates of each. Golden 

is able to pinpoint Goldsmith's progress on The Vicar begin

ning in the winter of 17 59 and continuing throughout 17 63— 

the time, incidentally, of his heaviest contribution to 

periodicals. Goldsmith's dependence, therefore, on his 

previously printed material becomes a key to the critical 

understanding of the extent of his creativity, to the ac

curate dating of Goldsmith's apologue, and, more impor

tantly, to the assessment of those formal parallels which 

exist between contemporary works. 

His reliance on and incorporation of popular fictional 

forms from eighteenth-century periodicals, however, has not 

been as fully noted as has his repetition of words and ideas. 

It is my belief that The Vicar of Wakefield partly assumed 

its apologue form as a result of Goldsmith's earlier and 

concurrent work with periodical essays—particularly didactic 
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works organized as apologues and concerned with controlling 

themes similar to those of The Vicar. Several such essays 
7 

exist, and a discussion of one which best exemplifies the 

same purposes and characteristics as those of The Vicar will 

provide not only an illustration of the theory of apologues 

in practice but will also help determine the extent to which 

Goldsmith's major apologue succeeds or fails in its primary 

purpose. 

"The Proceedings of Providence 
Vindicated" 

"The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated, An Eastern 

Tale" was published in the Royal Magazine for December 1759, 

about the time Morris Golden cites as the probable starting 

date of Goldsmith's work on The Vicar of Wakefield. Devel

oped in the same strain as the popular oriental tale yet 

possessing all the necessary characteristics to classify it 

as a true apologue. Goldsmith's essay relates the history 

of Asem the Manhater and his acquisition of true wisdom and 

happiness. Briefly, the story can be summarized as follows. 

After a youth spent in imprudent benevolence to friends and 

needy petitioners which results in the total dissipation of 

his fortune, Asem becomes a classic misanthrope after those 

same friends and acquaintances refuse to help the now desti

tute man. He retires, therefore, to a stormy mountainside 

where his days are passed in seclusion and contemplation of 

the monstrous nature of man and his perpetual vices. Finding 
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himself, however, unable to bear the knowledge of man's evil 

nature, Asem plans to drown himself in the lake and proceeds 

to step in when he is stopped by the appearance of a divine 

being sent by Allah to comfort Asem and teach him the wisdom 

of fortitude. Asem accompanies the genius to the bottom of 

the lake where exists a world populated by men without vice 

and, thrilled by the prospect which this environment presents 

to his world-weary consciousness, rejoices that such a place 

exists. He soon learns the folly of his desires, however, 

when, under the careful direction of the genius as both 

spiritual and physical guide, Asem realizes that a world 

which knows no vice also lacks virtue. With this discovery, 

Asem gains not only the wisdom to see the preferable nature 

of an earth acquainted with both qualities but also the 

fortitude and virtue necessary to bear an existence within 

the sinful societies of men. Asem is returned by the genius 

to his mountainside, but knowing now that vice as well as 

virtue is a result of Providence, he returns to his native 

city, acquires a new fortune, and lives happily ever after 

in the company of many new friends. 

The typical fairy tale-like structure and conclusion of 

Goldsmith's tale is the first clue that "The Proceedings of 

Providence Vindicated" is intended to be read as an apologue. 

Obviously, no moderately intelligent reader would mistake 

this oriental fable as a factual, eye-witness account of a 
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day in the life of an historical personage. More important, 

however, is the fact that this essay is unified around a con

trolling theme which dominates all other fictional devices 

at Goldsmith's disposal. Characterization, probability, 

and realistic portrayal of events are all subordinated to 

the dominant theme formulated as follows: "Man must accept 

the evil found on earth as an aspect of Providence which 

must be endured with fortitude and virtue." Because the 

apologue is successful in terms of function (its clear pres-

entation of a formulable statement or theme), it is helpful 

to note the mechanics which underlie that function—and which 

result in such exceptional clarity—by observing to what de

gree the essay fulfills the characteristics of apologues 

presented at the beginning of this chapter. 

The first aspect which creates an impression with the 

reader is Goldsmith's portrayal of the identifiable charac

ters within his apologue. Only those traits which are neces

sary for an accurate exemplification of theme are presented, 

and characters' personalities undergo drastic and often un

realistic changes to accommodate that theme. For instance, 

Asem, the major character, is introduced in the beginning 

paragraph against a stormy, formidable, and frightening 

natural background and is at once given the epithet, "the 
g 

Manhater." Rhetorically, the reader receives an immediate 

impression, completely negative, of the character with whom 
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the theme will be most closely allied. The second paragraph, 

however, is devoted to a history of Asem's youth—a time 

spent imprudently to be sure, but a time governed by com

passion, benevolence, and virtue and one which presents Asem 

to the reader in a most positive light. Paragraph three 

then returns the reader to a negative view of Asem, a char

acter filled with "detestation" and "resentment" of his 

fellow man (III, 59). From negative, to positive, and back 

to negative in three short paragraphs, the reader's reaction 

to Asem is rigidly controlled by Goldsmith in order to pre

sent his theme. Since his description serves as an intro

duction to his apologue, its subject, and its formulable 

statement. Goldsmith must accomplish three objectives with 

his major character. (1) Asem's current personality has to 

be established with a minimum of description so as not to 

arouse the reader's interest in Asem as human being and 

therefore detract from the theme (paragraph 1); (2) his per

sonality has to be so represented that it will result in an 

attempted suicide and therefore lead to the introduction of 

the genius (paragraph 3); while at the same time, (3) his 

past history must be presented in as favorable a light as 

possible to account for the concern which Allah and his 

representative show for the once virtuous man (paragraph 2). 

The rapid switch back and forth, therefore, between the posi

tive and negative approaches to Asem insures that Goldsmith's 
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readers will accurately adopt at each point the correct view 

of the major character and thus of the theme when it is more 

fully developed. 

This careful manipulation of character is easily ob

servable throughout Goldsmith's tale. When needed, Asem's 

total personality is completely mutable so that he can be 

bitterly misanthropic in the beginning (to introduce his 

position in the world of men), innocently naive during his 

visit to the world without vice (to enable the genius to 

act as guardian and guide), and supremely wise at the end 

(to underscore the value of the dominant theme which he and 

the reader must eventually adopt). Other characters within 

the apologue also carry the burden of thematic illustration. 

The genius sent from Allah is forever wise and grand to 

present and to illustrate the truth of the dominant theme, 

and the only three natives of the world without vice to re

ceive any form of characterization exist solely to under

score that theme: the two men who are chased by squirrels 

and domestic dogs therefore illustrate the foolishness of 

such a world, and the poor beggar who honestly condones his 

neighbors' neglect exemplifies its tragedies. Goldsmith 

describes no other trait or aspect of personality except 

those which illustrate his theme. 

The same meticulous care with which Goldsmith portrays 

his characters in this apologue is also quite evident in his 
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construction of plot. No part of the tale exists only for 

itself or for ornamentation; each element is used either to 

prepare, develop, or exemplify the primary theme with the 

result that all action assumes an episodic form—a structure 

which readers unfamiliar with apologues and their function 

might find frustratingly naive and inartistic. Almost every 

paragraph within the apologue, for instance, presents a dif

ferent scene: paragraph 1 introduces the natural background 

to the tale, paragraph 2 details Asem's youth, paragraph 3 

relates his misanthropy, paragraph 4 describes Asem's soli

tary existence, paragraph 5 expresses Asem's doubts, para

graph 6 introduces the genius, paragraph 8 presents the 

world without vice, and so on. Even after Asem has safely 

arrived at the subterranean world, the events and people he 

is shown are presented in brief semi-connected episodes. 

His benevolent discussion concerning animals of prey (III, 

62) , for example, is followed by the scene of frightened 

men fleeing squirrels (III, 63), an episode connected not 

by the usual novelistic transitions of time and space but 

by ideas; the second scene is a direct result of those be

liefs which Asem expresses in the first, and he must conse

quently modify his views. Despite a natural reaction to 

regard this structure as disunified and incompetent, readers 

attuned to the demands of the apologue's rigid construction 

find Goldsmith's tale to be just the opposite. 
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The description of setting, for example, so accurately 

reflects Goldsmith's theme that it assumes an importance 

comparable to character portrayal—a device usually con

sidered to be foremost in the presentation of good prose 

fiction; thus. Goldsmith's narrator is able to begin his 

apologue concerning the rehabilitation of a misanthropic 

hermit with a description of Asem's natural home using five 

pejorative terms: "storm," "nodding rocks," "falling tor

rents," "bleak bosom," and "frightful mountain" (III, 58). 

When the resentful Asem, however, must be presented in a 

reflective mood both to prepare the reader for the intro

duction of Allah's messenger and remind him of Asem's former 

virtue, the narrator allows Asem to describe the same view 

presented in paragraph one: 

How beautiful . . . is nature! how lovely, even in 
her wildest scenes! . . . But the beauty of these 
scenes is no way comparable with their utility, from 
hence an hundred rivers are supplied, which distribute 
health a'nd verdure to the various countries through 
which they flow. Every part of the universe is beauti
ful, just, and wise, but man: vile man is a solecism 
in nature; the only monster in the creation. (Ill, 59-60) 

The reader has no reason to doubt the truth of Asem's state

ments at this point in the tale since the corrective moral 

agent in the form of the genius has yet to appear and Asem's 

view of mankind is ably seconded by the history of his youth. 

The two disparate views of the same landscape can best be 

understood, then, in terms of Goldsmith's theme. Like the 

world of men, the world of nature contains sufficient evil 
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to match its beauties and utility; in order to enjoy and 

reap the benefits from the second, man must understand and 

tolerate the first—the two cannot exist in separate worlds. 

Having served this brief but vital function, the natural 

background ceases to be as important as its opening role 

once the genius appears and confronts Asem (therefore en

abling Goldsmith to present his theme in terms of a dialogue 

between the two) and, with the exception of three brief but 

oblique references (III, 61, 62, 66), is never mentioned by 

character or narrator again. 

Other elements of the plot then take over the task of 

exemplifying theme. Perhaps the most important manner in 

which plot can represent the formulable statement of an 

apologue is through the exhaustive survey of possible alter

natives applicable to its theme. The author, by carefully 

representing various situations which might be held as ex

ceptions to the apologue's moral and by consequently proving 

them to be either false or destructive to character and 

reader alike, can thus convince his audience of the truth 

and integrity of his theme. Following this pattern in "The 

Proceedings of Providence Vindicated," Asem's journey to the 

subterranean world is first presented as a universal occur

rence (the world is, after all, constructed at the request 

of Mohammed who experiences similar doubts about the char

acter of mankind, and the genius's sole purpose for being is 
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to impart wisdom to those persons who, like Asem, go astray) 

and second designed to exemplify various situations in which 

the formulable statement is tested and ultimately proved 

valid. The wisdom which Asem learns in the world without 

vice is therefore applicable for the reader because it en

compasses the totality of existence: (1) within the natural 

world Asem learns that man's desire for virtue unchecked by 

distasteful but necessary "vices"—such as regulation and 

control of the animal population—results in an upset of 

nature's true balance and good men must therefore be fright

ened by "vicious" squirrels (III, 63); and (2) all that the 

world of men holds to be precious and necessary is the 

direct result of man's vanity and pride in self as Asem soon 

realizes when in one experience after the other he learns 

that art (III, 63-64), wisdom (III, 64), society (III, 64), 

friendship (III, 64), compassion (III, 64-65), and patriot

ism (III, 65) exist only when vices flourish. The spectrum 

ranges then from the world of nature to the world of man, 

from the objective element of society and government to the 

subjective element of art and companionship, from the purely 

intellectual to the vividly emotional, and form the individ

ual to the general. In each case Asem, through the guidance 

of the genius, learns that vice, as well as virtue, has a 

purpose supplied by Providence and must be endured through 

fortitude by the virtuous man; in short, to enjoy the spring-

fed river, one must endure the storms of the mountain. 
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"The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated" is primarily 

serious in tone, yet the intention to ridicule is used spar

ingly by Goldsmith whenever a negative presentation of 

certain qualities or characteristics opposed to his theme 

would better illustrate the formulable statement. The 

previously mentioned episode involving an "army" of vicious 

squirrels (III, 63) is typical of the satire used in Gold

smith's essay. No other point illustrates the absurdity of 

the world without vice to the same degree as this image of 

grown men terrified by animals normally considered timid 

and unaggressive. 

Goldsmith's theme could not be presented more clearly, 

but would the typical audience contemporary with his work be 

convinced of its arguments? In answer to this, it is neces

sary to note that perhaps no theme pervaded the literature, 

the sermons, and the philosophical discussions of the first 

half of the eighteenth century more than that of the debate 

concerning the existence of evil, its source and its purpose 

on earth. The theory expounded by optimistic deism which 

explains evil as an aspect of Providence necessary for 

the existence of good on earth was directly opposed to the 

theory of skepticism which gives no place to "Providence" 

in this dichotomy. It would be impossible here to present 

a thorough discussion of the appearance of this debate and 

its various proponents throughout the printed material of 
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the time prior to and co-existent with Goldsmith's work, but 

a glance at several well-known pieces which embody this 

theme will allow a brief presentation of those ideas familiar 

to the contemporary reader. 

Approximately twenty-five years before the appearance 

of "The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated," Alexander 

Pope published his series of verse epistles entitled An 

Essay on Man, probably the most familiar of all works ex

pressing the theory of optimistic deism. Epistle I concerns 

the proud man who would reprimand God for the presence of 

evil and therefore hope to raise his position in the Great 

Chain of Being. Interestingly, parts of Pope's work seem to 

be almost exact poetic parallels of Goldsmith's apologue: 

Better for Us, perhaps, it might appear. 
Were there all harmony, all virtue here; 
That never air or ocean felt the wind; -^^ 
That never passion discompos'd the mind . . . . 

Pope's argument, however, is that evil exists for a specific 

purpose which it is not man's prerogative to question, only 

his duty to endure: 

Cease then, nor ORDER Imperfection name: 
Our proper bliss depends on what we blame. 
Know thy own point: This kind, this due degree 
Of blindness, weakness, Heav'n bestows on thee. 
Submit—In this, or any other sphere. 
Secure to be as blest as thou canst bear: 
Safe in the hand of one disposing Pow'r, 
Or in the natal, or the mortal hour. 
All Nature is but Art, unknown to thee; 
All Chance, Direction, which thou ^anst not see; 
All Discord, Harmony, not understood; 
All partial Evil, universal Good; 
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And, spite of Pride, in erring Reason's spite. 
One truth is clear, 'Whatever IS, is RIGHT.' 

(Essay on Man I.x. 281-94) 

With such a passage which mirrors the general content and 

the theme of "The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated," 

one can almost imagine the genius of Goldsmith's apologue 

preparing for his confrontation with Asem by reviewing 

Pope's Essay on Man. 

The debate about the degree or even existence of God's 

involvement with evil produced many corollary debates, one 

of the most interesting being the dispute between Thomas 

Sherlock and William Warburton over the correct interpre

tation of Job 19:25-26: "For I know that my redeemer liveth, 

and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: / 

And though after my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my 

flesh shall I see God . . . ." Martin Battestin, in his 

book The Providence of Wit, ably presents the details of 

this dispute, but for the purposes of this study it will 

be sufficient to note that the argument centers around the 

resurrection of Christ and the future rewards for his fol

lowers who must suffer the effects of evil on earth—Sherlock 

believing Job 19:25-26 to be a prophecy of this idea. War-

burton holding the passage to be a promise of temporal relief 

only. The argument gains further interest when one notes 

that in the August 1759 issue of The Critical Review an 

anonymous author reviewed the works of William Hawkins, a 
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man opposed to Warburton and his beliefs, criticizing the 

effects which such disputes had on the populace but wholly 

agreeing with Hawkins', and therefore Sherlock's, belief 

in future reward for those who patiently suffer—that author 

12 
often being recognized as Goldsmith himself. 

Finally, it is important to note two other works, also 

appearing in 1759, which directly relate to this theme. 

Johnson's Rasselas (April, 17 59) and Voltaire's Candide 

(January, 1759) represent the differing views of this debate: 

While Johnson's work stresses the need to accept the unhap

piness of earth by relying on the hope of eternity, Vol

taire's Candide professes the control which chance—not 

Providence—has over the world and proposes reliance on one's 

self for survival. The popular success which met both works 

(organized, incidentally, as apologues) attests to the in

terest and familiarity which these ideas had for Goldsmith's 

audience in December of 17 59 and may perhaps have stimulated 

Goldsmith to begin a similar apologue. The Vicar of Wake

field. 

Making use, then, of an idea which had more than likely 

assumed all the familiarity of a common proverb, Goldsmith 

added further power to convince by shaping his essay in the 

form of an apologue. If one suspends a reliance on realistic 

portrayal and accepts the content as universally applicable 

to all people, which one must do with this type of prose 
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fiction, the apologue becomes a living example of the truth 

of its formulable statement, and only by consciously fight

ing its rhetoric or by refusing to read it in its proper 

perspective will the reader misunderstand Goldsmith's apo

logue and consequently his theme. Other works might be more 

imaginative, they might even be more interesting, but few 

have better accomplished their purpose than has "The pro

ceedings of Providence Vindicated." 

Application 

The preceding discussion of Goldsmith's tale is neces

sary as an introduction to an analysis of The Vicar of 

Wakefield for two very important reasons. First of all, 

it proves that Goldsmith is quite capable of writing a uni

fied, successful apologue in the same vein as Johnson's 

Rasselas. As discussed previously, the structure of an 

apologue requires rigorous attention to form in even the 

smiallest detail; that Goldsmith accomplishes this in "The 

Proceedings of Providence Vindicated" can be counted as an 

indication of his total technical control over his work 

and an assessment of his ability, when necessary, as a 

craftsman. It becomes, therefore, a standard against which 

to judge The Vicar. But more importantly, such a discus

sion provides ample evidence of Goldsmith's reliance on 

previous ideas and forms as a basis for additional works. 

If Golden's assumption that Goldsmith began writing The 
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^icar in the winter of 17 59 is true, the longer work becomes 

contemporary with the briefer apologue published in December 

1759, and the parallels in theme can be extended to include 

a parallel in form. In other words, desiring to write a 

longer work incorporating the same themes he had used in 

"The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated," Goldsmith could 

have consciously or unconsciously used the same approach in 

expanded form as a foundation on which to build The Vicar 

of Wakefield. 

The purpose of this study, however, is not to determine 

if Goldsmith consciously planned his work as an apologue and 

organized its structure with the same list of characteristics 

as is found in the beginning of this chapter. Such an as

sumption would be very difficult if not impossible to prove 

and, unless new evidence in the form of letters or journal 

entries is found, will have to remain in the area of specu

lation. What can be proven is that, regardless of Gold

smith's intentions (which remain unknown), the structure, 

the characterization, and the rhetoric of The Vicar of Wake

field place it within the category of the apologue rather 

than the novel and as such require that it be analyzed 

according to a unique set of qualifications and suppositions. 

The remainder of this study will present such an analysis 

using the criteria mentioned above. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE VICAR OF WAKEFIELD AS APOLOGUE 

When the criteria for judging a successful novel are 

excluded from an analysis of The Vicar of Wakefield, new 

possibilities emerge from a work long considered by critics 

to be second rate at best. The often episodic scenes and 

action, as well as the inclusion of poems, ballads, and 

seemingly unrelated events which have for so long irritated 

scholars, take on new responsibilities, and characters who 

have previously seemed stilted and unbelievable as human 

beings serve a vital and believable function. The improb

ability of the vicar's restitution to health, wealth, and 

familial happiness no longer becomes an embarrassment to be 

explained away as best as possible but instead serves to 

highlight a theme or moral of major importance. Everything 

seems to fall into its appropriate place with one exception--

the specific identification of that formulable statement or 

theme which is absolutely vital to any form of apologue. 

As discussed in chapter II, the confusion which results 

when one primary theme or idea controlling The Vicar is 

assigned to the work creates a critical problem which must 

be resolved before a claim of unity can be pronounced. A 

coherent apologue should revolve around only one theme (or 

a series of strictly related ideas), and The Vicar's many 

48 
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thematic possibilities supplied by the critics would seem 

to preclude success. Yet a formulable statement must be 

made if this theory is to be practicable. 

Michael Adelstein's article "Duality of Theme in The 

Vicar of Wakefield" not only provides a key to this last 

dilemma but also pulls together various discordant criticisms 

to illuminate a common problem which reoccurs like a motif 

throughout the arguments of almost 200 years of Goldsmith 

criticism. Beginning with the anonymous review of 1766 and 

continuing to the present day, scholars have had to contend 

with an obvious split in The Vicar not only in structure, 

tone, and character portrayal but in theme as well. By the 

early 1800's, Thomas Babington Macaulay described this split 

in terms of different moods presented in the two halves of 

The Vicar, the first containing "the sweetness of pastoral 

poetry . . . [and] the vivacity of comedy" and the second 
2 

possessing catastrophic absurdities. Almost thirty years 

later, Ernest Baker viewed the split as a structural flaw 

due to Goldsmith's inability to control not only his subject 
3 

matter but his style as well. Sven Backman, on the other 

hand, recently interpreted the break in The Vicar as a result 

of the main character's "split personality"; Dr. Primrose 

is, simply, a laughable object of comedy in the first half 
4 

and a serious moral spokesman in the second. The list of 

critics and criticism could continue indefinitely/ but these 
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three remain representative of the complete canon which con

tends that Goldsmith's Vicar is irrevocably divided; they 

also help answer the important question of why attempts to 

explain the work as a unified example of a theme or struc

tural device (such as those of Battestin and Hopkins) have 

always weakened when applied to the second half of The Vicar 

of Wakefield. There is, quite simply, a clear dividing line 

separating the actions, characters, controlling ideas, and 

rhetoric of the first half from those of the second. Adel-

stein defines this split in terms of a change in primary 

themes or, in other words, those formulable statements neces

sary to prove The Vicar of Wakefield an example, if flawed, 

of an apologue. 

The Vicar, then, is controlled by two distinct formul

able statements or themes—"prudence" in the first part 

(chapters l-17a) and "fortitude" in the second (chapters 
7 

17b-32). Sacks, however, has aptly stated that the theme 

of an apologue must be formulated in such a way as to encom-
g 

pass fully the scope of its elements. If this is true, a 

simple word such as "prudence" or "fortitude" will not be 

completely adequate to expose or explain to the reader the 

ideas which pervade The Vicar of Wakefield. The expanded 

statements, therefore, which control Goldsmith's apologue 

can best be transcribed as follows: for the first part, 

"Lack of prudence or worldly wisdom leads to temporal 
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disasters both major and minor"; and for the second, "Virtue 

or prudence cannot ensure happiness and often results in 

misery; therefore, the virtuous man must rely on fortitude 

to overcome his sufferings on earth." 

The Vicar's themes may at first appear to be harmonious; 

the area of major importance in the first theme, prudence, 

is after all incorporated into the second and therefore im

plies an associational unity between the two. Using this 

idea, it would be easy to construct an apologue around a 

character who fervently believes that prudence will bring 

happiness but who learns through a series of mishaps that 

prudence often results in misery and therefore the only true 

existence is a life bolstered by fortitude on earth and a 

hope in eternal reward. This is not, however, the total 

emphasis of The Vicar of Wakefield, and its single control

ling theme is not the gradual reversal of belief as is that 

of the hypothetical apologue described above. For instance, 

the dominant theme of the first half of The Vicar—"Lack of 

prudence leads to temporal disasters both major and minor"— 

is concerned with temporal rewards and punishments only; 

there is no striving for heavenly rewards, and the fact that 

the vicar and his family consistently adapt themselves to 

each new disaster (an exemplification of a kind of forti

tude, in fact) does not relieve their sure decline into 

misery. Basically, this first theme can be represented as 

follows: 
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Imprudence 

Misery 
/ \ 

Major Minor 

or its positive reversal: 

Prudence 

1 
Happiness 

The controlling theme of the second half of The Vicar, how

ever, adopts the premise of that gradual reversal of belief 

discussed above; this becomes its area of major emphasis, 

and every episode following the change in theme relates to 

the vicar's gradual acceptance of life's miseries, his 

eventual reliance on fortitude and hope, and his lavish 

reward for so doing. The second theme, therefore, incor

porates and adapts the first and can be diagrammed in this 

manner: 

Prudence + Virtue 

temporal temporal 
happiness misery 

+ Fortitude = Rewards 

Material Spiritual 

The split simply occurs as if Goldsmith suddenly realized 

another aspect of his theme which he could incorporate into 

his work and proceeded to do so without revising chapters 

1-17. The fact, however, that the two qualities of prudence 

and fortitude are unified in the second half has no control

ling force on the first. After all, the effect of an 
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apologue is not cumulative; it is evidential, and it relies 

on the illustration of its theme with each episode as it 

occurs. To be considered truly a unified apologue based on 

only one theme, chapters 1-17 of The Vicar would have to 

present consistently the same emphasis as chapters 17-32; 

in other words, the reader would have to be continually re

minded of the vicar's need for fortitude, an attitude which 

is not present in the first half of The Vicar. 

Viewing the work still in terms of an apologue and its 

unique characteristics, then, it is clear that a change in 

theme would also necessitate a change in structure, tone, 

and character portrayal since each aspect must exemplify its 

controlling or primary theme. The reasons for such a drastic 

separation will be discussed more fully later; for now it is 

sufficient to note that Goldsmith's change of primary themes, 

whether deliberate or unplanned, is a direct result of his 

use of rhetoric to control the reader's responses to the 

characters and events within the work and his own views to

ward his major character. Dr. Primrose. Both of these 

aspects vary greatly within the book itself, and the reader 

is often left wondering with which view he should agree. 

If The Vicar of Wakefield is so divided between two 

formulable statements, how is its success or failure as an 

apologue to be calculated? Can an apologue succeed in its 

purpose if it is controlled by two differing themes? Can 
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the individual parts of The Vicar be considered equally 

important as its overall effect, and if so, how will this 

affect the total measure of its success or failure? 

The following discussion of The Vicar of Wakefield 

will hopefully provide answers to these questions by using 

the criteria unique to the apologue to assess Goldsmith's 

work. Each point will be examined as it applies to The 

Vicar, and its success or failure in exemplifying the con

trolling theme will be determined. Fortunately, because 

The Vicar possesses two opposing themes rather than one, as 

is customary in most apologues, the extent to which all 

fictional devices within an apologue are subordinated to 

theme becomes much more apparent since a shift in the 

formulable statement will necessitate a change in the 

fictional devices regardless of continuity, probability, 

or coherence with the rest of the work. Whether or not 

Goldsmith's shift results in an artistic success will be 

determined below. 

A. Character Relationships and Traits 

Character Relationships in an apologue are interpreted as 
examples of the theme. Characters cannot reveal traits un
related to a portrayal of that theme. 

A person familiar with only the multifaceted, realistic 

character of the typical novel must readjust his expectations 

of character portrayal when reading an apologue. In such a 
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work the characters must play a secondary role to the pri

mary theme, and any hint of complexity or spontaneity not 

directly associated with that theme must, out of necessity 

to the work's function, be eliminated. The obvious result 

of such subordination is the overwhelming presence of flat 

characters—personages whose sole function is to portray, 

through example, the one primary trait or quality applicable 

at that time to the controlling theme. Unlike the flat 

characters found within certain novels who are designated 

to portray only one or two characteristics throughout the 

complete work, their fictional counterparts in apologues 

may be called upon by the necessity of the moment to exem

plify a wide range of traits, sometimes contradictory; they 

present, however, only one trait at a given moment, and the 

choice of that trait is determined by the theme. Any other 

characteristic which the character might have previously por

trayed or might portray in the future is completely erased 

from his being at that moment as if it never existed or will 

exist. Furthermore, changes in attitude receive no advance 

preparation so that a casual reader not aware of the charac

ter's subjugation to theme might be led to believe in the 

existence of two separate characters where only one is in

tended. For example, a character might be called upon to 

exhibit a degree of absurdity, a lack of education, and a 

natural gullibility at the beginning of an apologue to 
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exemplify its controlling theme, yet that same character, 

later in the work, might be used as a serious source of com

plicated wisdom when no other character is available to 

portray that same theme. The reader, therefore, must accept 

at face value whatever trait or quality a particular charac

ter presents at any given moment without asking such ques

tions as "Why is this character doing this when previously 

he did that?" or "Why can't this author control his own 

characters?"; he must remember only that this particular 

trait in this particular character at this particular time 

exemplifies this controlling theme. 

Because a character's personality is so closely con

trolled by the apologue's primary theme (usually stated in 

terms of a moral) and because the author of that apologue 

must control his reader's response both to the characters 

and the formulable statement, most authors make use within 

their apologues of the rhetorical device identified by Ian 

Watt as "type names" or descriptive words used as appella-
9 

tions. A character's primary trait (the one he most often 

exhibits) is therefore quickly identified for the reader 

who becomes instantly aware of the role each character so 

named will play in the apologue; consequently, the reader's 

interest in the character as a realistic human being is 

lessened (since the character is "typed") while, at the 

same time, his interest in the controlling theme is 
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heightened (because that "type" is used solely to present a 

theme). Although, as previously explained, the type-named 

character does not always display his assigned character

istic, this device still remains an ideal clue not only for 

the almost instantaneous identification of assigned roles 

but for the exemplification of theme as well. 

The characters who exist within Goldsmith's apologue 

closely follow the general description given above. With 

only one exception—that of the vicar who achieves a kind 

of "roundness" through his dual role as both narrator and 

protagonist—they are all flat; each character exhibits only 

one trait at a time, and that trait is easily defined by 

the controlling theme at any given point. Also, Goldsmith 

makes excellent though limited use of the type name to 

suggest character, role, and theme. Primrose, a springtime 

flower suggesting happiness and pleasure, therefore becomes 

the name of the protagonist and his family and signifies 

their eventual rewards despite their present troubles, while 

the villain of the apologue acquires the name of Thornhill, 

an appellation which suggests trials and displeasure for 

whoever might cross his intentions. Furthermore, the only 

child of the vicar who recognizes the true worth of Burchell 

(or Sir William Thornhill whose earlier life is filled with 

pain) is named Sophia or "wisdom," and Moses, reminiscent 

of the Jewish patriarch for whom he is named, leads his 
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father out of the depth of despair with his advice on forti

tude. And finally, Olivia, who is so named because her 

mother "during her pregnancy had been reading romances, ""̂ ^ 

parallels the role of the beseiged but ultimately virtuous 

heroine so common to contemporary sentimental fiction. 

The individual studies of representative characters 

f^om The Vicar of Wakefield which follow quickly reveal the 

work's strong and weak points. Because Goldsmith's fictional 

art reaches a peak in characterization (even when it is sub

ordinated to an apologue's theme). The Vicar's characters 

become, in short, one of the foremost indicators of Gold

smith's success or failure. 

The Vicar 

The obvious character with whom to begin an analysis 

of The Vicar of Wakefield as apologue is the vicar himself, 

not only because of his dominant position within the work--

he is after all both narrator and protagonist--but because 

it is his character that most clearly illustrates the work

ing of Goldsmith's apologue and that determines the final 

evaluation which every reader assigns to the work, whether 

positive or negative. In fact, the majority of disagreement 

among critics concerning the overall status of the book is 

based almost entirely on the question of how to view the 

vicar: is he the comic object of Goldsmith's amiable irony 

(Quintana), the absurd brunt of Goldsmith's biting satire 
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(Hopkins), or the serious spokesman of Goldsmith's timely 

morality (Battestin)? Each of these descriptions has at 

various times been presented as the correct interpretation 

to the exclusion of the others. What is ironic, however, is 

that each of these views is also based on a great deal of 

sound evidence found within The Vicar itself. Such contra

dictory viewpoints have tried to present the vicar as a 

unifying character or as a disruptive agent, but because the 

critics have always relied more heavily on one portion of 

the book than the others (even though that one portion defi

nitely supports their ideas), the arguments always weaken 

when the vicar is assigned only one role to play throughout 

the work. If, however. The Vicar of Wakefield is defined 

as an apologue, a great deal of flexibility (in the form of 

plurality of roles subordinated to theme) is automatically 

built into its characters, and a unification of this diver

gent criticism can be accomplished. 

In order to exemplify the controlling theme of the first 

half of the work--"Lack of prudence leads to temporal disas

ters both major and minor"—the character of Dr. Primrose 

must accomplish the difficult task of being, at the same 

time, both believable and comically untrustworthy. Because 

he is the narrator of Goldsmith's apologue, certain observa

tions and conclusions of his concerning other characters 

need to be taken at face value as immediately as they are 
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presented in order to assure that the reader's attention 

will not be misdirected away from the theme to a lengthy 

presentation of character traits and their probable sources. 

For example, one brief statement by Primrose concerning 

George's fiancee—"Miss Arabella Wilmot was allowed by all 

(except my two daughters) to be completely pretty" (IV, 

309)—is all that is needed for the reader to immediately 

grasp the vanity, the jealousy, and the immaturity of Sophia 

and Olivia at this stage in the apologue, a disclosure which 

must be made to prepare the reader for Olivia's lack of pru

dence in pursuing Squire Thornhill in later chapters. Simi

larly, Primrose is used in the role of believable though 

ironic commentator to underscore Olivia's foolishness con

cerning her intellectual abilities (IV, 45), to pinpoint 

her artlessness in attracting the Squire (IV, 82), and to 

describe her true nature (IV, 86) as well as to undercut 

his wife's "prudence" with a simple statement of fact: "She 

prided herself much also upon being an excellent contriver 

in house-keeping; yet I could never find that we grew richer 

with all her contrivances" (IV, 18) . 

In cases such as these. Goldsmith accurately ensures 

that the distance between his reader and his major character/ 

narrator is as small as possible—so that Primrose's evalu

ations become those of the reader—primarily by the use of 

previous description of or dialogue between other characters 
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which support the vicar's later view. For instance. Prim

rose's dismissal of Olivia's training in controversy," I 

find that you are perfectly qualified for making converts, 

and so go help your mother to make the gooseberry-pye" (IV, 

45) , is preceded by Olivia herself giving the sources of her 

knowledge: "I have read the disputes between Thwackum and 

Square; the controversy between Robinson Crusoe and Friday 

the savage, and I am now employed in reading the controversy 

in Religious courtship" (IV, 45), a list which would alert 

even the most superficial reader to Olivia's lack of train

ing in disputation. 

The vicar's role as ironic commentator, however, is 

small when compared to the part he plays as direct illustra

tion of a conspicuous lack of prudence. He must therefore 

appear to the same reader who trusts his value judgments 

concerning other characters as a gullible and comically 

naive man expounding virtue when it best befits him to re

main prudently silent (as in his argument with Wilmot over 

the Whistonian controversy [IV, 24]) and remaining frustrat

ingly silent when his vocal guidance and wisdom are needed 

(during Thornhill's seduction of Olivia [IV, 81-86]). Gold

smith therefore makes good use of the element of contradic

tion to widen the distance previously closed between Prim

rose (as commentator) and reader (as collaborator) until 

the reader is consciously able to step back from the vicar's 
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statements about himself and view his thoughts and actions 

as amicably foolish and imprudent. Primrose is, conse

quently, caught by the perceptive reader in several stages 

of prevarication as when he declares, "I hated all manner of 

gaming, except backgammon, at which my old friend and I some

times took a two-penny hit [italics mine]" (IV, 23). 

Often a reader is required by Goldsmith's rhetoric to 

readjust the distance from which he perceives Primrose sev

eral times within a very short space. After Sophia invites 

Burchell to the midnight ball on the lawn, for instance. 

Primrose makes the following comment on her actions: 

I [could not] conceive how so sensible a girl as my 
youngest could thus prefer a middle aged man of broken 
fortune to a sprightly young fellow of twenty-two. 
But as men are most capable of distinguishing merit 
in women, so the ladies often form the.truest judg
ments upon us. (IV, 52-53) 

In these two sentences, the perceptive reader attuned to 

Goldsmith's rhetorical cues must shift the distance between 

himself and the vicar at least three times. First, aware 

that the vicar's lack of worldly wisdom prevents him from 

recognizing the true identity of Burchell (as the careful 

reader has done five chapters earlier), the reader is able 

to stand apart from Primrose and judge his foolishness in 

wrongly regarding Burchell as a "man of broken fortune." 

The vicar's second sentence, however, is taken at face value 

by the same reader (therefore closing the distance) who has 

been prepared by Sophia's previous defense of Burchell 



63 

(IV, 40) to recognize her insight into his merits unknown 

to her father. However, while still secure in that rela

tionship, the careful reader must make one more shift 

within that same statement. If Sophia's ability to accu

rately judge Burchell is proven within Primrose's declara

tion, then the vicar should likewise be expected to accu

rately judge Sophia; he does not, and the ensuing separation 

of distance once more underscores Primrose's lack of knowl

edge not only of the world but of his daughter as well. 

This constant shifting of distance occurs for a spe

cific purpose. When needed as a reliable narrator to eco

nomically describe a character or event, the vicar can be 

manipulated by Goldsmith to present truthful insights into 

neighbors, family, and friends without the need for page on 

page of prefatory material. He becomes at these times a 

warm humanitarian capable of observing faults in others but 

generously accepting those faults with only an occasional 

mild reprimand to encourage the erring one to a better life. 

More importantly, a simple rhetorical shift creates a char

acter whose own self-opinion is slightly distorted. Think

ing himself wise when he is most often mildly foolish, pru

dent when he is really naive, humble when he is too proud, 

and unworldly when he is most materially oriented, the vicar 

becomes a comical object, the focus of Goldsmith's amicable 

satire, and the best illustration Goldsmith could conceive 
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of the book's first dominant theme. The fact, therefore, 

that the vicar is so gullible and imprudent at the very same 

time that he prides himself on his wisdom (his journey to 

the fair and subsequent swindle by Jenkinson, for instance 

[IV, 71-75]) creates a double example of Goldsmith's moral: 

while Primrose proves his imprudence, or lack of worldly 

wisdom, to Jenkinson by forfeiting his horse, he also illus

trates that same quality for the reader by crediting himself 

with the very wisdom he lacks. 

Acting, then, as a catalyst for those events which ex

emplify a lack of prudence. Primrose's characteristics in 

the first half of The Vicar of Wakefield are primarily 

responsible for the series of mishaps which occur. Because 

he is naive enough to entrust his entire fortune to a dis

honest merchant, the vicar loses his sole source of income 

(IV, 24) and eventually moves away from his vicarage to 

smaller quarters as a direct result of his imprudent behavior 

towards Mr. Wilmot in the matter of the latter's four mar

riages. Unable to contain his own viewpoints in the 

Whistonian controversy at the basis of their disagreement 

and foolish (though honest) enough to inform Wilmot of his 

now penniless state. Primrose insults the church official 

(IV, 24) who, enraged at the vicar's actions and prudently 

vexed at his loss of fortune, puts an end to the approaching 

marriage of his daughter Arabella to George Primrose. The 
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vicar, however, patiently bears these afflictions, encour

ages his family in their new position, and promptly and 

imprudently falls under the spell of the deceitful Squire 

Thornhill who, because of the vicar's blindness, proceeds 

to seduce the naive and innocent Olivia (IV, ch. 15-17). 

Other mishaps also result from the vicar's lack of worldly 

wisdom—most notably his confrontation with a disguised 

Jenkinson at the fair and the subsequent loss of his only 

remaining horse (IV, 72-76), his declaration of Burchell 

(the disguised Sir William Thornhill and the family's best 

friend) as the family's worst enemy (IV, 80), and the 

acquisition of a family portrait too big to be brought into 

the house and too gaudy not to become the laughingstock of 

the neighborhood (IV, 83). But it is the eventual abduction 

of Olivia which crowns the first series of disasters and 

which directly or indirectly results in the change of Gold

smith' s formulable statement or theme. 

Primrose describes Olivia's loss as the first of their 

"real misfortunes" (IV, 92). Previously, each of the hard

ships which the family encountered was met, after a time, 

with an attitude of serene patience. Though often hard and 

unpleasant, no event was too much for the vicar who steadily 

encouraged his family to bear their burdens. His reaction, 

however, to Olivia's elopement breaks the previous cycle of 

infinite patience, and he cries: 
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Now, then, . . . my children, go and be miserable; for 
we shall never enjoy one hour more. And 0 may heaven's 
everlasting fury light upon him and his! Thus to rob 
me of my child! And sure it will, for taking back my 
sweet innocent that I was leading up to heaven. . . . 
^u^ ^ H o^^ earthly happiness is now over! Go, my 
children, go, and be miserable and infamous; for my 
heart is broken within me!" (IV, 91) 

Moses' response to this outburst—"Is this your fortitude?" 

(IV, 91)—sets up the theme which controls the succeeding 

chapters of The Vicar of Wakefield as Goldsmith's emphasis 

shifts from worldly wisdom to fortitude and eternal hope. 

An increasing seriousness in the work, therefore, ap

pears as the focus changes from a foolish but lovable clergy

man leading his family through one mishap after another to 

a suffering but ultimately virtuous man. Consequently, in 

chapters 17-32 the disasters that occur are no longer the 

result of the vicar's lack of prudence, and, more impor

tantly, they no longer threaten simply the material aspects 

of Primrose's life; instead the actual physical and spiritual 

existence of Primrose, his son George, his daughters Olivia 

and Sophia, and his two small sons receive serious threats 

from nature and man alike against which the vicar is power

less to act. One of the most important indications, there

fore, that Goldsmith has changed his emphasis in The Vicar 

is the fact that with only six very minor exceptions, the 

vicar is intended to be viewed as sympathetically by the 

audience as is possible. Primrose is, simply, no longer a 

comic figure. 
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Goldsmith's second controlling theme—"Virtue or pru

dence cannot ensure happiness and often results in misery; 

therefore, the virtuous man must rely on fortitude to over

come his sufferings on earth"—by its very nature requires 

a protagonist capable of evoking respect and identification 

from the reader. As a result, one of Goldsmith's major tasks 

in the second half of his apologue is to realign the reader's 

response to the vicar by closing the comic gaps between char

acter and audience which first allowed Primrose to assume 

a comic role. The reader's empathy with the vicar is grad

ually increased, therefore, by a number of rhetorical devices 

including statements of reliable characters and actions by 

the vicar and others which substantiate his point of view. 

In addition, the vicar's virtuous nature is continually con

trasted with a more worldly one with the result that a reader 

who prides himself on his own humanity will be constantly 

drawn to the vicar's viewpoint. This quite clearly occurs 

after Olivia's return in the two opposing attitudes of her 

parents. On at least two occasions, the vicar is thus forced 

to reprimand his wife's intolerance of their daughter with 

both words and actions (IV, 93, 132) and as a result grows 

in the reader's estimation as a respectable figure ably pre

pared to exemplify great degrees of fortitude to illustrate 

Goldsmith's theme. 

To reach that point, however, and prove that fortitude 
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IS necessary to withstand the miseries that occur throughout 

daily existence. Goldsmith has the vicar pass through a 

series of spiritual conflicts at the same time that his 

troubles are increased and material possessions decreased. 

On three separate occasions—after Olivia is discovered miss

ing (IV, 91), when George is jailed for duelling (IV, 158), 

and when Sophia is abducted by Baxter (IV, 156)—Dr. Primrose 

forgets his training and beliefs and, reacting in a violent 

passion, first curses his enemies, then longs for death. 

Each time the grief seems too much to bear, yet the vicar 

(and consequently the theme) is supported at every instance 

of doubt by at least one member of his family who boldly 

counsels fortitude in the face of severe crisis: thus at 

the end of the vicar's three major trials, George echoes 

Moses with "Where, sir, is your fortitude?" (IV, 158) and 

reprimands his father in the following fashion: 

How . . . forgetful of your age, your holy calling, 
thus to arrogate the justice of heaven and fling those 
curses upward that must soon descend to crush thy own 
grey head with destruction! . . . You have often 
charmed me with the lessons of fortitude; let me now. 
Sir, find them in your example. (IV, 159) 

At the end of each trial, the vicar regains to a 

greater degree the fortitude which he had lost, yet it takes 

the intense moment of the last situation after he has learned 

of Olivia's "death," Sophia's abduction, and George's impend

ing execution and still accepts George's counsel of fortitude 

for Goldsmith's theme to be fulfilled. Here is the ultimate 
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example of fortitude in practice; imprisoned, destitute, in 

pain, deprived of his two daughters and soon his son, the 

vicar can still declare: 

I am now raised above this world and all the pleasures 
it can produce. From this moment I break from my 
heart all the ties that held it down to earth and will 
prepare to fit us both for eternity. (IV, 159) 

Needless to say, after Primrose is convinced of the truth of 

his declaration and delivers the famous prison sermon of 

chapter 29 which extols the necessity of virtue and forti

tude, his decision is rewarded when his wealth, his chil- ' 

dren's lives, his stature, and his happiness are all returned 

to him. As his name suggests, the vicar can henceforth walk 

the "primrose path" to eternity. 

In the portrayal of Goldsmith's theme, therefore, the 

vicar's role ranges from ironic commentator (to direct ac

curately the reader's response to other characters), to 

comic object of satire (to exemplify a foolish yet human lack 

of prudence), to serious exemplar of moral attitudes (to 

portray -the necessity of fortitude and virtue in a world 

full of misery). Taken in isolation, each designation could 

quite easily be expanded in an attempt to make the vicar fit 

a single, unifying description but with little convincing 

success. Only by accepting all three roles in the instances 

for which they were designed and the situations in which 

they are controlled can a total picture of Goldsmith's vicar 

be discerned. 
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Mr. Burchell/Sir William Thornhill 

Second only to the vicar in importance. Sir William 

Thornhill (alias Mr. Burchell) serves two purposes within 

The Vicar of Wakefield; he exemplifies the controlling 

theme by paralleling Primrose's adventures in his youth, 

and he serves as the ultimate judge for the apologue's char

acters and their actions in order to prove the reliability 

of its theme. Introduced simultaneously to the vicar's 

family and the reader as Mr. Burchell, a man of lost fortune. 

Sir William remains disguised throughout thirty chapters to 

point up among other things the gullibility and naivete of 

Primrose who, unlike the perceptive reader, remains deceived 

about Burchell's real identity until Sir William himself dis

closes the truth. As early as chapter 3, therefore. Gold

smith provides a series of clues to the reader concerning 

Burchell's "association" with Sir William Thornhill: among 

others, he allows Burchell to slip during a retelling of Sir 

William's history from third person "he" to first person "I" 

(IV, 30) , he provides Burchell with a past life which ex

actly parallels that of Sir William (IV, 40), and he intro

duces perceptive comments into the conversation of characters 

such as Sophia and the vicar himself to the effect that 

Burchell "might once have been a very fine gentleman" (IV, 

41). 

As a parallel to Primrose's trials which compose the 
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major part of The Vicar of Wakefield, Sir William's (and 

therefore Mr. Burchell's) life places him within the posi-

12 

tion to accurately judge the vicar and his family. Be

cause of an imprudent excess of benevolence, the young Sir 

William squandered his fortune on friends and needy peti

tioners who, after the youth became destitute, refused to 

return any aid to their former benefactor. The painful 

lesson, however, was well learned, and an industrious Sir 

William, desiring only that he should respect himself, soon 

acquired a greater fortune than the one he had lost. The 

fact, therefore, that Sir William once suffered as an impru

dent man yet conquered his own foolishness and improved his 

life serves a two-fold purpose: (1) it accuragely exempli

fies the dominant theme of the first half of The Vicar by 

showing to what extent a lack of worldly wisdom can produce 

harm, and (2) it provides a standard against which to assess 

the vicar's trials and their ultimate outcome. 

It is important to note that Sir William Thornhill is 

never mentioned within the text without a certain amount of 

praise directly associated with his character. He is thus 

first described as a man "whose virtues, generosity, and 

singularities are . . . universally known" (IV, 29), he 

possesses "great distinction" (IV, 113), he is loved by all 

who know him (IV, 125), and he bears a good character (IV, 

135) which is "the first . . . in the kingdom for every thing 
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that is just and good" (IV, 153). Similarly, as his alias 

Mr. Burchell, he is consistently described in the most posi

tive terms except when the vicar, acting his role as the 

comic object of Goldsmith's humane satire, criticizes Bur

chell to underscore his own naivete (as on the following 

pages: IV, 28, 40, 41, 52-53, 71, 77, 80). The alert reader 

thus translates Primrose's untrustworthy complaints concern

ing Burchell into positive praise of the man who will ulti

mately bring justice to all. In fact, to guarantee that the 

reader will not misjudge Burchell in the majority of those 

cases when he is so criticized by Primrose, Goldsmith rhetor

ically reminds the reader of Burchell's true identity as the 

virtuous and kind Sir William through the speech and actions 

of either reliable characters or Burchell himself (IV, 30, 

40, 41, 52-53, 70). For instance, after the Primroses ac

cuse him of attempting to destroy their daughters' chances 

of success in London, Burchell declares: "I have secret 

reasons, which I forbear to mention because you are not able 

to answer those of which I make no secret .... [italics 

mine]" (IV, 70). Rhetorically, therefore. Sir William is 

always associated with positive praise, and his judgments of 

both characters and events remain indisputable for the reader 

The controlling theme of the second half of The Vicar 

brings this aspect of Sir William's character to the fore

ground. As previously mentioned, the emphasis of the 
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apologue at this point centers on Primrose's spiritual and 

physical crisis and his ultimate acceptance of fortitude 

and virtue as the two qualities necessary to survive the 

hardships as well as the blessings of life. When this is 

accomplished. Sir William, because of his past history and 

his present status, becomes the agent whereby Primrose's 

choice is rewarded; he thereby declares the vicar to be 

"a worthy man, for whom I have the most sincere esteem" 

(IV, 168), pronounces judgment on his nephew the Squire as 

a "stain to humanity" (IV, 173), frees George Primrose (IV, 

173), and marries the vicar's youngest daughter Sophia (IV, 

183) . His actions thus serve to indicate the benefits and 

the truth of Goldsmith's moral while they also help entice 

the reader to believe and accept the apologue's formulable 

statement. 

Secondary Characters 

The remaining people who populate Goldsmith's apologue 

receive less characterization than the previous two dis

cussed, yet they bear similarities in that their existence 

at any moment depends on the degree to which they exemplify 

their controlling theme. Many of the characters—such as 

Bill and Dick Primrose, Mr. Jenkinson, Squire Thornhill, and 

Arabella Wilmot—play an auxiliary role and appear only to 

intensify another character's opinion or decision (as when 

the vicar's two small sons encourage their father to bear 
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the news of Olivia's death with fortitude [IV, 154]) or to 

set in action those events which serve to illustrate the 

theme (as does Jenkinson who swindles in the course of 

three chapters Moses, Mr. Flamborough and Primrose himself, 

thus pointing out their gullibility and imprudent behavior). 

Goldsmith uses other characters, however, in almost 

cameo-like appearances to remind the reader of those aspects 

of the controlling theme which require further illumination 

beyond that provided by the major characters. Thus Mr. Wil

mot is used in the first half of The Vicar to represent the 

ideal of the "prudent man" by preventing the marriage of 

his daughter into a family broken in wealth and foolish by 

nature (IV, 25) . Obviously meant to act as a foil to the 

vicar, Mr. Wilmot is therefore portrayed as being success

ful in his occupation (he is a high dignitary in the church 

[IV, 23]), in his income (he is able to give Arabella a 

large fortune [IV, 23]), and in his personal life (he is 

about to enter into his fourth marriage [IV, 24]) at the 

same time that Primrose, because of his imprudence, begins 

his descent through one mishap after the other. However, in 

the second half of Goldsmith's apologue when the emphasis 

shifts from prudence to fortitude, Mr. Wilmot in the same 

guise as the ultimate example of the prudent man) acts as a 

negative foil to the vicar. Bitterly disappointed at the 

news that his daughter's fortune belongs legally to the 
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Squire, Mr. Wilmot is rebuked by Sir William, the ultimate 

authority, for his "prudent" concern for material posses

sions which is thus "justly punished" (IV, 176). In addi

tion, the reader learns in Sir William's subsequent speech 

that Mr. Wilmot has never been happy despite the appearances 

to the contrary, and thus one element of Goldsmith's second 

controlling theme, the fact that prudence cannot ensure hap

piness, is ably exemplified. 

The remaining characters—Olivia, Sophia, Moses, and 

George, for example—receive similar uses as does the vicar. 

When necessary. Goldsmith can change their total personali

ties to fit whatever illustration is necessary. Sophia can 

thus be as flighty and immature as Olivia (IV, 41) to exem

plify the lack of prudence which plagues the Primrose fam

ily in chapters 1-17, or as observant and wise as her name 

would suggest when she alone of all her family refuses to 

think total ill of Mr. Burchell (IV, 40) and therefore 

rhetorically keeps his exemplary personality in view of the 

reader. Similarly, George can mirror the vicar's imprudence 

throughout his journeys to London and in Europe (IV, 106-

122) but immediately assume an air of authority and wisdom 

when he must counsel fortitude for his distraught father 

(IV, 158-59). Unfortunately, these chameleon-like changes 

have often bothered those readers who insist on plausibility 

in character portrayal, but a person who keeps the characters' 
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role as exemplification of theme always in mind will have 

little trouble in adjusting his response to each character 

change as it occurs. 

Assessment 

Of all the characters presented within The Vicar of 

Wakefield, it is the numerous minor characters who determine 

Goldsmith's success regarding the precise method of character

ization required in general by all apologues. Fully devel

oped where needed to accentuate the dominant theme, they 

yet remain flexible enough to blend easily with the back

ground when their services are no longer needed or when their 

very personalities would distract the reader's attention from 

the major focus of the theme. Thus Olivia's "death" and 

Sophia"s "abduction" are simply related by secondary ob

servers since an accurate portrayal of their feelings and 

reactions as the fateful events occur would naturally draw 

the reader's attention away from Goldsmith's theme of forti

tude to be focused solely on Goldsmith's characters. Simi

larly, the minor characters accurately reflect the changes 

of personality necessary to adapt to two controlling 

formulable statements rather than only one: Olivia is, 

therefore, first flighty and naive to illustrate her lack 

of prudence (IV, 86), then despondent and temperamental to 

exemplify a lack of fortitude (IV, 132-33); Moses is first 

gullible in worldly affairs (IV, 67), then wise in spiritual 
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matters (iv, 91-92); Mr. Wilmot offers first a positive 

example of prudence then a negative illustration of the same 

quality; and Jenkinson first portrays the worldly agent 

who tricks the imprudent vicar then the repentent disciple 

who discloses all subterfuges. The transformation is made 

in each case with precision and without hesitation to the 

point that unless the reader reorients himself by identify

ing Goldsmith's second controlling theme, he risks the pos

sibility of misinterpreting several key scenes and ultimately 

the apologue itself. 

It is Goldsmith's protagonist, however, who provides 

the kinks in an otherwise smooth chain of events. The vicar 

of the first half of Goldsmith's apologue offers no problems; 

the reader, through use of Goldsmith's rhetoric, can speed

ily identify whenever Primrose is to be taken seriously or 

regarded as comically untrustworthy, and the vicar can there

fore exemplify the typically imprudent man while still serv

ing as Goldsmith's knowledgeable narrator. It is because 

of these two roles, however, that the vicar of the second 

half of Goldsmith's work is so often misunderstood and made 

the object of numerous disputes and controversies. Given 

the all-too-human mixture of knowledge and misunderstanding, 

insight and closed-mindedness, compassion and antagonism. 

Dr. Primrose is simply too over-characterized to be readily 

accepted by the reader as a flat portrayal of the virtuous 
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search for fortitude in the second half. Goldsmith himself 

could not resist the inclusion of several reminiscent traits 

of the vicar of chapters 1-17 resulting in those six brief 

intrusions of a comic Primrose mentioned earlier which, 

though readily explainable in the context of Goldsmith's 

plot, offer very little as exemplifications of the second 

controlling statement. These are only minor exceptions and, 

if the reader were capable of totally effacing the memory of 

the vicar's previous personality, would not be so confusing 

since in the great majority of the second half Primrose is 

definitely the leading example of virtue and fortitude. 

Theoretically, the vicar's previous characterization should 

not affect the latter since an apologue depends primarily 

on the presentation at hand to illustrate the current theme, 

but Goldsmith has made the vital mistake of misdirecting the 

reader's attention from theme to character by his inclusion 

of these minor, almost novelistic qualities. The reader 

is thus left wondering at the vicar's sudden change in chap

ter 17 and desiring a return to his previous comical but 

genuinely human personality instead of readjusting his focus 

to a theme which requires a serious and suffering protagonist 

Though not destroyed. Goldsmith's apologue is nonetheless 

slightly flawed. 
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B. Parts of the Apologue 

Parts of the apologue are relevant only to the theme and 
not necessarily to the other events in the plot. 

At the core of even moderately successful apologues 

lies a structure composed of numerous and often independent 

elements fitted together into a unified whole by the au

thor 's formulable statement. Any element, therefore, in

cluded within the work that eludes the control of the dom

inant theme becomes a digression which not only directs the 

reader's attention to itself by its very difference from all 

subordinated parts but often leads to a reduction in the apo

logue's effectiveness to convince since the formulable state

ment is temporarily forced out of the area of emphasis and 

is itself subordinated to some other fictional device. At 

such times, the work often assumes characteristics more 

closely resembling those of the novel than the tightly con

trolled structure of an apologue, and a reader once tempted 

with such characteristics usually expects to find more free

dom and experimentation rather than less. This dangerous 

inclination is best illustrated by the discussion given 

above concerning Goldsmith's all-too-human portrayal of Dr. 

Primrose whose various qualities presented in the first 

half of The Vicar of Wakefield often lead the reader to ex

pect more of the same in the concluding half. When that 

fails to occur and the vicar is forced to change 
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personalities to exemplify a new controlling theme, as this 

characteristic of an apologue requires, the reader risks 

obtaining confusion and more importantly misunderstanding, 

rather than the clarity and persuasion which are the goals 

of all apologues. 

The author, and consequently the reader, of an apologue 

cannot therefore take its structural requirements too 

lightly; a well-ordered form in which every element is 

subordinated to theme and easily identifiable by the reader 

as such will succeed in its purpose whereas one full of 

digressions and uncertainties concerning its theme must fail, 

As a result, this type of prose fiction becomes more observ

ably rhetorical than the novel or the straight satire. 

Since the simple presentation of elements which illustrate 

the formulable statement cannot ensure by itself the correct 

comprehension of the typical reader, the successful author 

must arrange those events within some form or pattern which, 

by its very position or relation to universal truths, will 

help shape the reader's beliefs and therefore his acceptance 

of the controlling theme. Many such patterns or devices 

exist which enable the author to effectively structure his 

work with the optimum amount of success; thus an author can 

employ universal situations and structures to stress the 

validity of his apologue's theme, he can apply universal 

truths to a portrayal of his theme, and he can arrange a 

number of miscellaneous devices (such as parallel episodes. 
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exemplary scenes and events, and minor apologues) to illus

trate and to expand that theme. 

Each of these devices is employed by Goldsmith in The 

Vicar of Wakefield with varying degrees of success as the 

following analysis intends to show. Because the two dis

tinct halves of Goldsmith's apologue require a different 

emphasis, the elements found within each acquire a different 

tone and consequently a different rhetorical appeal to the 

reader; they must all, however, be ultimately judged ac

cording to one standard—the extent to which each part 

illuminates and exemplifies its controlling theme. 

Universal Situations and Structures 

Perhaps the most effective rhetorical appeal initiated 

in support of the apologue's theme is a universality of situ

ation and structure. If the reader can be convinced that 

what he reads affects not only the characters involved but 

the audience as well (a universal situation) and if the 

theme is presented in an exhaustive survey of possible appli

cations and alternatives (a universal structure), the valid

ity of the apologue in question receives strong support both 

externally and internally. 

By making the protagonist of his work, therefore, a 

middle-class clergyman, Goldsmith creates a character whose 

similarities to a receptive middle-class audience would 

automatically assure a thorough identification between 
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protagonist and reader and a resulting acceptance of theme. 

Furthermore, his inclusion of a signed advertisement im

mediately preceding the opening chapter of The Vicar indi

cates the extent to which Goldsmith desired this identifi

cation to take place. He states: 

The hero of this piece unites in himself the three 
greatest characters upon earth; he is a priest, an 
husbandman, and the father of a family. He is drawn 
as ready to teach, and ready to obey, as simple in 
affluence, and majestic in adversity. In this age 
of opulence and refinement whom can such a character 
please? Such as are fond of high life, will turn 
with disdain from the simplicity of his country fire
side. Such as mistake ribaldry for humour, will find 
no wit in his harmless conversation; and such as have 
been taught to deride religion, will laugh at one 
whose chief stores of comfort are drawn from futur
ity [italics mine]. (IV, 14) 

The vicar's association with what Goldsmith identifies as 

the three greatest characters on earth and the description 

of his personality in the following sentence become them

selves excellent examples of a universal situation and 

structure. Obviously, Goldsmith equates Primrose's potential 

character with the best on earth in order not only to intro

duce his character in as positive a light as possible but 

also to compliment those readers who like the vicar belong to 

or support at least one of the three categories and thereby 

assure a comraderie between that reader and the vicar. Sim

ilarly, by indicating that the vicar's character remains 

constant in abundance as well as adversity, Goldsmith pre

pares the reader for the events and outcome which follow; 
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the vicar's trials are therefore mere tests which Primrose 

and those who identify with him are "predestined" to over

come. Any reader who thus doubts the truth of these state

ments is consequently classed by Goldsmith as being either 

a hedonist, a libertine, or an atheist—none of which would 

appeal to the typical member of The Vicar's intended 

audience. 

To compound the universal qualities within his apologue. 

Goldsmith next fills the first half of The Vicar with an 

abundance of universal structures. First of all, each mem

ber of the Primrose family (with the exception of the two 

youngest boys who function solely as auxiliary characters) 

is proven in scene after scene to be equally imprudent— 

George in his London existence and European travels; the 

vicar's wife and two daughters in their relationships with 

Squire Thornhill, Lady Blarney, and Miss Carolina Wilelmina 

Amelia Skeggs; Moses in his misadventures at the fair; and 

the vicar in almost every scene throughout chapters 1-17. 

Furthermore, the gullible family is deceived by people who 

occupy all levels of society: Jenkinson and the two town 

ladies (who each pretend to belong to higher classes than 

their own) from the lower class, Mr. Wilmot and the pro

spective horse buyers from the middle class, and Squire 

Thornhill from the upper class. Goldsmith's universal 

structure is even extended to the situations in which the 



84 

family is fooled by those people who possess the worldly 

knowledge which they themselves lack; thus Olivia is proven 

to be naive in love by the Squire, Moses is shown to be un

educated in commerce at the fair, the vicar is shown to be 

gullible in wisdom by a disguised Jenkinson, and the entire 

family is proven to be foolish in friendship and in taste 

by their rejection of Burchell and Flamborough for Squire 

Thornhill and his licentious circle. As a result of this 

careful structuring. Goldsmith is thus able to present a 

theme which, if taken as intended, covers all elements of 

society, all ages, all sexes, and all areas. 

Chapters 1-17, then, effectively use the devices of 

universal situation and structure. Because the audience is 

led to identify with the vicar through Goldsmith's use of 

universal situation and because that audience is presented 

with a moral applicable to all people, in all places, at all 

times through use of universal structure, the individual 

reader is thus forced to recognize his own imprudence, ac

cept Goldsmith's theme, and hopefully change for the better. 

Goldsmith, though, did not carry this theme through to its 

conclusion which would supposedly present a vicar much im

proved by the addition of prudence at the expense of his 

characteristic virtue. Instead, the last fifteen chapters 

fall under the domination of a different theme, and a new 

structure becomes necessary to exemplify the second 

formulable statement. 
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The second half of The Vicar of Wakefield, however, 

uses universal situations and structures far less effec

tively than the first half, if only because they appear less 

often as if Goldsmith intended to rely on his established 

structure in chapters 1-17 to carry over through chapter 32. 

An attempt at universal structure is presented in the ar

rangement of the vicar's latter trials from bad to more 

severe as destruction threatens Primrose's material pos

sessions and eventually his children, and the ultimate 

gathering of friends, family, and enemies within the vicar's 

prison cell is arranged to include members of all classes 

and people of all ages, sex, and motivation. The tightly-

knit quality of the first half, however, is discovered to 

be missing, and Goldsmith, instead, must rely on other 

rhetorical devices to strengthen the appeal of the latter 

half. 

Universal Truth 

One such device which appears at greater length in 

chapters 17-3 2 than in the opening chapters of The Vicar 

is Goldsmith's use of the universal truth that good is re

warded while evil is punished. If Goldsmith equates one 

collection of qualities displayed in certain characters with 

a system of rewards while at the same time he links another 

collection of qualities portrayed in the same or different 

characters with a comparable system of punishments, the 
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reader should have no trouble identifying which set of 

traits Goldsmith intends to praise and which he plans to 

criticize; in other words, the reader will be favorably 

disposed to accept as true Goldsmith's formulable statement. 

Following this pattern. Goldsmith exemplifies his first 

theme concerning imprudence by punishing with one mishap 

after the other those characters who continue to exhibit 

that quality. Consequently, the vicar can no sooner praise 

his judgment of men than he is aptly fooled by Jenkinson in 

the disguise of a venerable old man (IV, 72), Moses can no 

sooner pride himself on his ability at disputation than he 

is completely defeated by the Squire's false wit and logic 

(IV, 42-43), and Mrs. Primrose and her two daughters can no 

sooner plot to entrap the eligible Squire than their plans 

are upset by the Squire's immoral abduction of Olivia (IV, 

91). Each presentation of a character's imprudence is thus 

swiftly and justly dealt a blow by those characters who, 

lacking the Primroses' virtue, possess a knowledge of the 

world and its customs. As a result of his changing formulable 

statement. Goldsmith fails, however, to incorporate a corre

sponding system of rewards for the observance of prudence. 

Although two characters, Burchell and Mr. Wilmot, are char

acterized after the fact as being rewarded for their pru

dence (Burchell through his regained fortune and respect 

and Wilmot through his occupation and income), the two systems 
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of reward and punishment remain unbalanced: the reader 

knows what qualities to avoid; he is not so well informed 

as to what qualities to emulate. 

The more positive theme of the second half of The Vicar 

of Wakefield, however, carries this pattern to its conclu

sion. Here, it is the lack of fortitude, not prudence, that 

is punished, and the weightier subject requires a much more 

serious system of rewards and punishments. Thus, with each 

major burden, the vicar first curses his troubles and their 

cause, then regains to a greater degree that fortitude which 

was so easily shown in the face of the minor miseries of 

chapters 1-17 but which now must be proposed to the vicar 

by whichever family member is present at the time of the 

new mishap. In addition, each renewal of the vicar's forti

tude carries a corresponding uplift in the vicar's fortunes 

(a minor reward) as when Primrose is comforted by the sup

posed happy and safe existence of his son George after learn

ing of the loss of Sophia (IV, 156-57). His level of forti

tude, however, continues to be tested since with every minor 

leveling of the vicar's fortune he receives an even greater 

loss; using the example above, as soon as Primrose expresses 

joy at the news of George's position he is immediately 

brought face to face with his son in chains, in prison, and 

awaiting execution. Goldsmith's system of rewards and pun

ishments for the second half of The Vicar thus revolves 
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into a cycle which is broken only when Primrose reaches the 

heighth of fortitude expressed in the prison sermon of chap

ter 29 and is consequently and finally rewarded as dia

gramed below: 

/ 

misfortune 

leveling of grief 
fortune\^ 

fortitude 

reward 

It is important to note that the vicar's reward occurs 

on two levels. Because his acceptance of fortitude entails 

an accompanying reliance on virtue. Primrose is assured of 

a spiritual reward after death; this thought alone enables 

him to bear the miseries of his present existence. Yet 

Goldsmith, realizing perhaps that this reward was not suf

ficient to attract the average reader, includes a material 

reward for the vicar's choice that far outshines the spiri

tual: his two daughters are returned unharmed and are mar

ried to men of great wealth, his son is freed from prison 

and is reunited with his wealthy former fiancee, and the 

vicar's own fortune is returned intact. The reader, there

fore, who has previously identified with the vicar through 

Goldsmith's use of universal situation and structure is 

vicariously rewarded for his own acceptance of Goldsmith's 

controlling theme. 
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Miscellaneous Devices 

Other rhetorical devices placed within The Vicar of 

Wakefield enable the plot not only to illustrate its par

ticular controlling theme but also to convince the reader 

of the truth of that theme. Goldsmith's use of parallel 

episodes, for instance, dramatically reinforces previous 

examples given as illustrations of the formulable state

ment. Working upon the same principle as that of universal 

structure, a parallel episode exists to remind the reader 

of some aspect of the theme already portrayed through 

repetition of the essential elements which comprised the 

original or main episode. Thus particular portions of the 

vicar's progress from one disaster to the next as a result 

of his imprudence are paralleled in the early life of his 

steadfast friend. Sir William Thornhill, and in the youthful 

adventures of his son, George Primrose. Both George and Sir 

William demonstrate the same form of imprudence, a lack of 

worldly wisdom and a naive trust in the goodness of mankind, 

which plagues the vicar, and both suffer similar consequences 

which result from their ignorance—Sir William through the 

loss of his fortune and friends and George through the de

ceit of the young Squire who convinces the vicar's son, 

among other actions, to fight his dishonorable duels. Other 

parallel episodes within The Vicar include Jenkinson's 

swindle of Moses, Mr. Flamborough, and the vicar; the 
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elopement of Olivia paralleled in both the melancholy air 

"When Lovely Woman Stoops to Folly" (IV, 136) and the ab

duction of her sister Sophia; and Sir William's rescue of 

Sophia from, first, the raging river (IV, 30-31) and, second, 

the evil intentions of his nephew, the Squire (IV, 165). 

In each case (with only minor changes in background events, 

places, and supporting characters) , Goldsmith is able to 

keep his theme fresh, despite the repetition of his basic 

illustration, while at the same time he reminds the reader, 

through example, of the truth of his formulable statement. 

Among the rhetorical devices employed by Goldsmith to 

convince his audience of the truth of his controlling themes, 

none has been more controversial among critics than his use 

of interpolated scenes, characters, and even complete liter

ary forms such as ballads and fables to expand The Vicar of 

Wakefield. •'"•̂  Like the element of characterization within an 

apologue which requires a character's traits to exemplify 

the formulable statement, this aspect of Goldsmith's plot 

presents scenes and actions which by their very structure 

illustrate the dominant theme; they become, in short, brief 

examples or minor apologues whose themes parallel or help 

support those cf the larger work. Certain of these exemplary 

scenes blend into the plot structure of The Vicar without 

significant interruption by their use of already familiar 

characters or events as when George is made a superior 
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example of fortitude as he awaits his execution in prison or 

when Olivia, illustrating the opposite quality, is allowed 

to languish and decline as a result of her inability to bear 

her misfortunes at the hands of the Squire. It is those 

scenes, however, which do not contain previously introduced 

characters or which do not seem to easily blend into the 

background provided by the basic plot structure which most 

trouble those critics searching for a type of continuity 

which is not possible to trace in Goldsmith's Vicar. Desig-

nated as digressions, the following sections of Goldsmith's 

apologue have at various times been criticized as inartistic 

disruptions of The Vicar of Wakefield: the presentation by 

"Mr. Burchell" of Sir William's early life (IV, 29-30), the 

ballad of Edwin and Angelina (IV, 47-52), the fable of the 

giant and the dwarf (IV, 69), the allegory of guilt and 

shame (IV, 8 0-81) , the "Elegy on the Death of a Mad Dog" 

(IV, 88-89), the discussion about the Ranelagh songs (IV, 

90) , the digression on the bookseller who aids the vicar 

(IV, 94-95), the vicar's speech on politics (IV, 97-103), 

the experiences of George in London and abroad (IV, 107-22), 

the story of Matilda (IV, 133-34), Olivia's melancholy song 

(IV, 136), the vicar's two prison sermons (IV, 145-46, 160-

63), Jenkinson's life history (IV, 147), Primrose's discus

sion of needed prison reforms (IV, 149-51), and the narra

tor ' s apology for the numerous accidental occurrences which 

populate the latter chapters of the work (IV, 174) . 
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It is necessary to remember, however, that what might 

be considered digressive in a novel is not necessarily so 

in an apologue if that event or scene is essential to the 

formulable statement. Of the sixteen "digressions" listed 

above, eight fall into the category of thematic examples; 

eight do not. Limiting this classification further, the 

first six interpolated episodes occur in the first part of 

The Vicar of which only two illustrate the theme (a ratio 

of one to three), and the last ten occur in the second half 

of which six are essential (a ratio of three to five). This 

portion of Goldsmith's plot, therefore, does stray from the 

rigidly controlled form demanded of apologues and as such 

offers a degree of distraction from the dominant theme, 

but the extent to which these true digressions are harmful 

must be determined in the light of a larger context supplied 

by Wayne Booth's discussion of digressive commentary and 

episodes found within fictional prose works. According to 

Booth, two important requirements for the successful imple

mentation of digressive portions are their "appropriateness 

|14 to a context and usefulness within that context." Those 

episodes within The Vicar which fulfill their purpose by 

exemplifying their dominant theme are appropriate to their 

specific context. If the remaining episodes, however, can 

be shown to be useful to that same context (although not 

illustrative), the damage done to Goldsmith's apologue may 

not be quite as great as anticipated. 
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As stated above, chapters 1-17 contain two interpolated 

episodes which by their very structure and purpose may be 

classed as minor apologues used in support of Goldsmith's 

formulable statement, "Lack of prudence leads to temporal 

disasters both major and minor." These episodes, the account 

of Sir William Thornhill's youth and the fable of the giant 

and the dwarf, both offer enclosed presentations of the 

same theme contained in Goldsmith's larger apologue. Thus, 

the protagonist of each suffers various misfortunes due to 

imprudent choices in his life (Sir William loses fortune and 

friends through an imprudent trust in the goodness of man

kind, and the dwarf loses an arm, a leg, and an eye through 

an imprudent alliance with the larger and stronger giant), 

and each grows wiser as a result of his sufferings. Because 

these sections provide further illustrations to the formula

ble statement in addition to those presented in the main line 

of action concerning the Primrose family, they become, in 

essence, an active part of The Vicar's structure. 

The remaining four episodes, however, do not provide 

either exemplification or illustration of Goldsmith's 

theme; "̂^ the ballad of Edwin and Angelina, for instance, 

serves to further characterize its teller, Mr. Burchell, and 

to foretell the progress of the affairs of three couples 

within Goldsmith's work--Sir William and Sophia, George and 

Arabella, and Olivia and Squire Thornhill—whose eventual 
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unions are first postponed through varying degrees of decep

tion. Similarly, the allegory of guilt and shame provides 

an insight into the vicar's character when he misinterprets 

Burchell's mysterious actions as those of a guilty man and 

subsequently delivers this "mini-sermon" on the nature of 

vice. And, finally, "An Elegy on the Death of a Mad Dog" 

and the discussion of the Ranelagh songs provide a form of 

illustration for a particular portion of The Vicar's plot, 

not its theme; the first thus presents an allegorized version 

of the struggle between the vicar and the Squire, and the 

second forms a humorous complement to the Primroses' preoc

cupation with obtaining suitable marriages for Olivia and 

Sophia. These episodes thus have an indirect (or secondary) 

bearing on the formulable statement. The provision of addi

tional knowledge about a character's personality, the fore

shadowing of future events and actions, and the illustration 

of pertinent elements within the plot provide information 

later accumulated into those scenes which do illustrate the 

controlling theme. Although they themselves do not perform 

this duty, they yet serve the useful function of character 

and scene preparation which enables the exemplification of 

Goldsmith's formulable statement. 

Those interpolated episodes which occur in chapters 17-

32 of The Vicar differ slightly from those in chapters 1-17. 

In the first place, the tone of the episodes as a whole 



95 

shifts to a more serious presentation to accommodate the 

weightier theme. While the "digressions" of the first half 

are composed primarily of light songs, amusing fables, and 

entertaining stories (with the exception of the serious 

allegory of guilt and shame and the factual presentation of 

Sir William's youthful imprudence), those of the second half 

are composed of the following: two sermons; two serious dis

cussions (on politics and prison reform); one story and one 

song, both sobering; and two asides concerning subjects ex

ternal to Goldsmith's apologue. Secondly, the ratio of in

tegral to digressive episodes increases with the result that 

the reader's attention is distracted from Goldsmith's second 

theme far less often than is true of the first. 

Beginning, then, with George's lengthy recollection 

of his various adventures for his father and Arabella Wilmot 

(which, incidentally, serves as a direct illustration of 

Goldsmith's first controlling theme and thus becomes one of 

the extremely rare events which provide possible links be

tween the two themes of The Vicar), the list of integral 

episodes includes the story of Matilda, related by the vicar 

in an attempt to impress on a despondent Olivia the need 

for fortitude in adversity; Olivia's melancholy song, which 

parallels her own misfortune and corresponding lack of forti

tude; Primrose's first prison sermon, delivered among the 

varied jeers and insults of the prison inmates and therefore 
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proving the vicar's own fortitude; and Jenkinson's conversa

tion with Primrose relating his life story and illustrating 

the fact that a prudent man is not always happy. The ulti

mate example of the second formulable statement, however, is 

the vicar's prison sermon in chapter 29. 

Delivered after Primrose's conversation with George 

in prison concerning the vicar's need for fortitude, the 

sermon is the foremost expression of those ideas underlying 

Goldsmith's theme. In this chapter, therefore, earthly mis-

ery and evil are presented as parts of a providential plan 

to enable the wretched but virtuous sufferer to enjoy more 

fully the comforts of heaven. As a result, each man must 

accept that portion of misery which is his lot and, through 

fortitude and virtue, await his eventual but eternal reward. 

The vicar's sermon is, therefore, absolutely necessary for 

a complete illustration of the apologue's concluding theme 

and cannot be considered digressive since it offers the 

supreme example of Primrose's acceptance of fortitude and 

presents directly to the reader the most concise explanation 

of those ideas controlling the second half of The Vicar 

through the words of Goldsmith's central character. 

Those episodes which serve no exemplary function in 

chapters 17-32 are more difficult to classify. Unlike the 

digressive elements of the first half of The Vicar of Wake-

field which help prepare the reader for ensuing scenes in 
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which the formulable statement is illustrated, these epi

sodes appear to exist solely for their own sake; they become, 

in fact, more characteristic of a novel than an apologue. 

The vicar's serious conversations on politics and prison 

reform, while informative, are yet unnecessary in their final 

form, and instead of either preparing the reader or exemplify

ing the formulable statement, they primarily relate the con

temporary view which Goldsmith held or perhaps proposed in 

his many concurrent periodical productions. Similarly, the 

digression on the bookseller, who aids the vicar during his 

return from the futile search for Olivia, and Primrose's 

own apology, as narrator, for the many accidental meetings 

which occur during the prison sequence evolve from external 

sources: the first from Goldsmith's desire to compliment 

16 
his friend and publisher, John Newbery, and the second 

from Goldsmith's probable fear that the plot structure at 

that point might be simply too much for the reader to accept 

regardless of its importance to the apologue's theme. By 

drawing attention to themselves and therefore away from the 

formulable statement (or even from those characters and 

scenes which represent the formulable statement), these four 

episodes, despite their inherent interest, nevertheless dis

rupt the unity of Goldsmith's concluding chapters and con

sequently the total effect of Goldsmith's apologue. 
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Assessment 

The shift in formulable statements which occurs in chap

ter 17 of The Vicar accounts for much of what is weak in 

Goldsmith's total plot construction. Because the different 

themes require different approaches, different structures, 

and even different tones, any degree of consistency in rhe

torical appeal is necessarily eliminated. Thus, each section 

of Goldsmith's apologue depends on different methods to con

vince the reader to accept unequivocally its dominant theme. 

This lack of consistency in rhetorical approach, how

ever, should not be confused with the lack of consistency in 

plot transition which results in the episodic nature of 

apologues in general. The very fact that an apologue must 

rely on a system of persuasive techniques which require that 

key illustrations and scenes be repeated often, that the 

formulable statement be exemplified in as many ways as pos

sible without extraneous preparation or with only minimal 

transition between examples, and that each element of the 

plot be subordinated to theme—not necessarily to continu-

ity--prevents the construction of a coherent Aristotelian 

plot. The Vicar's weakness, therefore, does not lie in its 

episodic nature; it rests with the fact that its various 

rhetorical appeals are often incomplete (for instance, the 

lack of adequate universal situations and structures in the 

second half of the work) which, consequently, produces 
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illustrations that, while not always totally unproductive, 

yet remain below the maximum level of effectiveness. 

Taking each section of The Vicar of Wakefield sepa

rately, however, produces a somewhat different effect. In 

this situation, the individual episodes provide illustra

tions which, despite the presence of digressive elements, 

are quite good. Thus Goldsmith more than adequately illus

trates a lack of prudence using Dr. Primrose m the first 

half and an abundance of fortitude using the same character 

in the second half. Each section also provides an adequate 

amount of varied exemplifications of its dominant theme 

(with perhaps the exception of the first part which does not 

bring its theme to an adequate conclusion but instead ab

ruptly ends with the introduction of the second part). 

The Vicar's strengths, therefore, reside in its parts, not 

in the totality of its structure. 

C. Probability of Action 

Probability of action is irrelevant. It could, in fact, 
destroy the coherence of the apologue. 

Once a reader identifies a particular work as an apo

logue, that reader must be completely willing and able to 

suspend whatever desire or expectation he might possess re

garding that work's realistic portrayal of characters, ac

tions, and events. As stated before, the only requirement 

any episode found within an apologue must fulfill is a 
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definite exemplification of the work's formulable statement; 

It does not have to rely on preceding or succeeding events 

for its existence, nor does it have to come within the bounds 

of reality. Often, the most fantastical scenes are the ones 

which best illustrate an apologue's dominant theme, and 

unless the reader is, first, able to accept those scenes as 

necessary to the work and, second, willing to believe in the 

veracity of those events within their fictional framework, 

he will not only misinterpret the apologue's primary function 

(the exemplification of a controlling theme) but he will no 

doubt find the work a disappointing failure as a piece of 

prose fiction. 

Because this quality of apologues (which defines real

istic portrayal within the work as irrelevant) is so closely 

connected with the second characteristic previously discussed, 

many of the same conclusions gathered from that analysis 

also apply here. For instance, the episodic action of 

The Vicar of Wakefield, while demonstrating for the most 

part its subordination to Goldsmith's theme, is not a real

istic portrayal of the life of a typical man. If Goldsmith 

were to revise his work to include a more realistic time 

scheme, more intermediary scenes between key events, and 

more realistic interaction between characters such as is 

found in daily life, he would not only introduce portions 

completely unrelated to his theme (and therefore add to the 
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number of those digressive elements already present which 

weaken his work), he would also disrupt the coherence of 

his apologue's economic presentation of theme. In short, 

any attempt at realistic coherence would merely result in 

the apologue's disunity. 

The first half of The Vicar of Wakefield contains a 

reasonable number of what might be termed improbable actions. 

The fact that the vicar loses his fortune at the very time 

that he is disputing with Wilmot over the Whistonian contro-

versy and thus brings the approaching marriage of George 

and Arabella to an end sets in motion a complete chain of 

calamities which include the family's relocation and 

George's disastrous journey to London. Although not totally 

improbable, the chances for these events following so closely 

one upon the other is truly slim, yet these actions must 

occur and they must be presented with as little secondary 

information as possible to introduce the theme concerning 

imprudence which dominates the first seventeen chapters. 

Similarly, it is hard to believe that Sir William Thornhill 

in his disguise as Mr. Burchell never confronts his nephew 

the Squire at the vicar's house or elsewhere despite the 

fact that on five separate occasions they come close to 

doing just that (IV, 35, 41-42, 52-53, 60-63, 81). It is 

harder to believe that Sir William as Mr. Burchell is never 

even recognized by those people living within his jurisdiction 
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who, because his "virtues, generosity, and singularities 

[were] so universally known" (IV, 29) , should be able to 

recognize him. This, however, cannot happen since Sir 

William must remain disguised as Burchell until the conclud

ing chapters when his role as the ultimate judge instigates 

the vicar's reward for his portrayal of fortitude. 

When Goldsmith changes controlling themes at chapter 17, 

the corresponding revision in action, tone, and character 

portrayal creates a unique problem: the reader's mental set 

toward the vicar and those events which affect his life must 

be shifted dramatically from the expectation of comedy to the 

anticipation of seriousness, and Goldsmith partially accom

plishes this through a suspension of reality. Chapters 17-

32 thus contain a far higher percentage of improbable events 

and actions than does the first half of The Vicar, since one 

way to prove the serious nature of Primrose is to have him 

appear in numerous scenes where his wisdom, virtue, and ul

timately fortitude are first tested then proved to be supe

rior. These incidences increase as the prison denouement 

nears, and they often involve characters other than the 

vicar, yet despite their unrealistic nature, they all serve 

vital functions in relation to Goldsmith's second formulable 

statement. Despite this. Goldsmith's originality in struc

turing these improbable events is often overlooked, and the 

ingenious way in which he manipulates his plot to fit his 
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theme is easily demonstrated if one lists side by side first 

the improbable action, then its necessary function within the 

apologue: 

1. The vicar's house 
bursts into flames at 
the very moment when 
Primrose returns after 
happily finding Olivia 
(IV, 130). 

2. Only after his house 
is completely engulfed 
in flames and has caved 
in does the. vicar at
tempt to rescue his two 
small sons—and suc
ceeds (IV, 130)! 

3. The vicar relates 
the story of Matilda's 
reunion with her lost 
son which includes 
many improbable events 
(IV, 133-34). 

4. When in prison, the 
vicar accomplishes a 
miraculous reformation 
of the inmates in less 
than a fortnight (IV, 
149) . 

5. Sophia is abducted 
immediately after Prim
rose expresses his de
pendence on her (IV, 
155) . 

1. This scene introduces 
the cycle of disaster and 
relief which Goldsmith uses 
to prepare the vicar for his 
ultimate test of fortitude. 
(See pp. 87-88, above.) 

2. The vicar thus demonstrates 
his courage but more impor
tantly his fortitude in the 
presence of physical danger. 

3. The vicar relates the 
story to Olivia in hopes that 
its moral will encourage her 
to acquire the fortitude nec
essary to bear her misfor
tunes. 

4. In order to emphasize 
Primrose's fortitude in the 
face of his many trials. 
Goldsmith must make him tri
umph over adversity in a very 
short time. 

5. This scene becomes part 
of the vicar's supreme test 
of fortitude which follows 
and, along with items 6 and 7, 
creates another cycle of dis
aster and relief. 

6. The vicar receives 
George's letter and is 
comforted immediately 
after Sophia is ab-
ducted (IV, 157). 

6. Same as item 5 



104 

7. Immediately after 
reading George's let
ter, the vicar is 
brought face to face 
with his son who 
awaits execution 
(IV, 158) . 

7. Same as item 5. 

8. After Jenkinson re
turns with limited 
news of the missing 
Sophia, the jailer 
immediately arrives with 
news of her rescue (IV, 
164) . 

8. After the vicar's supreme 
exemplification of fortitude, 
this news begins the presen
tation of his rewards. 

9. Burchell is able to 
outrun the coach which 
carries Sophia and sin-
glehandedly rescues her 
from two of the Squire's 
men (IV, 165). 

9. Burchell must rescue Sophia 
to ensure that Primrose will 
offer Sophia's hand to him be
fore the vicar learns his true 
identity to show the vicar's 
greater virtue, and he must 
accomplish this in the most 
spectacular manner to empha
size his abilities. 

10. Jenkinson happens 
to recognize Sophia's 
abductor from her de
scription and happens 
to know his current 
hiding-place (IV, 169). 

11. Sir William Thorn
hill just happens to be 
an expert in medicine 
and instantly heals the 
vicar's arm which has 
troubled him for ten 
chapters (IV, 169-70). 

12. Arabella happens 
to be in the same town 
when she incidentally 
notices the vicar's 
son in the street and 
learns of Primrose's 
predicament (IV, 173-
74) . 

10. Baxter must be brought 
forward to help implicate the 
Squire and legitimize Olivia's 
marriage—a further reward 
for the vicar's fortitude. 

11. Sir William must be shown 
to bring aid to the vicar in 
every possible way (universal 
structure) as part of the 
vicar's reward. 

12. Her presence must be in
cluded to enable a reunion 
with George, another aspect 
of the vicar's reward. (It 
is at this point that Gold
smith offers his apology for 
accidental occurrences.) 
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13. The vicar's fortune 13. This presents the cul
ls returned intact, and mination of the vicar's re-
he is released from his ward for his fortitude, 
financial agreement 
with Wilmot (IV, 182). 

Although several critics such as Quintana have begun 

to recognize the technical skill which Goldsmith's manipula

tion of plot structure indicates, •'•̂  the majority of criticism 

still holds that these improbable events are a technical 

flaw, the result of either Goldsmith's lack of time or abil

ity to finish The Vicar properly. Wayne Booth states: 

Many absurdities about too much or too little of this 
or that character or scene or stylistic quality could 
thus be avoided simply by noticing that the work as a 
whole requires things to be as they are . . . .^ 

In the case of The Vicar of Wakefield, the improbabilities 

are a complete success. 

D. Intention to Ridicule 

The intention to ridicule may be present within the apologue 
as long as it does not become the primary focus of the author 
or reader. 

The fact that every fictional device within an apologue 

must be subordinated to theme in order to convince the reader 

of the truth of the formulable statement does not mean that 

an author must present only serious exemplifications of his 

moral. Often, the use of satire to ridicule either charac

ters, objects, or qualities is the best method an author can 

employ to inform his reader of what aspects he disapproves 

and therefore to serve as a negative or reversed illustration 
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of his formulable statement; he can never, however, satirize 

those qualities which he desires his reader to accept. Con

sequently, any element of satire found within an apologue 

must always be secondary to the positive qualities which 

illustrate the dominant theme. The preceding idea, of 
« 

course, applies only to those apologues which contain a 

positive formulable statement. If the elements of an apo

logue are subordinated to a negative theme, the possibility 

of a work dominated almost exclusively by satire cannot be 

ruled out. Voltaire's Candide, in fact, is an excellent 

example of a satiric apologue. Depending, therefore, on how 

an author conceives his formulable statement and conse

quently arranges his fictional elements to exemplify that 

theme, the resulting apologue can be either serious or 

satiric as long as its primary function is illustration. 

The Vicar of Wakefield, however, is unique in that its 

two distinct halves present first a satiric then a serious 

apologue. The first seventeen chapters of The Vicar are 

subordinated to a negatively stated theme—"Lack of prudence 

leads to temporal disasters both major and minor." The 

normal reader, however, does not wish to attract misery, 

and, although he may be convinced of the truth of Goldsmith's 

formulable statement, he will try to avoid it. By creating 

a protagonist, therefore, who not only illustrates his apo

logue's theme but serves also as an object of satire by which 
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imprudence is ridiculted. Goldsmith guarantees that his norm 

will be the positive reversal of his theme—"Prudence leads 

to happiness"--an idea which the reader will be readily in

clined to accept. 

Primrose's role as object of satire has been previously 

discussed in relation to his role as believable ironic nar

rator. By using various rhetorical cues to indicate in which 

role the reader should view the vicar. Goldsmith is able to 

incorporate the distinction usually associated with two sepa

rate characters into one. The vicar, therefore, is used in 

conjunction with satire only when so doing will further en

hance the formulable statement. It is important to note 

here that Goldsmith's satire is never caustic or destructive; 

he never condemns the character and, in fact, goes to great 

length to assure that the vicar's faults will seem to grow 

out of his virtues. Thus, Primrose's pride in his family 

often crosses the borderline to vanity (IV, 82-83), and his 

love of learning evolves into pedantry (IV, 22). Because 

of Goldsmith's careful treatment, however, the vicar never 

becomes an object of either pity or scorn; he is, rather, a 

mirror which reflects the common failings of people in gen

eral who by observing his character will hopefully see and 

correct the faults in their own. 

When Goldsmith's formulable statement changes in chap

ter 17, this same use of satire is no longer possible. 
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Instead of a negative statement, the second controlling 

theme is presented in positive terms--"Virtue or prudence 

cannot ensure happiness and often results in misery; there

fore the virtuous man must rely on fortitude to overcome his 

sufferings on earth." To illustrate this theme, the protag

onist must be a man who commands respect and admiration from 

the reader, not one whose follies and shortcomings cause 

laughter, and Goldsmith provides the necessary clues to 

alert the reader to this vital change. (See pp. 67-68 above.) 

Those clues, unfortunately, are often overlooked or 

misinterpreted by the casual reader and the serious critic 

alike. Entertained by Goldsmith's clever, satirical por

trait of the vicar in the first half of the apologue, a 

reader may expect the same characterization in the second 

and therefore misinterpret serious statements as satirical 

thrusts. The most obvious case of this form of misreading 

is Robert Hopkins' interpretation of The Vicar of Wakefield 

19 as sustained satire. As stated in chapter II, the fact 

that after chapter 28 Hopkins cannot isolate any rhetorical 

clues beyond what he says is evident in the chapter headings 

logically proves the weakness of his theory. If Goldsmith 

were capable of constructing a well-written, interesting 

satire as the first half of The Vicar proves, why would he 

20 . . 
suddenly force that satire "underground" if his intentions 

concerning the work as a whole remained the same? Despite 
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several flaws, Hopkins' theory has gained popularity with 

many of The Vicar's modern readers who, because they live in 

an era which values satire and irony, tend to read those 

qualities into all literature. Nor is his theory completely 

unsubstantiated within Goldsmith's work since on at least 

six occasions after chapter 17 (mentioned earlier), Gold

smith deliberately separates the distance between his pro

tagonist and the reader with the result that Primrose once 

again, if only briefly, becomes the comic object of satire. 

Although these incidences are very brief, they neverthe

less show what results when the author of an apologue switches 

his work's primary focus away from its controlling theme. Of 

the six episodes, one refers to the vicar's lack of worldly 

knowledge (when he is deceived by the servant disguised as 

a country gentleman [IV, 97-103]), one keeps the vicar's 

good faith in the Squire intact (until he can be undeceived 

in the closing chapters as part of the reward for his expres

sion of fortitude [IV, 122-23]), and the remaining four in

dicate some aspect of Primrose's character which he either 

denies or fails to recognize as his (IV, 142, 165, 175, 182-

83) as when he declares his lack of vanity at the same time 

he quite vainly praises his son George (IV, 175). Each of 

these incidences is reminiscent of Primrose's character in 

the first half of The Vicar and, consequently, draws the 

reader's attention away from the dominant theme of the second 
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half. The danger, then, does not lie in the fact that the 

vicar's role is changed from serious spokesman to comic 

object since Primrose accomplishes this transformation quite 

easily in chapters 1-17 with no ill effect to that part. 

However, by reminding the reader of the satirical tone of 

the first half of his apologue in those six instances when 

his satirical portrait of the vicar briefly becomes the pri

mary focus rather than the formulable statement. Goldsmith 

allows those readers already prepared to view the work as 

satire to misinterpret the guidelines he provides. 

As long as the intent to ridicule is as rigidly con

trolled as all other fictional devices within an apologue, 

this method of thematic illustration remains an ideal way 

for the author to provide variety and still control reader 

response to his work. The first part of The Vicar of Wake

field accomplishes this quite well. But once that satire 

gets out of control, no matter how briefly this might happen, 

the apologue stands in danger of misinterpretation if the 

inherently destructive power of ridicule is applied by the 

reader to those attitudes or qualities which Goldsmith in

tends to praise. 

E. Controlling Theme 

The controlling theme must be familiar to the reader. 

The success of every apologue depends primarily on the 

extent to which its audience recognizes its controlling 
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theme and consequently accepts that theme as true based on 

the evidence and illustrations provided within the apologue. 

Since very few apologues provide a blatant statement of 

their dominant themes, the reader must identify the con

trolling idea solely through inference using whatever rhe

torical guides are present to locate the common denominator 

of"each episode, character, or event in relation to all 

others. A theme which is easily recognizable because of its 

relationship to some universal truth or its familiarity to 

the reader is, logically, better suited to this type of 

prose fiction in which the quickest and most accurate identi

fication of theme allows the greatest and most complete 

understanding of the work. 

Following this tradition. Goldsmith incorporates into 

his apologue two themes whose familiarity to The Vicar's 

intended audience is assured. The key word around which 

Goldsmith's first formulable statement is constructed is 

"prudence" or, more specifically, that lack of prudence 

which brings temporal disasters to those unable to see 

through the disguise and deception of the world and daily 

existence. The idea that man must be prudently on guard 

against the temptations of life was a favorite eighteenth-

century sermon topic as Isaac Barrow's 1725 sermon "Of 

Patience" illustrates. To Barrow, the necessity of join

ing prudence and faith was a major concern for every good 

man: 
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With faith also must concur the virtue of prudence; 
in all its parts and instances: therein is exerted a 
sagacity, discerning things as they really are in 
themselves, not as they appear through the masks and 
disguises of fallacious semblance, whereby they would 
delude us; not suffering us to be abused by the gaudy 
shews, the false glosses, the tempting allurements of 
things; therein we must use discretion prizing things 
rightly, according to their true nature and intrinsick 
worth . . . .21 

Partly inherited from the Augustinian ethic which as

serted that man was inherently weak and evil—not good— 

Barrow's view is often paralleled in the secular writings of 

the age. Fielding's Tom Jones, for example, unites the two 

themes of providence and prudence as the center of its 

22 
structural design, and its narrator declares: 

Prudence and circumspection are necessary even to the 
best of men. They are indeed, as it were, a guard to 
Virtue, without which she can never be safe. . . . Let 
this, my young readers, be your constant maxim, that 
no man can be good enough to enable him to neglect 
the rules of prudence; nor will Virtue herself look 
beautiful unless she be bedecked with the outward 
ornaments of decency and decorum. ̂-̂  

A society of practical men, however, soon transferred 

the idea of prudence from the spiritual to the physical 

world where a lack of this quality stood one in danger of 

losing not only his soul but also his material possessions 

and happiness—a loss which would no doubt grieve the aver-

24 

age reader much more than the first. Consequently, Gold

smith illustrates the vicar's imprudence with strictly 

material losses in his dealings with knowledgeable men such 

as Mr. Wilmot, Mr. Jenkinson, and Squire Thornhill, and 
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It IS not until the introduction of Goldsmith's second con

trolling theme that Primrose's spiritual existence and 

welfare is discussed. 

As illustrated in the prison sermon in chapter 29, 

Goldsmith's latter formulable statement expresses the be

lief that both good and evil fall providentially on all 

men despite the extent of their virtue or vice. This por

tion of Goldsmith's second controlling theme is thus closely 

related to that of "The Proceedings of Providence Vindi

cated" and as such draws on a similar thematic background 

(see ch. Ill, pp. 40-43 above). 

However, whereas the primary focus of "The Proceedings" 

is Asem's acceptance of the belief that evil is necessary 

for the existence of good, the second half of The Vicar 

stresses man's need for fortitude and hope in an eventual 

heavenly reward to bear that providential evil, an idea 

presented earlier by Samuel Johnson in Rambler essay no. 32: 

In those evils which are allotted to us by providence 
. . . , it is always to be rememb[e]red, that impa
tience can have no present effect, but to deprive us 
of the consolations which our condition admits, by 
driving away from us those by whose conversation or 
advice we might be amused or helped; and that with 
regard to futurity it is yet less to be justified, 
since, without lessening the pain, it cuts off the 
hope of that reward, which he by whom it is inflicted 
will confer upon them that bear it well.^^ 

Johnson himself developed this belief into the controlling 

theme of Rasselas (published the same year Goldsmith probably 

began work on The Vicar of Wakefield) in which its characters, 
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after an unsuccessful search for earthly happiness, choose 

"hereafter to think only on the choice of eternity."^^ 

An age which questioned the nature of evil and its 

relationship to God and man alike could therefore comfort

ably confront Goldsmith's Vicar of Wakefield. By incorpor

ating those ideas which philosophers and authors before him 

had made familiar. Goldsmith could thus utilize their ef

forts to his best advantage, and his audience (because of 

their familiarity with those ideas) could better follow his 

apologue's purpose. 

F. Assessment--Success or Failure? 

The Vicar of Wakefield is, of course, an independent 

work capable of being judged solely on its inherent qualities 

and the extent to which they relate to the characteristics 

prescribed by its form—the apologue. However, because the 

apologue, by its very nature, is so reliant on the basics of 

a particular form or structure, all examples of this type 

of prose fiction possess a similarity which is often not 

found in the more popular novel or straight satire. It is 

possible, consequently, to use one apologue as a standard in 

judging another if that apologue is proven to illustrate 

more than adequately its formulable statement using the cri

teria given above in chapter III. "The Proceedings of Provi

dence Vindicated" is the ideal choice for such a comparison 

with The Vicar since they both are products of the same 
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author written at approximately the same time and both are 

structured around similar formulable statements. As shown 

above in chapter III, pp. 31-44, Goldsmith's shorter apo

logue fulfills all the characteristics necessary to exemplify 

its controlling theme: the characters are flat and conse

quently become mere illustrations of the theme, each part 

of the plot is relevant only to a portrayal of the theme, 

probability of action exists only if the theme requires its 

presence, any satire within the apologue is subordinated to 

the more positive theme, and the controlling theme is famil

iar to the typical reader who should thus have few problems 

identifying its nature and its presence. If this tightly 

controlled structure is compared point by point to that of 

Goldsmith's larger apologue, the differences which exist 

between the two should form an adequate basis to determine 

Goldsmith's success or failure in The Vicar of Wakefield. 

Unlike the few characters populating "The Proceedings 

of Providence Vindicated," The Vicar's characters seem more 

vital and alive even while they exemplify the controlling 

theme; they simply possess more characteristics than are 

allowed to either Asem, the genius, or the three inhabitants 

of the world without vice. Because The Vicar contains two 

formulable statements, the characters must illustrate the 

different themes by acquiring new characteristics, and the 

subsequent changes (if viewed from the beginning of the work 
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to the end) would appear to be more life-like than the sin

gle, flat presentation, for instance, of the genius's wisdom 

in "The Proceedings." Thus, the vicar's humanity as ironic 

commentator, foolishness as comic object, and strength as 

moral spokesman combine to form a character who lives, not 

simply exemplifies. If The Vicar were a novel, this quality 

would certainly be an asset; as an apologue, however, the 

affect that comes from viewing the total vicar (not just the 

comic Dr. Primrose of chapters 1-17 or the serious Dr. Prim

rose of chapters 17-32) weakens the work as a whole. 

Similarly, the existence of two separate controlling 

themes within The Vicar creates problems concerning plot 

structure not found in "The Proceedings of Providence Vin

dicated" which economically presents scene after scene of 

both universal situations and structures that validate the 

formulable statement. Taken individually as separate apo

logues, the two parts of The Vicar adequately subordinate 

the elements found within each to whichever theme dominates 

that part. As a whole, however, the split structure results 

in differing tones, rhetorical appeals, and reader response 

which multiply the chances of misunderstanding in a reader 

unable to make the correct shift along with Goldsmith. Fur

thermore, The Vicar contains a number of purely digressive 

episodes, most serving some useful function in the form of 

preparation for characters and events which do illustrate 
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the theme but several placed within Goldsmith's work solely 

for their own sake. The result is therefore a plot struc

ture which, within the individual parts, ably supports the 

formulable statements but which weakens when viewed from the 

opening chapters to the closing. 

The use of improbable scenes and realistic events 

within The Vicar of Wakefield, like those within "The Pro

ceedings of Providence Vindicated," is well subordinated to 

the work's controlling themes. Goldsmith does not sacrifice 

a clarification of his formulable statement for a realistic 

portrayal of character or event. Yet, because The Vicar is 

dominated by two themes instead of the one which controls 

"The Proceedings," the consequent change in tone requires a 

shift in the presentation of probable and improbable scenes 

with the result that the improbable quality of the second 

half is often misunderstood as satire or parody when com

pared to the more realistic nature of the first half. The 

total effect of the work, once again, is weakened due to the 

presence of two formulable statements. 

Because of the nature of its theme and the length of 

its presentation, "The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated" 

contains only a brief sampling of satire which is skillfully 

used to denigrate those qualities opposed to its formulable 

statement. The first part of The Vicar, however, incorpo

rates satire as a primary means of exemplifying its 

I 
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negatively stated theme in order to convince the reader to 

seek its positive reversal, with the change to a positively 

stated theme, however, the primary use of satire is no longer 

required; yet Goldsmith could not withstand the irresistible 

desire to continue its use, and the resulting six satiric 

slips prove traps to those readers inclined to view the 

second half as correspondingly satiric. 

Finally, both The Vicar of Wakefield and "The Proceed

ings of Providence Vindicated" incorporate themes familiar 

enough to the contemporary reader to allow a quick yet 

thorough identification of their formulable statements. 

The weaknesses which result from the presence of two 

formulable statements instead of only one are damaging but 

not completely destructive to The Vicar of Wakefield. If 

a reader could resist all temptation to view the second 

half in terms relating to the first (i.e., to see it as con

sistently satirical) and concentrated strictly on the rhe

torical appeals presented by Goldsmith to guide the audience, 

while at the same time he effectively ignored those parts 

truly digressive, that reader would not be sufficiently 

hindered by the shift to misunderstand or misjudge Gold

smith's apologue. Once safely within the two individual 

sections of The Vicar after all, the reader's response is 

quite adequately controlled and directed to the dominant 

theme. It is the complete effect of Goldsmith's work. 
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however, its totality of existence, which is damaged by the 

inclusion of two separate formulable statements, and what 

should be one of the easiest types of prose ficiton to 

understand becomes therefore one of the most difficult. 

When only technical merit is considered, "The Proceed

ings of Providence Vindicated" far outranks The Vicar of 

Wakefield, but a work's accomplishments should not be deter

mined solely through technicalities. The popularity of 

Goldsmith's work is an indicator of its success if not in 

rigid compliance to a preconceived form at least in its 

ability to capture the imagination of its audience. It 

should be, therefore, a credit to Goldsmith's literary abil

ity that despite the work's flaws, its capacity to entertain, 

to amuse, and to a certain extent to instruct remain intact. 

"The Proceedings of Providence Vindicated" is the more tech

nically perfect apologue, but The Vicar of Wakefield is by 

far the more interesting and consequently the more remem

bered. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The question of successfulness and artistic integrity 

returns, then, to haunt The Vicar of Wakefield. Consider

ing it to be an apologue helps explain many areas within 

the work that have received conflicting interpretations; 

claims of unbelievable characters, improbable events, and 

unrelated episodes have resulted from an attempt to inter

pret the work as a novel not as an apologue in which such 

details not only support but actively present the control

ling idea, formulable statement or theme. Yet an apologue's 

artistic integrity must depend on the extent to which its 

structural details are subordinated to one controlling 

theme or idea. The Vicar's structural devices are, in my 

opinion, so subordinated—but to two themes, not to one. 

Here, then, is the flaw which disrupts the artistic unity 

of the work as a whole and causes such a wide range of 

criticisms—all of which can be supported to some extent by 

details in The Vicar. The satiric intent of chapters 1-17 

can thus lead readers and critics alike to search for a 

similar use of satire in chapters 17-32, while the serious 

treatment of Dr. Primrose in the latter chapters can over

shadow his comic role in the earlier section to produce a 

charge of sentimentality."^ Similarly, critics such as 
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James, Golden, and Quintana are justified in noting a break 

within The Vicar's structure at the same time that Battestin 

and Dahl identify recurrent motifs. Depending on which de

tail of The Vicar is deemed most important. Goldsmith's 

change of tone, style, characterization, and control yeilds 

infinitely variable aspects of interpretation. 

Despite this flaw. The Vicar of Wakefield has enjoyed 

tremendous popular success. There is an element within the 

work that pleases its readers regardless of artistic integ

rity or coherence that can only be attributable to Gold

smith's art. For instance, his sympathetic but humorous, 

ironic but benevolent portrayal of human nature (particu

larly in the character of Dr. Primrose) is the primary source 

for that "amenity" of tone first praised by Henry James and 
2 

echoed by succeeding critics. Furthermore, almost every 

chapter in The Vicar portrays Goldsmith's quality of imagi

nation which Quintana claims justifies all faults in design 
3 

and detail. 

Quintana's idea, however, creates an intriguing question 

which must be posed before the present study of The Vicar of 

Wakefield can conclude. Would Goldsmith's Vicar have been 

a greater success not only in terms of literary craftsman

ship but, more importantly, in terms of popular response 

if its primary flaw of subordination to two themes together 

with such minor problems as over-characterization and 
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digressive episodes had been eliminated? There is no doubt 

that a unified Vicar would be a better structured work 

than what exists, but its coherence would no doubt be pur

chased at the great expense of numerous scenes and charac

ters which please in spite of the flaws. Consequently, 

either the vicar's wisdom and strength or his comic warmth 

and humanity would have to be eliminated to unify the work, 

and numerous miniature scenes and actions such as the figura

tive portrait of a shallow and unhappy Wilmot or the literal 

though quite ridiculous portrait of the Primrose family could 

not exist if either theme of prudence or fortitude were 

omitted. Take from The Vicar of Wakefield such digressions 

as the ballad of Edwin and Angelina and "An Elegy on the 

Death of a Mad Dog" and one is left with a more unified but 

less endearing apologue. 

In A Rhetoric of Irony, Wayne Booth makes the state

ment that "the value of art lies not in the work of art it

self but in the activity of the spectator.""^ If The Vicar 

of Wakefield is able, despite its flaws, to draw the appro

priate response from its audience, if it both enlightens 

and entertains, its success must be guaranteed. Although 

we can never be assured that a unified Vicar would not have 

been a more masterful and entertaining work, two centuries 

of readers, satisfied and unsatisfied alike, would be the 

poorer in enjoyment if Goldsmith's patchwork apologue 

were any different. 
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