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Introduction


In 1759, a new monthly women’s magazine entered the market.1 The newspaper advertisements for this upcoming periodical, signed by Caroline A. Stanhope, proudly proclaimed its originality:



The great Increase of Magazines, for the Use and Amusement of Gentlemen, and the almost total Disregard that has been shewn to the Ladies on that Head, will naturally plead in favour of this attempt. And it is indeed amazing, that a Lady’s Magazine has not yet taken place. It has been said, certainly with the greatest Justice, that Women are not inferior to Men in point of Genius. This will, in some Measure, justify the Present Design, if not in regard to me, at least to my Sex. When I see the Writings of my Sisters LENOX [sic] and CARTER, shine in a Quixote and an Epictetus; nay, when I observe a Female Genius, though of foreign Growth, indulged by the fostering Hand of British Approbation; can we doubt an equal Share of Favour in behalf of our own Countrywomen, if their Merit seem to bid equally fair for the Indulgence. My Sex has Talents, and the World has Candour.2




Contrary to its claims, The Lady’s Magazine or, Polite Companion for the Fair Sex, was not the first periodical explicitly addressed to women. Fifteen years earlier, for instance, Eliza Haywood had launched her essay-periodical, The Female Spectator (1744-46). However, this new magazine had a broader focus and expanded its content to encompass more intellectual subjects including science, history, botany, and geography. As the advertisement suggests, the visibility of highly respected women in the public sphere of publication was evolving.3 Elizabeth Carter had played a crucial role in challenging assumptions about women’s inherent intellectual inferiority. In 1739, she translated Francesco Algarotti’s Sir Isaac Newton’s Philosophy Explained, for the Use of the Ladies. More significantly, shortly before the publication of The Lady’s Magazine, she had gained widespread acclaim for her translation of the works of Epictetus from Greek. This achievement was not only intellectual but symbolic: an important dividing line between women and men in this period rested on competency in Latin and Greek. Education in these ancient languages was traditionally reserved to men, as it was commonly thought that women had no need for such scholarly pursuits. The foreign genius whose achievements had received widespread approval and admiration in Britain was Anne Dacier, who, at the beginning of the century, had published her exemplary translations of the Illiad (1711) and the Odyssey (1716), accompanied by erudite commentaries.4 The inclusion of Charlotte Lennox alongside these luminaries of the eighteenth century underscores the recognition of her exceptional literary merit.


The Lady’s Magazine (1759-63) not only corroborates many other testimonies to the widespread recognition of Lennox’s “genius,” but also offers precious insight into her self-understanding as well as the value she attached to her own work. In its second issue, the magazine featured Lennox’s response to its tribute. In a letter addressed to Mrs Stanhope and the “other LADIES” on the editorial team, she expressed her enthusiasm for their project to “enlarge the knowledge, correct the judgment, and polish the manners of the fair sex.”5 She continued as follows: 



[I] take this opportunity of thanking you in the name of our whole sex, for your obliging intentions towards us, and of promising you that nothing in my poor power shall be wanting either to help you in your efforts, or contribute to your success.


Sorry I am to say, that the learned and ingenious of the other sex, have hitherto laboured but too little in the service of us weaker creatures; certain I am, that nothing has yet escaped from their pens, so well calculated at once to answer the purpose of instruction and entertainment, as what we may flatter ourselves with the hopes of from the plan of your Magazine: go on then, madam, you and your adventurous associates, and shew those over-bearing men that they have no advantage of us but what they derive from prejudice; and like tyrants, from having the power in their own hands.6




While this candid statement by Lennox expressing her solidarity with women as victims of prejudice stands out, the importance of improving women’s education is a recurrent theme throughout her work.


Eighteenth-century literature teems with protests against the injustice of treating women as intellectually inferior. Many authors, both male and female, argued that the kinds of education reserved to women led to the erroneous belief in natural differences in cognitive capacity. Lennox, however, avoided adopting a strident tone on this issue. Her reasons are understandable: she was a professional woman writer and, for most of her career, she and her family lived on the proceeds of her published work. Being a professional writer in mid-century Britain required establishing relationships with printers, ensuring advance publicity in the ever-expanding periodicals market, and securing favourable reviews. All of this required currying favour from influential men and creating a network of professional contacts. Throughout her life, Lennox successfully established and maintained these connections, securing her reputation as a venerable author by successfully cultivating a public persona whose personal life was as respectable and virtuous as that of the most reclusive domestic woman.


As her letters reveal, Lennox placed great importance on gaining public recognition for her intellectual and literary talents.7 Indeed, that seems to have been a lifelong ambition, alongside the more mundane one of providing herself and her family with food on the table and a place to live. She avoided ruffling feathers as best she was able and deftly negotiated the tightrope act of projecting an image of herself as a woman of exceptional talent and a model of demure feminine virtue.


How do we reconcile our knowledge of Lennox’s celebrated novel with the glimpse we observed earlier of the author vehemently asserting that discrimination against women was rooted solely in the prevailing power dynamics favouring men? Is it possible that we should look to Lennox’s public persona – a seemly and unprovocative ideal woman – as our guide instead? After all, The Female Quixote ostensibly relates the story of a young woman whose powers of judgment have been so seriously impaired by reading romances that she believes that women in eighteenth-century Britain wield such authority that their every wish deserves unquestioning obedience from men. When this heroine is cured of her grandiose delusions at the end of the novel, is she not filled with contrite remorse for “the Follies her vitiated Judgment had led her into” (IX, xii, 427)?


This heroine sashayed into the Assembly Room in Bath with the same aplomb that she delivered speeches to her admiring listeners in her own castle. A paragon of beauty, her self-assurance was such that she believed the history of her life would provide a “shining Example of Generosity, Courage, Virtue and Love” for future readers to emulate (I, xii, 64). Yet it is this very heroine who in the end bows her head in shame and embarrassment when reflecting on the “Absurdity of her past Behaviour (IX, xii, 427). Could it be that The Female Quixote should be regarded as a cautionary tale? Rather than promoting any form of proto-feminist agenda, does it convey a conservative judgment on, or even indictment of, women’s presumptuous and delusional aspirations?


To boldly frame the question of “the meaning” of Lennox’s novel is to find oneself entangled in a dense thicket of intertwined inquiries. Can any text truly possess “a meaning,” or does it instead harbour multiple meanings? My point here is not merely that reading a literary work is essentially an exchange, although it is. Each of us possesses a worldview, our own cognitive environment. It may be in flux, but it has been shaped by factors like education and life experience. Consequently, literary texts resonate with us in various ways. My essential point is that reading a literary work is an extended cognitive and emotional experience, one that, when successful, affords us pleasure. A literary text like The Female Quixote continually engages both our cognitive and emotional faculties throughout the reading experience. It touches upon and explores numerous themes that we reflect on, and, as we turn the pages, we are permanently engaged in drawing inferences from our reading. That is why I would argue that a literary text’s meanings are inherently multiple and cumulative. Terence Cave points out that the affective and cognitive experience of reading literary works has the capacity to “alter the cognitive environment of the reader in ways that are powerful, potentially disturbing, and not at all self evident.”8 But does this alteration take place at the moment when the reader puts down the book? Is this process not taking place for the duration of our reading experience? Does the sense of an ending really deserve the weight attached to it by some schools of literary criticism? 


These comments on the personal and individual experience of reading literary works should not be taken to imply that the enjoyment they offer, or the nature of our cognitive engagement, cannot be enriched through literary analysis. My overarching objective in writing this book was to furnish you with as much information as possible about The Female Quixote, and the specific historical context in which it was published. Additionally, I explore formal aspects because, as I contend, they play a crucial role in the pleasure we derive from reading this novel. In sum, my cherished hope is to enhance your experience, both cognitive and emotional, of Lennox’s work.


This book is organised into four parts. The first part, titled “Novel Beginnings,” outlines the context in which Lennox’s novel first appeared. It surveys the Cervantean tradition and the influence on Lennox’s work of her fellow novelists Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding. Yet this presentation of the content of the first two chapters is in many ways misleading for at every juncture I delve into discussions and analyses of Lennox’s novel. Examining the influence of one text on another or one author on another can be a delicate endeavour because it can be taken to imply that the later text or author is merely derivative. In the worst-case scenario, it could suggest that The Female Quixote was somehow a pale reflection of its prestigious precursors, a notion I strongly disagree with. The primary interest in examining the texts and authors that inspired Lennox lies, in my view, in its capacity to heighten our understanding of the innovations she introduced to the English novel.


Another noteworthy aspect of this first section is evident from the Table of Contents – in my chapter on the Cervantean heritage, I discuss the work of an influential theorist of the novel Mikhail Bakhtin. Until the “recovery project” gained momentum in the 1980s, eighteenth-century women writers, including Charlotte Lennox, were largely written out of the annals of literary history.9 This exclusion had as consequence that works such as The Female Quixote escaped the attention of many great literary theorists of the twentieth century. I aim to persuade you that Bakhtin’s concepts, devised in the context of his work on the origins of the modern novel and Cervantes’s pivotal role in that history, serve as valuable analytical tools for discussing Lennox’s novel. In my discussion of Richardson and Fielding, I outline their role in eighteenth-century debates on the emergence of a “new species of writing,” now recognised as the novel.


The fact that the novelistic practices of Richardson and Fielding were so distinct one from the other meant that much of the early debates on the novel degenerated, we might say, into literary squabbles over who was the “better” writer of the two. The positive outcome of this dubiously framed debate was that while the two camps fought it out (in print), a tacit assumption emerged: both parties at least agreed that there was a new species of writing and that it was significant. As we shall see, in The Female Quixote, Lennox intervened in this debate. I explore how she harnessed features of the novelistic practice of both authors to craft her own innovative synthesis.


The second part of this book, “Comic Realism,” primarily focuses on matters pertaining to form. Although the term “realism” was not used by any of the participants in the Richardson/Fielding debates, twentieth-century theorists found it a useful label to describe what was “new” about this purportedly “new species of writing.” Despite their differences, Richardson and Fielding shared a common aversion to an older and outmoded form of prose fiction: the romance.


As I demonstrate, The Female Quixote adopts a narrative style that, as Samuel Johnson put it, aimed to “exhibit life in its true state, diversified only by accidents that daily happen in the world, and influenced by passions and qualities which are really to be found in conversing with mankind.”10 This dimension of Lennox’s novel, exhibiting “life in its true state,” draws on knowledge specific to the localised historical context of eighteenth-century life in Britain.


In the opening chapter of this section, I bring into view elements of that context that illuminate certain facets of her novel, including her portrayal of the origin of Arabella’s “romantic turn” and the prevalent forms of violence in eighteenth-century Britain. However, one of Arabella’s distinctive characteristics is her failure to recognise “life in its true state.” I propose that that this feature of Arabella, the fact that she remains almost untouched by the real world of the eighteenth century, is also key to her idealisation.


Johnson suggested that “The chief advantage which these [new realist] fictions have over real life is, that their authors are at liberty, tho’ not to invent, yet to select objects, and to cull from the mass of mankind, those individuals upon which the attention ought most to be employ’d.”11 By this, he meant that novelists could opt to represent exemplary characters drawn from real life. However, at the time of writing The Female Quixote, Lennox appears to have disagreed with Johnson on this point, as her heroine, in many respects exemplary, is the product of an education not derived from eighteenth-century pedagogical practices but rather from her reading of seventeenth-century French heroic romances. 


While the initial chapter of this part centres on the realist dimension of The Female Quixote, the second chapter shifts its focus to its romance features. I examine the subtle ways in which Lennox incorporates the conventions and topoï of romances into her realist novel. The third chapter of this part explores a series of literary and narrative devices that are, I argue, integral to the comedic effects of her novel and the enjoyment it offers readers. I endeavour to provide students with an analytical vocabulary that will help them analyse sections of the text. In each case, I examine passages from the novel that illustrate Lennox’s usage of these devices.  


The third part addresses themes that strike me as central to Lennox’s narrative goals in The Female Quixote. As mentioned at the beginning of this introduction, Lennox held a deep-seated interest in the question of women’s education. In the first chapter, I explore her treatment of this theme in some detail. I show how it sheds light on her portrayal of the novel’s heroine and her suitor Glanville. This theme is also relevant to understanding the novel’s satire of the contemporary figure of the coquette through Miss Glanville and other female characters. However, as I argue, this critique extends to a broader one targeting the forms of sociability of the period’s mixed-sex polite society as deficient in intellectual pursuits.


In the second chapter of this part, I draw attention to the significance of another thematic motif that runs discreetly but pervasively through the novel: the question of women’s autonomy in choosing their spouses. Moreover, Lennox’s interest in this topical subject also illuminates her portrayal of the relationship between Glanville and Arabella. In Lennox’s depiction of that relationship, I contend that she foreshadows a distinctly modern understanding of conjugal love.


Part four contains diverse texts that are included in this volume as aids to further study.
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Female Quixotism


 


I will conclude this introduction with some initial observations on the relationship between Lennox’s Arabella and her famed ancestor, the protagonist of Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605, 1615). These serve as a preamble to the more in-depth studies that follow.


Cervantes’s Don Quixote stands today as an iconic figure, arguably the most iconic among all fictional characters. He has served as the inspiration for countless reproductions in art, film, music, and literature. His name has become so universally recognised that it has found its way into our language as an adjective. According to the Oxford English Dictionary “Quixotic” means “naively idealistic” while also connoting “unrealistic,” “capricious” and “whimsical”.12 For us, Don Quixote embodies the impossible and courageous quest to right wrongs in a hostile world governed by cruel pragmatism.


Both Don Quixote and Arabella form their ideas of the laws that govern the world they live in from their voracious reading of romances, and both comically misread it. Don Quixote, living in seventeenth-century Spain, decides to take up the mantle of the heroic knight errants he has read about in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century chivalric romances and embarks on a quest to redress the injustices and evil deeds he encounters on his travels. Arabella, inspired by her extensive reading of the lengthy heroic romances of seventeenth-century France, similarly models her behaviour on that of their virtuous and valorous heroines. While her freedom of movement is more constrained than Don Quixote’s, like him, she seizes every opportunity to assist any damsels in distress who cross her path.


In both novels, the disjunction between the real world and the protagonist’s imaginary world serves as a prime source of comedy. However, their delusional notions of their own heroic status are parodied in distinct ways. Don Quixote’s overblown self-perception is humorously punctured regarding both his social standing and his physical appearance. Unlike the youthful (and ageless) knights he emulates, he is an elderly man (“bordering on fifty”) who is as “spare” and “gaunt” as the old nag he rides. In stark contrast to the illustrious heroes of his chivalric romances, he is an impecunious member of the lesser gentry (a hidalgo). Conversely, Arabella enjoys a social rank and fortune which, while not quite on a par with that of her romance princesses, still places her near the pinnacle of her society’s hierarchy. She also shares with those princesses their prodigious beauty. She too, however, is comically deflated and most signally in the inflated vision she entertains of her own powers and of the extraordinary homage she considers her due as a lady. In the world she lives in, this understanding of her place in society as a woman is shown to be comically ridiculous. 


Numerous parallels exist between the two novels, including the fact that both protagonists have lowly attendants. Arabella’s servant Lucy shares many traits with Don Quixote’s squire Sancho Panza. Unlike Don Quixote, Arabella does not believe in invisible enchanters, magicians, ghosts, devils, or giants, but she believes that one hero is capable of putting “whole Armies into Terror, and with his single Arm oppose a Legion!” (II, iii, 80) Both characters comically misconstrue the actions of others, the motives behind their behaviour, and the prevailing values in their respective worlds.


However, the affiliations between these two novels run much deeper than these textual echoes reveal. A dimension of Cervantes’s novel that seems obvious to us today was, in the mid-eighteenth-century decades, progressively coming into view. The seventeenth century had more generally perceived Don Quixote as a merely ridiculous character. They appreciated Cervantes’s humour, but they saw his protagonist as embodying fanatical delusion. Don Quixote, in this view, was the deserving butt of satire. Eighteenth-century readers, on the other hand, were beginning to recognise in Don Quixote a dimension that our dictionaries today reflect, that naïve idealism recorded in the Oxford English Dictionary. Don Quixote’s ambition might be comically unrealistic, but his idealism nonetheless deserved empathetic admiration. As Johnson wrote in his periodical:



When the knight of La Mancha gravely recounts to his companion the adventures by which he is to signalize himself in such a manner that he shall be summoned to the support of empires, solicited to accept the heiress of the crown which he has preserved, have honours and riches to scatter about him, and an island to bestow on his worthy squire, very few readers, amidst their mirth or pity, can deny that they have admitted visions of the same kind; though they have not, perhaps, expected events equally strange, or by means equally inadequate. When we pity him, we reflect on our own disappointments; and when we laugh, our hearts inform us that he is not more ridiculous than ourselves, except that he tells what we have only thought.




There was, Johnson suggested, something of Don Quixote in all of us. Furthermore, as he also pointed out, the folly of Don Quixote was also the source of ambition. As he commented, “There would […] be few enterprises of great labour or hazard undertaken, if we had not the power of magnifying the advantages which we persuade ourselves to expect from them.”13 At precisely the time when Lennox published her novel, the question astute readers were asking was, did Don Quixote, however ridiculous his ambitions may have been, not also deserve admiration for the values he upheld? The title that Johnson gave this number of his periodical was: “The Danger and Necessity of Looking into Futurity?” Was Lennox looking into futurity when she depicted her self-assured heroine serenely unaware that in the world in which she lived it was egregious folly for a woman to imagine that she had a claim to glory?







Part one

Novel
 beginnings


1

Don Quixote and the Quixotic
 Tradition
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A | From Don Quixote to Arabella: The Quixote Tradition Across Centuries

When Lennox published her “female” Quixote, the English reading public was already well-acquainted with the original character upon which her creation was based. Even before the publication of the second volume of Don Quixote, the first volume was available in English translation (1612). The second volume of Cervantes’s novel, published in Spanish in 1615, was translated into English in 1620. Moreover, imitations promptly followed. In 1607, for instance, dramatists Beaumont and Fletcher’s metafictional play, The Knight of the Burning Pestle, satirised chivalric romances. The most influential seventeenth-century English imitation was Samuel Butler’s satirical poem, Hudibras (1663-78). The poem features Hudibras, a Presbyterian colonel described as a “mirror of knighthood,” whose beliefs are informed by Puritan teachings. Like Don Quixote, in the company of his lowly and uneducated squire Ralph, he embarks on adventures to combat evildoers. In Butler’s poem, Hudibras is a ridiculous character, and, as in the original, the humour is burlesque. In 1694, Thomas D’Urfey adapted Cervantes’s novel for the stage in his Comical History of Don Quixote, and in 1711, Ned Ward tried to capitalise on the success of Butler’s poem with his “Life of Don Quixote, merrily translated into Hudibrastic Verse” (1711). Famous names of the seventeenth century, such as Thomas Hobbes, Robert Burton and John Locke, all refer to Cervantes’s novel in their writing, and Locke owned all three extant translations. In 1712 Joseph Addison discussed it in his immensely popular periodical, The Spectator.1 By the mid-eighteenth century, Don Quixote had been translated four times.2 The most notable imitations close in time to the publication of Lennox’s novel are Henry Fielding’s ballad-opera Don Quixote in England, staged for the first time in 1734, and his novel Joseph Andrews (1742).3


In addition to these English imitations of Don Quixote, we also need to bear in mind significant French quixotic novels, often referred to in French as “anti-romans”. We know that Lennox, like her heroine, was a voracious reader and fluently read French. It is reasonable to surmise that she was familiar with the major lights of the French quixotic novel tradition. These include Charles Sorel’s Berger extravagant (1627/33), whose protagonist, Lysis, an adept of Honoré d’Urfé’s pastoral novel l’Astrée, is inspired to emulate its hero Céladon.4 Like Arabella, Lysis’s major reference point for understanding the world around him is a fictional source, in his case, the pastoral novel. Like Arabella, he is concerned about the future publication of his “history” and the disjunction between his inflated diction, modelled on the pastoral, generates the same mystified incomprehension on the part of his listeners as Arabella’s does. Sorel’s novel, like Lennox’s, humorously recirculates the topoï of the romance genre.


Lennox may also have read Subligny’s La fausse Clélie, translated into English as The Mock-Clelia or Madam Quixote (1678). Unlike Arabella, who emulates the romance heroines, Subligny’s heroine believes herself to be the protagonist of Scudery’s romance Clélie and interprets her world through that prism. The scene in which Subligny’s Clélie throws herself into a canal, believing it to be the river Tiber, to escape from an imaginary danger is reminiscent of Arabella’s later impulse to plunge into the river Thames to escape from a similarly imaginary danger (IX, ix, 405).


Closer in time to Lennox is Marivaux’s quixotic novel Pharsamon ou Les Nouvelles folies romanesques (1737).5 Marivaux’s eponymous hero has the good fortune to meet his double, Cidalise, whose quixotic notions rival and even surpass his own. Cidalise, like Arabella, lives in a castle and, when she meets Pharsamon, is enchanted to discover a suitor whose ideas of courtship, in opposition to those of previous suitors, resemble so closely her own. Pharsamon, like Glanville, engages in a duel with his rival. However, at the end of the novel, Pharsamon in a dream “wakes up” from the dream of his idealised love à la Scudéry. Once he has regained his reason, he unceremoniously abandons Cidalise to marry a widow.6


These comic novels serve to remind us that Lennox situates The Female Quixote in a novel tradition that stretches back to Cervantes. Moreover, over the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the reception of Don Quixote underwent a significant transformation. As scholars have shown, it is possible to identify three broad stages in the reception and rewriting of Don Quixote in England. As Susan Staves puts it:



At first we see Don Quixote as a buffoon, a madman who belongs in a farce. Then ambiguities begin to creep in, and we have a Don Quixote who is still ridiculous, still a buffoon, but who, at the same time, is beginning to look strangely noble, even saintly. Then, finally, toward the end of the century we begin to glimpse the romantic Don Quixote, an idealistic and noble hero.7




One might argue that this development is not as linear as Staves suggests, but she does draw our attention to significant mid-eighteenth-century changes in the perception of Cervantes’s hero/anti-hero. As Henry Fielding’s review of Lennox’s novel, and as his own novels similarly attest, in these mid-century decades the idealisation of Don Quixote was already underway. Both Cervantes and Lennox, Fielding observed:



Have taken [care] to preserve the Affection of their Readers for their Principal Characters, in the midst of all the Follies of which they are guilty. Both Characters are accordingly represented as Persons of good Sense, and of great natural Parts, and in all Cases, except one, of a very sound Judgment, and what is much more endearing, as Persons of great Innocence, Integrity and Honour, and of the highest Benevolence.8




What Fielding judiciously discerns in Lennox’s novel is that, if we leave aside the “follies” Arabella’s romance beliefs lead her into, she embodies the period’s most prized human values. She has good sense, “great natural parts” (capacities), and sound judgment, and her distinctive virtues are innocence, integrity, honour, and benevolence. It is noteworthy that these laudable attributes and virtues are distinctly gender-neutral: Arabella, in Fielding’s analysis, is worthy of admiration for the same reasons that Don Quixote is. What Fielding overlooks, or at least does not comment on, are the ways in which Arabella’s behaviour contravenes other eighteenth-century ideals: the distinctly feminine virtues embodied by the ideal woman. As one conduct book writer put it: “one of the chief beauties in a female character is that modest reserve, that retiring delicacy, which avoids the public eye, and is disconcerted even at the gaze of admiration.”9 Until the penultimate chapter, Arabella’s erroneous misconstruction of the operative gender hierarchies that prevail in the society she lives in is materialised in her conception of her own “consequence” (VII, xiv, 344), in the “improper” way she addresses herself to men and acts towards them. To understand this dimension of Lennox’s novel we need, I suggest, to return to the original Don Quixote and to the analysis of that novel by a celebrated theorist of the novel, Mikhail Bakhtin.





B | Mikhaïl Bakhtin and the Modern Novel

Bakhtin, like many others, considered Don Quixote to be a seminal work in the history of the novel.10 He characterised Don Quixote as “the classical and purest model of the novel as a genre, realising in itself, in extraordinary depth and breadth, all the artistic possibilities of heteroglot and internally dialogised discourse.”11 According to Bakhtin, Don Quixote wielded decisive influence on the history of the novel, permeating “the English comic novel […] through and through with the spirit of Cervantes.”12 To shed light on the relevance of Bakhtin’s theory of the novel, his insights into Don Quixote, and his theoretical concepts, to an understanding of The Female Quixote, it is essential to dissect the key conceptual terms already mentioned: “heteroglot” and “dialogised discourse” along with a third renowned concept, “carnival”.


Bakhtin devised the term “heteroglossia” to designate the distinctive trait of the novel as opposed to other genres, such as the romance or the epic. He argued that what was new about the novel was its integration of different voices or “languages”. According to him, each language embodies a way of seeing the world. In the French romances that Arabella reads, for instance, there is essentially only one way of seeing the world. Characters can differ from each other – some are virtuous and brave; others are ignoble and devious, but all of them understand the world they live in in the same way. We see an illustration of this feature of romances when Arabella explains to Lucy that she must relate her “history” to Sir George and the others. Arabella is outraged when Lucy exclaims that she is incapable of performing such a challenging task. “Did you ever hear of any woman that refused to relate her lady’s story, when desired?” she asks indignantly (III, v, 143-4). In romances, the characters all spoke the same elevated language, and nothing was more common than to have some loyal attendant relate the life history of the hero or heroine.13 In The Female Quixote, Lucy’s language is distinct from Arabella’s, and from that of other characters. Indeed, Lennox explores in diverse ways the distinctiveness of different languages and their attendant ways of seeing world.   


However, Bakhtin’s theory also emphasises another crucial feature of the novel, “dialogism”. What distinguishes the modern novel from its precursor forms is the interaction of these different languages, each conveying its unique worldview. In the modern novel, Bakhtin argues, each language asserts its legitimacy and competes with the others. When these diverse languages are brought into contact with one another, no one language comes away from the experience unscathed. They all claim to provide a complete understanding of the world, but when they must engage with other languages, their self-evident status is challenged, and they become one of many ways of seeing the world.


Bakhtin’s theory of the novel holds a strong political component, as it revolves around the premise that societies stratify and that languages play a role in this process. Different societies, in various historical and geographical contexts, establish hierarchies within the social world, each in its own way. According to Bakhtin, the notion of a single language reflects an aspiration of absolutist or totalitarian regimes. A single language posits the idea that there is only one universally evident way to comprehend the world. It claims to provide a complete and exclusive understanding of that world and from this perspective, there are no other ways of organising the social world. Monologic literary forms – like the romance – reinforce this belief by representing the world in a manner that endorses the supremacy of a single language. They foster the belief that one single language is in measure to correctly evaluate human experience of the world and that this language is self-evident to all its users.


However, as Bakhtin argues, societies have consistently encountered resistance and dissonant voices challenging the self-evidence of the prevailing social order and the truth claimed by its dominant language. Bakhtin suggests that this contestation emanated from sections of the population situated at the bottom of the hierarchical order. These segments of society produced cultural worlds that lampooned elite forms of cultural production, employing humour and laughter as tools to challenge their authority. This brings us to the third Bakhtinian concept that is germane to understanding Don Quixote and The Female Quixote: the carnival. 


Don Quixote, as described by Bakhtin, stands out as “one of the greatest and at the same time most carnivalesque novels of world literature”.14 He elucidates the notion of the “carnivalesque” in his discussion of the significance of “carnival” itself. He notes that during carnival festivities:



The laws, prohibitions, and restrictions that determine the structure and order of ordinary, that is noncarnival, life are suspended […]: what is suspended first of all is hierarchical structure and all the forms of terror, reverence, piety, and etiquette connected with it – that is, everything resulting from socio-hierarchical inequality or any other form of inequality among people (including age). All distance between people is suspended, and a special carnival category comes into effect: free and familiar contact among people. This is a very important aspect of a carnival sense of the world.15




Bakhtin points out that the language of carnival defies complete translation into verbal or abstract expressions. However, it can be transposed into “a language of artistic images,” “the language of literature”.16 In this context, literature assumes a remarkable role. Unlike other forms of discourse, literature can disrupt or suspend the perceived “naturalness” of the ordinary. Through the incorporation of different languages (heteroglossia) and the dynamic interplay between them (dialogism), the novel form accomplishes this carnivalesque disruption of a social order that lays claim to being both natural and self-evident.





C | Strata of Society: Rank and Status in The Female Quixote


It might appear paradoxical to label The Female Quixote as carnivalesque in the Bakhtinian sense: the novel is undeniably rooted in a rigid hierarchy. There are numerous instances of the way the novel implicitly endorses social stratification. In the opening pages, we are provided a glimpse of Arabella’s existence, one of almost complete isolation throughout her formative years. Apart from her father, it appears that she has had virtually no contact with others. In this portrayal, the many servants attending to the needs of the Marquis and his daughter are seemingly insignificant. The same applies to the common country folk Arabella encounters during her visits to the local church. Even Lucy, the loyal maidservant in whom Arabella confides “her most secret Thoughts” seems in many ways deprived of her own independence. Her unwavering reverence for her Lady embodies an unquestioning acceptance of the prevailing socio-hierarchical norms. While Lucy independently forms her own opinions and judgments about people and their motives, her profound admiration for her mistress is such that she renounces her own interpretations in deference to her superior judgment, so that finally she “always thought as her Lady did” (I, vii, 40).


It is noteworthy that Lennox diverges from Cervantes in her portrayal of the relationship between Arabella and Lucy. While Arabella and Lucy spend less time on the road than Don Quixote and Sancho Panza, Lucy can still be seen as Arabella’s fellow traveller. As in Cervantes’s novel, albeit to a lesser extent, the dialogues between these two characters also hold significant narrative importance. Like Arabella, Don Quixote speaks in the elevated idiom he has assimilated from romances. His romances are the chivalric romances of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, whereas hers are the French heroic romances of the seventeenth century. Like Lucy, Sancho has difficulty replicating Don Quixote’s complex verbal phrases and unfamiliar lexicon. In his attempts to do so, he (again like Lucy) distorts the terms he tries to reproduce by relying on phonetically comparable substitutes. Despite its title, however, Don Quixote did not revolve around a single principal character; instead, it featured two prominent characters, for Don Quixote’s squire also had his own distinctive language. Sancho’s demotic speech, larded with proverbs and images drawn from day-to-day experience, registers his lowly origins and down-to-earth interest in where the next meal is coming from. He too had his worldview.


As Don Quixote’s subaltern, Sancho Panza maintains a firmer grip than Lucy does on his own interpretation of the world, as well as of the characters and situations they encounter.17 Despite his naive belief in Don Quixote’s promise to reward him with the government of an island, Sancho generally defends his own pragmatic and realistic interpretation of events. In their conversations, their two distinct worldviews encounter and rub against each other. This is what Bakhtin refers to as “dialogism.” While the exchanges between Don Quixote and his squire do occasionally generate friction (providing comedic moments for the reader), they ultimately negotiate a communicational space that accommodates their divergent worldviews. Moreover, through their exchanges, and over time, they develop a relationship of affection and mutual interdependence.


However close they may be, Lucy and Arabella’s relationship is structured on very different principles. In the scene evoked above where Arabella briefs Lucy on what is in effect a very demanding role as the narrator of her mistress’s life history, Lucy baulks. As she objects, she would “never have gone to service” if she had understood “the hundredth thousandth part” of what was required of her; she was not “fit for such slavery” (III, v, 144). Lucy here defends her own perspective on the world: Arabella would have been hard put to find a precedent for a response of that kind in her romances! However, this is atypical of the exchanges between Lucy and Arabella. Lucy’s admiration for her mistress leads her to become, we might say, a second Quixote. Arabella’s worldview becomes Lucy’s prism on the world as much as it is Arabella’s. Her conversations with Arabella regarding Edward the gardener and Mr Hervey both illustrate her readiness to relinquish her own (realistic) interpretations in favour of her mistress’s. In the scene in which, upon Arabella’s instructions, Lucy returns Mr Hervey’s letter to him, she logically infers from what she witnesses that he is very unlikely to contemplate suicide. Nonetheless, a brief conversation with Arabella is sufficient to make her revise her own interpretation and, on the grounds that her mistress could not possibly be mistaken, she resolves to intervene to prevent Mr. Hervey from taking his own life (I, v, 28). What we see is that Lucy personifies a more conventional comedic persona, offering minimal contrast to Arabella’s lofty perception of the world as brimming with adventures. Lucy not only showcases her “rural simplicity” (I, iii, 23), but also exemplifies the credulity that the eighteenth-century “polite” world associated with individuals of lowly social status. To all the characters whose social rank is comparable with Arabella’s, her convictions and conduct appear thoroughly aberrant and “whimsical.” As Mr. Hervey puts it, she is “the most fantastical creature that ever lived” (IV, iv, 180). Conversely, Lucy’s adoption of Arabella’s worldview exemplifies the gullibility and ignorance that eighteenth-century readers were likely to associate with her plebeian status.






D | The Carnival of Gender

Lennox does strategically deploy the Cervantean confrontation of divergent worldviews, as manifested through language, in misunderstandings and latently conflictual relationships. Vitally, however, she deflects the nexus of tension away from socio-hierarchical distinctions to redirect them towards gendered ones. Lennox brings divergent languages into free and familiar contact with one another in the relationship between Arabella and the people who compose her social milieu. The “carnivalesque” dimension of The Female Quixote does not suspend “socio-hierarchical inequalities” rooted in social status; on the contrary, as previously suggested, it tends to confirm and perpetuate them. However, for as long as Arabella holds the narrative spotlight – essentially the duration of the novel – The Female Quixote dislodges the hold of gendered norms. Arabella speaks in the language of romances – both in the literal sense and in the larger sense seen above. Through this language, she interprets not only her own conduct but also that of others and the values upon which that conduct should be evaluated. In important ways, Lennox (through Arabella) suspends what Bakhtin refers to as “The laws, prohibitions, and restrictions that determine the structure and order of ordinary, that is noncarnival, life.”18


Vital to the creation of this effect are those features of Arabella’s character that Fielding drew attention to: the way she solicits the “affection” of readers, and inspires their admiration for the virtues that are – in the novel – virtually singular to her.19 This could only be achieved at this particular mid-century stage in the reception of Don Quixote, the stage during which, despite his madness, Cervantes’s hero could also be perceived as the defender of noble and praiseworthy ideals. We shall have occasion to return to this “idealisation” of Arabella, but for the present, I just want to sketch in outline the image of The Female Quixote that emerges when viewed through a Bakhtinian lens.


Arabella’s grandiloquent diction, her vocabulary, and the epithets she favours contrast disjunctively with the language use of the other members of her social milieu. By the middle of the eighteenth century, the rhetorical style and vocabulary of the French heroic romances had distinctly archaic resonances. Indeed, the stylised language Arabella speaks is so “foreign” to the other characters (including her father) that they are often unable to understand what she is saying. From her compulsive reading of romances, however, Arabella has also derived a vision of human nature, moral values and ideals, conduct and decorum, all of which are shown to be, in her time, as antiquated as the language she speaks. Most incongruously of all, she has drawn from her reading matter a hierarchical conception of the relation between the sexes that situates her, as a woman of noble birth, in a position of superiority. It is not just that, as she believes, love is “the ruling Principle of the World” (I, i, 19) but that the fortune or misfortune of men depends entirely on the judgement and approval of women. It is noble women who ultimately decide on the merit or demerit of men, and it is they who uphold and superintend the moral order. As arbiters of the moral universe, it is women who monitor the conduct of men, and in cases of infringement of the moral code, inflict the corresponding punishment (banishment being typical). Virtuous and beautiful heroines (such as Arabella understands herself to be) invariably transfix with passionate love all the eligible (and sometimes ineligible) men they encounter who thereafter become their subjects. This self-understanding of Arabella and her vision of the world manifests itself not just in the vocabulary she uses and the grammatical mood she is fond of (the imperative), but also in the way she situates herself as a speaker. She issues commands, accepts or refuses requests, and actively surveys the speech and acts of others to prevent potential violations of the codes of honour it is her role to defend. She has, moreover, an ethical obligation to safeguard her own glory to transmit to others and posterity an example of illustrious virtue and courage.20 Occupying this position of power and prestige – powers and privileges that have devolved on her by virtue of her status as a woman of noble birth – it is natural for her to demonstrate her superior understanding and wit in conversation with others. Knowing nothing of the eighteenth-century conduct books that recommended “modest reserve” and “retiring delicacy” as “the chief beauties in a female character,” she frequently violates the prevailing codes of feminine conduct.


After various scenes of mutual incomprehension and infringements of their respective codes of conduct, Glanville learns to understand Arabella’s language and resolves to “accommodate himself, as much as possible, to her taste, and endeavour to gain her heart by a behaviour most agreeable to her” (I, xi, 61). Although not without frequent bouts of exasperation and despair, Glanville adapts his behaviour and, on occasion, his speech to Arabella’s language, and he relies on this knowledge of her language to understand how she understands the world. The scene when Glanville is invited to arbitrate between the rival codes of etiquette defended respectively by his sister and Arabella is comic: Glanville regrets siding with Arabella “too hastily” as the chapter title puts it (Book V, ii, 213). Yet once he comes to understand the specificities of Arabella’s language, Glanville’s admiration for her is based on – among other qualities – her adherence to a conception of virtue that distinguishes her from the greater part of the other female characters (VIII, ii, 348). Just as significantly, Lennox’s novel is truly heteroglossic in Bakhtin’s sense of the term because it juxtaposes and confronts different world views: it brings the bearers of different languages into free and familiar contact. While her novel satirises prevailing social norms – notably the vices and prominence of leisure as opposed to intellectual activities that characterise life in high society, Lennox also confronts, more subtly, the languages of those who uphold “the structure and order of ordinary.” Glanville’s father, Sir Charles, is not simply the butt of satire – despite being somewhat naïve and unlettered – because his language voices doxal norms that have for him the evidence of the “ordinary”. The character of the countess raises more complex questions of interpretation because the norms she upholds occupy an intermediary position between those of Arabella and Sir Charles, but when her language enters into free and familiar contact with Arabella’s, it too becomes perceptible as “a language”: a way of seeing the world.


Lennox’s astute adaptation of Don Quixote deployed dialogism as a powerful instrument for dissecting societal constructs that dictate expectations based on gender. In her novel, the perspectives of different characters collide and interact, and through this interplay, doxal truths are relativised. Interweaving dialogue and narrative, her novel becomes a portal to a world where the rigidity of gender norms is loosened. Norms are portrayed as existing in the minds and practices of social actors, and thus as vulnerable to both subversion and reinterpretation.






E | The Rise of the English Novel Debates and the Cervantean Heritage

While Bakhtinian concepts certainly shed light on how “the spirit of Cervantes“ permeates The Female Quixote, it is worth noting that the novel incorporates other distinctive narrative features of Don Quixote.21 In fact, Cervantes’s work occupies a paradoxical position in English novel historiography because it appears to anticipate many of the narrative techniques that eighteenth-century novel theorists (and subsequently their twentieth-century counterparts) employed to delineate the defining differences between the novel – originating on English soil – and foreign (particularly French) romances. Given that the opposition between the romance and the novel is a pivotal distinction in Lennox’s novel, I want to highlight some ways in which Cervantes’s novel embodied this same distinction.





F | Individual Experience Set in its Temporal and Spatial Environment

In his influential history of the eighteenth-century English novel, Ian Watt argued that its formal realism allowed for “a more immediate imitation of individual experience set in its temporal and spatial environment than do other literary forms” (see Annex 1).22 The Female Quixote exploits this distinction, positioning itself as a novel firmly rooted in a specific time and place. Time in the romance held nominal significance, as lovers could win the hand of their beloved after “many years of service,” for instance, yet the characters remained unaffected by the passage of time. In the French heroic romances, as Arabella points out, “it is not usual to consider such little matters so nicely” (III, I, 133). This disregard for “such little matters” as the time it might take to travel from one place to another is evidenced in the extraordinary role of “chance” in bringing “a great many princesses” from “most distant quarters of the World” to meet in the city of Alexandria, for instance (VII, iii, 296). The heroes and heroines of romances travelled the world (a fact to which Arabella owes her knowledge of “descriptive geography” [IX, xi, 416]).


Although romances enchanted their readers with descriptions of the “wonders” of architecture or scenery to be found in foreign countries (see for example Arabella’s observations on the valley of Tempe in Thessaly [VII, iii, 294]), the function of these exotic locales was to provide beautiful backdrops where the princes and princess could unite to converse and relate their own marvellous “histories”.


In The Female Quixote, the passage of time is minutely chronicled: days and weeks are counted, seasons pass, journeys take time and the events of the novel take place within a particularised historical timeframe. Although the location of the marquis’s castle is not revealed, places are particularised: two miles separate William’s farm from the castle, for instance, the topography of Bath as you approach it from the North is described, and places like Bath and London, notably with respect to the places of sociability, enjoy a concrete specificity. Yet one could make similar observations of Cervantes’s novel. Quixote’s age is highly meaningful, events take place at particular times of the day or night; the passage of time plays a key role in the events; Don Quixote and Sancho (and indeed the other characters) have particular experiences at particular times and places. They go to the Sienna Morena, for instance, El Toboso, and a beach in Barcelona, and the events that transpire there are firmly localised in those settings.





G | Reflexivity and Self-Consciousness of the Modern Novel

As Catherine Gallagher points out, the concept of fictionality underwent significant developments in mid-eighteenth-century Britain. She contends that while Don Quixote contained “the components for an understanding of fictionality,” these components “did not gel into either a common knowledge of the concept or a sustained and durable novelistic practice” until the emergence of the eighteenth-century English novel.23 “The novel,” writes Gallagher, “is not just one kind of fictional narrative among others; it is the kind in which and through which fictionality became manifest, explicit, widely understood, and accepted.”24 There are layers of these mid-century debates on fictionality that Gallagher overlooks, notably the concurrent theoretical reflection that accompanied the construction of an English canon, including Spenser, Milton, and Shakespeare. Lennox was attuned to this work of critical reappraisal of the criteria of literary merit, as demonstrated by her publication Shakespear Illustrated (1753-4) (see “Perspectives on Lennox’s Life and Writings”). However, her intervention in the contemporaneous fictionality/novel debates in The Female Quixote emphasises above all the significance of the Cervantean tradition. In making its fictionality manifest, The Female Quixote draws on readily identifiable and distinctive features of Don Quixote.


As readers delve into Lennox’s novel, they swiftly come to realise that the chapter titles are somewhat unreliable indicators of the narrative events they encapsulate. Readers who turn to these titles in hopes of gaining a preliminary insight into the forthcoming pages will find themselves disappointed by titles like “Which contains a very natural incident” (II, ii) or “Containing some curious Anecdotes” (II, ix). These playful chapter titles mirror those of Don Quixote, where Cervantes’s readers encounter similarly ambiguous titles, such as “Where is told what we will read there” (II, ix) or “Which deals with many great things” (II, xxxi). The true function of these chapter titles is to serve as a reminder – an advertisement – of the fictitious nature of the text being read: a novel, a fiction.


Lennox’s use of the ironic narrator warrants in-depth examination, a subject I will explore in the chapter titled “Narrative Stylistics in The Female Quixote.” At this juncture, I wish to underscore the line of affiliation that links her narrator figure with Cervantes’s in Don Quixote. Cervantes’s narrator establishes a relationship of proximity both with the reader and his characters, as evident already in the chapter titles – such as the reference to “our knight” (DQ: I, iv, 75). Lennox’s narrator’s reference to the heroine as “our fair Visionary” performs a similar function (I, vi, 35). On a broader scale, Lennox’s narrator employs a form of ironic commentary analogous to Cervantes’s, narrating events in the third person but from a vantage point that encompasses the character’s deluded perspective. In Don Quixote, for instance, the narrator presents the confrontation between Don Quixote and a Biscayan (whose only arm is a pillow) as follows: “Where the incredible battle which opposed the courageous Biscayan and the Valiant Knight of La Mancha comes to an end” (I, ix). Through irony, this merging of the narrator’s perspective with that of the hero simultaneously forges a relationship of complicity with the knowing (and amused) reader. As we shall see, Lennox amplifies exponentially this Cervantean use of irony.


The goal of this synoptic survey was to position The Female Quixote within the framework of the Cervantean novel tradition, to show how this provenance sheds light on key elements of the novel. However, Lennox was writing in the middle of the eighteenth century, a period, as we have seen, marked by active debates surrounding the novel as a new form of fiction. In the upcoming chapter, I turn our attention to two pivotal writers – Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding – whose distinct conceptions and approaches to novel writing served as reference points in these discussions. As we shall see, Lennox creatively drew inspiration from both authors to craft a novel wholly and distinctively her own.  
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