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Abstract 

This thesis uses reader response criticism and theory of mind as interpretive tools, 

juxtaposed with authentic reader response, to cognitively analyze unexpected reader 

reactions to Lovelace, the villain of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa. Structural strategies 

of transparent character introduction, unambiguous intentionality, and consistent 

characterization affect impression formation and expectation bias as readers progress 

through a novel. Likewise, epistolary form, intertextuality, and socio-cultural norms all 

figure heavily in reader perception and experience. Characteristically and contextually 

comparing Lovelace to a differently drawn villain, Valmont in Laclos’ Dangerous 

Liaisons, illustrates the importance of authorship and characterization to readers’ 

sympathetic identification with characters as well as psychic perception during the 

reading process.
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René Magritte, The Submissive Reader (1928) 

 

 

 



Epigraph  

We do not describe the world we see, we see the world we can describe. 

- René Descartes 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Did an eager eighteenth-century audience receive Clarissa, Richardson’s second 

epistolary novel, as an epic tale of a young lady refusing to wed a deplorable suitor 

chosen by her family? Or as a didactic, entertaining narrative discouraging the belief that 

reformed rakes become good husbands? Did the scandalous yet exciting plotline of 

Lovelace overshadow other themes in the work? That the novel was an eighteenth-

century sensation is an understatement; its reception, however, may be subject for debate: 

virtue or scandal. Its inclusion in an early twentieth-century literary textbook, Neglected 

English Classics, indicates the afterlife of the once cause célèbre, recounting 

Richardson’s contemporary readers as “irresistibly attracted or decidedly repelled” (167-

168). Regardless of a later decline in popularity, it seems to have been all the rage in the 

mid-eighteenth-century: 

The…novel captivated the best judges in Europe. Klopstock in Germany, and 
Diderot in France, with their circles were enthusiastic in their praise. Even Lady 
Mary Wortley Montagu, whose nature had the hardness as well as the glitter of a 
diamond, acknowledged that she had “sobbed scandalously” over Clarissa’s fate, 
and Chesterfield, correct and cold, declared that “though the little printer 
[Richardson] lacked style, he understood the heart” (165-166). 

 

Intending to illustrate dangers posed by rakish libertines, Richardson undoubtedly 

expected to repulse readers with the conniving rake, Robert Lovelace; yet, to 

Richardson’s utter dismay, many contemporary female readers found Lovelace a 

charming and heroic, although rakish, protagonist. Beginning approximately three years 
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prior to publication, Richardson distributed numerous drafts to fans, friends, and literary 

peers for feedback. The resulting correspondence, plus later letters and commentaries 

show how substantially reader response impacted Richardson, notably his 

characterization of Lovelace.  

Richardson was stung by the wish expressed by many of his contemporaries for a 
‘happy ending’ that would show Lovelace to have been good after all, a fit subject 
for repentance; and he consistently tried by many changes to make Lovelace more 
consistently wicked (Richardson 19)1. 

 

Thus, despite valiant efforts to dissuade positive reader attachment to his villain, 

Richardson’s attempt to didactically portray his libertine as irreformable provoked a 

startling contemporary response that poses an enigmatic question. How can readers 

perceive Lovelace capable of reformation, and potentially marriage, when the 

preponderance of textual evidence, strengthened by material added specifically to 

villainize him, suggests otherwise? More simply, why were readers “irresistibly 

attracted” to such a repellent tale? 

Letters written between two gendered pairs of friends, Clarissa and Anna, 

Lovelace and Belford, allow an intimate foray into psychological realism amidst the 

controversial subject of matrimonial agency, which in the eighteenth century was still 

relatively nascent. Analyzing authorship, both in form and style, especially with the 

characterization of Lovelace, reveals how reader impressions can diverge so materially 

from explicit authorial intent or expectations. Anecdotal reader response provides 

authentic, contemporary insight into both personal and public reception to the characters 

                                                 
1 Since two Richardson works are cited in this paper, Clarissa and “Letters”…Early Works, the more 
frequently cited Clarissa will be noted going forward with only ‘Richardson’ named in the in-text citation. 
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and novel, suggesting that initial impressions of characters beget behavioral expectations 

and, with socio-cultural mores, influence perception of authorial signifiers. Considering 

reader response through a cognitive literary analysis lens focuses on the interactive 

process between reader and text, and the likelihood of transforming the reading process 

once in motion. I suggest that positive reader expectation bias toward Lovelace weakens 

the negative material Richardson subsequently added to vilify Lovelace. Although 

Richardson clearly states his didactic purpose to dissuade women from reforming rakes, 

the structural characterization, ambiguous intentionality, and behavioral inconsistency of 

Lovelace provoke hermeneutic pluralities, including one of a happy-ending ‘marriage 

plot’, a reading that Richardson could not effectively alter through his revisions. 

The structure and characterization through which readers are introduced to 

Lovelace show how readers can form initial positive impressions, while the ambiguous 

intentionality and behavioral inconsistency of Lovelace’s character then enable those 

impressions to continue unchallenged. Close reading of passages, as well as authentic 

reactions from readers, provide contextual samples which exemplify theoretical cognitive 

literary analysis; juxtaposing these explorations with Richardson’s revisions and 

corresponding reader response or anecdotes reveals cognitive processes such as 

expectation bias, sympathetic identification, and psychoanalytic defense mechanisms that 

possibly obscure those revisions.  

Method 

Early drafts circulated for preview and installments released serially elicited too 

many reading modalities and varied audiences to address separately in the scope of this 



 

4 

thesis, so reader response is discussed generally, without classification. Thus, the analysis 

gives specific attention to readers with extreme textual familiarity, illuminating insights 

that might represent general reactions. Such an examination more comprehensively 

explains the unexpected response to the rakish Lovelace and the tragic denouement. 

Comparing Lovelace to Valmont and Merteuil, evil protagonists in Choderlos de 

Laclos’ Dangerous Liaisons, characteristically and contextually, validates the argument 

that Richardson’s introduction and characterization of Lovelace provoke possible 

alternate readings outside his didactic intent. Both epistolary novels employ 

intertextuality of literary themes and models which include “the Roman amatory tradition 

of lovers’ correspondence, [which] urges seducers to plead their cause in letters that will 

eventually exhaust, if not instantly overcome, a woman’s resistance” (Goscilo 403). 

Moreover, Constantine notes in the introduction to Liaisons that although “Laclos was 

writing more than thirty years after Richardson and twenty years after [Jean Jacques 

Rousseau’s Julie, or the New Heloise], …their influence is manifest in various contexts 

throughout the novel” (xvi); an endnote also directly links Valmont to Lovelace as 

similar seducers (note 5, 415). Indeed, through explicit and episodic references, 

Richardson’s tale repeatedly resurfaces as Laclos weaves both the plot of Clarissa and 

the archetypal villain of Lovelace through his story: Valmont specifically mentions “a 

new Clarissa” (270); the target of his seduction, Tourvel, reads Clarissa to strengthen her 

resistance to Valmont (263); and several episodes bear resemblance to the former work. It 

is fair, then, to assume that not only Laclos and his fictional characters, but also his 

contemporary extra-fictional readers, have familiarity with the Clarissa story. 
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Only intertextual references or contextually relevant scenes in Dangerous 

Liaisons relating Valmont to Lovelace are used, highlighting selected textual passages 

likely to influence reader perception towards an unexpected response. These works, and 

their numerous respective adaptations, have been read and discussed for nearly three 

centuries from such disparate lenses and theoretical frameworks that any overall 

generalizations or attempts to treat them in totality prove problematic to define or focus. 

Generally, reader response is heavily influenced by initial impressions of villains, 

whether malevolently or attractively introduced, as well as the consistency of their 

intentions and actions. With contrasting impression formation and diverging 

intentionality of characters in the two works, perception of similar plots and characters 

through contradictory modalities, with different results, seems not only possible but 

likely.  

Shifting the gaze from Richardson’s authorial intent to readers’ actual receptive 

experience allows space to explore unexpected responses, or disparities between intent 

and reception. Barthes, in his 1960 The Death of the Author explicates this turn from 

author to reader: 

Once the Author is gone, the claim to "decipher" a text becomes quite useless. 
[H]istorically, the reign of the Author should also have been that of the Critic, but 
that criticism (even "new criticism") should be overthrown along with the Author. 
In a multiple writing, indeed, everything is to be distinguished, but nothing 
deciphered; structure can be followed, "threaded" (like a stocking that has run) in 
all its recurrences and all its stages, but there is no underlying ground; the space 
of the writing is to be traversed, not penetrated: writing ceaselessly posits 
meaning but always in order to evaporate it: it proceeds to a systematic exemption 
of meaning. Thus literature (it would be better, henceforth, to say writing), by 
refusing to assign to the text (and to the world as text) a "secret:' that is, an 
ultimate meaning, liberates an activity” (5). 
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As literary theory and criticism shift between “two poles” during the later twentieth 

century, the reader acquires more agency in the reading process, as Iser’s two statements 

show:  

…the artistic refers to the text created by the author, and the aesthetic to the 
realization accomplished by the reader” (1974, 274). “Reception theory was a 
reaction to what appeared to be a stalemate in literary studies. Of paramount 
concern for this theory was the impact a piece of literature has on its readers and 
the responses it elicits. Instead of asking what the text means, I asked what it does 
to its potential readers.” (2000, 311) 

 

Thus, reception theory, or more specifically reader response theory, provides a theoretical 

framework from which to explain varied reactions to narrative and characters. By 

delineating processes through which reader perceptions occur, reception theory unpacks 

and re-examines responses once considered too ‘incorrect’ to be credible reader reactions. 

By examining selected responses from some of Richardson’s most prolific female 

readers with various levels of critical literary exposure, valuable contemporary insight 

into their reactions can be seen. Anna Barbauld “was a great champion of Richardson's 

fiction, not least in producing the first collection of his correspondence. She placed 

Richardson first in the British Novelists, though his writing was not first chronologically. 

Clarissa is for Barbauld an exemplary novel, in its perfect design and containment of 

plot” (Toner 11). Ladies Bradshaigh and Echlin, two sisters, also corresponded 

extensively with Richardson and wrote on Clarissa while Sarah Fielding’s Remarks on 

Clarissa essay features readers discussing the work and characters. Readerly perspectives 

from twentieth-century Clarissa commentators such as Castle, Eagleton, and Warner 

discuss the psychological and textualist approaches within structuralism versus 

deconstructionism (Lamb 444, 457). Richardson’s revisions are painstakingly chronicled 
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to summarize and illuminate the progressive vilification of Lovelace (Ameter), 

exemplifying his efforts to affect reader response. In the twenty-first century, Zunshine, 

among others, has taken the psychoanalytic discussion further using Theory of Mind, 

which interestingly resonates with Fielding’s observations to attribute perceptions 

communication.  

Likewise, Mme. Riccoboni’s2 correspondence with Laclos provides a wealth of 

insight to a readerly perspective of Valmont and Merteuil. Vanpee analyzes models of 

reading in Liaisons and contrasting prefaces; the various interpretations of those readers 

can be aptly applied to Clarissa and her readers. Considering factors which influence 

readers’ initial and continuing impressions of Lovelace suggests that readers may not be 

as disorderly or disobedient as previously thought (Lamb 444) and expands reader 

agency, especially ways the epistolary form, intertextuality, revisions, and socio-cultural 

norms all affect reader perception and experience. Perhaps reader response might better 

mirror Richardson’s didactic intent if readers had a more comprehensive introduction to 

Lovelace as a villain with a more consistently evil image like that of Valmont in 

Dangerous Liaisons.

                                                 
2 Although Riccoboni represents authentic, eighteenth-century voice, her commentary in French is found 
here through Vanpee’s summary and quotations, translated into English. 
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Chapter II. 

Encountering Villains 

According to Iser, the “repertoire” of a text “reshapes familiar schemata to form a 

background for the process of communication, and it provides a general framework 

within which the message or meaning of the text can be organized” (1978, 1). This 

framework, he notes, includes presentation and order of material in what he terms 

“strategies” which “encompass the immanent structure of the text and the acts of 

comprehension thereby triggered off in the reader” (1978, 86). “Aesthetic response, as 

the hallmark of reception theory, is to be conceived in terms of interaction between text 

and reader…because it stimulates the reader’s imagination, which in turn gives life to the 

intended effects” (2000, 311).  

Impression Formation  

Encountering characters in a novel rarely represents readers’ initial interaction 

with a novel because front matter reveals much more than just titular information. The 

initial phrases of the two novels’ titles could not differ more: Clarissa versus Dangerous 

Liaisons. While simple, much can be unpacked from only these three titular words; the 

former, Clarissa, merely describes a female name, ostensibly an account of her life. 

Conversely, the latter is straightforward yet vague because illicit or immoral liaisons with 

dangerous consequences are clear but lack participants. Immediately following Clarissa, 

the appositive phrase clarifies and influences the titular reception, giving the neutrality of 

TEMPLATE NOTES
In order to get the proper spacing for a chapter heading, go to the Layout tab and click on the Breaks button, then select Next Page under Section Breaks. (Note: typically, Word will insert a stray paragraph return above your heading that will need to be deleted.)
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a narrative, Or the History of a Young Lady, which seems like a fuller, more authentic, 

and possibly official account of her life with innocence, virginity, and morality, one in 

which marriage is the most likely prospect. Already, a metaphoric contrast is possible, 

whether accurate or not – white linen to red lace. 

 A quick scan of Clarissa’s title page (33) illumines not only the title, of course, 

but also the last phrase, “Published by the Editor of Pamela,” Richardson’s first novel 

about the trials and tribulations leading to a marriage. Speculation of thematic similarities 

between the two novels are reinforced by the penultimate phrasing on the page, “And 

particularly showing The Distresses That May Attend the Misconduct Both of Parents 

and Children, in Relation to Marriage. The lack of specificity in the Clarissa subtitle, 

Comprehending the Most Important Concerns of Private Life, touches upon didacticism 

but leaves open who is understanding whose private concerns. Contrary to Richardson’s 

purpose, stated elsewhere, to warn young women of reforming rakes, nothing on the title 

page intimates anything of the sort. Instead, holistically, he amalgamates historical 

account, private divulgences, familial discord, and marital concerns into a multi-faceted 

summary that points towards a marriage story. Especially considering both “History of a 

Young Lady” with references to Pamela, readers might expect a story told more from the 

young lady’s perspective, as in Pamela; narrative and perspective in Clarissa, however, 

are more evenly dispersed between the two main protagonists and to a lesser degree from 

their respective friends. 

 Conversely, from title to subtitle to epigraph, Laclos succinctly and coherently 

conveys his intention to warn society of the negative effects of duplicitous and 

manipulative scheming.  The Liaisons subtitle imparts much in three short phrases (1): 
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“Or a Collection of Letters…” implies partial, disordered, or suspicious accounts told 

from unknown, possibly biased or untrustworthy, sources; “from One Social Class for the 

Instruction of Others” suggests a socio-cultural reference to contemporary views of 

aristocratic immorality, extramarital affairs, and seduction; “for the Instruction of Others” 

clearly specifies didactic intent. The epigraph, a quote from Rousseau’s Julie, or the New 

Heloise, concludes a clear and linear progression leading the reader away from a 

sentimental love and marriage plot. The intertextuality of Julie, published twenty years 

prior, connotes the sentimentality of a doomed love (410). A clear purpose directly 

influences early reader expectation of authorial intent and expected audience role while 

thematic foregrounding of the novel anticipates a sordid example given for the benefit of 

others. “This may be in the form of references to earlier works, or to social and historical 

norms, or to the whole culture from which the text has emerged” (Iser 1978, 69). 

The prefaces also differ in the two novels in overall tone, contents, and purpose; 

Clarissa is more character driven whereas Liaisons stylistically guides reader response. 

In the Clarissa preface, Richardson introduces a “gentleman…glorying in his talents for 

stratagem and invention, and communicating…[with] secret purposes of an intriguing 

head, and resolute heart. [T]he gentlemen, though professed libertines as to the fair 

sex…are not, however, either infidels or scoffers; nor yet such as think themselves freed 

from the observance of other moral obligations” (35). Richardson balances negative with 

positive traits for Lovelace, not only as introduction but throughout the novel, providing 

readers with varied “perspectives” that “interact” as readers progress. 

According to Iser, readers “[have] to be stimulated into certain activities, which 

may be guided by rhetorical signposts, but which lead to a process that is not merely 
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rhetorical” (1974, 30); through this process, they “will still be continually tempted to try 

to establish some consistency in all the signs, patterns, fragments, etc” (233). Continuing 

this polarity, in the middle of the preface’s first page, Richardson characterizes the 

gentlemen as “reasonable beings who disbelieve not a future state of rewards and 

punishments (and who one day propose to reform)”, specifically, one who has 

“wickedness enough to entitle him to general hatred, [yet] preserves a decency” (35). 

Only at the conclusion of the two-page preface does he state that “it is one of the 

principal views of the publication: to caution…against preferring a man of pleasure to a 

man of probity, upon that dangerous but too commonly received notion, that a reformed 

rake makes the best husband” (36). By that point, impression formation of Lovelace as a 

“libertine” who observes “moral” “decency” and might “reform” can reasonably occur 

for readers expecting a marriage novel. 

 Conversely, Laclos strategically places a “Publisher’s Note” (3) before the 

preface, clearly stating the reason for publishing and leaving stylistic and readerly issues 

to be addressed in the following preface. Ostensibly questioning authenticity of the 

letters, the “duty to warn the public” reinforces signifiers from the title page; likewise, 

characters’ “vicious habits” are portrayed as anachronistic or foreign. Through subtle yet 

seemingly subordinate details, readers accumulate negative thematic signals. Language 

such as “attempts at verisimilitude” and “if the adventures related in this work” contrasts 

to Richardson’s “history of a young lady” as the former implies disconnected, 

overlapping, less serious ‘plots’ than understanding Clarissa’s private marital concerns. 

 In direct contradiction, the “Editor’s Preface” of Liaisons treats the letters as 

authentic, being “charged with putting them in order by the people with whom they were 
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deposited,” commenting on proposed stylistic changes never made (4) and noting 

decisions to publish the collected letters as an epistolary versus literary work (5). Without 

explicit intertextuality in the preface, Laclos can still be read as referring to and critiquing 

Richardson’s introduction and structure: 

The merit of a work lies in its usefulness or in its capacity for giving pleasure, 
sometimes both, when it has both to offer. But its success, which is not always 
proof of its merit, often derives more from the choice of subject than from its 
execution, from the totality of the material presented rather than the manner in 
which it is treated” (5-6). 

 

That Clarissa was wildly successful yet resulted in such controversy might explain the 

references here to execution and manner, supporting my argument that Richardson’s 

structural and stylistic choices diverged from his intent. 

Moreover, since nearly all the feelings expressed in it are false or feigned, the 
only interest they excite is that of curiosity, which is always far inferior to that of 
sentiment and which disposes the reader to be far less indulgent and far more 
attentive to errors of detail, so thwarting the author in his one real objective. … It 
seems to me at least that [the work] is doing a service to society to unveil the 
strategies used by the immoral to corrupt the moral (6).  

 

In the above passage, curiosity can refer to Valmont as sentiment can to Lovelace, 

explaining the more positive response and ‘indulgence’ to the latter; Valmont clearly 

exhibits deliberate, evil intent while Lovelace continuously vacillates between good and 

evil, evoking more sentiment. Laclos might be seen here to comment on the efficacy of 

authorial purpose in epistolary fiction – to either present a believable narrative and 

characters or convey a useful message for the benefit of society. If readers expect an 

entertaining story, credibility is of the utmost importance, but didacticism requires clear 

structure and style to promote curiosity that might effectively warn society of dangers. 
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This analysis and standard of efficacy might construe that Valmont is a more successfully 

drawn villain than Lovelace. Divergent reader response is predicted here that 

simultaneously offers clues about the puzzling response to Clarissa. 

Vanpee analyzes the direct opposition of the publisher’s note and editor’s preface 

in Liaisons as two “conflicting models of reading” (51) so readers enter the work with a 

skepticism of purpose that Clarissa readers lack; in Clarissa, readers largely follow either 

‘does the heroic rake reform’ or ‘marriage plot’ trajectories. Liaisons readers are 

reminded by the publisher of “issues of authenticity, verisimilitude, and morality” and 

“caution[ed] against taking fiction for reality, imaginary characters and events for true-to-

life portraits…, and fictive characters for moral exemplars” (52). Both the publisher and 

editor messages could be read intertextually as commentary on Richardson’s rather 

restrictive yet overarching purpose that was complicated by his complex web of 

subordinate scaffolds. Such a reading supports my argument that the complexity of 

Lovelace opens space for readers to follow paths diverging from Richardson’s intent. 

“After all, the ultimate function of the [structural] strategies is to defamiliarize the 

familiar” (Iser, 1978, 87), or at least to initiate a contextualization for the reader’s 

journey. For example, the ‘Editorial Comment’ function, in both Clarissa and Dangerous 

Liaisons, states that the works contain a collection of authentic, ‘found’ letters instead of 

a fictional narrative constructed by an omniscient author, but readers of both works have 

reason to doubt the claim and suspect the provenance. That said, “defamiliariz[ing] the 

familiar” could be more appropriately attributed to the impression formation of Liaisons, 

not only from intertextuality but also the structural introductions of the works.  
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Following the preface, Richardson includes a section titled, “The Principal 

Characters,” preceded by: 

But as the characters will not all appear in the two first volumes, it has been 
thought advisable, in order to give the reader some further idea of them, and of 
the work, to prefix a brief account of the principal characters throughout the 
whole (36). 

 

Much as in a dramatization, his introduction provides background, but it also prejudices 

the reader toward his intended perception. The following descriptions are given, notifying 

readers of a contest for the lady’s hand in marriage: 

Lovelace: a man of birth and fortune, haughty, vindictive, humorously vain, 
equally intrepid and indefatigable in the pursuit of his pleasures – making his 
addresses to [Clarissa] 

Solmes: a man of sordid manners, disagreeable in his person and address, 
immensely rich, proposed with a high hand for a husband to [Clarissa] (37) 

 

Neither portrayal is especially attractive, and although both are wealthy, 

‘humorously’ and ‘pleasures’ associate a slight edge of positivity for Lovelace over 

Solmes. Less obvious is the agency attributed to each man: Lovelace is actively ‘making’ 

addresses while Solmes is ‘proposed’ passively by others. In addition to reinforcing the 

marital distress brought by families on young people first conveyed on the title page, the 

agentic comparison affords Lovelace another positive aspect, regardless of motives to be 

later revealed. 

Expectation Bias 

Compounding these contrasts, readers encounter Lovelace only through Clarissa’s 

eyes until Letter 31 (Ameter 3). Letters 1 and 2 discuss his gallant and lenient conduct in 
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a duel with Clarissa’s brother, perhaps a response to his attempted courtship with first her 

sister, then Clarissa (Richardson 39-41). Her sister describes Lovelace to Clarissa as “too 

handsome a man,” but “very wild, very gay; loved intrigue…young; a man of sense: 

would see his error, could she but have patience with his faults, if his faults were not 

cured by marriage” (42). Therefore, Clarissa knows of Lovelace’s rakish reputation 

although the positive image already wrought possibly outweighs it, and the seed of 

reforming a rake is planted. In only the first two letters, readers receive a ‘marriage plot’ 

signpost to reinforce expectations set in the front matter, and by the end of the third letter, 

Lovelace has been established as a handsome and wealthy, though rakish, suitor.  

As Clarissa rejects consecutive suitors, “rich Solmes” appears in Letter 6 and is 

preferred by her family who progressively attempt to force him upon her (56). Solmes’ 

introduction appears only through Clarissa’s letter to Anna, well before Lovelace’s first 

letter. Clarissa first glances at Solmes “with disgust, little short of affrightment” (61) and 

later describes him as: 

“odious…sitting asquat between my mamma and sister, with so much assurance, 
…wretch, …broad-shouldered creature, …very confident, …bold, staring man” 
before he offended her by “squatting in [his chair near hers] with his ugly weight, 
that he pressed upon my hoop” (87).  

 

He “only appears [himself] before the reader twice,” in much later letters; Clarissa 

suspects forgery in Letter 33.2 because its politeness contrasts with Letter 59.1 which is 

written awkwardly with misspellings (Ameter 188).   She then naturally sees Lovelace as 

a potential alternative, one who could save her from marrying the dreaded Solmes who, 

strangely, receives few, insubstantial characteristic changes in subsequent editions (189).  
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Thus, Solmes’ dreadful personality, and the Harlowes’ evil treatment of Clarissa, 

distract both the reader and Clarissa from an accurate assessment of Lovelace’s 

personality” (189). Limiting initial exposure to both Lovelace and Solmes via 

correspondence between Clarissa and Anna, Richardson exerts extreme influence on 

reader perception. By default, Lovelace becomes the foil to the awful Solmes, as 

Richardson inevitably pits the two men against one another, a contest casting Lovelace in 

an even better light than might otherwise occur. Although the epistolary genre can 

beneficially layer plot complexity and character depth from multiple perspectives, it can 

simultaneously restrict options as readers fall “into the same trap as Clarissa; once 

Lovelace has been established as a charming rogue, it becomes increasingly difficult to 

change the reader’s opinion of him and to prove that he is a dastardly villain” (3). 

Neither Clarissa nor the reader knows the extent to which revenge is Lovelace’s 

motive in the courtship because readers only see him through her letters and eyes until 

Letter 31.  

Lovelace writes to Belford, “…I am in such an uncertainty as I am at present with 
this proud beauty,” and professes love for her, yet he admits “the ground I have 
hitherto gained with her is entirely owing to her concern for the safety of people 
whom I have reason to hate” (Richardson 142). As he discusses her hesitation, his 
rakish reputation, and his potential to reform (143), Richardson employs an 
emotional melee of phrases ranging from women as metaphoric birds in cages to 
“divine” love to poetry of “revenge” (143). Until that point, his polarized 
ramblings are vague enough to suggest that his negativity results from frustration 
with her family, but he announces his intention to have her, “without condition; 
without reformation promises [and]… bringing that sordidly-imperious brother to 
kneel at the foot-stool of my throne” (143).  

 
 



 

17 

Transitioning Lovelace from an established character into an opposing one 

presents difficulty, and the following passage, in the latter third of Letter 31, exemplifies 

Ameter’s argument.  

Thou art curious to know, if I have not started a new game? -If it be possible for 
so universal a lover to be confined so long to one object? Thou knowest nothing 
of this charming creature, that thou canst put such questions to me; or thinkest 
thou knowest me better than thou dost. All that’s excellent in her sex is this lady! 
-Until by matrimonial or equal intimacies I have found her less than angel, it is 
impossible to think of any other. Then there are so many stimulatives to such a 
spirit as mine in this affair, besides love: such a field for stratagem and 
contrivance, which thou knowest to be the delight of my heart. Then the 
rewarding end of all – to carry off such a girl as this, in spite of all her watchful 
and implacable friends; and in spite of a prudence and reserve that I never met 
with in any of the sex. What a triumph! -What a triumph over the whole sex! And 
then such a revenge to gratify, which is only at present politically reined in, 
eventually to break forth with the greater fury. Is it possible, thinkest thou, that 
there can be room for a thought that is not of her, and devoted to her? (Richardson 
147) 

 

While the content clearly incriminates Lovelace and exposes his deceitful hypocrisy, one 

wonders if readers privilege his previous professions of love over vindictive motives of 

revenge and misogyny. 

Clarissa doubts his sincerity, as we see through her letters, but readers also see her 

desperation to avoid Solmes and perhaps empathize with her plight.  

For my own part, I am very uneasy to think how I have been drawn on one hand, 
and driven on the other, into a clandestine, in short, into a mere lover-like 
correspondence, which my heart condemns. It is easy to see that if I do not break 
it off, Mr Lovelace’s advantages by reason of my unhappy situation will everyday 
increase, and I shall be more and more entangled; yet if I do put an end to it, 
without making it a condition of being freed from Mr Solmes’ address…is it best 
to continue it a little longer, in hopes, by giving him up, to extricate myself out of 
the other difficulty? (117) 
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Although various conjectures regarding her motives can also be drawn, her rumination 

and question to Anna show awareness of the situation, as well as its variance from 

Lovelace’s perception of her intentions. We might reasonably ask how readers would 

react to Lovelace were Solmes not a worse alternative; indeed, when readers first hear 

from Lovelace, his image is already cast as a better option, although possibly 

untrustworthy, with a potential for reform – one that would resolve Clarissa’s horrible 

fate of forced marriage to Solmes. 
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Chapter III 

Characterizing Villains 

As a reader moves through a text, an unfolding series of events accumulates 

which will eventually comprise a serial picture of the narrative, culminating in its 

entirety. From the earlier Barthes quote, “…structure can be followed, "threaded" (like a 

stocking that has run) in all its recurrences and all its stages…” (5). This “threaded” 

structure is extended further in Iser’s phenomenological theory of “wandering viewpoint 

[which] is a means of describing the way in which the reader is present in the text. This 

presence is at a point where memory and expectation converge, and the resultant dialectic 

movement brings about a continual modification of memory and an increasing 

complexity of expectation” (1978, 118). Iser describes the phenomenological approach to 

a text as a reading process in which readers encounter “sentences [which] are ‘component 

parts’… and so establish various perspectives in the text,…[but] not the sum total of the 

text itself.” The reader “has to accept certain given perspectives, but in doing so he 

inevitably causes them to interact” (1974, 277). This process mirrors an episodic 

progression, as each successive sentence furthers an accumulation of facts about the 

character, building an impression similarly as one might when meeting people. 

Precisely because readers receive multiple perspectives from different characters 

in epistolary novels, a dilemma is faced each time those perspectives clash, forcing 

readers to choose between or synthesize perspectives. Returning to Iser’s 

phenomenological theory of ‘component parts’ in a narrative, he posits “the reader will 

not be content to accept each ‘picture’ as an end in itself. He will search for a ‘complete 
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picture’ of everyday life, and this is precisely what the novel withholds from him. There 

is no overriding tendency, and the mass of details presents itself to the reader to organize 

in accordance with his own acts of comprehension” (232). 

Epistolary Form 

Pacini discusses “epistolarity [as serving Merteuil’s] politics of self-fashioning, 

for she uses her correspondence to rehearse her protean identity” as well as “instruments 

of epistemological and psychological control” (9). This notion can be extended to 

Valmont and Lovelace as all three morph and disguise personalities to fit their agendas. 

The following passage of Sir Walter Scott in Red Gauntlet highlights “both the alluring 

and the problematic aspects of the epistolary novel: to convey…spontaneous action” with 

“a confessional tone” that enhances intimacy with the reader while the “absence of a 

general narrator” means a lack of vision or coherency to “[tie] together the events of the 

novel” for the reader. 

The advantages of laying before the reader, in the words of the actors themselves, 
the adventures which we must otherwise have narrated in our own, has given 
great popularity to the publication of epistolary correspondence… Nevertheless, a 
genuine correspondence of this kind (and Heaven forbid it should be in any 
respect sophisticated by interpolations of our own!) can seldom be found to 
contain all in which it is necessary to instruct the reader for his full 
comprehension of the story (Meltzer 515). 

 

Thus, Iser’s readers who “search for a complete picture” of an inconsistent or 

ambiguous narrative resemble Scott’s readers who may “interpolat[e]” from 

correspondence to “sophisticat[e]” it, integrating new information into an independent 

hermeneutical pursuit. In comparison to Valmont or Merteuil, Lovelace is drawn as far 

less consistent with such greater ambiguous intentionality; therefore, Clarissa requires 
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more “interpolations” from readers than Liaisons, as readers connect Iser’s “component 

parts” or fill missing gaps in the narrative. The preponderance of “interpolations” or 

subjective interpretations by readers merely increases the likelihood of variant readings; 

reactions to Liaisons were more of collective disgust whereas reader response to Clarissa 

varied widely. 

Considered through a more structuralist lens, though, uniformity of reception may 

not always correspond to authorial intent; although Richardson and Laclos differ in their 

warnings, reforming rakes versus corrosive effects of immorality, contemporary readers 

nonetheless objected to their respective characterization of villains. That some readers of 

both works were repelled by characters they wanted to like corroborates Scott’s claim 

that “without the guidance of the “sophisticated” general narrator, it is difficult to instruct 

the reader directly and effectively” (Meltzer 516). With such a narrator to deter readers 

from sympathetic identification with villains, readers may experience a different 

narrative. 

Even without a narrator, contextual overlap between letters guides readers; 

Meltzer seems to agree with the phenomenological approach, “If a reader’s response to a 

given sentence is colored by the previous one, the epistolary novel achieves the same 

effect within a larger unit: each letter is determined by the one which precedes it.” With 

so many participants: writers, recipients, and interceptors of letters, along with the 

“invented publisher and/or editor,” and “extra-fictional reader”, “the epistolary 

form…considerably complicates the issue of reader response.” Broadening the discussion 

with a slightly different gaze, she then disagrees with the assumption that ‘literature is in 

the reader’” and argues that “the epistolary novel apparently reverses the formula: the 
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reader is in the literature” (517), thus pitting a fictional reader against the extra-fictional 

reader.  

Her focus on the “reader in the literature” as creating the narrative is exemplified 

using the postscript in Letter 105, in which Merteuil advises Cécile to stylistically edit 

her words: “You should attempt to talk less about what you think and more about what 

the person you are writing to will wish to hear” (Laclos 257-258). Following Meltzer’s 

consideration of multiple perspectives leads to potential disparities between the letter 

writer, fictional reader, invented editor/publisher, and, of course, the extra-fictional 

reader (517) who might somewhat omnisciently consider, reject, omit, or mistake internal 

perspectives to develop her own. In epistolary novels with multiple letter writers and 

recipients, determining who writes for whom, regardless of the addressee on the letter, 

increases the opacity, especially considering the extra-fictional reader. This plurality of 

fictional perspectives can be beneficial if the accumulated information and varied 

perspectives provide more insight for the extra-fictional reader, as connecting Iser’s 

‘component parts’ or Barthes’ ‘thread’, and thus reaching a fuller perspective. One 

wonders if Laclos’ postscript really refers to writing for the extra-fictional reader instead 

the fictional recipients in the novel. 

The physicality of letters as a main communicative modality further complicates 

this perceptual multiplicity. According to Meltzer, “the in(di)visible narrator…direct[s] 

the process in every epistolary novel…and helps the extra-fictional reader to organize” 

perceptions of letters which objectively function as signals, but the order in which they 

are placed by the editor signifies context and semantics for the reader (520). In both 

novels, the very act of writing and accepting letters carries meaning, especially in the 
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socio-cultural milieu of female chastity, therefore, “merely to accept a letter…is already a 

loss of power and the beginning of an ineluctable chain.” Both Clarissa and Tourvel 

hesitate to accept letters from unmarried men, whether more from fear of public scandal 

or potential attraction and seduction is unclear, because acceptance conveys 

encouragement to men who are notorious rakes, regardless of content. Meltzer likens 

Valmont to Duc de Nemours in the similar ways they trick Tourvel and Princesse de 

Clèves: “refusal would cause an even greater scandal” (520-521). Not only would 

engaging in such a mutual endeavor risking their esteemed and pious reputations of 

eighteenth-century females, especially women considered so virtuous, but such conduct 

reduces the little agency they possess in social encounters. Just as Tourvel “quickly 

conceal[s]” the letter Valmont left on her bed to avoid embarrassment with his aunt 

(Laclos 57) in Letter 25, the Princesse remains silent about Nemours’ theft of her portrait 

to avoid inevitable speculation or gossip (De Lafayette 83-84). Although Tourvel 

valiantly persists in her refusal to accept his subsequent letters, Valmont successfully 

repeats the scandal avoidance ploy with the third letter, recounting it to Merteuil in Letter 

34, yet Tourvel later returns it by messenger, unopened (Laclos 72-73). As if confirming 

the intertextual references here, Laclos alludes to the de Clèves portrait episode later as 

Valmont clandestinely searches for one of Tourvel’s letters to spy on her, in vain, as he 

muses: 

I regret I do not have the skills of a pickpocket. Should this, indeed, not form part 
of the education of a man of intrigue? Would it not be amusing to steal the letter 
or the portrait of a rival, or pull something from a prude’s pockets that would lay 
bare her hypocrisy? (91) 

Clandestine letters represent much more for Clarissa; not only would they result 

in a scandal upon public exposure, but her only source of communication, forbidden by 
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her family, is through letters deposited by each in a “private place in the garden-wall” 

(Richardson 116). Moreover, letters function as a potential negotiation tool as previously 

mentioned to end the Solmes dilemma and a turning point upon which her escape hinges. 

She deposits a letter to Lovelace in the garden wall, telling him, “That [she has] no way 

to avoid the determined resolution of my friends in behalf of Mr Solmes; but by 

abandoning this house by his assistance” (350). By the following morning, she 

reconsiders and deposits in the garden wall “a letter of revocation to Mr Lovelace” (362) 

which sets off a hectic sequence of misgivings and doubts in letters with Anna, revealing 

Clarissa’s internal debate on escape. We see her vacillate and condition her escape upon 

Lovelace’s receipt of the revocation, resolving merely “show him what I have written” if 

he has not yet taken the letter (370). Letters then function not only as a carrier of content, 

but also as a symbolic marker of decision and a turning point as she ostensibly meets him 

in the garden to explain in person what is in the letter, at which point he forcibly carries 

her away (373-374).  

 Thus, for all three virtuous women, refusal of an object signifies potential scandal, 

yet more importantly, acceptance precipitates a perception of complicity in each of their 

downfalls. Whether intentional intertextuality by the authors or not, each contextually 

similar event marks a turning point which, by incriminating each female heroine, lessens 

the amount of responsibility and evil placed upon each villain. Although readers of both 

Clarissa and Liaisons cannot fully excuse the villains’ contrivances and malevolence, 

acceptance and exchange of letters by the women facilitate their dastardly plans and 

enable their ultimate demise. 
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Conversely, absence of letters can obscure or omit crucial details for both 

fictional and extra-fictional readers, leading readers to infer any pieces missing from their 

narratives, much as Scott referred to ‘interpolations’. Richardson infamously manipulates 

readers who must infer not only details but also the events in Letter 257, “AND now, 

Belford, I can go no farther. The affair is over. Clarissa lives.” (883), as it only vaguely 

implies Lovelace’s evil deed. While extra-fictional readers are privileged to the editorial 

note referring to Clarissa’s account in subsequent letters, Belford might remain in the 

dark. His response, “O THOU savage-hearted monster! What work hast thou made in one 

guilty hour, for a whole age of repentance!” (883), possibly announcing his ignorance of 

the event as the fictional reader.  

However, this is a contextually-based presumption from an extra-fictional 

perspective; it is possible Belford knows the sordid details and is merely exclaiming his 

shock at the incident. Yet, the contrasting italic fonts focus the extra-fictional reader on 

the temporality of his exclamation, that during “one guilty hour” something happened for 

which Lovelace will repent for a “whole age”, textual clues providing direction that 

Belford lacks. A more apt question here, perhaps, would be how Belford happens upon 

‘one hour’; nothing in Lovelace’s previous letter indicates temporality so it could 

represent authorial direction to readers via Belford or simply an assumption of Belford’s. 

Though the following day Lovelace alludes to “the fate of a thousand others of her sex – 

only they did not set such a romantic value upon what they call their honour” (885) in 

Letter 259, and in Letter 260 of drugging Clarissa (887), readers are still left to infer 

much of the event until Clarissa’s account in Letters 312-314. 
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Ambiguous Intentionality 

Ambiguous intentionality shown by Lovelace in consecutive letters exemplify this 

point and illustrate how the totality of a continuously unfolding reader narrative, one in 

which a reader follows an expectation bias, can obscure inconvenient and contradictory 

facts to that narrative. More specifically, readers notice or prioritize the information 

commensurate with the existing narrative unreeling in their minds. Lovelace admits to 

Belford in Letter 31 “the ground I have hitherto gained with her is entirely owing to her 

concern for the safety of people whom I have reason to hate” (142). Yet, a few 

paragraphs later, he also writes, “But is it not a confounded thing to be in love with one 

who is the daughter…of a family I must eternally despise?” The letter, replete with 

poetry, “in the Roman style” as Richardson footnoted (142), also includes Lovelace’s 

musings, 

“I must practice for this art, if I would succeed with this truly admirable creature! 
But why practice for it? – Cannot I indeed reform? – I have but one vice…Thou 
knowest my heart…As far as I know it myself, thou knowest it. But ‘tis a cursed 
deceiver” (143). 

 

Readers expecting a marriage story to a reformed rake could quite easily privilege his 

suggestion of “reform” and wish to “succeed” with Clarissa over any doubts that his 

admissions of deceit or artifice might have elicited. At the very least, readers may 

empathetically identify with his confused heart as a paradoxical symbol of the good and 

bad traits of humanity, as well as his difficulties resolving an enigmatic situation.  More 

superficially, Lovelace’s effected ‘Roman style’ coupled with Richardson’s footnoted 

emphasis, hold duality: readers may see it as dreamy romanticism, reflecting actual 

feelings for Clarissa, or the stylistic exaggeration as deceitful cynicism.  
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Behavioral Inconsistency 

 Much of the existing psychoanalytic and reader response criticism of Clarissa 

focuses on character psychodynamics, from either character or reader point of view. 

William Beatty Warner uses Lovelace’s ‘Pretty Little Miss’ parody from Letter 294 to 

illustrate that while the narrative ostensibly challenges, or “deconstructs”, the version 

from Clarissa’s “book”, it also reveals the depth of his psychic drama (117). Warner 

notes the randomness of Lovelace’s list of events leading to the present which lacks 

logicality, chronology, or causality (118-119) and anonymous reference to Clarissa (120), 

both of which minimize the tragicality of the situation and generalize her experience to 

commonplace. “There is a remarkable absence of agency in this story full of action. 

People assume roles and move through the scene, but actions are not focused by an 

originating intention or explained by motive” (118). Reducing Clarissa’s plight to a 

metaphoric “country fair” where “pretty girls” are “flying-coaches and flying-horses” and 

“fellows” are called by “Who rides next! Who rides next!” could represent his 

unconscious denial of assault by normalizing the behavior “by which thou and I and 

every rake are governed” (Richardson 970).  

 Ostensibly, the parody in isolation, shows Lovelace projecting his own 

promiscuous agency onto Clarissa by imagining her “skimming” amongst suitors who 

“dangled after her”, mocking her virtue as “being a very much admired little miss”, and 

“throw[ing] herself out of the coach when at its elevation, and so dashes out her pretty 

little brains”. Analyzing his projection further suggests an unconscious denial of his role 

as catalyst of the “misfortune”, absolving himself of blame or guilt, as he asks, “who can 

help it! – And would you hang the poor fellow, whose professed trade it was to set the 
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pretty little creatures a-flying?”. The parody closes with his claim that the loss of Clarissa 

to be no more important than that of any other child (970-971). Such a literary 

connoisseur as Lovelace, who frequently quotes elaborate passages from classical or 

scholarly works, would surely be reminded of similarities between Clarissa’s potential 

demise and the legendary Lucretia. His defense mechanisms of projection and denial 

possibly prevent such an association, as well as his agentic responsibility for any such 

tragedy. 

 However, later criticism asserts that by isolating the parody from the entire letter 

and narrative, Warner holistically “ignores the context of the passage” (Rain 1993, 20). 

Lovelace begins the letter with “I AM ruined, undone, blown-up, destroyed, and worse 

than annihilated” (969)3, mentioning his punishment for the sin of seduction (970). 

Following the parody and analysis of Clarissa’s culpability in the “misfortune”, he 

somewhat mockingly dismisses his “confession” before adding that, “to show the 

sincerity of [his] contrition”, he “will actually, in [Belford’s] presence,…marry her” 

(972). That Richardson bookends the parody with notions, authentic or not, of guilt from 

Lovelace might resonate with readers of a ‘marriage novel’; considering the behavioral 

inconsistency, those readers might assign more significance to his claims of regret and 

desires to marry instead of disgust at the libertine attitude or speculation that Lovelace 

might never reform, as a reader of the isolated parody might.  

                                                 
3 Laclos begins Letter 100 from Valmont (239) with a similar tone and style, if slightly different 
contextuality. Note 5 (415) explicitly links the letter to that of Lovelace. 



 

29 

Defense Mechanisms 

Lovelace calls his parody a possible distraction, “…alas, Jack, all this is but a 

copy of my countenance, drawn to evade thy malice!” (971), and perhaps it represents his 

unconscious avoidance of guilt. His next statement “I cannot forbear to own it, that I am 

stung to the very soul with this unhappy – accident, must I call it?” (971). Readers must 

infer the meaning of accident, which could be the rape, especially since the previous 

letter informs Lovelace of Clarissa’s latest escape. Indeed, it indicates a possible psychic 

denial of his agency in drugging and raping Clarissa, but his following exclamation 

suggests his projection of blame away from himself, “-Have I nobody, whose throat, 

either for carelessness or treachery, I ought to cut in order to pacify my vengeance!-” 

(971). After a rambling soliloquy of self-justification, alleged confession, and self-

professed contrition (971-972), all of which serve to dull his previous defense 

mechanisms of denial and projection, he clearly preferences his forthcoming inheritance 

over searching for Clarissa (972-973). Whereas the previously discussed rape episode 

required readers to infer information omitted from the text, this letter blurs modalities by 

also forcing readers to prioritize conflicting information and judge its authenticity. 

Richardson further complicates his manipulation of readers after the ‘Pretty Little 

Miss’ parody, by shifting the voices, as at the beginning of the novel. Readers learn 

through Clarissa of the travails after her latest escape as she exchanges letters with 

several acquaintances for an entire week before Lovelace reappears. As Letter 321 

begins, readers learn through Lovelace that Belford has been similarly subjected to 

Lovelace’s silence, levelling the fictional and extra-fictional readers to parallel status, 
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although Belford’s apparent letters of complaint are relayed through Lovelace, unseen by 

readers.  

Increasing the dramatic tempo, Lovelace continues his moral and moody 

vacillation: at one moment poetically pining for Clarissa before calling her a “poor 

plotter”; mocking a sick, elderly man (1023); and contemplating consanguinity with a 

cousin (1024). At this point, it bears mentioning that while extra-fictional readers must 

somehow sensibly construct a perception of Lovelace, one commensurate with their 

running narrative, they lack the benefit of the fictional reader perspective.  Readers never 

learn of Belford’s reaction to Lovelace’s previous parody and perpetual inconsistency 

because he resurfaces more than two weeks later in Letter 333. Belford begins with 

“WHAT a cursed piece of work hast thou made of it, with the most excellent of women! 

Thou mayest be in earnest, or in jest, as thou wilt” (1050) before describing Clarissa’s 

horrid ordeal of escape and arrest; significantly, several subsequent letters from Belford 

convey Clarissa’s illness and rapid descent into illness to both Lovelace and extra-

fictional readers. The tag “as thou wilt” after questioning Lovelace’s motives of “earnest” 

or “jest” implies habitude or nature that Belford has possibly long perceived in Lovelace; 

conversely, any ‘marriage plot’ readers who remain unconvinced by Richardson’s 

attempt to vilify Lovelace thus far may simply attribute his inconsistency to an erratic 

nature instead of nefarious intent. 

Theory of Mind 

Recent criticism subtly shifts the focus from labelling cognitive processes in 

characters to the “rich capacity for thoughts and desires [attributed] to each fictional 
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character (however tenuously delineated) and [the attempt] to interpret his or her 

behavior in terms of this underlying mental world”. Zunshine refers to the ability to 

“make sense of fictional narratives, [or] attribute mental states to themselves, to other 

people, and, by extension, to literary characters” as “mind-reading or Theory of Mind 

(ToM)” (Work 127-128). Because ToM logically extends previous cognitive literary 

analysis of characters from ‘what’ happens to ‘how’ and ‘why’, it can similarly explain 

‘how’ and ‘why’ readers respond to fictional narratives. Although this scholarly criticism 

of ToM occurs in the twenty-first century, it bears remarkable semblance to notions in 

Sarah Fielding’s eighteenth-century essay featuring readers from various walks of life 

discussing Clarissa, even though the cognitive concepts to describe such notions had not 

yet been formally developed: 

If this Observation is just, and Air and Manner can be placed before a Reader's 
View by writing, I am sure minute Descriptions are necessary; and I could point 
out several Places in _Clarissa_, where we may see the very Look of the Eyes, 
and Turn of the Countenance of the Persons mentioned, and hear the Tone of the 
Voice of the Person speaking (4-5). 

 

Zunshine argues that “Richardson’s protagonists turn to one another’s 

physiological expressions to substantiate their mutual misreadings” such as “eye 

meanings” to “extrapolate a mental state” (Work 138-139), using Clarissa’s claim, “We 

are both great watchers of each other’s eyes; and indeed seem to be more than half afraid 

of each other” (Richardson 460) as an example. Likewise, Valmont wrote of Tourvel, 

“And during our exchanges her eyes, which expressed rather more perhaps than she 

intended, gave me to understand that she wanted me to take these bad arguments for good 

ones” (Laclos 47). Readers, according to ToM, should be alert to mental observations by 

each protagonist, and that the potential misperception by each could affect reliability of 
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the narrative; attentive, close-readers might then attach more importance to perceived 

signifiers or foregrounding than readers more invested in their own personal narratives. 

Applying ToM to physiological expressions, Zunshine then asks “who decides 

what story [the eyes] tell” using three instances of ‘eye watching’ to illustrate that 

deriving meaning correlates with schemata already activated and the situated experience 

of the character (Work 141). Certainly, perspectival differences between Lovelace and 

Clarissa occur, but multiple other perspectives also exist as readers interpret physical 

clues given by each character and judge the accuracy of interpretations made by each 

character. Essentially, readers’ cognitive perceptions depend on their judgments of the 

protagonists’ cognitive perceptions who are meanwhile mutually judging each other’s 

cognitive perceptions. 

To illustrate this cascading multiplicity, Laclos demonstrates a concise yet well-

scaffolded example of multilayered perceptions as Valmont’s dastardly creates cognitive 

misperception with his ‘charity’ escapade. Readers never witness any exchange between 

Valmont and Tourvel but are privy to the characters’ ostensible perceptions, recounted in 

letters to friends. With comic relief, Valmont extolls his pre-arranged charitable 

contribution to needy neighbors, seen by Tourvel’s servant whom he knew would (not so) 

secretly follow him (46-48). When Tourvel hears, she predictably falls prey to his scheme 

and perceives the ruse as he had planned, conveyed in a later letter (49-50). However, 

Tourvel’s failure to accurately perceive the reason Valmont’s servant visited the villagers 

on the previous day might be perceived by more astute readers as her denial of his 

suspicious behavior; we, as readers, can infer her possible wish to believe an “intent to do 

good [or] anxiety to perform an act of kindness” that might justify her attraction. 
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Confirmation that he successfully curated her perception is found as Tourvel writes that 

“he protested and seemed to place so little store upon it after admitting to it that his 

modesty rendered it twice as worthy in my eyes” (50). Not only do readers see her 

cognitive misperception of the event ‘in her eyes’ but imagining the interaction between 

the characters allows readers to glimpse Valmont also ‘seeing’ it ‘in her eyes’. 

 Notwithstanding the falsity involved in the ‘charity’ episode, Vanpee argues that 

“Laclos addresses the issue of sympathetic identification through his characters’ 

manipulation of sympathy” and mimetic desires. Readers see both characters surprised at 

their authentic reactions and motivated to act: Tourvel believes herself to be the pious 

inspiration for Valmont’s charity, and “Valmont himself is so moved by the gratitude” of 

peasants that he contributes even more to them (62). Lest readers dwell on these acts of 

charity, the ways both characters finish their letters obscure any conclusive reaction to 

their peripheral perceptions: while Tourvel self-righteously paraphrases her newfound 

respect for Valmont, possibly to convince herself (50), Valmont finishes his letter with 

“And having, so to speak, paid for her in advance, I shall have the right to use her as I 

please with a clear conscience” (48). Since readers encounter Valmont’s statement before 

Tourvel’s entire letter, Laclos negates reader sympathy for Valmont while increasing it 

for Tourvel as the target of his manipulation. Whether Laclos chose a charitable episode 

for Valmont to mirror the generosity that Richardson ascribes to Lovelace is arguable, but 

by clearly exposing Valmont’s duplicity and disingenuousness, Laclos destroys a 

potential positive trait in his villain that Lovelace maintains throughout the novel. 

Although the degree to which generosity encourages reader identification with Lovelace 

is subjective, it certainly fails to ‘darken’ his character into a more devious villain. 



 

34 

 Given the ambiguous intentionality and inconsistent behavior of Lovelace, 

evidenced by his contradictory statements and acts throughout the narrative, the 

incompleteness of Lovelace precipitates reader attribution of his mental state. As readers 

tendentiously connect the contradictory “component parts” into a patterned “complete 

picture” narrative, expectations of character behavior will naturally affect the readers’ 

“own acts of comprehension”. Thus, readers expecting a marriage novel with a reformed 

rake, based on their impressions formed as early as the title page, might construct a 

narrative explanation favorable to such an outcome while readers prejudiced to view 

libertines as irreformable would do the opposite. 

 To illustrate, consider a letter written ten days prior to the ‘Pretty Little Miss’ 

parody: Lovelace describes his encounter with Clarissa regarding her attempted escape, 

addressing her as “dearest creature” before “beseech[ing]” her forgiveness “on [his] 

knees by her, excessively affected.” He speaks of “remorse” as the “wretch whom [she] 

hast so vilely humbled” and begs her to marry (929). Although it would be easy for either 

of the previously mentioned parallel readers to question the authenticity of his 

performance for Clarissa, Lovelace ends the letter writing to Belford of his regret, calling 

her “angel” and himself “despicable slave, no more the proud victor,” lamenting “Oh that 

she would forgive me!” (930). Any reader at this point, regardless of predisposition to 

Lovelace, might question the stability of a man begging such forgiveness from a woman 

in his captivity. 
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Categorization 

The dissonance between reader perspectives, especially of the villainous 

protagonists, in Clarissa versus Liaisons can be exemplified by a 

“constitutively ambiguous nature of Greek tragedy, the text of which is woven 
with words that have double meanings, each character understanding them 
unilaterally (this perpetual misunderstanding is precisely what is meant by "the 
tragic"); yet there is someone who understands each word in its duplicity, and 
understands further, one might say, the very deafness of the characters speaking in 
front of him: this someone is precisely the reader (or here the spectator)” (Barthes 
5). 

 

Like Barthes’ reader-spectator, the Liaisons reader also sees the ‘duplicity’ of Valmont 

from the beginning, most specifically because the reader is privy to his contradictory 

words written to Tourvel and Merteuil, whereas the Clarissa reader sees only one side of 

Lovelace while forming an impression and expectation bias, thus “falling into the same 

trap as Clarissa” (Ameter 3). Degrees of authenticity separate Lovelace and Valmont, 

authenticity with others and their ‘selves’, as well as their respective agencies to control 

that authenticity. While Valmont openly dissembles in his communication and affections, 

Lovelace’s vacillation between seemingly genuine decency and maliciousness casts 

doubt onto his intentionality, self-awareness, and, thus, agency.  

These contrasts in authenticity surely impact the categorizations in which 

Lovelace and Valmont are placed by readers: decent rake, seducer, or atheistic libertine. 

Themes of seduction and libertinage have circulated in literature throughout time; Ovid’s 

Ars amatoria, one of the earliest such surviving works with its “concept of love, which 

dismisses all Platonic and Romantic idealization”, …that “is envisaged as a physical 

phenomenon, and its pursuit or cultivation defined in social and aesthetic, but never in 

spiritual, terms” (Goscilo 399), inspired many artistic works of Renaissance and 
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Restoration England (400). Thus, almost half a century later as Enlightenment dawned, at 

least some readers, if not most, would likely have encountered similar works, reviews, or 

hearsay. Inherent in many artistic works of the era is some version of the [libertine’s] 

code, described here from a lecture in Crébillon fils’ “novel of manners”: 

“Evasion of monogamy and emotional involvement, Versac contends, must be 
coupled with dissimulation and fictitiousness as a means of protection from 
society’s gossip and of external conformity with society’s artifice and depravity. 
While wearing a defensive mask of opacity, the proficient libertine must follow 
the seventeenth-century moralistes’ practice of studying the conduct of 
contemporaries and of penetrating beyond appearance in an effort to refine his 
moral and psychological discernment. An accurate reading of others’ thoughts, 
feelings, and motives empowers the libertine to manipulate the unwary at will” 
(as cited in Goscilo 400-401). 

 

Goscilo discusses similarities between Crébillon’s libertine, Valmont, and 

Merteuil (401); thus, it is worth asking if readers believe Lovelace truly belongs in this 

category. By drawing Lovelace with such inconsistent behavior and seemingly 

ambiguous or uncertain intentionality, does Richardson allow Lovelace an escape from 

the stereotypical ‘libertine’ category? Do readers perceive him as a truly incorrigible 

libertine or as a confused and, at times, unstable gentleman? If the latter outweighs his 

rakish inclinations of the former, readers may afford him benefit of doubt and hope for 

his reform. 

We can reasonably assume the long eighteenth-century readers’ familiarity with 

the libertine trope; one such source was the ‘Don Juan’ image that had voyaged from 

Spain to Italy and France to be introduced to English audiences in 1675 as the ‘Don John’ 

protagonist of Shadwell’s play, The Libertine (Pellegrin ix, xiv, xvi). Although Don John 

may have represented a “considerable departure from the original,” the “narcissist whose 
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avidity for pleasure and domination destroys him as well as his conquests – influenced 

later portrayals of the type by both playwrights and novelists” (xiv). Lovelace compares 

himself to Don John of Austria as he ruefully contemplates that none of his future plots 

“will be so glorious” as his current attempt to subdue Clarissa (Richardson 559). 

Popularity of the play continued into the eighteenth-century, diminished mid-century, and 

it was “resurrected with…various adaptations around 1781” (xiv, xvii) so Richardson’s 

readers likely had ample experience with which to analyze libertinage. 

Both Lovelace and Valmont repeatedly refer to the libertine code or similar 

philosophy, and all three villains (including Merteuil) appear to be libertines. Three 

behavioral and affective aspects of Lovelace bear closer inspection before ascertaining 

whether readers automatically perceive him as an immutable libertine, or one that is 

capable of reform. First, as Goscilo notes, “Harbouring tender emotions instead of ceding 

to a generalized lust is symptomatic, then, of an inferior, confused intellect, one swayed 

by too-excitable feelings and easily duped by the cool-headed libertine” (402). 

Admittedly, this description is meant for the libertine’s target, but although drugging and 

raping meet the lust point here, emotions, excitable-feelings, and confusion also represent 

Lovelace. Next, the “philosophy of pleasure…is gauged by…the ‘value’ of the object 

pursued, the longevity of resistance met, the completeness of the sexual victory, and the 

admiration of the audience” (402). Lovelace seems to fulfill the initial three criteria, 

excluding the admiration4, of course, but he also professes love, so the ‘value’ he places 

on Clarissa might be construed as less cold and calculated than a libertine. Finally, 

                                                 
4 Lovelace does fantasize that an admiring public celebrates his libertine behavior in the Isle of Wight 
addition of Letter 208 discussed in a later chapter of this paper. 
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Lovelace’s emotional attachment to Clarissa seems to violate the initial phrase of 

Crébillon’s lecture, and it is possible this affective desire intermittently appearing 

throughout the novel might garner reader sympathy. Applying this logic, however, 

advances no conclusive characterization of Lovelace as a libertine as he simultaneously 

violates that phrase with his oft-repeated aversion to monogamy and matrimony, both of 

which are also contradicted by his proclamations of love. 

While classifying Lovelace as a libertine is certainly a subjective connotation, as 

in the above thought experiment, Richardson seemingly equivocates in his initial 

description of Lovelace. The ‘editor’ of the preface specifies that Lovelace and Belford 

are only “professed libertines as to the fair sex” …but are not “infidels or scoffers” or 

“think themselves freed from the observance of other moral obligations.” By explicitly 

stating Lovelace is not an “infidel” and that he “disbelieve[s] not a future state of rewards 

and punishments,” Richardson concurrently ascribes to him the Christian faith (35). 

Although currently the term ‘libertine’ mainly denotes promiscuity, earlier usage 

included atheism as noted in Ovid’s definition above, “…never spiritual”; thus, the 

incongruous traits ascribed to Lovelace connote a discordant and enigmatic character: 

Can he be partially but not wholly a libertine? 

Expectation bias, therefore, may also problematize discerning Lovelace’s words, 

actions, and professed feelings as constructs with which to label him a ‘libertine’; the 

code demands “dissimulation,” “fictitiousness,” and “a defensive mask of opacity” 

through which his professions of love and emotion drift into clouds of semantics and 

motivation. Do readers perceive ‘love’ or ‘emotions’ simply as confirmations of an 

expectation bias? Do they unconsciously ‘ignore’ contradictory facts due to inattentional 
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blindness as they follow a ‘marriage plot’ narrative? Certainly, readers do not so 

thoroughly or consciously analyze such criteria to judge one a libertine, but behavioral 

and emotive inconsistency might ultimately preclude a definitive judgment Lovelace’s 

character. 

Sympathetic Identification 

Sympathetic identification with characters can take many forms, positive or 

negative, and thus extend to defense mechanisms that affect the character traits portrayed. 

Therefore, readers following a marriage plot trajectory would privilege information 

commensurate with that storyline and either ignore or subordinate conflicting facts, 

whether consciously or not, according to Iser’s phenomenology theory. As with the 

layered perceptions of eye movements and in the charitable escapade described earlier, 

plurality in sympathetic identification also exists between characters or as readers 

vicariously emphasize with characters. 

Following the libertine code passage below, two ‘fake illness’ episodes depict 

similar themes and motives that Lovelace and Valmont use to gain sympathy from 

Clarissa and Tourvel: 

An adept seducer, according to [Ovid and Crébillon], has total command of the 
special code that constitutes the ‘wordless language of love’ – gestures, 
expressions, and actions that presumably communicate emotions and states of 
mind (Goscilo 401). One aspect of that technique is the credible affectation of 
pallor to signal the pangs of unrequited love. Sappho, Theocritus, and Catullus all 
see pallor as an eloquent symptom of passion’s torments, and Ovid slyly points to 
the usefulness of its impact on the love object (note 16). 
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In the period leading up to the rape, Lovelace plans to test Clarissa with a plot he 

cleverly calls “ill-jesting” (Richardson 676) by ingesting the blood of a pigeon or 

chicken, then using an herbal remedy, ipecacuanha, to vomit it and claim he has a 

“broken vessel”. If she shows concern, he “shall be in hope of building on a good 

foundation” of love, but if she is unconcerned, he “shall have the less remorse, if [he is] 

to use a little violence” (673). Detailing his plans in Letters 209 and 210, not to mention 

procuring the blood and remedy, shows his elaborate deliberation and preparation. He 

seemingly delights when his plan succeeds, “She pitied me!” (677), yet, again, he 

subsequently contradicts himself as his letter to Belford punctuates the episode with 

perverse musings on her face, as if visually zooming into its intimacy, follows with rants, 

and closes with the prostitutes’ odd observations, “What a charming husband! Happy 

couple!” (678). Notwithstanding the absurd theatricality of the episode, Lovelace’s 

disparate reactions to his successful contrivance, false as it may be, merely feed 

skepticism of his emotional stability. 

Valmont, likewise, fakes an illness to ascertain Tourvel’s feelings toward him but 

without the forethought of Lovelace. Having spent the previous night seducing young 

Cécile, he attributes resting in his room to being “overcome by the vapours” and fever. 

He ends his letter to Merteuil, “longing to know [Tourvel’s] opinion of it…wager[ing] 

she will not fail to take the credit for herself. In future [he] shall regulate the state of [his] 

health by the impression it makes on her” (Laclos 271-272). 

Although both villains follow an ancient seduction technique with similar motives 

and outcomes, the style and methods of their deception undoubtedly impact readers 

differently, as do the structural techniques of the authors. Lovelace’s extensive 
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forethought and deeply disgusting act appears considerably more wicked and twisted than 

Valmont’s spontaneous ruse; even without the comparison factor, the complexity of 

Lovelace’s plan indicates some level of psychic disfunction. Richardson weakens a 

potentially damning image by concluding the letter with the image of a happy couple, 

regardless of its verisimilitude; depending on readers’ expectations, incorrigible libertine 

or reformed rake, these letters provide two disparate images from which to remember 

him. Whereas virtually all readers are likely to remember Valmont as a scheming liar, 

Lovelace may emerge in more polarized images: a vile, deranged libertine or a dramatic, 

lovesick, confused man yet to reform. 

Having established some basic and general processes which enable a multiplicity 

of perceptions derived from a singular text, perhaps a more binary analysis of reader 

categorization can illuminate character distinction and judgment. Goscilo argues that, in 

Anna Karenina, “to emphasize that Vronsky is not an individual, but a stereotype…, 

Tolstoy ascribes his irresponsible attitudes to an entire segment of society. [His] bachelor 

world…divides people into two distinct and dramatically opposed sorts” (409): 

…ridiculous people who believed that a husband should live only with the wife he 
married, that a young girl should be chaste, a woman modest, a man brave, self-
restrained, and firm…This sort of people were old-fashioned and ridiculous. But 
there was another sort, the real people, to which they all belonged, in which the 
chief thing was to be elegant, handsome, generous, bold, gay, to yield without a 
blush to every passion and to laugh at everything else. (VIII, 137) (as cited in 
Goscilo 409). 

 

Applying Tolstoy’s binary bachelor world to these novels, Valmont and Merteuil clearly 

belong in the latter libertine category, and while Lovelace largely belongs here as well, 

hesitation to comprehensively ascribe to him the final two phrases implies that he may 
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not be appropriately placed in either.  Although Lovelace does indeed possess the 

cynicism of a libertine, during his ranting soliloquys, defense mechanisms such as denial, 

projection, and delusion render his reactions questionable. ‘Marriage plot’ readers may 

view these as passionate confusion or frustration in a situation difficult to control or 

remedy. In short, Laclos has clearly drawn his libertines within the above stereotypical 

lines, yet Lovelace remains more of an enigmatic individual, blurring outside the lines. 

 Goscilo argues that “Vronsky is no less a poseur than the typical libertine, but his 

deficient perception and understanding lead him to be deluded by his own posturing and 

so to appear less calculating” (412). Questioning Lovelace’s grasp of self-identity leads 

to readers’ corresponding perception of him, as well as whether their readings follow his 

self-deception or authorial signposts. Lamb refers to Lovelace as “a connoisseur 

of…chiaroscuro” with his seemingly innocuous yet flirtatious curiosity beyond 

Clarissa’s “white handkerchief, wrought by the same inimitable fingers, concealed…” 

(445). Similarly, one might attribute such chiaroscuro to Richardson as well because his 

nuanced signposts revealing Lovelace’s negative traits may be too shaded for readers to 

notice.  

Those casual readers may not detect or infer nuance from subtle hints such as 

Montaigne, “appearing several times…as an authority for libertine behavior and skeptical 

judgment” (Lamb 444) or double-entendres that permeate the novel. Lamb further 

explicates that such intertextuality implies Lovelace shared opinions with Montaigne “On 

the charms of difficulty, the allurements of modesty, the importance of lies in courtship, 

the advantages of bashfulness, and the resemblance between rape and necrophilia” (445). 

Absent some familiarity with Montaigne’s eroticism, such literary references would not 
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associate one with libertinism. Merely “announc[ing] himself a collegian of Montaigne’s 

school of erotic indirection” by telling Belford, “Always of Montaigne’s taste thou 

knowest – thought it a glory to subdue a girl of family. More truly delightful to me the 

seduction progress than the crowning act” (445)5. Even readers familiar with the stylistic 

language might underestimate the statement, akin to chase versus capture, which, 

although chauvinistic and misogynistic, show less violent intent than could be construed 

through a Montaignian interpretation. That Belford later paraphrases Montaigne’s essay6 

as an attempt to contradict Lovelace (Lamb 446) is likewise unlikely to be unobserved by 

all but literary aficionados. Indeed, it is questionable whether references of this nature 

sprinkled throughout the novel, even if progressively intensified, will reach many 

readers; ineffective negative references lessen his image as an irreformable libertine. 

More accessible to most of Richardson’s contemporary readers are references to 

the Earl of Rochester, a notorious seventeenth-century libertine that very likely 

influenced Richardson’s composition of Lovelace.  Rochester’s various and extensive 

works include poetry classified as “Libertine Lyrics” such as the following lines from one 

of the less obscene and offensive verses, some of which resemble Lovelace’s whimsical 

romanticisms: 

Whom that I may describe throughout 
Assist me Bawdy Powers: 
I’le write upon a double Clowt 
And dipp my Pen in Flowers. 
 On Mrs Willis, lines 9-12, (Rochester, Love 37) 

                                                 
5 Letter 193 (Richardson 616). 
6 Lamb refers in footnote 6 (457) to Essays of Michael Seigneur of Montaigne, trans. Charles Cotton, which 
was popular in the eighteenth century. Quoted in Letter 222 (Richardson 713-714). 
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Perhaps not coincidentally, Rochester had a classmate named Lord Lovelace at 

Oxford (Rochester, Treglown 9); likewise, the following anecdote shares elements of 

Clarissa’s flight from her garden: 

A letter written by Samuel Pepys on May 28, 1665 recounts an episode that 
happened a few days prior, in which Rochester kidnapped a young heiress, 
Elizabeth Malet, seemingly to elope. Traveling home with her grandfather, near 
Rochester’s house, “she was seized on by both horse and foot-men and forcibly 
taken from him, and put into a coach with six horses and two women provided to 
receive her; and carried away.” Although Elizabeth was soon released, Rochester 
was sent to the Tower by King Charles II and then to a sea expedition (11). Two 
years later, returning as a battle hero with titles and income from the King, 
Elizabeth “married him suddenly and unexpectedly on January 29, 1667, nearly 
two years after the romantic abduction at Charing Cross” (17). 

 
If these examples provide only conjectural evidence linking Lovelace to Rochester, 

intertextuality perhaps affords a more convincing indication. At the end of Letter 228, 

Lovelace quotes Rochester’s play Lucina’s Rape, “Well says the poet: 

‘Tis nobler like a lion to invade 
When appetite directs, and seize my prey, 
Than to wait tamely, like a begging dog, 
Till dull consent throws out the scraps of love.” 

  (Richardson 742) 7 

As previously mentioned, an astute ‘literary’ reader might obviously infer more than the 

literal quoted reference, and this instance proves no different as the lines immediately 

antecedent to Lovelace’s quote reveal clear foreshadowing by Richardson of a rape. 

Emperor: 
And if (by chance) odd noises shoud bee heard, 
As womens shricks or soe, say tis a play 
Is practicing within. 

Lycinius (a servant to the Emperor): 
The Rape of Lucrece 
Or some such merry pranck – it shall be done Sir. 

Lines 194-196 (Rochester, Love 187) 

                                                 
7 These are the Emperor’s lines 197-200, IV, ii (Rochester, Love 187). 
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Furthermore, a minor but important point shows the magnitude and depth of 

intertextuality Richardson used to signpost his plotline: Lovelace’s ‘appetite’ quote in 

Letter 228 from Rochester’s play stems from a series of letters responding to Belford’s 

Letter 222 that paraphrased Montaigne, linking appetite and passion (Richardson 713).  

Long eighteenth-century readers more than likely would have grasped his intent and 

trajectory; whether they chose to assimilate it into their own narratives is another issue. 

Regardless of perceived or chosen narratives, those contemporary readers possessed a 

collective knowledge of thematic dualities such as in the above examples, Shadwell’s The 

Libertine, or Lucretia, knowledge that was likely noticed by similarly predisposed readers 

and extended far beyond the act of reading, into their temporal and socio-cultural 

discussions.
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Chapter IV 

Reader Response 

Iser’s model of “the implied reader” best encapsulates my argument here that 

reader response considering Valmont more villainous than Lovelace hinges more on 

authorial and stylistic structure coupled with consistent characterization than on female 

readers’ receptivity or misinterpretation of authorial intent. “If, then, we are to try and 

understand the effects caused and the responses elicited by literary works, we must allow 

for the reader’s presence without in any way predetermining his character or his historical 

situation. We may call him, for want of a better term, the implied reader. He embodies all 

those predispositions necessary for a literary work to exercise its effect – predispositions 

laid down, not by an empirical outside reality, but by the text itself. Consequently, the 

implied reader as a concept has his roots firmly planted in the structure of the text; he is a 

construct and in no way to be identified with any real reader” (1978, 34). 

That Richardson explicitly conveys his didactic purpose seems to imply a target 

audience of young, single woman, or their families, but this also assumes readers desire a 

didactic tale. “As early as 1744-45,” Richardson sent drafts for feedback to and 

“receiv[ed] contradictory advice” from “two kinds of correspondents: …professional men 

of letters” and “a group of ladies, several young and unmarried, others older, for whom as 

the fame of Pamela grew [he] became something of a guru in matters of private conduct 

and moral feeling” (Richardson 15). Predictably, literary scholars may read the novel as a 

didactic exemplar, differently than fans of a previous novel with a marital theme and who 
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might want another ‘marriage plot.’ Whether Richardson imagined an ideal reader or not, 

Iser refers to an imaginary one, or any reader who creates meaning, and thus includes 

both literary scholars and Richardson’s female fans.  

Vanpee argues contrasting ideal readers are imagined by the Liaisons publisher 

and editor: “Unlike the publisher’s rather general and ungendered reader, however, the 

editor draws the portrait of a much more specific and gendered reader” (52). Whereas the 

publisher doubts the authenticity of the letters, “believe[ing] it is simply a novel” (Laclos 

3), the editor analyzes the usefulness or danger of the work before opining “that this 

collection must please few people” except a purportedly didactic mother educating her 

newly-wed daughter (7).  Vanpee summarizes the editor’s analysis which follows that 

phrase in a footnote: 

The portrait of this ideal reader is framed by a series of readers that the editor 
rejects as unsuitable – the depraved reader who might feel threatened by the 
letters’ revelations; the puritanical reader, offended by the letters’ depiction of 
corruption; the religious libertine, bored by Mme de Tourvel’s piety; the devout, 
who would object to the failure of both virtue and religion; the esthetically refined 
reader, who would disapprove of the linguistic unevenness; and finally the 
common reader, who might interpret this unevenness as the author’s transparent 
attempts at creating believable characters (52).8 

 

Although these ‘rejected ideal’ readers ostensibly differ in purpose, one wonders if the 

‘editor’ excludes all readers from this ‘ideal’ as a commentary on the practice of authorial 

designation of ‘ideal readers’ instead of an attempt to identify an appropriate target 

audience. Collaterally, the passage allows Laclos to portray Valmont as clearly atheistic, 

and therefore definitely a libertine, in contrast to the tenable status of Lovelace. 

                                                 
8 Vanpee’s footnote is referenced to a French edition, ed. Laurent Versini, (1979) in which pp. 7-8 
correspond to p. 7 in the edition referenced in this paper. 
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 Nonetheless, informed readers undoubtedly perceive signifiers, metaphors, 

allusions, and other literary devices that less educated readers naturally miss. This 

observation is not to prioritize one reader over the other but to remark upon the 

effectiveness of authorial style using such embedded signifiers and the significance of the 

information to be conveyed; clearly, the more obscure or complex the signifier, fewer 

readers will recognize the information and incorporate it into their own constructed 

narrative, illustrating how different ‘readings’ occur. Naturally, literature critics, such as 

Richardson’s scholarly peers, may notice more of his literary devices than casual readers, 

like his female fans, but both may read with varied purposes and, therefore, perceptions.  

For example, devoutly religious readers might interpret Lovelace’s ‘ill-jesting’ episode 

with far more warning than others. Graves notes that Richardson professionally printed a 

treatise that refers to a “Biblical prohibition against ingesting animal blood” and in which 

the author, Delany, declares that it “encourages ‘fornication’ and ‘cruelty’” (18). Proving 

whether Richardson associated the treatise passage with the ‘ill-jesting’ episode is 

impossible, but it is possible that religious readers recognize the allusion and interpret the 

episode as foreshadowing of future violence. Regardless of the biblical reference, any 

reader can interpret his threat “if I am to use a little violence” (Richardson 673) as 

foreshadowing even though it lacks the “fornication” reference of future rape. 

 Graves further argues that the ‘ill-jesting’ episode is followed by other acts of 

“sexual violence” that culminate with the rape (19). Indeed, in several letters Lovelace 

tells Belford: he “gave her struggled-away cheek…a fervent kiss” (Richardson 691); “her 

hands sought to be withdrawn” before he “gave her struggling hands liberty” and 

“pressed with…burning lips the charmingest breast” (705); “Come the worst to the worst, 
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the hymeneal torch, and a white sheet, must be my amende honorable” (709). These are 

but a few examples foreshadowing the rape that should seem self-evident to most close 

readers, in addition to several Lucretia references alluding to Clarissa’s eventual demise. 

In the following letter, Belford writes: 

If thou proceedest, I have no doubt that this affair will end tragically, one way or 
other. It must. Such a woman must interest both gods and men in her cause. But 
what I most apprehend is, that with her own hand, in resentment of the perpetrated 
outrage, she (like another Lucretia) will assert the purity of her heart: or, if her 
piety preserve her from this violence, that wasting grief will soon put a period to 
her days (710). 

 

Even after the rape, Lovelace himself describes Clarissa’s “majestic composure” as “No 

Lucretia-like vengeance upon herself in her thought” (900), and in the Pretty Little Miss 

parody he callously denies his guilt as he exclaims, “if…she throws herself out of the 

coach…and dashes out her pretty little brains, who can help it!” (971). 

 Again, the above references represent a sampling of the many to be found in the 

text, yet it seems unlikely that most astute readers, literary experts or not, would not 

notice a progressive darkening of Lovelace’s propensity to violence, along with hints of 

Clarissa’s unfortunate fate. One possible suggestion for the perpetual hope of the 

‘marriage plot’ readers is that they did in fact recognize the signifiers foreshadowing a 

catastrophic event, but they perceived the conditionality in many of Lovelace’s 

statements. Shortly before the rape, Lovelace writes to Belford, “As to myself, thou seest 

by the gravity of my style how the subject has helped to mortify me. But the necessity I 

am under of committing either speedy matrimony, or a rape, has saddened over my gayer 

prospects” (849-850). His explicit intention of rape could not go unnoticed, yet the 

conditionality allows the prospect that if Clarissa cooperates and submits to him, the 
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sordid denouement could be avoided. Richardson has again included the duality that 

provides an additional hermeneutical reading that directly contrasts with the absence of 

such in Liaisons; Valmont desires Tourvel’s unconditional submission without any 

promises of reformation or marriage: 

The difficulty would not be getting into her room, even at night, or yet again to 
make her go to sleep and create a new Clarissa. But after two months of toiling 
away and putting myself out for her, to have recourse to means that are not my 
own! Dragging myself along in that servile way in the wake of others and winning 
a victory without any glory! ...No, she shall not have the pleasures of vice and the 
honours of virtue. It is not enough for me to possess her, I want her to surrender 
(Laclos 270). 
 

Considering Richardson’s characterization of Lovelace more fully allows a closer 

examination of his didactic efficacy, which intended women to view the archetypal 

‘decent’ rake as indecent, as incapable of reform. As the scholarly gaze turns from author 

to reader, opportunities likewise appear to enable previous paradoxes in literary analysis 

to be more clearly understood. Iser summarized this shift as: 

The author’s intention, the work’s message, the value manifested in the 
harmonious reconciliation of textual ambiguities – all of them constituted the 
background to the theory of aesthetic response. The message that was no longer to 
be ascertained triggered interest in what has since been called text processing – 
what happens to the text in reading” (2000, 311).  

 
 
Instead of focusing paradoxically on readers’ failure to ‘correctly’ interpret a work or 

how successfully an author conveys intent, a more nuanced and diverse literary 

interpretive field opens spaces for understandings that more accurately reflect the 

plurality of readers. 
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Clarissa 

In general, there are as many reader opinions on Clarissa as there have been 

readers, a number too large for contemplation, holding views within a correspondingly 

wide range of theme and content. For example, “[Samuel] Johnson, according to Boswell, 

preferred Richardson to [Henry] Fielding because the former presented characters of 

nature whereas the latter created only characters of manners” (Warburton 4). Similarly, 

Barbauld physically enlivens the reading experience: 

“With Clarissa it begins - with Clarissa it ends. We do not come upon unexpected 
adventures and wonderful recognitions, by quick turns and surprises: we see her 
fate from afar, as it were through a long avenue, the gradual approach to which, 
without ever losing sight of the object, has more of simplicity and grandeur than 
the most cunning labyrinth that can be contrived by art” (Toner 11-12). 

 

Unlike modern readers, for Richardson’s contemporaries, the story and themes in 

Clarissa recycled those of popular former works, possibly eliciting a more active reading 

modality and collective discussion than today. Among the most common themes of the 

day were marriage or family discord such as in Richardson’s first blockbuster novel, 

Pamela; less well-known today is Richardson’s early book of exemplar letter templates 

on those themes. Especially with the benefit of hindsight, the formulaic letters easily 

presage Richardson’s two heroines, Pamela and Clarissa; in Letter CXLV (Richardson, 

Letters, 476-477), he warns a young woman seen cavorting about town with a notorious 

rake that “he has none of the best Characters; having, as I am well inform’d, already 

ruin’d Two, if not Three” (477). Adding the drama and characters of a story undoubtedly 

personalized a warning in such a letter that likely failed to detract many young women 

from exciting, romantic escapades with charming rogues. 
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Additionally, Lady Bradshaigh conducted lengthy and copious correspondence 

with Richardson; one of her letters confirms the duality of reader narratives posed earlier 

in this paper: those who feel an irreformable and violent libertine serves as a didactic 

deterrent versus readers rooting for a virtuous marriage to a reformed rake. She wrote: 

I am pressed, Sir, by a multitude of your admirers, to plead in behalf of your 
amiable Clarissa; having too much reason, from hints given in your four 
volumes…to apprehend a fatal catastrophe. I have heard that some of your 
advisers, who delight in horror, (detestable wretches!) insisted upon rapes, ruin, 
and destruction; others, who feel for the virtuous in distress, (blessings for ever 
attend them!) pleaded for the contrary. Could you be deaf to these, and comply 
with those? (Liebrand 348)9 

 

Although Richardson’s correspondence with readers stretches from pre to post 

publication, largely, no significant changes occur for those who wish for Lovelace to 

reform and marry Clarissa. Before reading the rape scene, Lady Bradshaigh asked 

Richardson, “Why would you make him so wicked, yet so agreeable?” While also 

“arguing in favor of Lovelace’s reformation and subsequent marriage to Clarissa, she said 

she visualized him a ‘faultless husband’” (Ameter 15). She later wrote, after the rape, 

“You have drawn a villain above nature: and you make that villain a sensible man, with 

many good qualities, and you have declared him not an unbeliever” before requesting 

Richardson to “recall the dreadful sentence,” announcing the rape (18).  

Public fascination with the novel traversed boundaries of reality, as shown earlier 

with Sarah Fielding’s essay, as “debates about the novel's form were also conducted 

within fiction. In the conclusion to Belinda10, for instance, …characters discuss how best 

                                                 
9 The passage is quoted in English although the article containing it is in German. The author cites it as 
from The Correspondence of Samuel Richardson, hg. Von Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Bd. 4, S. 177. 
10 Maria Edgeworth, Belinda (London: for J. Johnson, 1801), III, 356 (as cited in Toner 17). 
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a novel should end, whether with the summarizing tone of a fairy tale or the prolific 

detail of Richardson” (Toner 10). Interestingly, Lady Echlin wrote an alternate ending in 

which Clarissa outwits the return to Hampstead, and is thus never raped, so she and 

Lovelace resolve their misunderstandings, realize their love, and marry (Echlin).  

Lady Echlin explains in her preface that “by omitting some shocking 

circumstances leading to the catastrophe, (which are not Exemplary) without curtailing 

the Religious, moral, or entertaining parts, the whole design might be rendered much 

more efficacious” (172). It is quite possible that Richardson’s refusal to portray Lovelace 

as a ‘full’ libertine, lacking religious faith, inclines religious readers to hope for his 

reformation. She recounts Richardson’s claimed desire to “overthrow the Libertines 

creed…that a woman once subdued will be always subdued” to which she replied, 

“…piety & virtue, must ever be allowed a powerful influence, so as to render exemplary 

goodness an instructive lesson - & this ought to be maintained between Clarissa & 

Lovelace – his morals were corrupted, and vitiated by wicked communication” (171).11 

Thus, Echlin seems to object to Richardson’s entire didactic purpose of warning young 

women away from rakish libertines with a villainous Lovelace, in lieu of a sinner’s 

reformation plotline where he reforms into a worthy husband. Since she had no objection 

to the initial four volumes (174), up to the Hampstead incident, we might infer that her 

readerly narrative of a reformation tale could have begun as she read Richardson’s 

preface (35-36) and character description of Lovelace (37) that he was not an “infidel” 

and “who one day propose[s] to reform” (35).  

                                                 
11 Orthographic inconsistencies have been corrected to modern usage to avoid excessive use of editing 
devices that may disturb the reading process in this paper. No terminology or syntax was changed in the 
process. 
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 Abroad, Clarissa overwhelmingly impacted contemporary audiences and artists 

as the story was not only translated but also adapted into different genres, some more 

successful than others. One overriding issue, however, remained the conclusion about 

which Richardson’s English contemporaries had also complained; many “found the 

conclusion of the novel unjustifiably sad” (Price 18). A German adaptation features a 

dying Clarissa who “relates her passion for Lovelace and her disaster,” forgiving 

Lovelace who disturbed her in the room, and “urges him to turn toward God” (15-16). 

Since ‘relates her passion’ connotes neutrality, her intent and attitude remain opaque. 

“Refin[ing] the original…into something more moral and intellectual, in order to avoid 

giving offense to the public” (Laclos xxi), Abbé Prèvost famously changed the ending in 

his French translation to better accommodate French readers’ sensibilities, a change to 

which Diderot strongly objected (Price 18). However, although audiences generally 

disliked Richardson’s tragic denouement, at least one German man “approve[d] of the 

ruthlessness with which Clarissa’s story is related, first upon a moral ground: It serves to 

impress the lesson so much more effectively” (19). One imagines Richardson would have 

been pleased with the appreciation of his didacticism when so many others were not. 

Dangerous Liaisons  

When Dangerous Liaisons was published in 1782, it “sold out within days and the 

book rapidly became a [scandalous success] in Paris” (Laclos xii), so successful yet 

scandalous that the royal court in 1824 ordered it to be destroyed (ix). More recent critics 

“have…call[ed] the book a bomb-shell destined to serve as a weapon for the up-and-

coming bourgeoisie against the privileged…aristocracy” (xi-xii). In contrast to the 
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widespread, popular acclaim afforded Richardson, Laclos fared worse upon publication 

of his work: 

Because the novel was seen then to “reduce love from an emotion to an activity” 
and “concur that sexual combat necessitates such questionable expedients as 
relentless stalking and posturing, …the disquieting cynicism of [such] 
assumptions…has elicited controversy, revulsion, and dismay. In a widespread 
misidentification of writer with text, the straight-laced, if 
imperceptive…labelled…Laclos scandalous or, at the very least, shocking.” 
(Goscilo 407).  “After the publication of [Dangerous Liaisons], the Marquise de 
Conflans closed her doors to Laclos out of fear for her virtue” (note 40). 

 

The ‘controversy’ provoked by the conclusion is thus minor compared to that of 

Clarissa as few, if any, argue for a happy ending, that Valmont should live and marry 

Tourvel. 

“In twentieth-century criticism, the conclusion of [Dangerous Liaisons] has 
provoked more controversy than any other aspect of the novel. Critical opinion 
divides into three broad antagonistic camps: one accepts the ‘deserved 
punishment’ of the two libertines as artistically convincing and consonant with 
the overall philosophy of the work; the second finds the abrupt intervention of 
moral justice an aesthetic error but interprets it as an unambiguous assertion of a 
standard morality; the third contends that despite the conclusion, the book defends 
Valmont’s Don Juanism” (note 23, 403). 

 

Regardless of the above camps to which one belongs, all three imply negative reactions 

to the villains’ behavior and belief systems: either the punishment is deserved; poetic 

justice, although ill-employed, belies morality; and even if one argues Valmont echoes 

Don Juan, a general negative connotation is made with ‘defends.’ 

 In fact, Byrne suggests that “being in possession of all the facts, we are invited to 

make our own interpretation [about the denouement], while remaining in doubt that we 

have made the right conjectures or seen the implications for character motivation and 
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psychology that we are supposed to (964). The reader is therefore forced to concede that 

Valmont's deathbed silence regarding Tourvel is a significant one. This single, uniquely 

telling circumstance of his death provides an opportunity to look afresh at our 

understanding of the Vicomte's feelings and motivation thus far” (966). Different 

characteristic final attitudes to their respective virtuous targets distinguish Valmont and 

Lovelace, inarguably affecting reader attachment and response. 

Lovelace “immediately fell; saying, The luck is yours, sir – Oh my beloved 
Clarissa!” (Richardson 1486); later, on his deathbed, he may be hallucinating of 
her when he cries out, “Take her away!” and “Sweet Excellence! Divine Creature! 
Fair Sufferer! Look down, Blessed Spirit, look down!” (1487).  

 

To the end, Lovelace remains consistently inconsistent: he might be calling for the 

hallucination to disappear before calling her back. Any readers still harboring doubts that 

Lovelace is truly an irredeemable rake, and that his inconsistent behavior represents an 

unconscious duality between his love for Clarissa and his social position as a libertine, 

might wish for an alternate happy ending.  

Readers 

Just as Barbauld and Bradshaigh figured prominently in Clarissa commentary, 

Riccoboni, a “popular novelist”, was the “first actual reader on record” of Liaisons, and 

as a successful author “was considered by public and critics alike as especially adept at 

depicting the point of view and sentiments of women” (Vanpee 54). Her correspondence 

with Laclos “pit[s his] interpretation of the text as a fictive and abstract construct against 

Riccoboni’s critique of its failure to portray real French women or to provide models 

worthy of emulation” (Vanpee 56). Their theoretical debates of literary purpose contrast 
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with Richardson’s intent to provide a virtuous role-model, Clarissa, who scorns the 

notion of reforming a rake, via an entertaining tale. As Vanpee notes, “Laclos may have 

entertained some of his readers, but surely he has furthered no purpose, served no moral 

cause. On the contrary, he has alienated his female readers, who like Riccoboni decry the 

portrayal of such a heinous female character” as Merteuil (57). However, if Laclos’ 

purpose was to “repel the reader, and thus prevent any sympathizing or identifying with 

her [or Valmont]” (58), could this not be considered successfully warning the public 

away from corrupting influences? In a sense, this resembles Richardson’s purpose, in 

which the sympathetic reader attachment to his villain, Lovelace, derailed his ultimate 

didactic success. The resulting conundrum seems infinitely circular: does creating 

characters that attract or repel serve any didactic purpose to model virtue or signal vice? 

Subjectively, of course, one could ask who ultimately was more successful in his 

didacticism: Richardson or Lovelace? 

 More simply, the previous conundrum could be applied to Richardson and the 

relationship between his readers and characters. “The core of [Vanpee’s] argument is the 

ethical purpose of the character of [Merteuil]. Laclos would have her repel the reader, and 

thus prevent any sympathizing or identifying with her” (Vanpee 58). Extrapolating this 

argument to Clarissa would question the ethical purpose of Lovelace: although 

Richardson explicitly stated it as a deterrent to charming rakes, it seems easier to 

sympathize with Lovelace, the white knight saving Clarissa from a doomed marriage to 

Solmes or ruined spinsterhood after the rape. Because both latter situations relate more to 

Richardson’s contemporary socio-cultural milieu than modern mores, the white knight 

scenario perhaps resonates more with females who fear either situation and thus identify 
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with Clarissa’s plight, if not her very virtuous piety. Had Richardson cast Lovelace more 

repulsive, at least as much as Solmes, Lovelace may have been a more villainous 

deterrent to female attachment.  

However, as Barbauld noted in the preface “to her edition of his letters”: 

Yet it is said by some, that the author has made Lovelace too agreeable, and his 
character has been much the object of criticism. But a little reflection will shew us 
… that he could not well have made him different from what he is. If he had 
drawn a mean-spirited dark villain, without any specious qualities, his Clarissa 
would have been degraded. Lovelace, as he is to win the affections of the heroine, 
is necessarily, in some sort, the hero of the piece, and no one in it must be 
permitted to outshine him (I, lxxxviii-lxxxix) (as cited in Ameter 2). 

 

Moreover, readers such as Riccoboni who “[seek] to read about characters that she could 

identify with and would want to emulate” (Vanpee 58) largely lack any such characters12 

in either novel; absent a distinct model in Clarissa to emulate, readers may see the only 

happy ending to be with a reformed Lovelace, notwithstanding their previous disgust at 

his behavior. Beyond the emotional satisfaction derived from a successful reformation, or 

happy ending tale, perhaps Laclos speaks through Valmont to comment on reader 

perception of Lovelace. In a letter to Merteuil, Valmont describes a letter he sent to 

Tourvel, “my beautiful prude” (147): “I took a lot of trouble with my letter, and tried to 

reproduce the impression of disorder, the only thing that can depict feeling. Anyway, I 

reasoned as badly as I knew how; for without talking nonsense, one cannot express one’s 

love” (148). The possibility, therefore, cannot be ignored that Clarissa readers possibly 

sympathetically identify and emotionally connect with Lovelace because his 

                                                 
12 It is outside the scope of this paper to discuss readers who complain Clarissa was too virtuous or pious 
to be a believable character; given the controversial discussion since early drafts circulated, this point 
assumes few readers in this argument desired to emulate Clarissa.  
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inconsistency stirs more “feeling” in readers than cold, deliberate characters such as 

Valmont or Merteuil. 

Revisions 

Given Richardson’s attention to reader response, reactions such as those of Ladies 

Bradshaigh and Echlin could have disheartened Richardson enough to prompt extensive 

emendations of his narrative via his additional letters, footnotes, italics, and in the preface 

and postscript. Although the charming rogue remains throughout the novel, negative traits 

appear as well. Ameter chronicles the extent to which Lovelace’s negative personality 

traits from the first edition intensify in successive editions, qualitatively and contextually, 

with examples of: “seduction stories” (219); “attitude toward rape” (220); “view of 

women as prey” (221); sadism (222); and his varied “disguises” (223). Fortunately, four 

editions of narrative revisions and para-text by Richardson, mainly to guide reader 

experience, have elicited copious commentary which allows insight into reader response 

to such changes as well as the original text. Notwithstanding the progressive degeneration 

of his character, excerpts summarized here shed light on the perplexing inability to 

effectively vilify Lovelace in readers’ eyes after already establishing him as a ‘decent 

rake’ and potential hero to save Clarissa from the dreaded Solmes: 

Richardson alters Lovelace’s character by increasing his faults, not by reducing 
his virtues (218).  No new good characteristics appear after those given in the first 
six letters, and none of his good characteristics dissipates (217). [His] ‘seeds of 
wickedness – pride, revenge, love of intrigue, plot and contrivance’ become more 
pronounced throughout the first edition and in each succeeding edition (218). 
Although one may question the motives underlying his generosity, the trait itself 
never changes (217-218). 
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Since human perfection is impossible, this very dichotomy possibly portrays him 

as more authentic and susceptible to reader empathy. Contrasting Lovelace to Valmont or 

Merteuil, who repel readers and simultaneously caution against contrivances and 

deception, illustrates my argument that ambiguous intentionality or behavioral 

inconsistency weaken the evilness of villains. Following the assumption that Lovelace is 

not as repulsive to readers as Valmont or Merteuil, the question hinges on how to 

transform him into a character that deters females from reforming rakes. Though 

numerous revisions intended to vilify Lovelace were made, the basic premise of a 

charming and attractive rogue as initial characterization never changed for some readers 

as much as perhaps Richardson desired.  

Seemingly, eighteenth-century literary circles may have recognized the significant 

role of prefatory content and impression formation to reader response, as evidenced by 

the controversy over the second edition of Clarissa: 

Richardson invited William Warburton “to supply [a preface] for Volumes III and 
IV of Clarissa when they first appeared in 1748.  Richardson dropped it from the 
second edition (1749) of _Clarissa_, probably because … [of] its suggestion that 
his work was one "of mere Amusement." In the "Advertisement" in the first 
volume of the second edition he insisted that _Clarissa_ was "not to be considered 
as a _mere Amusement_, as a _light Novel_, or _transitory Romance_; but as a 
_History_ of LIFE and MANNERS ... intended to inculcate the HIGHEST and 
_most_ IMPORTANT _Doctrines_." (Warburton 5). In his defense, “Richardson 
said that he dropped Warburton's preface because _Clarissa_ had been well 
received and no longer needed such an introduction” (Note 11, 7). 

 

As we can see, by the publication of the second edition, Richardson emphasizes 

didacticism over entertainment, perhaps as a reaction to reader response and preference 

for a ‘marriage plot.’ 
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 Furthermore, although the preface was omitted, the content evinces some hint of 

prevalent reader response as Richardson also revised content. Recalling that the first 

edition preface is character-driven and lends a ‘decent rake’ image to Lovelace, 

Warburton’s preface focuses more on reading strategy and direction: 

If it may be thought reasonable to criticise the Public Taste, in what are generally 
supposed to be Works of mere Amusement; or modest to direct its Judgment, in 
what is offered for its Entertainment; … a few cursory Remarks, that may lead the 
common Reader into some tolerable conception of the nature of this Work, and 
the design of its Author. … But as it commonly happens, that in all indulgent 
refinements on our satisfactions, the Procurers to our pleasures run into excess; so 
it happened here. … But satiety, in things unnatural, soon, brings on disgust. And 
the Reader, at length, began to see, that too eager a pursuit after _Adventures_ 
had drawn him from what first engaged his attention, MAN _and his Ways_, into 
the Fairy Walks of Monsters and Chimeras (24). 

 

The “tolerable conception…design of its Author” sentence might refer to the unexpected 

reader response that prompted Richardson to revise so much, both while writing the first 

edition and after publication. Subsequent sentences suggest a perception of Lovelace in 

“excess” and of “disgust” from his “pursuit after Adventures.” Interestingly, the 

penultimate paragraph of the preface begins, “He has therefore told his Tale in a Series of 

Letters, supposed to be written by the Parties concerned, as the circumstances related, 

passed” (25). Warburton drastically alters the tone by admitting the novel to be fiction 

created by an author instead of a collection of letters assembled by an editor; this could 

be one crucial reason to exclude the preface. 

The 1751 third edition enhances “plans to subdue Clarissa to get revenge on the 

Harlowes” (Ameter 219), but two problems exist with this plot device. Vengeance 

directed toward Clarissa does impact the Harlowes but indirectly, and she is also seen by 
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many readers as complicit in the situation, not entirely blameless. Also, vengeance in 

general might not shift readers to a negative perception of Lovelace, outweighing his 

inconsistent behavior enough to sway sympathetic readers, even if the vengeance is 

warranted by the Harlowes awful behavior that generally appears more repulsive than 

that of Lovelace. “By the 1751 edition, [Lovelace’s] pride has become a compelling force 

in his character” (219), yet pride, even in excess, isn’t always viewed as a fault which 

cannot be overcome. Considering the enduring popularity of Jane Austen’s Mr. Darcy, 

pride might not be enough to dissuade reader attachment or hope for a wealthy, charming 

suitor to wed the beautiful, virtuous maiden.  

More striking than pride as a fault, however, is material Richardson adds to vilify 

Lovelace in the third addition. For example, in the first edition Letter 170, Lovelace 

metaphorically compares birds to ladies in captivity, describing in detail violent struggles 

to escape before “its new habitation becomes familiar.” Cruelly mocking attempts to 

starve and die of grief, he suggests women “have more sense than a bird…[but] it is more 

difficult to catch a bird than a lady” (Richardson 557). In the third edition13, he details the 

transition from captured to subdued with the corresponding joy of the captor after Belford 

urges him to have compassion for Clarissa: 

She will draw you to her, instead of pushing you from her. No longer, with 
unsheathed claws, will she resist you; but, like a pretty, playful, wanton Kitten, 
with gentle paws and concealed talons… Now, Belford, were I to go no further 
than I have gone with my beloved Miss Harlowe, how shall I know the difference 
between her and another bird? …How do I know, except I try, whether she may 
not be brought to sing me a fine song, and to be as well contented as I have 
brought other birds to be, and very shy ones too? 

 

                                                 
13 Third edition, volume 4, Letter IV, pp. 13-18. 
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Lovelace tries to justify his behavior with “the Savage of human nature” and “instances 

of the cruelty of both men and women” to animals, noting: 

how usual a thing it is for women as well as men, without the least remorse, to 
ensnare, to cage, and torment, and even with burning knitting-needles to put out 
the eyes of the poor feathered songster (thou seest I have not yet done with birds); 
which however, in proportion to its bulk, has more life than themselves (for a bird 
is all soul). 

 

He further analogizes a fox seizing a goose before recounting an episode of punishing a 

former lover similarly to the way she delighted in watching a cat abusing a mouse before 

devouring it, and admonishing against hypocrisy in actions of mercy. 

Letter 20814 was strategically added to the third edition, in its entirety to “blacken 

Lovelace’s character, yet it is apparently truly omitted from the first edition” after a 

female reader “nominated [it] for excision to shorten the book” (Richardson 17). The 

letter is referenced in the first edition with a brief description followed by: “But as he 

does not intend to carry it into execution, it is omitted” (671). Lovelace fantasizes a 

scheme to punish Anna, her mother, and her fiancé during a planned trip to the Isle of 

Wight. In elaborate detail, the trio will be: kidnapped from the boat; the women and maid 

raped then released after recovering, as “our sullen birds begin to eat and sip”; Hickman 

pushed overboard “popping up and down, his wig and hat floating by him; …like a 

frightened mongrel” but eventually rescued. Perhaps more damning than his delusions of 

sadistic violence is his denial of consequences, even after a temporary exile to Europe. 

He envisions the crime unlikely to be prosecuted due to his family’s influence, but his 

worst-case scenario involves a trial with the culprits in wedding attire, a crowd at a 

                                                 
14 Third edition, volume 4, Letter XLII, pp. 252-261. 



 

64 

spectacle with praise and admiration for the rapists, culminating in a parade to celebrate 

him. Like his human nature excuse in Letter 170, Lovelace again exhibits lack of 

accountability as he projects his guilt onto others by comparing himself to battle heroes, 

Caesar and Alexander15. In conclusion, he reassures himself that even if he is sentenced 

to hang, his “money or friends” will ensure his acquittal, then muses about kidnapping 

Clarissa’s brother or Solmes to assuage his vengeance against the Harlowes. 

It is difficult to view these additions, only two amongst others, as anything but 

extreme psychic and moral deficiencies, premeditated and deliberate violence, whether 

enacted or not. Notably, these occur before the rape, with the Isle of Wight fantasy just 

before the initial planning of the ‘ill-jesting’ plot. In fact, Letter 209 begins, “If, Belford, 

thou likest not my plot upon [Anna], I have three or four more as good in my own 

opinion” (Richardson 672). An argument that readers consider these episodes 

figuratively, and much like the Pretty Little Miss parody, that Lovelace is merely 

entertaining himself with rakish, sordid fantasies ignores the progressiveness of his 

increasing delusion and detachment from reality. Comparatively, the two textual 

additions suggest more potential for violence than Valmont ever demonstrates in his 

contrivances which are generally limited to emotional, mental, and sexual manipulation; 

rumors of his degeneracy surface but not in such explicit detail. Perhaps “the struggle of 

characters who never advance very far on the journey to their hearts’ desires…whose 

progress is retarded and interrupted” (Rabb 62) engages readers and engenders sympathy 

as the disorderly world of Lovelace contrasts with the successful deliberation of Valmont. 

Readers of the third edition who still expect Lovelace’s reform into a suitable husband for 

                                                 
15 Valmont also compares himself to Alexander the Great in Letters 15 and 125. 
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Clarissa and don’t anticipate a violent event, also seem to psychoanalytically deny his 

negative traits as a defense mechanism, privileging the confusion from his inconsistent 

behavior, and allowing their preferred narrative to proceed.  

 Undoubtedly, comparisons between the three villains differ in many respects, but 

consistency and clear intentionality separate Lovelace from Valmont and Merteuil, who 

appear evil from beginning to end. Even if readers feel a touch of sympathy for Valmont 

and Merteuil’s eventual demise, notions of poetic justice are often stronger. Ameter’s 

conclusion summarizes it well: 

Aside from the attractiveness of Lovelace’s swashbuckling character, three factors 
keep him from deteriorating into a totally evil man. First, he retains his good 
qualities. Second, during the early volumes, each time Lovelace appears evil, the 
Harlowes behave so much worse that Lovelace does not seem nearly so bad after 
all. Third, after Lovelace has Clarissa in his power, [his] bouts of conscience have 
the same effect of lessening his evil character that the Harlowes’ behavior does. 
Just when he seems a totally unredeemable, satanic monster, he indulges in self-
rebuke and regret. He chastises himself and asks why he cannot change his 
behavior. Richardson has a masterful way of arranging material to lessen the 
effect of a dastardly deed. Even after all the additions showing evil aspects of 
Lovelace’s character, Lovelace never evolves into an unredeemable villain. He 
remains a man given to evil deeds, but who has many good qualities and who 
struggles constantly with his conscience (227). 

 

Not only does this summary support the argument that the ‘marriage plot’ readers 

of Clarissa are less unconventional than they initially seem, but it also constitutes a 

logical and alternative reading of the novel. From my own experience, re-reading 

Clarissa with a focus on structural impact to Lovelace’s character allowed another story 

to emerge.
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Chapter V 

Conclusion 

Dichotomous and asynchronous views of Richardson and later reception theorists 

represent contrasting poles in cumulative Clarissa scholarship: whether the reader’s role 

is that of submission to authorial intent, deciphering signs and clues, or one of creation, 

perceiving a narrative through an individual, unique readerly lens. We can question how 

much reader response to character authenticity depends on instructional devices in front 

matter. Liaisons readers, with more explicit warnings about the veracity of the letters and 

content, may read with such skepticism that negates potential sympathetic identification, 

whereas Clarissa readers anticipate a historical narrative of marriage travails with a 

libertine, with much less reason for skepticism. As Laclos discussed in his preface, it 

seems his method proved more effective in reaching its intended outcome. 

Notwithstanding authorial purpose or efficacy, readers also possess their own 

motives and lenses when approaching a work of art. Framed by an expectation bias 

elicited by the introduction and led via a unilateral dialectic perspective through the 

initial third of the novel, Clarissa’s ‘marriage plot’ readers’ paths and wishes for a happy 

ending seem less unexpected considering they may have already mentally established the 

‘novel’ they are reading before Richardson’s vilification of Lovelace shocks them. 

Admittedly, signifiers exist to contradict these personal narratives, but the expected 

happy ending is nonetheless predicated on attachment to a villain whose inconsistent 

behavior allows a potential reformation.  
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The frontispiece, The Submissive Reader (1928), although almost two centuries 

later, Magritte portrays the shock that ‘marriage plot’ readers might experience as they 

realize their narrative interpretations may have detoured from an unexpected trajectory, 

especially as readers encounter the laudanum-induced rape scene. Laclos readers, on the 

other hand, likely feel disgust throughout the novel and experience far fewer shocking 

surprises. The editor to Shadwell’s The Libertine introduction notes that “…disjunction 

between the exaggerated horror of [the libertine] deeds and the high-flown rhetoric they 

use to describe their motives suggest the author’s unwillingness to commit himself; 

already, we, the audience, waver uneasily between laughter and shock” (xii). This 

observation could easily apply to Clarissa readers as Lovelace vacillates between 

ornamental, vainglorious soliloquies and ominous, appalling rants. The image of 

Magritte’s shocked reader also recalls Lady Bradshaigh’s “advisers, who delight in 

horror, (detestable wretches!), [and insist] upon rapes, ruin, and destruction” (Liebrand 

348). Readers fall prey as Richardson refuses to wholly condemn Lovelace as a libertine-

villain, so they remain more vulnerable to shock than those who have known Valmont as 

a morally vacuous scoundrel from inception. 

Richardson’s narrative control is evidenced by his numerous and layered revisions 

intended to guide both perception of his characters and general reception; in a sense, he 

asserts ownership over them by right of initial conception, and this theoretical stance is 

largely corroborated for more than a century as literary criticism favored ‘authorized’ or 

‘accepted’ interpretations. Conversely, reception theorists eschew the tyrannical authorial 

restrictions in interpretation, mainly positing readers as multiple filters through which 

infinite versions of a narrative might emerge. When Barthes “refus[ed] to assign to the 
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text (and to the world as text) a ‘secret:' that is, an ultimate meaning, [he] liberate[d] an 

activity” (5), reading, and in doing so, he also liberated readers to perceive 

autonomously. Thus, Barthes would seem to support the ‘marriage plot’ readers here in 

their interpretations of Lovelace as a possibly redeemable, heroic rake with marriage as a 

viable solution for both him and Clarissa. 

Clarissa’s ‘marriage plot’ readers possibly experience the narrative through 

sympathetic identification instead of a semantic search throughout the text as Richardson 

might have foreseen or wished. By vicariously empathizing with Clarissa’s plight, those 

readers perhaps view the novel more as a domestic dilemma demanding a pedestrian, 

heuristic, and happy resolution than a maze of details requiring synthesis to deduce 

didactic warnings embodied by a paragon and rake. Although Richardson explicitly 

announces his purpose, his strategic structure seemingly contradicts his didacticism, 

eliciting “reaction[s] to the thought systems which it has chosen and incorporated in its 

own repertoire” (Iser 1978, 72); in his ‘repertoire’, the ‘marriage plot’ readers merely 

react to the structural suggestion of ‘distresses in private life, family, and marriage’.  

Metaphors for this journey date to centuries ago. Socrates attributes a river 

imagery metaphor to Heraclitus, “…all things are in motion and nothing at rest; he 

compares them to the stream of a river, and says that you cannot go into the same water 

twice” (Stern 580). Likewise, “Barbauld imagines the experience of reading Clarissa as 

akin to moving through a landscape, which is the novel itself, …the metaphor of reading 

as a journey” (Toner 12). Using Barthes’ thread metaphor with Iser’s phenomenological 

theory to complement these metaphors, readers journey through a novel based on the path 

chosen at the outset. If readers intend to read a didactic tale warning of corrupting 
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dangers that liaisons with libertines may bring, are they more likely to finish with that 

conclusion than if they begin a tale of marital distress? If they re-read the novel knowing 

the outcome, would the process, journey, or river be the same even though nothing in the 

actual text changes? A second reading may change the perception of Lovelace for readers 

of either group. 

Confirming the methodology in this thesis, a characteristic and contextual 

comparison of Valmont and Merteuil in Liaisons to Lovelace validates the claim that 

reader perception of characters forms early in the reading process and requires 

unequivocal, extremely convincing evidence to alter such perceptions. Stylistic and 

structural patterns in Liaisons provide a contrasting structure in which contriving villains 

are drawn much differently to those in Clarissa. Introduction of Valmont and Merteuil is 

immediate, first-person, and unambiguously devious in nature while their behavior 

throughout the novel is consistent with deliberate intentionality as opposed to Lovelace. 

Unsurprisingly, the overwhelmingly negative reader response to the two French plotters 

diverge from that of Lovelace, satisfying the ostensible authorial aim of Laclos better 

than Richardson. 

Laclos, as ‘editor’ at the end of the Liaisons preface, seems to discourage 

structuralism that might inhibit readers’ agency or derail their perceptions from an overall 

aim: 

…everything is only of value in its proper place. And if ordinary letters in society 
are deprived of all grace by the authors’ overly cautious style, the smallest 
omission becomes a real mistake and is insupportable when they are put into 
print. But it has to be realized that if it were necessary to answer for everything, 
the book itself would be unable to answer for anything (7). 
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Contrary to Richardson’s prescriptivism, Laclos’ more descriptive and open 

authorial style perhaps neutralizes any single didacticism; perhaps this opacity represents 

the notion that narrative structure and style influence reader perception more than explicit 

direction. This suggestion supports my argument that Laclos’ structural strategies of 

transparent introduction of villains, unambiguous intentionality, and consistent 

characterization more effectively enable readers to reach Richardson’s goal of warning 

women away from reforming rakes. Ironically, in setting readers free from restraining 

ideology yet providing a more readerly structure for them to follow, Laclos seems to 

successfully repel readers from contriving, immoral libertines. 

Ultimately, judging Richardson’s didactic success from a constructivist 

viewpoint, neither his structural strategies nor characters fulfill his stated intent as 

numerous readers sympathize with Lovelace instead of Clarissa and prefer a marriage in 

lieu of Richardson’s version of poetic justice. Notwithstanding the many versions 

throughout literary history of the seduction and demise of a virtuous maiden, audiences 

seemingly prefer deserved notions of poetic justice. During the eighteenth-century, the 

Restoration play The Libertine morphed into The Libertine Destroy’d, more heavily 

emphasizing punishment “reserved for the deliberately unreclaimable individual, 

regardless of the reasons he might adduce for his actions” (Pellegrin xvi-xvii). What 

effect, if any, Richardson’s Clarissa, Lovelace, or Liaisons had on this socio-cultural 

milieu is impossible to discern, but the theme clearly resonates with audiences regardless 

of temporality. Richardson responds to this notion in his postscript, rejecting “equal 

distribution of rewards and punishments and an impartial execution of poetical justice” 

as well as authorial tendencies in English tragedies to save “a virtuous or innocent person 
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in distress” or “[make] him triumph over his enemies.” Although this comment 

seemingly speaks to Lady Echlin’s alternate ending, it more comprehensively addresses 

the general notion for a happy ending. Richardson writes that such readers’ desires stem 

from “perusal of the first four volumes only” and that “the catastrophe necessarily 

follows the natural progress of the story” (1495). Hence, in totality, it would seem 

Richardson has drawn a villain capable of deterrence, if not for the temporal and ethical 

mores of his audience. However, the negative reactions to Valmont and Merteuil within 

the same half-century weaken that premise. 

In seeming to address this impasse, Laclos successfully repels readers with his 

villains, and poetic justice seems to triumphantly warn against declining morals as 

Valmont dies in a duel like Lovelace and Merteuil is ostracized from society. “At the end, 

Merteuil, whose glance has been everywhere, significantly loses an eye. Her name [in 

French] is function: she destroys the vision of others until hers is destroyed – L’eouil 

mort, meurtre d’oeuil” (Meltzer 526). Perhaps poetic justice resonates with readers: 

“Johnson laughed a little in that essay at the heroic romances; but like Mlle. de Scudéry, 

whose Conversations he drew on for a footnote in his edition of Shakespeare, he believed 

that fiction should be "probable" and yet should idealize life and men and observe poetic 

Justice” (Warburton 3). Although probability, idealization, and poetic justice might be 

some goals that readers seek, smooth inclusion in plots may seem opaque in the 

subjectivity of hermeneutics. Overall reception of the two novels differs, with the former 

considered more a novel of the heart versus the latter of disgust. There lies the question 

that perhaps Richardson should have considered: is it possible to warn readers of danger 

by creating attractive characters with whom readers might sympathize? If the answer is 
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no, then Laclos seems to have proved the theoretical and methodological solution to that 

question.
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