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In his widely known study of the novel, first published in 1957, Ian Watt linked the rise of 

the genre to the emergence of a middling-sort reading public.1 This new audience lacked formal 

education but had time and money to devote to literary activities. Women played a prominent role 

as consumers of printed texts, especially in urban settings. Watt’s new readers were just one 

element of a larger thesis that relied on social and economic factors and the rise of individualism to 

account for a realistic type of writing that originated in England during the first half of the 

eighteenth century. Watt’s arguments have been challenged over the last fifty years by writers who 

have revitalized approaches to the novel, including Catherine Gallagher, J. Paul Hunter, Paula Mc 

Dowell, Michael McKeon, John Richetti, Patricia Meyer Spacks, Janet Todd, and William Warner.2 

Watt’s ideas, they maintain, were too Anglo-centric, dismissive of writings by women and minor 

authors, neglectful of links to earlier types of literature, and too rigid in their stress on realism. Yet 

Hunter called Watt’s “then defiant act of attributing creative power to readers…his most important 

and…enduring contribution.”3  

It is to Watt’s notion of a creative reader that this chapter now turns. We will see how an 

untrained provincial woman read, wrote, and interacted with eighteenth-century texts. I examine 

“the rise of the novel” in light of a cultural category that I call “epistolary literacy,”— a dynamic set 

of practices that involves letter writing, reading, interpretation, and response by networks of 

individuals with shared conventions and norms. Messages are received and sent regularly by 

writers, who are at ease with handling a quill pen. Epistolary literacy provides a narrative template 

to lay over random events and gives order and meaning to a writer’s life. A stage in a broad 

spectrum of literacy, it lies midway between mere name signing and the Latin epistles of males 

trained in the classics.4 

Consideration of this set of practices provokes several questions: How did new readers and 

writers develop literary expertise? How did they respond to and affect the mainstream world of 

letters, and for what ends? Can we identify patterns, issues, and strategies that helped them to 
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develop a culture based on reading novels and other secular material? Answers to these questions 

are suggested by analyzing the epistolary practices of a provincial reader, Jane Johnson (1706–

1759), the wife of Woolsey Johnson (1696–1756), vicar of Olney, Buckinghamshire,5 in 

relationship to the epistolary writings of Samuel Richardson (1689–1761). Though we know that 

provincial readers were increasingly connected to the London book market, they rarely occupy 

center stage.6 Johnson’s story is therefore particularly important. The recent discovery of the 

Johnson’s  family papers makes this detailed study possible.7  

In this article I integrate Johnson’s personal writings with historical sources. Since both  

reading and writing records survive, full-text searchable databases can be used to uncover how she 

incorporated extracts from her reading into her writing.8  Analyzing these records and referring to 

these databases, I show how Johnson interacts with the wider world of letters, especially the works 

of Richardson. We will see how a woman without formal education constructs a distinctive literary 

world that lies midway between popular and elite culture. Ironically, she strives for salvation and 

right conduct by reading, and copying fragments from secular texts. .9 When we consider Johnson’s 

sources, we start to understand the influence of London’s booming commercial marketplace. Grub 

Street’s translations of classics, miscellanies, and other literary shortcuts are all part of her library.10  

 Johnson is able to construct her literary world because she possesses epistolary literacy – 

a skill that Samuel Richardson will manipulate to his advantage. Once functional needs are met, 

letter writing helps writers like Johnson fulfill cultural aspirations. Her epistolary skills thus bring 

her to a higher form of literacy, in which letters are constructed in an imaginative, or literary, way. 

Critics accustomed to examining works of high culture may question the “literariness” of 

Johnson’s work, for it is as mundane in some respects as the epistolary literacy that underpins it. 

Yet her writings reveal the practices of untrained readers, which are usually hidden from view.  

 Epistolary literacy provides a new way to measure reading and writing skills.11 I suggest 

that its possession is a key criterion for inclusion in the “middling sort”-- a group usually defined 

by wealth, status, occupation, or values by social and economic historians.] Jane’s tale is only one 

of many “middling-sort” narratives, for the term may refer to a range of people from wealthy 

merchants to artisans with little time for reading and writing.12 Yet Johnson is representative of 

upper middling-sort women, who are below the level of gentry and are either self-taught or 

educated in the home. These provincial women are united by their possession of reading and 

writing skills, access to printed materials, and enjoyment of poetry and prose. As they learn new 
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skills and adapt to intellectual stimuli, their literary aspirations grow. Johnson’s case, I believe, is a 

telling one that sheds light on cultural practices and values. In addition, a substantial body of 

recent work on women writers confirms many of the patterns and strategies found in this study.13 

 Epistolary literacy is, of course, linked to larger social, economic, and cultural changes:  

the expansion of publishing, libraries, readers, and leisure; the emergence of women as authors; 

shifts in the commercial print marketplace; and the changing relationship between popular and 

elite culture. I have argued elsewhere that by the late seventeenth century a culture of literacy was 

developing in England through the practice of letter writing—a development overlooked in most 

modern scholarship. At this time, the letter assumed new functions, and solitary meditations began 

to be replaced with writing based on personal exchange. Once the Civil War ended, the Post 

Office could at last develop and a boom in mail service led to a shift in the way people 

communicated with each other.  Moreover after the Restoration, higher levels of literacy and 

wealth created a vast nation of letter writers 14 We can track the rise of epistolary literacy 

quantitatively in expanding postal services and statistics, and in the presence of letters in every 

genre. In addition, massive collections of unpublished letters in local record offices show that 

letter writing had become indispensable to non-elite writers, from merchants to paupers.15 

Qualitative progress can be observed in family correspondence, as we see untrained writers 

struggling to write, improving visibly, then passing their skill to the next generation, usually at a 

higher level.  

 The joy reaped from the possession of epistolary literacy is evident in the Johnson papers.  

Johnson and her correspondents yearn for more time to indulge in epistolary pursuits. “I could 

write forever,” notes Ann Ingram, “on the subject of my friendship for you.”16 Because letter 

writing was so important, some writers kept monthly records of letters sent and received. 17 Little 

epistolary events are noted with pleasure. Anne Smythe, for example, creates original poetry as 

she falls asleep, and tries to reconstruct it in the morning so that she can send it to Johnson in a 

letter. Johnson and her friends can hardly wait to discuss the reading and writing that has become 

thrillingly central to their lives.18 They glean models from novels, travel writings, periodicals, and 

printed collections, as well as letters sent and received. Sad events also shape epistolary discourse. 

A close friend writes a farewell sonnet in a letter at the time of his death. Of course the Johnsons 

learn about both the death and the sonnet in yet another letter. 
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The ordinary act of letter writing underpins Johnson’s literary pursuits. In fact her epistolary 

way of thinking shapes all of her poetry and prose. She uses her writing to examine the meaning of 

her life and to confront its problems. But letter writing is also a crucial training ground for entering 

the mainstream world of letters—a world in which Samuel Richardson is a central figure. 

Richardson, meanwhile, is aware of his readers’ epistolary literacy and shares Johnson’s belief in its 

importance.  In his novels he describes people like her, busily exchanging letters. His stories are 

written “to the moment” in an epistolary format, a technique with a long history used in a wide 

range of genres.19 Of course, epistolary writing had already flooded the market in periodicals, 

newspapers, pamphlets, and especially romances, often from France.20 Richardson’s adoption of the 

epistolary format is hardly exceptional, but we must look closely at exactly how he used it and why 

he chose it at this specific historical moment.  

Richardson’s middle-class background and early life offer some clues. The son of a joiner, 

he became a printer. As a tradesman, he was therefore an outsider on the fringe of the polite society 

he described.21 Like Johnson, he was largely self-taught, with little formal education—merely a 

smattering of classics in translation and scant time for reading.22 Yet he had unique advantages. He 

was an insider and an expert on the London print marketplace, where writers, booksellers, and his 

fellow printers were striving to make a profit. He observed what people were writing, reading, and, 

most importantly, buying. He noticed that the letter was increasingly becoming the most common 

vehicle for expressing everyday thoughts. All around him, people were telling little stories about 

their lives by writing letters. Unsurprisingly, one of his early publishing ventures was a collection of 

letters by Sir Thomas Roe.23 

  After he achieved fame, he was keen to stress that his childhood was marked by 

epistolary activities. He claimed to have written love letters for illiterate school friends and sent 

letters of advice.24 An early work, The Apprentice’s Vade Mecum (1733), is an expansion of a 

letter to his nephew.25 In 1739, two astute commercial booksellers, John Osborn Sr. and Charles 

Rivington, commissioned him to write an epistolary manual. He sensed that people would buy and 

enjoy a guide to letter writing – a commonplace yet exciting activity for those newly literate. He 

also knew from his own experience that many middle-class readers needed to know how to write 

properly. His goal, however, will be broader than mere instruction: “Will it be any Harm,” he 

asked his publishers, “in a Piece you want to be written so low, if we should instruct them how 

they should think and act in common cases, as well as indite?”26 He was positioning himself as an 
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author with an eye to the market—one who was intensely aware of moral debates about the 

dangers of non-elite reading.   

 Drawing on John Hill’s The Young Secretary’s Guide (1734), Richardson composed 

model letters for his Letters Written to and for Particular Friends, on the Most Important 

Occasions (1741). They are written in the form of mini-narratives about ordinary events. One is 

from a young servant girl in danger of amorous advances from her master. This letter gave 

Richardson an idea for a book, and he unexpectedly created Pamela within two months, writing at 

a furious pace.27 Richardson, I argue, observed the central place of letter writing in the way people 

communicated at that moment. To meet the needs of a widespread and expanding audience, he 

used the familiar methodology of epistolary writing. His earnest moralizing, however, distanced 

his work from dangerous romances. This would, he believed, reduce anxiety about the deleterious 

effects of reading for pious women like Jane Johnson.28 

 As is well known, Richardson’s novels center around the experience of letter writing. His 

heroines in Pamela (1741) and Clarissa (1748) tell epistolary tales of female virtue in distress.29 

Pamela, a household servant, staunchly defends her chastity and is rewarded by marrying her master. 

Clarissa, on the other hand, is raped by her lover and abandoned by her family. Rather than sacrifice 

her virtue, she chooses death, a conclusion that caused heartbreak to some readers. Pamela created a 

media sensation. “[A]t Ranelagh,” notes the editor of Richardson’s correspondence, “it was usual for 

ladies to hold up the volumes of Pamela to one another, to shew they had got the book that every one 

was talking of.”30 The storm of response to Clarissa was even greater, with international impact.  

One explanation for this extraordinary furor, I suggest, lies in Richardson’s awareness, 

encouragement, and manipulation of his readers’ epistolary literacy. Unlike previous writers of 

epistolary fiction, Richardson consciously encouraged readers to engage with him in a dialogue 

about his work. This invitation is in keeping with the way he structured his texts. His epistolary 

method offers multiple points of view and latitude for varied interpretations, with little sense of 

closure. Moreover, the serial format and his use of  “cliffhangers” gave Richardson time to respond 

to his readers. As his novels rolled off the press in edition after edition, he asked readers for 

comments, material for prefaces, alternate versions of plots, and original letters appropriate to his 

fictional characters. Many willingly complied, especially women,31 yet only readers with epistolary 

literacy could participate in this dialogue. Though he said that he depended on readers for 

inspiration, however, few of their suggestions were incorporated. In fact, he constantly invited, 
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though rarely responded to, their suggested revisions.32 This technique drew his audience into 

networks of interpretation. At the same time Richardson maintained strict control over his texts. He 

hoped he would eventually convince readers to read in ways that he chose—ways that would lead to 

moral regeneration.   

The desire to reform reading was accompanied by an energetic struggle to sell books in a 

competitive market. Richardson was self-conscious about both motives, and they existed in tandem. 

To sell his books, he employed techniques that resemble modern-day marketing strategies—for 

example, Pamela was available for purchase along with fans and other memorabilia. Rival authors 

quickly lept into the fray with anti-Richardson fiction, as well as plays, an opera, and public 

endorsements or criticisms. Richardson responded with sequels, dedications, letters of advertisement, 

and postscripts.33 The media blitz was even more intense with the publication of Clarissa and its 

many editions, separate spin-offs, and commentary, both pro and con.  Into his ever-changing texts 

he integrated extratextual material such as tables, indexes, and abstracts of letters, revisions, restored 

passages marked by tiny dots, and indexed collections of moral sentiments and meditations.34  His 

intention, he noted, was to avoid misreadings and to assure every reader’s “[u]nderstanding of it, in 

the Way I chose to have it understood.”35 Richardson required an audience with epistolary literacy, 

cultural aspirations, and literary skills, both to interpret his texts and to buy each sequel. Yet his 

motives were not just commercial; they also embraced a moral project. While he borrowed and 

profited from earlier romance narratives, he carefully distinguished his own work from this tradition. 

In fact his goal was not only to reform reading practices, but to reform lives as well.. In doing so, 

Richardson appealed to the creative power of the reader and, as we shall see, Johnson took the bait. 

Studying her epistolary archive shows that he achieved both goals: she read his books, created her 

own Clarissa story, and questioned her society’s morality as she did so. 

 As we shall see, the relationship between reader and novelist was a two-way street. 

Johnson and others like her did not just absorb novels: they had their own important impact on a 

literary culture that extended deep into the provincial world. As we analyze Johnson’s epistolary 

literacy, we will observe the ties that bind Johnson to the novelist in both directions—Richardson’s 

influences on her work and her influence on his. 

     *** 

The Johnson archive in the Bodleian Library tells the story of a clerical family in Buckinghamshire, 

Lincolnshire, the Midlands, London, and Bath, over a two-hundred-year period. Here I focus on Jane 
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Johnson, the wife Woolsey Johnson, who was the vicar of Olney from 1735 to 1753. In addition to 

written records, some material artifacts miraculously survive. In the 1740s, Johnson created a 

homemade nursery library, which she used to teach her children how to read. It may be found in its 

original box in the Lilly Library at the University of Indiana. Historians of education have exhibited 

and analyzed her teaching kit, which contains 438 pieces: 78 word chips; two hand-lettered books, 

some with published illustrations; and various card series that teach the alphabet, syllable 

combinations, and the construction of sentences. The cards draw on everyday experience and 

traditional genres such as fables, street cries, and nursery rhymes.36  

   In addition, delicate paper cutouts of flowers, the sun, and snowflakes come tumbling out 

of the archive. Two of the nicest of these cutouts are folded up in a note marked, “For My son 

George William Johnson When I am Dead, Jane Johnson.”37 Birth records in pen and ink are 

carefully shaped into intertwined four-leaf clovers, while a handmade family pedigree graces two 

wooden boards.38 The Bodleian Library has published a recently discovered work by Johnson, which 

she called “A very pretty story to tell Children when they are about five or six years of age” (1744). 

It is now considered the first fairytale written in English for children.39 Since she wrote it in the 

aftermath of the publication of Pamela, we are not surprised to find similarities between it and  

Pamela’s “Specimen of Nursery Tales and Stories.”40 

   The reading kit, artifacts, and fairytale offer evidence of the creative role played by mothers 

who were teaching reading and writing in the home. Morag Styles, who was instrumental in bringing 

the archive to light, and Evelyn Arizpe have shown how Jane educated her children. Their research 

suggests that other mothers were absorbed in practices of domestic literacy.41 Here I focus on 

Johnson’s adult reading and writing and her epistolary literacy, which has not received attention. Her 

manuscript notebook contains fair copies of what she considers to be her best work, including 

original prose, poetry, excerpts from books, and inspirational prayers. Another book, containing 

meditations, gave Johnson room to express her religious views, while her commonplace book reveals 

the way she read, copied, and quoted extracts from a broad range of reading. She inserted her own 

comments between these extracts, telling us how to distinguish her copied abstracts from her original 

thoughts: “All the Paragraphs marked thus + are my own.”42 The fact that Johnson dated and signed 

her name to every piece of work is important, since her female contemporaries were just starting to 

sign and publish their writings. In private papers, Johnson was able to assert authorship over a body 

of literary work.43 
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 Unfortunately, we know little about her early education.44 She and her sister Lucy (d. 

1731) were daughters of Richard Russell of Warwick (d. 1720) and Lucy Rainsford (d. 1752). Her 

mother came from a respectable London family, but little is known about her because she is not 

mentioned in family letters. Russell had started life as a “menial estate servant,” but he managed to 

buy land in Warwickshire, which the sisters eventually sold.45 The Russells probably lived in 

London, where Jane’s future husband, Woolsey Johnson (1696–1756), a graduate of Clare College, 

Cambridge, served as curate of St. Andrew’s Holborn in the 1720s. Woolsey and Jane married in 

1735. In the same year he was presented as vicar at Olney, where his father, William Johnson 

(1665–1736) owned the rectory tithes and advowson, but not the manor.46  

 Jane and Woolsey lived comfortably in this market town and raised four children: Barbara 

(1738–1825), George William (1740–1814), Robert Augustus (1745–1799), and Charles Woolsey 

(1748–1828).47 Olney lies in the northern corner of Buckinghamshire, fifty miles from the capital 

and close to the London Road.48 Though William Legge, second Earl of Dartmouth (1731-1801), 

owned much of the land, most houses in town were freehold properties of artisans and small 

tradesmen.49 Olney was noted for its bone lace and impoverished workers. The poet William 

Cowper called it “a…place inhabited chiefly by the half-starved and ragged of the earth.”50 

Johnson can see the lace dealers coming in and out of the slums of Olney, “deep in the abyss of 

Silver End,” behind a corner of the market place. There in closely packed thatched cottages, 

poverty-stricken women and children worked ten to twelve hours a day producing lace.51 Most of 

them, noted John Newton, from the “lowness of diet, the confinement of lace-making, and the want 

of exercise and fresh air, were nervous in different degrees, which gave a melancholy cast to their 

whole religious experience.”52 

Olney was also a center for English dissent and had been so since the sixteenth 

century.53 By the time Woolsey became vicar, Philip Doddridge in Northampton and John 

Drake in nearby Yardley Hastings had already inspired Olney’s independent 

congregations.54 Johnson must have been shocked when five hundred people, “including a 

great number of churchmen,” turned out to hear Drake and other dissenters.55 Drake’s wife, 

Elizabeth, a presence to be reckoned with, helped her husband in his long career at Olney.56 

At the same time, there were early stirrings of Evangelicalism and Methodism in and 

around the town. In 1739, Woolsey denied the pulpit to George Whitefield (1714–1770), 

who was preaching in a field to about two thousand people. That night, Whitefield noted in 
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his journal: “Great numbers were assembled together… All, I really believe, felt, as well as 

heard, the Word, and one was so pricked to the heart, and convinced of sin, that I scarce 

saw the like instance.”57 

In 1753, Woolsey resigned his living in Olney. He planned to move to an estate that 

he had inherited at Witham-on the Hill in Lincolnshire.58 This change of residence may 

have been prompted, in part, by intense competition from other ministers.59 Church of 

England “incumbents were aware of, and regretted, the strength of dissent in the town,” 

notes D. Bruce Hindmarsh. “Johnson himself opposed local evangelical and dissenting 

activity vigorously.” 60 Woolsey certainly was not leaving on the winds of success. The 

Earl of Dartmouth supported an evangelical, Moses Browne (1704–1787), to succeed 

Johnson.61 In 1753, Woolsey inducted Browne as vicar at a salary of 60 pounds.62  

Browne, a former pen-cutter, became “one of the leading preachers of the 

Evangelical Party.”63 His own successor, John Newton, remembered, with apparent bias, 

the rancor that greeted Browne: “The gentleman [Johnson] who gave Mr. Browne the 

living resided in the parish, and soon became his open enemy…Mr. Browne went through a 

great deal—was often abused to his face—put in the spiritual court.”64 Before the family 

was able to leave, however, Woolsey suddenly died. Jane had “great disputes and 

squabbles” with Browne after her husband’s death.65 As his wife, and then widow, she was 

in an untenable position.  A comment in her commonplace book alludes to her unhappiness 

as she departed from Olney: “I made a strong proof of my Courage, made a Bold Stand 

against Vice, but my forces were weak & the Enemy soon got the better & drove me out of 

the Field. May Virtue for the future have a more powerful, & more successful 

Advocate.+”66  It is not surprising that she expresses these thoughts in writing. Like 

Richardson’s heroines and the real women around her, Johnson finds comfort by revealing 

her interior world on paper. 

      ** 

Johnson modestly says little about her personal qualities, but her letters reveal an artistic, 

imaginative woman with a lively sense of humor who delighted in working with her hands. Three 

intense passions fill her life with joy. The first is her love of family and her delight in motherhood. 

She offers her children a domestic world filled with storytelling, poetry, and devoted affection. 

Second is her deep commitment to her Anglican faith, which is confirmed through the act of letter 
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writing. Jane’s prominent position as the vicar’s wife heightens her need to be exemplary.  She tries 

to lead a virtuous life on earth and is concerned about her salvation. In contrast to some sterner 

Calvinist tenets, her religious views as expressed in her letters are cheerful and rational. 67 

Johnson’s third passion is her enjoyment of reading and writing. Her letters reveal a 

developing ability to use everyday language in constructed and allusive ways. In contrast to somber 

seventeenth-century diary writers, Johnson employs an animated conversational mode. But genteel 

letter writing is not a spontaneous art; it is achieved only by dedicated practice. As Johnson tells 

personal stories, she develops narrative skills. Then she transfers the narrative mode of letters into 

more difficult forms of writing.  

 Johnson used letter writing for two fundamental purposes. First, it was an entry point into 

a larger world of print culture that was spreading to the countryside. Though Johnson had access to 

a clergyman’s library, she lacked academic training. Through letter writing she developed 

techniques needed for more complex forms of expression, such as the short story and poetry that 

relied on more sophisticated sources and conventions. Johnson’s second motive for writing letters 

was to work out problems that she faced as a parent, wife, friend, and servant of God—that is, 

problems of hierarchy, authority, and obedience. The evidence for this claim lies in a group of 

themes that continually surface in her writing. In all of her work, Johnson asks the same 

questions—which are also at the center of Richardson’s novels: How can a woman attain goodness 

in this world and salvation in the next? How can a woman work out her religious beliefs, encircled 

by nonconformists in a world riddled with inequality? How can a woman best express her values to 

family and friends? As she writes, Johnson constructs a moral perspective that she passes on in 

letters, initially to her children, then to other women, who provide a sympathetic network of 

listeners.   

 Before we turn to Johnson’s letters, however, we must consider her reading. Innovative 

studies have provided a theoretical framework for investigating the history of reading. Case 

studies, however, have generally been concerned with elite rather than ordinary readers. In 

addition, the search for one overarching model has produced narratives of shifts from script to 

print, intensive to extensive reading, or state control to personal freedom. 68  Steven Zwicker has 

recently proposed another eighteenth-century model: a shift from the polemical humanist reader 

expressing himself actively in the margins of texts to the lonely, leisured, and passive reader. Yet 

this model does not seem to reflect a time of active practices, when people read aloud in family 
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circles. Nor does it describe a period when access to newspapers, periodicals, bookshops, and 

circulating libraries enhanced the social dimension of literary life.69  

   Johnson’s writing was informed by constant reading, through which she found both 

literary models and ideas for moral guidance. First she copied out passages and paraphrased them 

in her own words. Later she integrated them into poetry and prose.70 A great deal of what Johnson 

read was in the form of letters, including those found in her favorite thriller, the eight-volume 

Turkish Spy. Other collections she read include Alexander Pope’s Letters, Letters of the English 

Nation by a Jesuit,  Persian Letters, and of course  the fictional letters in Samuel Richardson’s 

Clarissa, which I discuss in detail below.71 Like the novelist, Johnson was not well versed in 

classical languages. We see her taking shortcuts into history and literature by gleaning information 

from translations and more popular books, including facts and maxims that she copies from the 

Turkish Spy. Because of the book’s popularity, William Warburton suggested that Richardson 

make Pamela “a plebian Turkish Spy,” or Indian, who satirizes all the “follies and extravagances of 

high life.”72 

 The Turkish Spy is supposedly based on “real” letters, a device that Richardson also uses. 

Its readers enjoy the adventures of its Muslim hero and examine the hypocrisy of European states 

and their religions along the way.73 Johnson used it to comment on her own world as she copied a 

quotation that begins, “This Western World lies drown’d in Wickedness.” Then she notes in the 

margin: “This is the exact picture of Great Britain at this present time Anno Domi 1755. Pray 

God Grant my sons may escape the contagion, & live Virtuous in a nation flowing with…wicked 

practices. Amen.”74 This is one of many examples of Johnson’s use of  secular nonfiction to 

address moral problems.  

Yet the primary purpose of her reading is to know God. “When I read, O Lord,” she prays, 

“strengthen my memory, that I may allways retain those Things that may well contribute to my 

increase in the Knowledge and Love of Thee.”75 The Psalms comfort her and apochryphal books 

provide stories. She consults The Psalm-Singer’s Pocket Companion and makes copies of her 

favorite hymns.76 Nevertheless, the most remarkable characteristic of Johnson’s reading is the 

diversity and breadth of secular material. Though the extracts are heavily didactic, there is also 

room for bawdy jokes.77  Still her favorite authors, which she helpfully lists, are entirely 

respectable: 
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The Books that are to be Read by All that would be Eloquent, Polite,  

Genteel & agreeable; Wise in this world, & Happy in the next; are the Bible,  

Homer, Milton, the Guardians, Spectators & Tatlers. These should be Read  

over & over again, & short Extracts Learn’d by Heart…these are the only  

Books necessary to be read for improvement, all others only for Diversion. 

Whoever follows this rule will think justly, & write & talk  eloquently +:78  

 

 Johnson’s comment shows that she read for entertainment as well as moral instruction.79 

It also indicates that her desire for polite learning shaped her choice of reading. The marketplace 

provided her with abridged translations of the classics, which she used in her writing. Thus she 

knew Homer through the words of Pope. “Can any man of sense be tired with reading Homer?” 

she asks on two different occasions. Then she repeats the quotation that starts with this sentence in 

an original poem, but varies the fourth line. 80 Like the Spectator numbers she read, Johnson also 

quotes lengthy extracts from Milton, 81 Horace,82and Juvenal’s satires, 83 which she then 

paraphrases in her own words.84 Classical texts provide maxims about the battle between virtue 

and corruption.85 Johnson’s extract from Plutarch’s Lives cites Aristotle, Plato, Demosthenes, and 

Theophrastus.86 Like Richardson, Johnson probably did not read their works in the original 

languages,  but she knew their place in literature, through works that “modernized” ancient 

authors.87 Still, she also relishes more popular fare such as editions of Arabian Nights 

Entertainments and Aesop’s Fables. Richardson would have approved of the latter, for he 

published his own edition of the Fables early in his career.88  

After The Turkish Spy, Johnson’s most frequently consulted sources are the London 

periodicals—the Spectator, Guardian, and Tatler. By providing models of letters to and by the 

editors, they acknowledged and encouraged their readers’ epistolary literacy. Letters, which 

comprise over half of the Spectator’s 555 numbers, are an integral element -- one that invited 

reader participation.89 This practice of course dates back to the 1690s in the pages of John 

Dunton’s Athenian Mercury. His call for readers’ questions to be answered by a club of 

“Athenians” cleverly sold issues, while it satisfied readers’ aspirations to appear in print.90 Yet the 

Spectator took this marketing tool to a higher plane. As it published readers’ letters, it also 

discussed the process of letter writing, the distinctions and quality of submissions, and whether 

they were authentic or fictitious editorial creations. In the process, the Spectator created an 
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ongoing epistolary style manual. It also provided a venue for the publication of letters. These 

epistles had commercial value, for some that were submitted but never printed were published 

later.91 Early periodicals thus encouraged epistolary literacy, a technique that Richardson will 

adopt later. 

 Johnson’s extracts from these periodicals and other commercial sources sit jumbled 

together on the pages of her notebook. They are likewise intermixed in her mind. As she composes 

her letters she is able to draw on a rich store of ideas. We are observing a literary development that 

yokes both popular and elite culture to epistolary literacy. 

     **  

Turning to Johnson’s correspondence, we find lengthy epistles, some continued for 

as much as six leaves.92 A few are written in an easily legible hand, with the individual 

letters detached. Others, breathlessly dashed off in a careless manner, cover every bit of 

paper. Johnson’s letters to her school-age children are creatively constructed to delight a 

child of a particular age and literacy. They demonstrate a threefold epistolary strategy: to 

teach letter-writing skills; to entertain; and to give moral and religious guidance—a strategy 

also addressed to adults in Richardson’s novels, as we shall see. Sometimes she 

concentrates on writing techniques; other times she tells stories or includes original poems. 

To aid the moral development of her son Robert,93 Johnson tells the story of King 

Solomon, who listens to his mother’s advice and is made wise and rich.94 Then she adds an 

original poem about happiness. Its last two lines also appear in a poem by Phineas Fletcher 

(1582–1650). Simple verses that can be remembered become an integral part of her letter. 

“Learn this by heart before you come home,” she admonishes, and adds, “Oh! Robert Live 

for Ever.” The latter exclamation is paraphrased from Spectator 537. 95 Her letters may 

appear to be spontaneous, but they are carefully constructed literary texts based on models 

found in her reading.  

Johnson’s epistolary literacy develops further when she writes to her female friends. She 

composes these letters not just to keep in touch, but also to solve problems that they face in 

common. Johnson’s correspondence is propelled by questions about virtue and morality – 

questions that also absorb Richardson’s heroines. As she works out answers, she sends them to 

friends in letters of advice.96 They offer a gendered view of life, woman to woman. “Female 
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Virtues are of a Domestick turn,” she writes. “The Family is the proper province for private 

women to shine in.”97 This idea is also prominent in Clarissa and Pamela.  

 There is good reason for making connections between Johnson’s letters to women and 

those that Richardson exchanged with intimate female friends. Though both Richardson and 

Johnson requested spontaneous epistolary outpourings from their correspondents, their own letters 

are constructed works marked by careful artifice.98 Like Johnson, many of Richardson’s 

correspondents came from clerical families. Some of them, like Sarah Westcomb, Frances 

Grainger, and Margaret Dutton, were relatively untutored and without pretense to intellectual 

accomplishment, but they were eager to correspond. Others, such as Sarah Fielding, Jane Collier, 

Elizabeth Carter, and Hester Chapone, were themselves authors. Many of them were motivated by 

a deep piety..99 Their letters provide insights into the epistolary literacy of the women that 

Richardson describes in his novels.  

 Once he became famous, his epistolary circle expanded to include more prominent 

women from the upper levels of the middling sort, such as Mary Delany, her sister Anne Dewes, 

and their friends. With their aristocratic connections, they served as cultural bridges between 

middling and elite circles.100 Two sisters, Lady Dorothy Bradshaigh and Lady Elizabeth Echlin, 

corrected Richardson’s social blunders and suggested alternative endings to Clarissa.101 These 

women were not just consumers of literature but also providers of information about manners. Mrs. 

Delany was aware of what Richardson needed to hear from someone of her class. His “genteel 

characters,” she remarks, are “not so really polished as he thinks them to be.” Delany and her group 

have their own “pretensions to being part of ‘Society,’ though a society perhaps more intellectual 

than fashionable.”102 Like Johnson, they are anxious to participate in the grand project of 

interpreting novels. Their epistolary literacy makes this reciprocal interaction possible. 

In different ways, both Richardson and Johnson depended on a circle of women 

correspondents. These exchanges offered the opportunity to work out common problems. Yet 

Johnson, like Richardson, was experimenting with the epistolary mode not just to give moral 

advice but also to tell stories. This format allowed Johnson to develop characters, experiment with 

descriptive language, and invoke pastoral and satirical modes of writing—in short, to develop 

literary expertise.  

     ** 
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The style and content of three epistolary examples that I consider in this section show 

Johnson confronting problems that she faces in Olney. They also reveal how she turns her letters 

into literary texts. In each composition, Jane is writing her life story, through real characters as 

well as imaginary ones, like those she finds in Richardson’s epistolary novels. As she identifies 

with his heroines she engages with his texts in a way that Richardson has encouraged. At the start 

of this literary journey lies the ordinary letter. At the end, we see Johnson’s presentation of her 

ideal self.   

 A letter to Mrs. Brompton of 1756 contains a satire about the court and its immoral 

attitudes to marriage. Johnson describes the process of letter writing by likening herself to a spider 

at the center of an epistolary network.  “I Dreamed last night (Arachne like),” that “I was 

metamorphosed into a spider as big as the full moon, & sat upon a Throne in the Center of a Web 

of my own spinning, as Large as Lincolns-Inn-Fields.” Johnson knows that in Greek myth, 

Arachne’s pride in weaving led to her fall. Through imagery, she wittily inflates the size of the 

spider and its throne. The reader is left with a mental picture of a huge royal insect reigning over 

central London. This dream was a portent, she explains, that “I must this day spin out of my own 

Brains a Long Letter…w’ch w’n wrote & Read will be no more worth than a monstrous Spider’s 

Web.” A dream of a silkworm would have been “a far more fortunate prognostick” that I would 

make “this sheet of paper the better instead of the worse.”103 Johnson uses classical imagery in an 

imaginative way by juxtaposing the mean country spider with the elite silkworm.  

In the second part of the letter, Johnson again employs this imagery, but in a different 

context. God’s world is full of natural beauty, though, she insists modestly, she lacks the skill to 

describe it.  

 

The very Frost & snow, have their distinguish’d pleasures & Beauties to me.  What can be 

more Beautiful than a Hoar frost! that shows every Fibre & String in a Spiders Web…What makes 

the Ice so hard? The snow so soft & white & Light as Air? The Winds so strong & yet Invisible to 

Mortal Eye? The Snow-drop, bowing down its Drooping Head as if it mourn’d being produced in 

such an inclement season.104 

 

The spider now graces a winter world, but it is the moon that most concerns Johnson here. 

“Nothing pleases me so much as the moon, & all the Gems of Heaven Glitt’ring round her,” she 
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writes. “This is to me a far more delightful sight, than Mrs. Spencer encircled with jewels, when 

she was presented to his Majesty.”105 A satire follows about the secret marriage of John, first Earl 

Spencer (1734–1783),106 that contrasts the values of court and country. Johnson describes the 

wholesome garden spiders and the corrupt elite silkworms that exist in each of these worlds. But 

her real topic is the sanctity of marriage ordained by God, a subject that also absorbs Richardson. 

“Promoting matrimony,” she insists, “is…obeying the will of God whose First injunction…was 

increase & multiply.”107 The Spencers’ covert nuptials stand in contrast to a church wedding 

blessed by the Lord.  Johnson’s letter is not a simple piece of writing; it integrates language and 

ideas from Scripture, myth, pastoral odes, and classical satire. 

For a second example, we turn to a group of letters to a friend, Mrs. Garth.108 They are 

actually religious essays, in which Johnson draws on Newton, reason, and the Bible to explain her 

beliefs. She notes that “religion” is her “subject”109 and sets out rhetorical arguments as if writing 

a sermon. Johnson chooses biblical passages that reflect her own positive experience with family 

life and connects them to her moral argument. In a similar manner, Richardson publishes a 

collection, Meditations, and links the material in the volume to the events in Clarissa’s life.110  

“What I propose then,” Johnson tells Mrs. Garth, “is to consider God as set forth in 

scripture to be our Father.”111 This approach, she is sure, will make sense to any woman who has 

nurtured a family. If God loves, pities, and forgives his children like “an Earthly parent,” she 

reasons, this must “disperse all gloomy, & melancholy thoughts, all uneasy fears & apprehensions 

of incurring his displeasure.” Johnson’s cheerful argument and her belief in reason aligns her with 

doctrines associated with latitudinarianism.112 In her letters, Johnson works out her relationship to 

God and advises friends who have similar concerns. Richardson and his female characters employ 

similar networks of epistolary advice. 

Johnson also confronts the question of how to conduct herself while surrounded by 

rival sects. Indeed, her case for rational faith is built up by discrediting evangelical 

approaches. We “loose the innocent injoyments of life,” she insists, “by spending too much 

time in Praying Reading, Fasting, and Self Examination.” In Johnson’s view, these 

practices were not supported by the Bible. “A good Man or Woman is as easily known by 

their works,” Johnson maintains, “as when I gather a Bunch of Grapes, I know that that tree 

that bore them is a vine, & not a Bramble  Bush.”  In this passage, then, she shows a 

concern with how good deeds are viewed by the community. She also mixes biblical ideas 
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with domestic symbols and common sense in a way that Locke would have appreciated. 

“Open your Eyes,” she instructs Mrs. Garth,  “&…be guided by that Share of Reason & 

Good Sense with which God has Bless’d you.”113 

Yet Johnson’s confident tone changes when she turns to the nagging question of marriage. 

She knows it is a wife’s “Principal Duty, to do as her Husband commands her, according to St. 

Paul.” Yet there are limits to this rule. “You can’t think that I mean any more than St. Paul did,” 

she insists, “that we are to obey them, if they command us, to do a wicked action…In that case, we 

ought rather to obey God, than man.”114 Perhaps she was concerned about Woolsey’s control over 

her acts of charity. “I think a married Woman has but little to do with them,” she writes, “for as she 

is really possess’d of nothing that is her own, she can have nothing to give, except by her 

Husband’s orders or permission. So that in alms, deeds, as well as in MOST other things,” a 

woman must bow to her husband’s authority.115 This statement makes us wonder if Johnson’s 

charitable acts have been restrained by her husband. As we shall see, Johnson has become 

dissatisfied with her church’s ability to relieve the poor. Through letters, she defines right conduct 

and fulfils the Christian duty to spread the word to friends. Both Johnson and Richardson address 

the problems that a patriarchal society imposes on married women.  

The duty to help her friends is most clearly manifest in a letter to Mrs. Brompton of 1749. 

The letter opens with advice about the role of women. Yet Johnson searches for a new medium as 

she struggles to express her thoughts. She hopes that her reader will have “goodness enough to 

pardon the Liberty I am going to take. Without further apology [I] begin with a story which…has 

its foundations in truth,” a phrase used by Richardson on Pamela’s title page.116 In a stunning shift 

in genre, the reader suddenly sees an indented title to a narrative called “The History of Miss 

Clarissa of Buckinghamshire.”117 The use of the term “history” suggests fact, not fiction, and the 

same term is used by Richardson in Clarissa’s full title. 118 A close reading of Johnson’s “history’ 

shows that Johnson reads and employs Clarissa in a way that Richardson has encouraged.

 Johnson’s Clarissa story is crammed onto both sides of three large sheets. Like 

Richardson’s novel, it examines the life of a woman who is at odds with conventional norms.119 

Though she never admits it, her narrative also tells a story about the problems she faces as a vicar’s 

wife. Johnson constructs a character with virtues and flaws who provides answers to her larger 

question: how can a woman live a moral life in an unjust world? What is striking, however, is the 

way that Johnson’s “novel” was slipped into a letter to a friend. She begins, “There is a Lady in this 
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neighbourhood (& because I take pleasure in the name [she] shall be call’d Clarissa,) who began to 

take much pride & pleasure in obliging her friends with the works of her hands…She spent all the 

time she could spare…in making Purses, Flowers…& many other pretty things.” Artistic Jane is 

recognizable in the character of Clarissa, and there are also parallels to the story of proud Arachne, 

described above. Like Johnson, her Clarissa marries “a Gentleman of…easy fortune”, but she 

suddenly falls ill and is expected to die: “Death & Judgment appear’d to her with all their 

terrors…She cou’d not help being doubtful whether at the day of judgment she shou’d be set on the 

right hand or the left.” She wishes that “instead of obliging her friends with unnecessary 

Triffles…she had imploy’d every moment…in performing such works that she cou’d with pleasure 

have reflected upon to all Eternity.” Clarissa pleads with God to “prolong her life for fifteen years, 

as he once had done for good King Hezekiah.” Here Johnson has recalled a letter from Mrs. Norton 

in Richardson’s Clarissa. With prayer, writes Mrs. Norton, “Altho’ your days may seem to have 

been numbered, who knows, but that, with the good King Hezekiah, you may have them 

prolonged.”120 Like Richardson, Johnson privileges this story in her own Clarissa narrative. The 

story that Johnson tells is her own, but it is given greater literary depth by its relationship to 

Richardson’s work. 

 After a conversion, Johnson’s Clarissa undergoes a reformation. Unlike Richardson, 

however, Johnson spares her converted Clarissa, who now lives a life of good works – an ending 

preferred by Richardson’s friend Lady Bradshaigh.121 “Whenever she [Clarissa] hears of any poor 

body sick in the Parish she goes to them…At first, visiting the…poor was to her a 

most…disgreeable task…She was afraid of  being call’d a Methodist, asham’d to enter their 

Houses, at a loss to know what to say.” But resolution and duty overcome these problems. Now she 

“goes chearfully in, sits down, or stands according as the house is clean or dirty,”…and asks 

questions about “how they come to be so very poor, Ragged & dirty.”122 From their answers she 

“makes a judgment of their merits” and gives them linen, not money, for they are not wise enough 

to use it properly.  

This conventional conversion story, stimulated by reading Clarissa, also derives from 

Johnson’s Olney, with its poverty-stricken lace makers and evangelical clergy. Though not a word 

is said about the parish where she lives, Johnson’s picture of the poor is too real to have been 

invented. Johnson’s Clarissa “sometimes finds a man & his wife & five or six small children in a 

house little better than a Hogsty, with a small room above & a couple of beds in it, four of which 
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family lye in each of them, eaten up with vermin, for want of change of Linnen.” Again, Johnson 

comes close to Richardson’s language and ideas. His Clarissa bewails the fact that she can no 

longer visit “the cots of my poor neighbours, to leave lessons to the boys, and cautions to the elder 

girls.”123 Richardson’s heroine also restricts her charity to “the lame, the blind, the sick, and the 

industrious poor.”124 Johnson’s Clarissa story, however, ends with virtue rewarded—as 

Richardson’s Pamela does. 

  Johnson’s position as a cleric’s wife evidently created feelings of remorse. In her 

writing she confronts her guilt about the difference between her own life and the poverty she 

found in Olney’s Silver End. The reference to being “call’d a Methodist,” for example, 

reveals a breach between Anglicans like Woolsey and evangelicals, who preached to the 

poor. Because some Methodists permitted women to lead Bible study, testify to the Gospel, 

and engage in pastoral activity, this reference suggests that Johnson was examining the 

question of women’s charity. John Wesley’s early ideas give women a prominent role, 

especially concerning good works. “You, as well as men,” he insists, “are rational 

creatures…Whenever you have opportunity, do all the good you can, particularly to your 

sick neighbour.”125 At the time of Woolsey’s death, furthermore, local evangelicals led by 

John Thornton were trying to reinvigorate the Church of England. To accomplish this end, 

Woolsey’s successors Moses Browne and John Newton were active in ministering to 

Olney’s poor.126  

  When these facts are considered, Johnson’s concerns about women’s charity take 

on new meaning, and  her Clarissa story must be viewed in light of a contemporary debate 

about the value of good works. In Johnson’s view, morality must include charitable actions. 

This is clear, for example, in her notebook entry: “Knowledge of good without a suitable 

Practice (or Faith without Works) is like a Bell without a Clapper+.”127 On another page she 

notes: “Read the 459 Spectator about Faith & Works & 465, & Tatler 257. EXCELLENT!” 
128 These articles support Johnson’s personal views about the importance of good deeds.  

Thus Johnson’s Clarissa story both draws on her reading and helps her develop 

answers to the moral problems of her day. Her story captures the plight of a pious Anglican 

who is fearful of rival groups, yet acknowledges and regrets her church’s inability to 

improve economic conditions. It would have been unseemly for her to question the church 

publicly, but in private letters, Johnson can hide behind a story, albeit one with “a 
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foundation in truth”.[See fn 116. Add a footnote here?]  Letters give her an opportunity to 

reflect on the causes of inequality and to develop a reasoned argument aimed at improving 

the lot of the poor.  To better present her views, Johnson switches to an analytical mode. 

Though she pleads ignorance, she is actually well informed about economic conditions, poor 

relief, and social welfare policy. Her Clarissa now discusses poverty and its causes:   

 

On seeing the miserys of others, she often laments that there shou’d be any such objects in 

such a nation as this.…There must certainly be some great fault somewhere, either in the Laws, or 

in the actions of Individuals…since God does every year send vastly more Corn, Meat, Wool, Flax, 

& Hemp than it is possible for all the Inhabitants of the Land to consume…Therefore the fault is 

not in Providence, but in men… She thinks that cloathing the naked…might be so order’d as to 

promote Trade, encourage the English manufactory, make all our people Happy at home & the 

nation Great & Terrible to Her Enemys abroad…She allows that many good Laws have been made 

for the Relief of the Poor, but she thinks many better might be made, were the Hearts of Both 

Houses of Parliament as good as their Heads.  

 

Johnson’s Clarissa blames men “who have Power, or Riches” and offers them a warning: 

“At the Day of Final Distribution of rewards & punishments, all the Rich and Polite World 

may…be sent amongst the Goats on the Left [hand of God], for having withheld the Wool of the 

sheep from the Backs of their fellow creatures, & sufferd them…to shake with cold.”129 In her 

Clarissa story, Johnson shows us how a provincial woman without formal education can use a 

story to develop ideas about power, class, gender, and political economy. Her tale is shaped by 

the rise of local dissent, a desire for personal and social reform, and a longing for a place on the 

right side of God. Yet she returns to her letter format as abruptly as she departed from it. Now she 

scorns the “fine taste” of a Miss Hackshaw, who “does not approve of Miss Clarissa Harlow” of 

the novel. “I believe she is the only person of fine Taste & judgment upon Earth that does not 

approve of it,” writes Johnson. “For my part I think it will do great things towards reforming the 

World.”130  

 Johnson’s story and Richardson’s Clarissa both reveal the wish to improve the world. 

Both of their Clarissas struggle to become virtuous women in an imperfect society. Both wrestle 

with issues of authority and obedience. Both write about an ideal woman in the context of 
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constraints of gender and class. Each writer tries to construct a model of “how to think and act” in 

the light of both reason and religion.131 Though there are many ways to disseminate these ideas, 

both embrace the domestic letter as the most effective means at hand. Richardson understands the 

importance of his readers’ epistolary literacy. Indeed, Johnson uses it to engage with his work in 

the way that he has encouraged. As she writes her letters, Johnson looks both outward and inward. 

She observes her husband, family, church, and life in Olney, and writes her Clarissa story, abruptly, 

in the middle of a letter. Johnson’s surge of creativity is a response to reading Richardson’s 

Clarissa. She distinguishes it from scandalous romance, identifies with its heroine, and uses it to 

examine her own moral values.  

 Of course Johnson is only one of many readers, who responded to Clarissa. Letters 

written by individuals of both sexes are filled with references to Richardson’s work and reflect 

responses to it.132 Catherine Talbot records reading Clarissa “en famille, at set hours, and all the 

rest of the day we talked of it.”133 Sarah Chapone’s daughter Sally “is accustomed to meeting any 

unusual situation by asking what Clarissa would do.” Sally’s father, we are told, is even “helped to 

die by the example of Clarissa.”134 Because the Johnson archive contains dense and continuous 

sources, it is possible to place Johnson in both her historical and literary contexts and to uncover 

the complexities of her hidden story. We can analyze what she read, what she wrote, and how 

Richardson inspired her to write her own Clarissa story. We may also observe how Johnson used 

Clarissa to think about her methods of writing. She sees how Richardson inserts letters into the 

structure of his story and realizes that she too can combine a letter with a moral tale. Proceeding in 

reverse order, she puts a story into a letter, instead of a letter into a story, as Richardson chooses to 

do.  Mixing genres seems natural to Johnson, because the boundaries between fact and fiction are 

blurred in her world. 135 

 Clearly, Johnson and Richardson are experimenting with the epistolary mode to tell 

stories and develop narratives. With different degrees of skill, each transforms letters into literary 

texts, creating literature out of letters. This is not a new activity for Johnson, but an easy and 

comfortable habit, formed long before she encountered Clarissa. When she reads Richardson, she 

recognizes her own world with particular vividness, a world in which writing is at the center of 

human pleasure. In Clarissa, Richardson’s characters are forever “at writing-desks, struggling to fix 

their experiences adequately in prose and so define and assert their own conflicting senses, 
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psychologically, epistemologically, and above all morally, of what is happening in their world.”136 

This is very much like Johnson’s world, where epistolary literacy is prized. 

Of course people see themselves reflected in novels, and in Johnson’s case this is 

emphatically true. But I also want to argue that Richardson imagines his novel by observing real 

women like Johnson writing letters. The juxtaposition of epistolary fiction and letter writers in real 

life reveals influence and feedback in both directions. Johnson’s shadow falls gently upon the pages 

of Richardson’s novels in regard to both content and method. The letters that he receives from 

women similar to Johnson strengthen this link and offer influential models. Epistolary literacy like 

Johnson’s is therefore a primary theme of Clarissa and Pamela. Because she and women like her 

regularly assert their identity in epistolary prose, Richardson can imagine his own Clarissa doing 

the same thing. In his novels, he immortalizes what Johnson does every day—the act of writing a 

life through letters. That is why we find her own “novel” tucked into intimate correspondence. 

Johnson can find no better home for her “Clarissa” than in the sheltered space of a letter to a female 

friend.  

      ** 

      This last section suggests how Johnson combines the moral themes found in Richardson’s 

novels with scientific inquiry and reason in a more complex genre—poetry. It also shows how her 

varied readings elevate the literary quality of her writing. “A conversation between Stella & her 

guardian Angel, One Star Light Night, in the Garden at----” is a six-page poem about another ideal 

woman. Like Johnson’s Clarissa, Stella learns how to think and act in the light of rational religion. 

But Johnson now uses a wider range of sources to create a higher form of literature. Johnson, we 

have seen, had easy access to translations of Latin verse.137As Hunter notes, “All those who could 

do more than just read a few words under necessity or duress regularly read at least some poetry as 

a matter of course.”138 Johnson reads modern and classical poems, copies out extracts, and then 

composes her verses.139  

Johnson’s poem “Stella” exists in two formats: an early draft and a fair copy. The second 

version imitates the format of a published book in minute detail, with an indented title, introductory 

quotation, decorative lined borders, numbered pages, and even a footnote. This format indicates 

that she thinks of herself as an author.140 Changes reflected in the fair copy show efforts to make 

the text more poetic. Words are substituted and contracted to create a sensuous mood, and lines are 

moved to produce a more logical structure. Johnson is familiar with poetic conventions. She uses 
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couplets, employs antiquated words such as “yon,” and reverses the order of verbs and nouns to 

create rhymes. The vocabulary is simple but evocative of a luminous nightscape: orbs dazzle, stars 

shine, and angels shimmer.  

The poem is preceded by a quotation from Psalms: “The Heavens declare the Glory of God, 

& the Firmament showeth his handy work.” Here Johnson is clearly imitating number 465 of the 

Spectator, a periodical whose pages are filled with readers’ original poetry as well as letters.141 In 

number 465, Addison uses the same quotation before his own ode about God’s universe.142 

Johnson’s poem, however, is not just an imitation. It arises from her experience and appears to 

depict her ideal self. The poem opens in a garden as Stella contemplates the skies. She contrasts the 

heavens with ephemeral man-made pleasures and yearns for answers to eternal truths.  

 

How Happy says she shall I be when I Die! 

By Angels conducted to Tread yon Blue Sky! 

To visit each Star!  & see all that’s done there! 

What pleasures on Earth with these can compare? 

To View the Expanse! the Vast Universe scan! 

And be certain what Distance each star is from man! 

To know if those worlds that now Dazzle my eyes 

Are Peopl’d like This, or with others more wise! 

How far the *great Newton with Truth does agree, 

And be in an instant much Wiser than He!143 

 

Johnson’s references to Newton and the planets recall those in John Hughes Ode to Ecstasy 

(1720). In this ode, Hughes calls out to the ghost of Newton, who suddenly appears: 

 

’Tis he—as I approach more near 

The great Columbus of the skies I know. 

Tis Newton’s soul! That daily travels here. 

O stay, thou happy Spirit! Stay 

And lead me throu’ all the unbeaten wilds of day 

Here let me, they companion, stray, 
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From orb to orb, and now behold 

Unnumber’d suns, all seas of molten gold, 

And trace each comet’s wand’ring way.144 

 

In Johnson’s poem a stranger also appears suddenly and leads Stella from orb to orb. 

He is the Angel Raphael, who travels with Tobias in the apocryphal Book of Tobit. Hughes 

admits in his preface that both he and the poet Cowley have imitated a Latin ode by 

Casimire.145 Yet Hughes insists that his passage about Newton is “entirely original.” We 

find similar language in William Stevenson’s poem Stella. His Stella also yearns “to soar 

with Newton to the Skies.” Like Johnson’s angelic heroine, this Stella spurns social 

pleasures.  Her only looking glass is a telescope with which she surveys “planets, stars, and 

comets.”146 We recognize a combination of references found elsewhere in Johnson’s 

writing: Newton, telescopes, God’s universe, and criticism of man-made works. Casimire, 

Hughes, Cowley, Stevenson, Addison, and Johnson are linked together in their focus upon 

the figure of “Stella” and their wish to probe the heavens.  

Moses Browne, the new vicar of Olney, also writes verses to Stella and An Essay on the 

Universe.147 Despite her quarrels with Browne, Johnson copies extracts from his works,148 as well 

as those of his mentor, the evangelist James Hervey, who composed Contemplations on the Starry 

Heavens.149 Though both Browne and Hervey are evangelicals, Johnson picks and chooses what 

she wants from their work. Johnson’s “Stella” is truly a hybrid work nourished by a variety of texts. 

The chain of authorial emulation cited above shows the many way-stations in a complex journey 

that starts with a Latin ode and ends with Johnson’s poem.  

 After Johnson’s introduction, the mood of her poem changes with the arrival of the angel 

Raphael.150 As he shines in glory, Stella trembles in fear. Then, without warning, Johnson inserts a 

new literary format—the dialogue—into the poem. She puts the words “Stella” and “Angel” in 

boldface to indicate that they are speakers and uses quotation marks to show their dialogue. Stella 

glorifies God in the poem, but she also questions the nature of the universe. Johnson’s search for 

truth, or what we might call scientific inquiry, is evident in her poetry. She is acknowledging the 

impact of Newton and Locke and their concept of an ordered universe. But though God has made 

the cosmos, humans must find their way. As Stella notes: “All for man He has done that their 
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maker could Do, Only left their Will Free, which way to Pursue.” Challenging strict predestination, 

Johnson calls for a more rational religion than her dissenting neighbors.151 

 Johnson’s writings show how an untrained provincial reader attempts to resolve tensions 

between religious, scientific, and humanist ideas. As she does so, she incorporates language and 

thoughts from the works of others. The varied texts that inform her “Stella” show that a common 

store of literature from London’s marketplace was now available to provincial readers. Libraries 

and commonplace books of Johnson’s contemporaries show a similar wide-ranging pattern of 

reading that relies on secular as well as biblical sources.152 Poetry claims an important place in 

reading that extends far beyond the novel. Provincial readers are constructing a literary culture that 

is derived from and fits into the wider world of letters.  

 

     ** 

 

To understand this literary culture, we must return to the concept of epistolary literacy. 

Letter writing offers Johnson a training ground for composing other types of literature. In letters, 

she develops writing skills and accomplishes a number of personal goals.  She examines her role as 

a clergyman’s wife, teaches her children, advises her friends, defines her religious beliefs, and 

considers how to be virtuous in this world and the next. She also expresses and fulfills intellectual 

aspirations. This study cautions us to look for women’s education in makeshift methods and 

informal places and to recognize the importance of domestic literacy. The practice Johnson gains 

by writing letters and the information that she absorbs by copying extracts are strategies used by 

other  women to enter the world of  literature. Outside of London, furthermore, unlicensed schools 

and village brokers give instruction, even though they do not appear in published lists of schools.153 

When Johnson combines epistolary literacy with a range of improving reading, she moves along 

the spectrum and becomes more “educated” in the broad sense of the word. This road to a higher 

literacy is a self-generated and cumulative process. It alters intellectual expectations and produces 

pride in writing. Thus Johnson signs and dates each poem and story. Thus she keeps a journal of 

her reading, but distinguishes her own thoughts by adding a plus sign (+).  

Johnson’s extracts provide a map of her reading, whose guiding principles are freedom of 

choice and active engagement.  She reads both print and manuscript materials for both instruction 

and entertainment. Sources are not limited to those advocated by the established church. In fact, 
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most of her sources are secular in nature. Though there is a strong didactic dimension to Johnson’s 

texts and comments, neither heavy religious matter nor novels dominate.154 There is no trace of 

Zwicker’s passive reader. This social aspect of reading will become even more intense in the last 

half of the century, as novels of Richardson and Rousseau are read aloud among weeping friends. 

An analysis of the reading of Johnson’s children in Chapter Six confirms that in a later age more 

engaged with sensibility, they interact with books even more passionately than she did.155  

The book wheel of the humanist scholar may no longer be present, but its ghost still 

presides over fragments in Johnson’s commonplace book. She read extensively, like a magpie 

plucking whatever she needed to cope with everyday problems. Yet the maxims she copied are 

united by the broad moral themes that mark both Richardson’s novels and every genre of her own 

writing. The literary marketplace in which she reveled was decidedly commercial, designed for a 

wide range of middling-sort consumers. It is the same one in which Richardson was thoroughly 

immersed. 

Richardson knew that epistolary literacy was crucial to the audience for which his novels 

were created. We think of him as an innovative author with literary skills, but he was also an astute 

observer of historical trends: the rise of literacy, the growing wealth of the middling-sort, the uses 

of print culture, and the cultural aspirations of women like Johnson. His epistolary format is based 

on knowledge of the market and of many a “plain writer,” like himself.156 He sees the symbiotic 

relationship between real and fictional letters and thrives on the porous boundaries between them. 

Of course epistolary fiction and romantic stories long predate the 1740s, both in England and on the 

Continent. But by the second half of the century, there is an epistolary moment when real letters 

and fiction are most closely intertwined. Their relationship is clearly a two-way street:157 if readers 

imitate epistolary models, they also affect the epistolary novel.  

Their influence is, in part, a result of Richardson’s desire for dialogue and his respect for his 

readers’ needs and judgments. Though he rarely adopted their specific suggestions, his audience 

still shaped the way he composed and sold his works. He needed to know how readers were 

reacting to his work while it was still in progress. Some of them merely provided insights into 

manners, yet their more subtle fears about his view of the human condition prodded him to make 

endless revisions. This reciprocal interchange was important to Richardson, because he believed 

that writing could change people’s attitudes. 158  
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Buoyed by notoriety and commercial success, he assumed he could control his readers. Yet 

this was not possible. Once he had authorized his readers to write their own stories, they were free 

to express their own gendered views in spaces outside of his influence.159 Johnson’s case uncovers 

the way this worked for a previously untapped reservoir of non-elite women writing at home. Her 

Clarissa story allowed her to think independently and write critically about the social, economic, 

and religious inequalities of her patriarchal world. As she wrote, Johnson provided Richardson with 

a perfect subject. Though they never actually met, his novels acknowledge their literary interaction. 

At the moment when their writings intersect, the letter is moving “from the periphery to the center 

of the literary system.”160 At the same time, Jane is becoming a woman writer.  It is not until the 

advent of a broad-based epistolary literacy that Pamela and Clarissa can achieve the wide audience 

that Richardson anticipated. His readers identify with his characters in many ways. But, surely, the 

epistolary literacy of Pamela and Clarissa will strike them as closest to their own lives.  

Richardson knows all of this by heart, for he has witnessed a shift in the way people 

communicate with each other. In the light of this historical framework, his innovations take on new 

colors. They may appear more muted for their portrayal of such an ordinary activity, but to 

acknowledge the importance of such a mundane act is breathtakingly audacious. When we connect 

Richardson’s historical insights to Johnson’s epistolary literacy, the study of the novel is enriched. 

        ABSTRACT 

 
This chapter reconsiders “the rise of the novel” in light of a new cultural category 

“epistolary literacy” – a set of practices that involves letter writing, reading, interpretation, and 
response. The epistolary practices of a provincial reader, Jane Johnson, are examined in relation to 
the writings of Samuel Richardson. Johnson offers a rare view of how a woman without formal 
education constructed a provincial literary world that lay midway between popular and elite culture. 
Her epistolary literacy, along with a wide range of books from London, helped her to create 
original poetry and prose. Richardson, I suggest, was well aware of the epistolary literacy of Jane 
and other readers. Moreover, he both encouraged and manipulated it to his advantage. He is 
presented as an astute observer of historical trends: the rise of literacy, the growing wealth of the 
middling-sort, the uses of print culture, and the literary aspirations of women like Johnson.  She 
responded to Richardson’s fiction in ways that he encouraged. Yet her epistolary literacy also 
influenced the way he wrote and marketed his novels. Their relationship was clearly a two-way 
street. The study of the novel, I suggest, can benefit by linking Johnson’s epistolary literacy to 
Richardson’s historical insights. 
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