tom jones by henry fielding

tom jones by henry fielding stands as one of the most significant works in
18th-century English literature, marking a pivotal moment in the development
of the novel as a literary form. Published in 1749, this picaresque novel
explores themes of morality, social class, and human nature through the
adventures of its eponymous hero, Tom Jones. The novel's rich narrative and
vibrant characterizations have earned it enduring acclaim and scholarly
attention. This article delves into the historical context of the novel, its
plot and key characters, thematic concerns, stylistic features, and its
influence on literature and culture. Readers will gain a comprehensive
understanding of tom jones by henry fielding and its lasting legacy in the
literary canon.
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Historical Context and Author Background

The creation of tom jones by henry fielding must be understood against the
backdrop of 18th-century England, a period marked by social stratification,
evolving literary tastes, and political change. Henry Fielding, an English
novelist and dramatist born in 1707, was deeply influenced by the social and
cultural environment of his time. Fielding’s career included work as a
playwright and later as a magistrate, which informed his keen observation of
human behavior and justice.

During the early 18th century, the novel was an emerging literary form, and
Fielding’'s work contributed significantly to its development. His writing
responded to and often satirized the sentimental novels popular in his day,
offering a robust, humorous, and morally nuanced alternative. The publication
of tom jones by henry fielding in 1749 coincided with a growing public
appetite for prose fiction that combined entertainment with social
commentary.



Plot Summary and Structure

tom jones by henry fielding is structured as a picaresque narrative,
following the life and adventures of Tom Jones, a foundling raised by the
wealthy Squire Allworthy. The novel is divided into 18 books, each
chronicling various episodes of Tom’s journey from childhood to adulthood.
The plot intertwines themes of love, identity, and social mobility, featuring
romantic entanglements, mistaken identities, and moral dilemmas.

The narrative begins with Tom’'s discovery and upbringing, followed by his
expulsion from the Allworthy estate due to misunderstandings and rivalries.
His travels across the English countryside introduce a colorful cast of
characters and a series of challenges that test his character and resolve.
Ultimately, the novel resolves with revelations about Tom’s true parentage
and a restoration of social order.

Plot Highlights

e Tom's upbringing under Squire Allworthy’s care

e Conflicts with Blifil, the antagonist

e Tom’s romantic relationships with Sophia Western and other women
e Adventures and misadventures across England

e Resolution of Tom's identity and social reconciliation

Main Characters in Tom Jones

The richness of tom jones by henry fielding is reflected in its vivid and
memorable characters. Each plays a crucial role in advancing the plot and
exploring the novel’s thematic concerns.

Tom Jones

Tom Jones is the protagonist, a good-hearted but impulsive young man whose
legitimacy and social status are initially uncertain. His moral growth and
quest for love and identity drive the narrative.

Squire Allworthy

The benevolent landowner who raises Tom and embodies ideals of justice and
virtue. His character represents social order and paternal authority.



Sophia Western

Sophia is the novel’s heroine and Tom’s love interest. She is intelligent,
spirited, and embodies the virtues and struggles of women in 18th-century
society.

Blifil
The antagonist who schemes against Tom, representing hypocrisy, deceit, and
social ambition.

Other Notable Characters

e Lady Bellaston — a manipulative aristocrat
e Jenny Jones — Tom’s loyal companion

e Partridge — Tom’s comical and faithful servant

Themes and Motifs

tom jones by henry fielding explores a variety of themes that reflect 18th-
century social realities and enduring human concerns. These themes contribute
to the novel’'s depth and complexity.

Morality and Virtue

The novel examines the nature of virtue, contrasting genuine goodness with
superficial morality. Tom’s character challenges the rigid moral expectations
of his society.

Social Class and Mobility

Fielding critiques the class system, highlighting its hypocrisies and the
potential for individuals to transcend social boundaries through merit and
character.

Love and Human Relationships

Romantic love, friendship, and family ties are central to the narrative,
illustrating both the joys and complications of human connections.



Hypocrisy and Deception

The novel exposes the duplicity of characters who manipulate social norms for
personal gain, contrasting them with more sincere individuals.

Literary Style and Narrative Techniques

The style of tom jones by henry fielding is notable for its witty,
conversational tone and the use of an intrusive, omniscient narrator who
frequently addresses the reader directly. This narrative voice blends humor,
irony, and moral reflection, guiding the reader through the story with both
entertainment and instruction.

Fielding employs a picaresque structure, episodic in nature, which allows for
extensive character development and social commentary. The novel combines
realism with satirical exaggeration, creating a vivid portrayal of 18th-
century English life.

Key Narrative Features

Intrusive narrator providing commentary and moral insights

Use of irony and humor to critique social norms

Detailed characterizations and psychological depth

Mixing of high and low cultural elements

Impact and Legacy of Tom Jones

tom jones by henry fielding has had a lasting impact on the development of
the English novel and continues to be studied for its innovation and insight.
It influenced subsequent writers such as Jane Austen and William Makepeace
Thackeray, who admired Fielding’'s ability to combine social critique with
engaging storytelling.

The novel’'s exploration of human nature, morality, and society remains
relevant, and its lively narrative style paved the way for modern novelistic
techniques. Adaptations in theater, film, and television attest to its
enduring appeal and cultural significance.

Fielding’'s work helped establish the novel as a serious literary form capable
of addressing complex social issues while entertaining a broad audience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the full title of Henry Fielding's novel
‘Tom Jones'?

The full title is 'The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling.'

When was 'Tom Jones' by Henry Fielding first
published?

It was first published in 1749.

What is the central plot of Henry Fielding's 'Tom
Jones'?

The novel follows the adventures and romantic entanglements of Tom Jones, a
foundling of mysterious parentage, as he seeks to discover his true identity
and win the love of Sophia Western.

What themes are explored in 'Tom Jones' by Henry
Fielding?

Major themes include social class and mobility, morality, virtue and vice,
hypocrisy, and the nature of human character.

How does Henry Fielding use humor in 'Tom Jones'?

Fielding employs satire, irony, and comedic situations to critique society
and human folly while entertaining the reader.

What narrative style is used in 'Tom Jones'?

The novel features a third-person omniscient narrator who often addresses the
reader directly with commentary and digressions.

Why is 'Tom Jones' considered an important work in
English literature?

It is regarded as one of the earliest and most influential English novels,
notable for its complex plot, vivid characters, and social commentary.

How does 'Tom Jones' portray social class and
hierarchy?

The novel critiques the rigid class system of 18th-century England by showing



characters from various social backgrounds interacting and challenging social
norms.

Has 'Tom Jones' been adapted into other media?

Yes, 'Tom Jones' has been adapted into films, television series, stage plays,
and radio dramas, with the 1963 film adaptation being particularly famous.

Additional Resources

1. The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling by Henry Fielding

This is the original novel that follows the adventures of Tom Jones, a
foundling of mysterious parentage, as he journeys through 18th-century
England. The book is a rich tapestry of comedic episodes, social satire, and
complex characters. Fielding’'s narrative style combines humor and moral
insight, making it a cornerstone of English literature and the picaresque
novel tradition.

2. Joseph Andrews by Henry Fielding

Often considered a prequel to Tom Jones, this novel centers on Joseph
Andrews, the virtuous brother of Fielding’'s earlier character Pamela. Like
Tom Jones, it employs humor and satire to explore themes of virtue and social
class. The story follows Joseph’s trials and adventures as he navigates a
corrupt society, blending romance and comedy.

3. The Adventures of Roderick Random by Tobias Smollett

This novel shares the picaresque style and episodic adventures found in Tom
Jones. It tells the story of Roderick Random, a young Scotsman who
experiences a series of misadventures across Britain and abroad. Smollett’s
sharp social commentary and vivid characters make it a significant work in
18th-century English literature.

4. Amelia by Henry Fielding

Fielding’'s last novel, Amelia, focuses on the trials of a devoted couple
struggling against adversity and social injustice. It is more serious in tone
than Tom Jones but retains Fielding’'s characteristic moral depth and
narrative skill. The novel explores themes of marriage, virtue, and
perseverance.

5. Clarissa by Samuel Richardson

A contemporary of Tom Jones, this epistolary novel contrasts with Fielding’s
comic style by offering a tragic and psychological exploration of virtue and
vice. Clarissa tells the story of a young woman’s struggle against a
manipulative suitor, highlighting issues of power, consent, and morality in
18th-century society.

6. Pamela by Samuel Richardson
Pamela is a tale of a servant girl whose virtue is tested by her wealthy
master’s advances. Its moral themes and focus on social class influenced



Fielding, who responded with Joseph Andrews. The novel sparked debates about
virtue, class mobility, and gender roles in its time.

7. The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman by Laurence Sterne
This novel is known for its experimental narrative and humor, much like Tom
Jones. It follows the eccentric life of Tristram Shandy, blending
digressions, satire, and philosophical musings. Sterne’s work challenges
traditional storytelling and is celebrated for its wit and originality.

8. The Vicar of Wakefield by Oliver Goldsmith

A sentimental novel that explores the trials and virtues of a rural vicar and
his family. Its gentle humor and moral lessons complement the themes found in
Tom Jones, though with a more pastoral and idyllic setting. The novel was
widely popular in the 18th century and influenced later sentimental
literature.

9. The English Rogue by Richard Head

An earlier picaresque novel that inspired later works like Tom Jones, it
recounts the exploits of a roguish character navigating the underbelly of
English society. Its themes of adventure, trickery, and social satire
resonate with Fielding’s narrative style. The English Rogue helped establish
the rogue as a central figure in English literature.
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