
                          Four Wheels of English Novel 

 

 Unlike the other genres of literature like (drama, epic, romance) which were first produced 

by other nations, novel is the indigenous product of England. The idea of writing regular novels 

or modern novels (unlike the adventure-stories and picaresque tales of Dafoe, Swift or Mrs. 

Radcliffe) was worked out on English soil, for the first time, by four writers who are called “Four 

Wheels of English Novel”. They are Samuel Richardson, Henry Fielding, Tobias Smollett and 

Lawrence Sterne. They, in guise of plain men and women, explored their own thoughts and 

motives and struggles and the results of actions upon their own characters.  

 The credit for writing the first English novel of ‘character’ is given to Samuel Richardson 

for his Pamela (1740). Pamela is a story of a sentimental but shrewd young woman who, by wisely 

protecting her chastity, succeeds in marrying the rich man who tried to seduce her. Richardson’s 

second novel Clarissa (1748) is also about a young girl. This novel overwhelmed Macaulay to 

comment, “Were the novel lost, I could restore the whole of it from memory.” His third novel is 

Sir Charles Grandison (1753) tells the story of a young man and an aristocrat. The novels of 

Richardson are epistolary in form. They are the stories of human life and are true to nature. Even 

as they are sentimental and moralistic, they present a beautiful analysis of the working of woman’s 

heart. Richardson is, however, lacking in humour. 

 Henry Fielding is generally regarded as the real founder of the modern realistic novel. 

Unlike Richardson, Fielding was much concerned about the structural principles of prose fiction. 

He defined novel as “a comic epic in prose”. All his four novels- Joseph Andrews(1742), Jonathan 

Wild (1743), The History of Tom Jones (1749) and Amelia (1751)- are the studies of social evils 

anticipating Charles Dickens. Fielding’s novels are satirical and humorous. Though these are full 

of unpleasant situations and incidents, they create a strong impression of reality. Fielding is 

definitely a much greater artist than Richardson in his truer treatment of life and healthier tone of 

his writing. Byron rightly called him “the prose Homer.” 

 Tobias Smollett is the third great novelist of this group. His novels- Roderick Random 

(1748), Peregrine Pickle (1751) and Humphrey Clinker (1771) are picaresque in form and 

exceptionally entertaining. Mostly they deal with the author’s grim experiences as a ship surgeon. 

Horrors and brutalities abound these novels. He imitates Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605) and Ben 



Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour (1598). The quality of Smollett’s characterization is 

undeniable and its influence on Walter Scott and Dickens is significant. 

 Lawrence Sterne has been compared to a “little bronze satyr of antiquity in whose hollow 

body exquisite odors were stored.” In his Tristram Shandy (1761-1767) and A Sentimental Journey 

through France and Italy (1768), he is the reverse of Smollett. His novels are not having plots, yet 

they open up the possibilities of the novel as the direct expression of the author’s own whims and 

opinions. Sterne’s characters are lovable as well as funny. 

 These four practioners of the craft of novel in the 18th century, rightly called the four 

wheels, gave us an entirely new form of literature which influenced all Europe for nearly a century 

and which, in the 20th and 21st centuries furnish the largest part of our literary enjoyment.     
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