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The Two Mentors: An Introduction

The Two Mentors, published in London in 1783, followed the publication of Clara

Reeve’s first, and more widely known novel, The Old English Baron in 1777. The second

novel demonstrates a move away from the gothic genre, which had given Reeve success

and critical acclaim, to literature of domestic morality.

This epistolary novel is comprised of a series of letters in which two mentors are

vying for the attentions of the young gentleman protagonist, Edward Saville. The first

mentor, Richard Munden, represents vice and folly, employing Lady Belmour to seduce

Saville into fashionable society which is all ‘affluence, luxury and voluptuousness’i. She

is described as ‘the goddess of love’ (1:5) and a ‘priestess of Venus’ (1:8), while her

house is called ‘a feast of pleasure’ (1:5) and ‘the land of wit, love and liberty’ (1:25).

Her extravagance and lustiness, symbolizing an elite society that is purely in the pursuit

of pleasure and favorable marriages, are expressed through a wealth of similar sensuous

descriptions. In contrast, the second mentor Reverend Jarvis Johnson represents all that is

honest and virtuous. An old college-tutor to Saville, he is described as ‘the light of truth’

(1:10) and a ‘second conscience’ (1:11), offering advice and guidance whenever Saville

requires it.

The overtly instructive nature of Johnson’s letters suggests that his voice could be

that of the authoress herself. His poetic language style littered with classical references is

the most authorial of all the characters’ and his vocation reflects Reeve’s own religious

background (both her father and grandfather were Reverends). In view of this, we can say

that Reeve’s position as a didactic writer is largely expressed through the character of

Johnson who adopts the position of ‘monitor’ of society’s conduct and morality.
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The novel is constructed around a number of contrasts or opposites, laying the

foundations for the all-important ‘moral decision’. By creating characters which parody

each other, Reeve makes a clear delineation between right and wrong and thus dictates to

the reader how they should react to particular characters and situations. Johnson’s letter’s

state, ‘you have not quitted the path of virtue and followed that of vice’ (1:7) and they

discuss the ‘balancing between virtue and pleasure’ (1:7), directly contrasting the two. In

addition, we are encouraged to identify the differences between men/women,

town/country, rich/poor and The Hall/The Rectory. For example, ‘I compared Miss

Bennett with Lady Belmour; I looked on one with respect even to reverence, on the other

with mingled indignation and contempt’ (1:145). The structure of the plot is based on the

‘cause and effect’ of individual’s choices, ultimately asking the reader, what would you

choose?

The Two Mentors relies heavily on the interactions and relationships between

people to advance the plot, and more specifically, the romantic connections and roles of

women are key. If women ‘cultivate the heart and polish the manners’ (1:21) of youth, it

is no wonder the authoress particularly utilizes female characters to create a definitive

divide between the opposing moral conditions she wishes to convey. The first two

women we meet are Lady Belmour and Edward Saville’s mother. Even Lady Belmour’s

name exudes indulgence and excess, ‘Amelia-Sophia-Wilhemina-Belmour’ (1:25),

whereas Saville’s mother is simply described as ‘wise and virtuous’ (1:12) and ‘a dear

saint’ (1:15). The association between virtue and spirituality is also reinforced in Miss

Melcombe who is repeatedly called an angel, ‘the form of a Venus with the chastity of

Diana’ (1:139) and Mrs. Bennet, the Rector’s wife, who is portrayed as a nurturing
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mother figure. Reeve’s unavoidable message is that religious faith and happiness go hand

in hand.

Clara Reeve’s use of the novel as an educative means of instruction to the public raises

questions about the role of the novel in eighteenth-century society. Between 1500 and

1800 the percentage of signers rose sharply throughout Europe, suggesting that literacy

rates had increased significantly by the time Reeve was writing in the late 1700sii. The

growing popularity of circulated published material meant that writers could reach an

increasing audience and have a greater impact upon society. Reeve capitalized on the

growth of print culture by publishing poems, translations, political pamphlets and novels,

enabling her to reach the public in a variety of ways. In this way, Reeve conforms to John

Brewer’s idea of the ‘professional author’ who, ‘stepped into the breach with essays,

reviews, poems and criticism that enlivened and enlightened the public…By the 1760s he

[or she] could contribute to more than thirty London periodicals; by the end of the

century there were more than eighty…’iii.

Reeve’s mission to offer guidance to her readership was not uncommon in

eighteenth-century literature. Another good example, to which Reeve makes direct

reference in The Two Mentors, is the daily magazine The Spectator. Joseph Addison was

one of the founders of the publication (in partnership with Richard Steele) and it was his

desire to, ‘daily instill into [his readers] such sound and wholesome Sentiments, as shall

have good Effect on their Conversation for the ensuing twelve Hours’iv. In The Two

Mentors, when asked by Saville, ‘do you read The Spectator, and dare you own it?’

Franklin replies, ‘I am proud to own it and should be more so to be governed by the rules
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of it’ (1:93). The position of the writer as a didactic tutor is obviously one Reeve wishes

to emulate as her references to The Spectator create close affinities with her own work.

Saville refers to himself as ‘a spectator and not an actor in the drama that is

represented here’ (1:41) and later John Bull states, ‘I am here like the Clown in the old

comedy, to point out folly, and to chastise it’ (1:89). Both instances echo Shakespeare’s

social comment that, ‘All the world’s a stage,/ And all the men and women merely

players’v, which is also alluded to in The Spectator when Addison says he is writing for,

‘every one that considers the World as a Theatre, and desires to form a right Judgment of

those who are the Actors on it’vi.

Like another of Reeve’s novels, The School for Widows published in 1791, The

Two Mentors was set in the society of the author’s own time and thus reflected the

concerns and preoccupations of her contemporary readership. In terms of literary interest,

The Two Mentors discusses the reading practices of its characters and goes into some

detail about the merits of literature for educational purposes. One of the major alterations

in reading practices at the time, and potentially one of the most influential in determining

Reeve’s success, was the ‘privatization of reading’, which is described by Chartier as,

‘undeniably one of the major cultural developments of the early modern era’ (Chartier:

2002, 125). He goes on to explore how private reading ‘contributed to the emergence of a

sense of self, as the reader scrutinized his own thoughts and emotions in solitude and

secrecy’ (Chartier: 2002, 137). This isolation would enable readers to really contemplate

the text they were reading and digest the moral message that the author wished to convey

and without this time for reflection Reeve’s pious tales of virtue may have been lost on

her audience. The significance of these periods of withdrawal from communal life is
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twofold, as it represents ‘withdrawal from the public sphere, from civic responsibility,

from the affairs of city and state; and withdrawal from the family, from the household,

from the social responsibilities of domestic intimacy’ (Chartier: 2002, 130). Experiencing

the process of the ‘moral decision’ away from the constraints of responsibilities and

duties enabled readers to make a truly individual judgment on the events of the novel.

Despite the protagonist’s precarious position under the influence of two opposing

mentors, Saville’s key role in the text is the expression of individualism. When he says, ‘I

retired into the library to read’ (1:29), he is distancing himself from the group, and the

library immediately becomes a site for the assertion of the self over the collective. ‘The

library, for those who could afford one, became the ideal place for retreat, study, and

meditation’ (Chartier: 2002, 129) and is subsequently invested with a great deal of

importance in The Two Mentors. On the other hand, Reeve was not so enamored of the

popularization of literature by the circulating libraries which she felt would ‘encourage

the publication of inferior writing and in general debase public good taste’vii. So whilst

Reeve was happy to accept the position of moral guide through the written word, she was

also fearful of other less virtuous authors being given a voice to corrupt those people she

was trying to save.

In an attempt to avoid the banner of ‘inferior writing’, and maintain a good

literary reputation, writers frequently formed small groups for the purpose of intellectual

exchange and development. According to Chartier, ‘reading aloud, combined with

interpretation and discussion of what was read, fostered friendship; and these friendly

study groups could attract wider audience, which benefited by hearing the texts read and

discussed’ (Chartier: 2002, 136). Although Reeve was an extremely private writer, with
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little known about her adult life, she did form constructive friendships with fellow writers

and residents of Ipswich, Priscilla Wakefield and Elizabeth Cobbold. Wakefield who

wrote, Reflections on the Present Condition of the Female Sex: with Suggestions for its

Improvement in 1798, and Mental Improvement or the Beauties & Wonders of Nature &

Art in a Series of Instructive Conversations in 1799, has been described as a ‘writer of

female education literature’ and Cobbold published five books of poetry, some of which

were considered controversial. Their alliance would have helped develop their individual

intellectual capacities and potentially increased their economic success and renoun

through association. For example, if someone enjoyed the work of Priscilla Wakefield,

they may be inclined to explore that of her like-minded companion Clara Reeve.

Clara Reeve also participated in literary society by critiquing a number of her

contemporaries, particularly female authors. She states that, ‘Miss [Sarah] Fielding was

one of those truly estimable writers, whose fame smells sweet, and will do so to late

posterity’, and praises Charlotte Lennox as, ‘one of the distinguished female writers this

age has produced among us’ viii. In view of this, we cannot ignore the title of Harriet

Lee’s novel Clara Lennox, which may be seen to combine the names of Clara Reeve and

Charlotte Lennox, creating a composite literary figure and thus merging the two women’s

ideologies. There is also evidence to suggest that Reeve identified strongly with fellow

writers Katherine Philips (who also resented being poorly paid for her work) and

Elizabeth Carter. Even if these women never met, their discussions and appraisal of each

other’s work created a form of female study group in itself. In 1786, Anna Seward and

Clara Reeve exchanged acrimonious opinions on Samuel Richardson’s novels in the
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Gentleman’s Magazineix, engaging in public discussion, and thus raising the profile of

women reading and writing in eighteenth century Britain.

The Two Mentors reflects this positive relationship between women and literature

by unashamedly publicizing the benefits books had to offer. When Miss Jones reveals

that, ‘the mistress of the house, where I lodged, lent me some books to read…among

these were some that opened my mental eye, and showed me the misery of my situation’

(1:44), Reeve is opening women’s eyes to the possibilities available to them, and it is no

coincidence that the woman who takes the time to reflect on what she reads is the one

who ultimately prospers, with virtue and independence. Reeve also makes a more direct

reference to the potential of women’s education through her own contextual references to

well known writers. Quotations from Shakespeare, Milton, Homer and Pope, reveal that

this is a novel written by an educated woman who places herself in a position of

intellectual superiority. In the words of Saville, ‘Woman was intended to be a more

perfect creature than man: and in this view she is entrusted with the important charge of

the early part of our education’ (1:145).

The dedication in Reeve’s novel The Exhiles shows her determination ‘to support the

cause of morality, to reprove vice, and to promote all the social and domestic virtues’x.

Furthermore, in the second volume of The Progress of Romance, Reeve quotes a passage

from The Trial, or The History of Charles Horton Esq. which might stand as a motto for

her own activities as a novelist (Trainer: 1977, vii):

‘If you wish in a Novel to inculcate some moral truth, to hide a jewel under so
thin a veil that its brilliancy may be easily discerned, there should always be
a reference to the manners and the time in which it was written…If Novels
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were properly regulated with this design in view, they might become really
useful to society. A moral lesson otherwise dry and tedious in itself, might be
communicated in a pleasing dress’xi.

This was her central concern in the composition of The Two Mentors, but it has since

been expressed that in Reeve’s case, ‘the entertainment became in time obscured to the

point of invisibility beneath her moral inferences’ (Trainer: 1977, xiii). Her moral lessons

certainly include lines from the novel such as, ‘True merit is modest and fearful of taking

too much to itself’ (1:34), and, ‘It is immoral for women to dress too much, and to

display her charms to all the world’ (1:101). These lapses into the language of conduct

books of the eighteenth century may detract from the fictitious story being told, but it

would have made familiar reading for women of the period.

A brief look into the history of conduct literature reveals that its earliest ancestor

is the ‘courtesy literature’ of the middle ages which emerged when the ‘supposedly

inviolable distinctions between the upper and middle classes began to erode and knightly

codes of chivalry went into decline’xii. The genre experienced some decline in the

seventeenth century, but The Two Mentors was published amidst a plethora of similar

material, suggesting that the genre was once again extremely popular with the paying

public.

 1761 – Sarah Pennington An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to Her Absent
Daughters (London: S. Chandler)

 1767 – James Fordyce, Sermons to Young Women 4th ed. (London: A. Millar and
T. Cadell) 2 vols.

 1774 – John Gregory, A Father's Legacy to his Daughters.

 1788 – Mary Wollstonecraft, Thoughts on the Education of Daughters: with
Reflections on Female Conduct, in the More Important Duties of Life.
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 1793 – Laetitia Matilda Hawkins, Letters on the Female Mind, Its Powers and
Pursuits (London: Hookham and Carpenter) 2 vols.xiii

In terms of conduct literature reaching a mass audience, the critical turning point was the

publication of Samuel Richardson’s Pamela in1740. By combining the sentiments of the

conduct books with the more popular novel form, Richardson set a precedent with this

epistolary novel, which Reeve went on to imitate, particularly in The Two Mentors which

is also constructed by a series of letters.

The events of the novel and the fact that she adopts a Reverend’s voice as her

own, suggest that Reeve’s moral position stems from her religious background, as

happiness and virtue only thrive in the setting of the parsonage. ‘The Christian

philosophy is the only system that affords an antidote to every possible evil’ (2: 53).  The

praising descriptions of Jarvis Johnson, the exemplary male role model, are also echoed

by accounts of Mr. Bennett, who ‘was a man of sense, of learning, of right judgment in

most things’ (2:5). The positive portrayals of the male clerical figures, particularly Mr.

Bennett and his father, could represent Reeve’s own father and grandfather who were

extremely influential in her upbringing. They were Rector of Freston and Rector of

Storeham Aspal respectively and her home schooling by her father instilled strict moral

codes of conduct in her from an early age. The following passage, in which Mr. Bennett

discusses his son’s education, clearly demonstrates the similarities between the paternal

figures of William Reeve and Mr. Bennett:

‘I was always watchful lest he should be led by improper company into errors
 in conduct; and lest those principles, which it had been the business of my life
 to implant into his heart, should be corrupted or betrayed, and my son should be

the victim of vice and folly’ (2:14).
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Reeve’s isolated and somewhat sheltered lifestyle, seemingly surmised in these lines,

may explain her discontent with the immoral social practices she distanced herself from

and the uncompromising moral position she expounds in her novels.

As an author who viewed writing as her main source of income, it was essential to Reeve

that her work was well received by the public. To coin Pierre Bourdieu’s term, Reeve

was a ‘heteronomous’ author, one that ‘dominates the field economically and politically’.

He goes on to say that ‘the most heteronomous cultural producers (i.e. those with least

symbolic capital) can offer the least resistance to external demands, of whatever sort’xiv.

As a result, Reeve was compelled to produce the material the public wanted in order to

ensure financial independence. Contemporary criticism of The Two Mentors was limited

but The British Magazine and Review published extracts from the novel and praised the

work and the author alike:

‘Miss Clara Reeve, the very ingenious author of this performance, has
evidently, and indeed avowedly, taken the idea from the Archbishop of
Cambay’s celebrated Adventures of Telemachus…However, the story,
which is well told, is certainly her own’xv.

This review indicates that Reeve’s novel was well received by the contemporary critics,

but the absence of reviews in other popular periodicals would suggest that it didn’t

achieve the same critical acclaim as her first novel. In view of this, it is significant that

the title page of The Two Mentors, rather than stating the author’s name, simply says, ‘by

the author of The Old English Baron’. This association and subsequent comparison is

referenced in the Monthly Magazine and British Register in its review of multiple works,

‘had this lady contented herself with publishing 'The Old English Baron,' how much

greater would have been her literary fame’xvi. However, although her epistolary novel of
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moral conduct was not as successful as her gothic debut, she was able to rely, to some

extent, on the reputation of her first novel to ensure further sales.

Numerous reviews exist for Reeve’s later work, Destination: or, Memoirs of a

Private Family, published in 1799, perhaps because the process of critiquing literary

works was more established by this later date. The Monthly Magazine and British

Register attributed the novel with ‘respectable mediocrity’xvii, while the New Annual

Register stated, ‘In the following list of the Novels and Romances of the year, this is

entitled to the highest comparative praise’xviii. If we look at the comments about

Destination in the Critical Review in 1799, we could almost be reading a review for The

Two Mentors as it highlights the same concerns and commends the same realist style of

writing.

‘We believe that the memoirs of any private family would furnish a narrative
as entertaining by the variety and importance of events as that which is
contained in these volumes. The book, however, is not dull. The incidents,
though neither affecting nor uncommon, are so likely to have happened, and
the characters bear such a resemblance to many which we meet in the walks
of life, that we perused the work with the pleasure of a calm unagitated
curiosity’xix

Middling reviews such as this were enough to support Clara Reeve through her chosen

career and by the time she had written her last novel in 1802, she had an impressive

bibliographic repertoire of seven novels and various experiments in other genres. The

Gentleman’s Magazine printed an extensive obituary when she died in 1807, including a

biography of her life and works, commending her literary ability and recognizing her as

one of the notable female authors of her time:

‘Her works discover her to have cultivated useful knowledge with considerable
success; and to have applied that knowledge less frivolously than is frequently
the case with female authors’xx.
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These sentiments were still echoed 16 years later by Walter Scott who felt that all

Reeve’s novels show, ‘excellent good sense, pure morality, and a competent command of

those good qualities which constitute a good romance’xxi. However, Reeve’s popularity

did not continue to grow long after her death in the same way as that of certain of her

contemporaries such as Ann Radcliffe and Jane Austen. Her strict conduct rules soon

became outdated and now appear irrelevant to modern society. Twentieth century

criticism states that, ‘The Two Mentors and The School for Widows exude a sticky

wholesomeness which reminds one of nothing more strongly than the stories to be found

in modern weekly magazines for women’ (Trainer: 1977, xiii). The Two Mentors has

been described as ‘A Tale of the Times’ and it is certainly that, a tale of Reeve’s time and

no other.

In the preface to her only collection of poems, Reeve reveals her attitude towards the

‘advantages’ of writing,

‘I see many female writers favourably received, admitted into the rank of
authors and amply rewarded by the public; I have been encouraged by their
success, to offer myself as candidate for the same advantages’xxii.

While women embarking on a career in writing may be seen by some as a ‘transgressive

and liberating act, a penetration of the forbidden public sphere’xxiii, Reeve’s request for

admittance into ‘the rank of author’ demonstrates a more submissive approach to

literature. Jane Spencer felt that women such as Reeve, ‘were not boldly staking a claim

to the field of literature but modestly asking to be allowed to exercise their influence in a

special feminine sphere…Women’s writing seems to have been limited in various ways

by masculine approval’xxiv.
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Although Reeve was considered progressive in her attitude to women’s education,

she remains consistently within traditional patriarchal ideals. Rather than creating a

female protagonist as the heroine of The Two Mentors, Reeve offers guidance to women

through the figure of the ‘lover-mentor’. This method ‘conveniently combines love story

and moral lesson and reflects the sexual hierarchy of society’ (Spencer: 145). So although

Clara Reeve’s work has, historically, received little attention, she is still considered by

many modern critics as ‘a thoughtful and skilful writer who not only made a contribution

to the development of the novel but who is still an illuminating source on women’s

writing’xxv.
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