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Evelina’s Ideal (or Idealized?) Man 
 

Frances Burney’s epistolary novel Evelina is a coming-of-age story in which the titular 

character must learn to navigate the discrepancies of her suitors’ intentions and her desires. The 

motif of Evelina’s silence draws attention to the real reason men take notice of her. While at the 

Pantheon, Evelina observes that “though every body seems to admire, hardly any body listens” to 

the concert – or her (210). This insightful statement shows that Evelina critically interprets the 

actions of those around her. Through the lens of her letters, female judgement is passed on all the 

men she encounters. While most male characters in the novel admire Evelina, only Lord Orville, 

Reverend Villars, and Mr. Macartney listen to her. Lord Orville is the ideal man for Evelina 

because he both admires and protects her virtue, and he listens and understands her even in the 

midst of her silence. 

 Lord Orville’s admiration for Evelina is contrasted with the admiration of his many foils 

and negative doubles. Evelina attracts the attention of many men over the course of the novel, 

too many men to believe they are all overcome by the attraction of her beauty. Burney raises the 

reader’s suspicions through the sheer number of suitors and Reverend Villars’ advice that 

Evelina “must learn to not only judge but to act” for herself (279). Evelina understands that she 

is pursued by men such as Lord Merton, Sir Clement Willoughby, and Mr. Smith because they 

recognize her as an easy target. The fact that she is fatherless means she lacks the proper 

protection against those interested in taking advantage of her. They each pursue her without the 

proper intention of marrying her.  



 

 

[Name] 2 

 

In a scene of somewhat cordial confrontation, Lord Orville reminds Sir Clement 

Willoughby that Evelina, “though she seems alone, and, in some measure, unprotected, is not 

entirely without friends” and that she is not “a proper object to trifle with” (486). In this 

conversation, Lord Orville differentiates his attraction to Evelina from Willoughby’s by praising 

her “natural love of virtue” and her “artlessness of disposition” (486). Lord Orville’s attraction to 

her virtue rather than her beauty or vulnerability displays his respectability which is contrasted 

directly with the licentiousness of the other men.  

 Where other men would rush to ruin her character, Lord Orville takes great pains to 

protect her virtue and her shaky identity. In a poignant display of her inexperience, Evelina uses 

Lord Orville as a scapegoat for her own mistake. Instead of chastising her or assuming 

impertinence, he graciously informs her that he “shall ever think my name honoured by your 

making use of it” (142).  He proves this to be more than an empty promise on several occasions. 

Lord Orville continually uses his power and his position to validate her precarious 

reputation. When he occasionally manipulates situations in her favor, he always seeks her 

permission or forgiveness for his actions. When Mr. Lovel treats Evelina with impertinence, 

Lord Orville “believed he ought to apologize for the liberty he had taken of interfering” but felt 

required to speak on her behalf (206). Later when he calls on Evelina to clarify the situation at 

the Marybone-gardens, he once again apologizes for having “usurped the privilege of intimacy, 

in giving my unasked sentiments upon so delicate a subject” (368). When Lord Merton makes 

unwanted and drunken advances on Evelina in the presence of his fiancé, Lord Orville puts 

Evelina under the same care he designates to his sister. After the situation is concluded, he asks 

whether he should “apologise to Miss Anville for the liberty of my interference” or to apologize 
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for not acting sooner, as he had wished. He positions himself in a protective, almost familial, 

relationship to her, without asking for anything in return. 

Evelina is correct in drawing from his actions “something like solicitude in my concerns” 

(362). Indeed, this “nobleness of his disinterested regard” makes him the most ideal mate for 

Evelina whose social situation positions her in need of such protection (511).  His actions also 

give her leave to observe his “honour and delicacy” by observing “the difference of his behavior, 

when nearly in the same situation to that of Sir Clement Willoughby” (365). These repeated 

observations solidify his character in her mind as superior to his competitors.   

He also stands out in comparison to her other suitors because they all continually take 

advantage of, or even promote, her silence while Lord Orville endeavors to draw out her voice. 

When Evelina is addressed by Sir Clement Willoughby on a number of occasions, he uses all the 

arguments and remonstrations at his disposal to try to convince her of his regard, but he never 

listens to her refusals. Many of the other men treat her with the same appreciation – the 

appreciation they might have for a piece of art work. They pass judgements on her and make 

comments without any approbation of her responses, because they feel the liberty to treat any 

females that way who do not have a protector behind them.  

In a direct contrast, Lord Orville listens to all those he encounters, whether they are male, 

female, nobility, or of a lesser rank. At the Pantheon, when all the other men are speaking about 

the women as if they are not present, Lord Orville notices that “the ladies are silent” and says he 

is “desirous to hear the opinions of these young ladies” (368). As kind as he is to all the women 

in general, when it comes to Evelina, “the politeness, the sweetness, with which he speaks to” 

her help her to gain confidence and communicate with him in kind (429). Once Lord Orville 

gains Evelina’s trust “he listened with an attention so flattering, seemed so much interested 
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during the recital, and when I had done, thanked me” in a way that draws Evelina out of her 

tendency to silence (216). Indeed, there is little likelihood of Evelina mistaking his interest when 

he claims that “I seize with such avidity every moment in my power to converse with her” (510). 

The attention which he pays her is an even more obvious complement, because there is nothing 

material he can hope to gain by condescending to love a woman with no fortune or name. His 

ability to listen; however, does attain her heart. 

There is an interesting foil to Lord Orville who can be used as his double in rank, though 

not in gender: his sister Lady Louisa. From their first interaction, Lady Louisa treats Evelina as if 

she is beneath her notice. When Lord Orville introduced Evelina to his sister, Lady Louisa 

acknowledges her with as much coldness as possible, and then continues her conversation. In 

comparing the siblings, Evelina notes that “his mind, enlarged and noble, rises superior to the 

little prejudices of rank, her’s, feeble and unsteady, sinks beneath their influence” (419).  Under 

those influences of rank, Lady Louisa draws attention to herself whenever she can, and she 

angrily responds to the notice her brother bestows on Evelina. She is especially curt when Lord 

Orville protects Evelina from Lord Merton who is Lady Louisa’s fiancé. Despite their eventual 

reconciliation as future family members, the prevailing emotion is embarrassment “for the 

conscious pride with which she has hitherto slighted” Evelina (526). The unfortunate tension 

between two young female characters simply reinforce Lady Louisa as a foil of Evelina, while 

showing that her choice in men is as dreadful as Evelina’s is wonderful. 

One of the most interesting aspects of the relationship between Lord Orville and Evelina, 

is the way they communicate. At their initial meeting, Evelina is so awestruck and overwhelmed 

that she makes a fool of herself to Lord Orville and leaves him with the impression that, though 
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she has the looks of an angel, she is “a silent one” (128). This impression is one he recalculates 

upon learning her newness to the social world.  

From then on, he is as patient with her silence as she is nervous to break it. Indeed, they 

seem to be able to understand each other without words and often despite questionable 

circumstances. When Evelina makes use of Lord Orville’s name at the ridotto, he could have 

easily assumed that she was impertinent. Even in the midst of the situation, “a hint was sufficient 

for Lord Orville, who comprehended all” she would have explained without her ever speaking a 

word (142). There are several other situations where Lord Orville understands her intentions 

even when her circumstances seem to condemn her. Lord Orville could have assumed the worst 

of her when he sees her at Marybone-gardens with unsavory women, when her family makes use 

of his carriage, or when she makes an appointment with Macartney. While he is confused in each 

of these situations, his “incertitude did not for a moment do” Evelina injury (368). She in return, 

does not believe the letter she received could have been written by Lord Orville – at least in his 

right mind. Although they both have evidence pointing against the other’s virtue, they have too 

much faith in the other to believe the circumstantial proof.  

The two seem to communicate more emotionally than verbally. Lord Orville tells Evelina 

that she is dearer to him “than language has the power of telling”, and they continually live by 

this admission (492). They even govern their conversations more by emotions than verbalized 

thoughts. When talking to Evelina about Marybone-garden, Lord Orville attributes his freedom 

of speech to “a something, which I could not resist” (368). In the penultimate letter written by 

Evelina, she describes the beginning of their happy ending. After receiving the approval of 

Reverend Villars, Evelina “hardly spoke another word the rest of the evening; so little talkative is 
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the fullness of contentment” (552). This assertion illuminates their nonverbal love and 

understanding of each other as something more pure than even a traditional love.  

 Frances Burney is entering the literary scene at an interesting intersection of genres. The 

novel is just coming into its own as a common form of writing, and it is still considered more 

frivolous than intellectual. However, Burney is able to subtly deliver insightful commentary on 

mainstream cultural norms of male ideals. She uses Evelina as a lens: an intelligent and 

unsocialized girl whose impecunious circumstances necessitate her judgmental observations of 

male characters. Burney hides behind the virtuous right of Evelina to judge and act for herself as 

encouraged by Reverend Villars, her male guardian and moral guide. With this permission, 

Burney is able to attack the characters of fictional men with a fierce regard for the truth of their 

intentions over the euphemisms they use in public. Burney as a female writer uses the novel as a 

tool to have her voice heard, even through the voiceless Evelina.  
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