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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The early American sentimental novel is a unique genre which 

constitutes the beginning of American fiction. A descendant of 

English-American literary parentage, this new fictional form imitated 

techniques of earlier American non-fiction and Enalish fictional 
~ 

models. The result was a widely popular collection of novels which 

answered the demands of the American reading public for a counterpart 

to English fiction and provided, as well, a foundation for the building 

of a national, fictional literature. 

A glimpse at the background of the American sentimental novel, 

and a review of the qualities which define the form, should provide 

an understanding of the genre. The weak quality and limited quantity 

of criticism of these works justifies a scrutinization of representa-

tives of the Amet~ican sentimental novel for literary art and merit. 

No case could be made to justify labelling these early attempts as 

masterpieces of literature, but as this study will show, these 

incipient novels contain definite qualities which critics traditionally 

attribute to good literature, even if, at times, those qualities are 

elementary and unpolished. 

Alexander Cowie, in The Rise of the American Novel, suggests 

that the American sentimental novel is "tentative and experimental 

and imitative ... ! History has proven these works to be tentative 

1The Rise of the American Novel (Dallas: American Book Company, 
1948), p. 9. 
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and experimental in that many, much-improved fictional attempts have 

been made in America since the inception of the American sentimental 

novel in the late eighteenth century. Proof of imitation is provided 

by a review of earlier American non-fiction and of English sentimental 

novels on which they seem to be based. 

Prior to the sentimental novel, American writing included trave

logues, diaries, and sermons. Whether or not American novelists read 

these earlier works cannot be proven in most cases, but certain 

techniques common to both the non-fiction and fiction seem to suggest 

that the novelists were aware of their American predecessors. 

The travelogues such as The Generall Historie of Virginia, New 

England, and the Summer Isles, by Captain John Smith, and A Character 

of the Province of Mary-land, by George Alsop, presented a guidebook 

view of the ocean crossing and the New World. Hannah Foster mentions 

Smith's history in The Boarding School: or, Lessons of~ Preceptress 

to her Pupils. Susanna Rm'/son uses the tourist's technique to reveal 

the hazards and rewards of immigration to America. The Fille de 

Chambre relates details of the Atlantic voyage, while Reuben and Rachel: 

or, Tales of Old Times, deals with trials and travels in America. 

The censure by Puritan morality and the strong sense of privacy 

regarding a personal diary prevented publication of such intimate 

statements as were made by diarists like Samuel Sewall and William 

Byrd, II. Novelists may have been aware of such "private" v1riting 

techniques, and with the incentive provided by Samuel Richardson, may 

have tried to enhance the intimacy by cre~ting the illusion of spying 

on secret thoughts--of reading a young girl's diary. The sentimental 



novels which take the epistolary form seem to increase sensational 

appeal by creating a tone of privacy and intimacy exposed. Fidelity 
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Rewarded: or, The History of Polly Granville and The Hapless Orphan: 

or, Innocent Victim of Revenge, both published anonymously, give the 

reader the sensation that he knows the characters' secrets. 

In complete contrast to the privacy of diaries, Puritan sermons of 

the colonial and revolutionary periods were probably the most widely 

used and public of communication media. Printed versions of presenta

tions with the power of Jonathan Edwards' 11 Sinners in the Hands of an 

Angry God, 11 may not have been widespread, but American fictionists 

must have fallen under the sermonic influence which advocated strict 

morality. The incorporation of a moral lesson into the novel provided 

an excellent example of the novelists' attempt to combine useful, 

practical advice and warning with imaginary, sensational entertainment . 
. 

All American sentimental novels contain some moral lesson. Some, like 

William Hill Brown's Power of Sympathy: or, The Triumph of Nature, 

seem to use the morality as an excuse for gossip. The didacticism of 

other works including the anonymous tale, The Vain Cottager: pr, The 

History of Lucy Franklin, suggests that these novels were devised 

simply as vehicles for moral training. 

These speculations about American ancestral influence on the 

first fictional attempts suggest that writing techniques used in 

earlier American literature may have been models for the imitative 

sentimental novel. Probably more easily accessible and more influen-

tial patterns for the young genre are the works of Samuel Richardson, 

especially Pamela and Clarissa; and those of Laurence Sterne, principally, 
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A Sentimental Journey. 

Cowie points out that the lack of copyright laws allowed American 

printers to publish easily and cheaply many popular English works. 

Benjamin Franklin printed Richardson's Pamela in 1744, and Sterne's 

A Sentimental Journey was available in America as early as 1770.2 

Circulating libraries carried these reproductions which were demanded 

and widely read by the American public. Since Americans had freer 

access to these English novels than to the works of American writers, 

one suspects that the British works exercised a stronger influence on 

the American sentimental novel than did the novel's native predecessors: 

The novel proper could not be launched until some 
author imagined a prose narrative in which the Seducer 
and the Pure Maiden were brought face to face in a 
ritual combat destined to end in marriage or death; the 
form and its mythology were born together, in the works 
of Samuel Richardson.3 

The first. and most obvious of Richardsonian prototypes is the episto

lary style. The use of the letter as a structural device in Pamela was 

copied by several American novelists including Susanna Rowson (Sarah: 

or, The Exemplary Wife), Hannah Foster (The Coquette: or, The History 

of Eliza Wharton), and William Hill Brown (The Power of Sympathy). 

Richardson also built his novels around the seduction, or attempted-

seduction theme, a characteristic standard to the American sentimental 

novel. To develop the seduction theme, Richardson used two character 

archetypes, the virtuous, tempted heroine and the villainous tempter. 

2cowie, p. 4. 

3Leslie A. Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New 
York: Criterion Books, 1960),~ 29. -----



5 

Sometimes the heroine stands fast, as in Pamela and the American work, 

The Factory Girl by Sarah Savage; sometimes she falls, as in Clarissa 

and American counterparts, Amelia: or, The Faithless Briton, and Manvill 's 

Lucinda: or, The Mountain Mourner. But, however strong or weak her 

willpower may be, the harrassed heroine appears repeatedly in the 

American sentimental novel. Reincarnations of Pamela's Mr. B. and 

Clarissa's Lovelace also participate in plots developed in American 

fiction. Ashely, a secondary character in The Hapless Orphan, fails 

at his attempted seduction, as did Mr. B. Mr. B.'s solution was marriage; 

however, Ashely's was murder and suicide. The Lovelaces, those villains 

who succeed in the seduction and ruin of young women, are more numerous, 

and as in the case of Richardson's Lovelace, are more interesting than 

the Mr. B.-type of unrequited seducer. Major Sanford, who wronged Foster's 

coquette; and Belcour, one of the antagonists in Charlotte Temple: A 

Tale of Truth, are excellent examples. 

Richardson's novels used the epistolary form and the seduction 

theme to present the concepts of virtue rewarded. Pamela's is a 

material reward, while Clarissa's is spiritual. The title page of 

Pamela reads " ... now first published in order to cultivate the principles 

of virtue and religion in the minds of the youth of both sexes."4 

This moral purpose is a prominent feature so imitated by the early 

American novel that the term for this kind of sermonizing, sentimentalism, 

is used as a definitive adjective for this initial American fictional 

genre. 

4samuel Richardson, Pamela: or, Virtue Rewarded (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co., 1971), [5]. 
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American novelists crowded the title pages and prefaces of their 

novels with promises to .. expose, .. 11 inspire, 11 11 improve, 11 11 amend, 11 11 advise, 11 

11 direct, 11 
.. save, .. and 11 rescue. 11 Such promises are faithfully kept as 

instructions and warnings pass from teacher to pupil, as in The Boarding 

School; from friend to friend, as in Emily Hamilton; and from parent to 

child, as in Fidelity Rewarded. When characters had been stretched to 

didactic limits, authorial intrusion added the sermonic quality to these 

novels. 

Another English model imitated by American novelists was A 

Sentimental Journey by Laurence Sterne. This work was equally acces

sible, but perhaps less influential than Richardson's novels. Sterne 

did, however, display the use of sensibility, or emotionalism, for 

American duplication. This sensibility, according to James D. Hart, 

is 11 moping, titillation, 11 and .. emotion for the heart's sake. 115 Sternean 

imitations occur in Rowson's The Inquisitor: or, The Invisible Rambler. 

The lines of a lament reproduced in the pages of The Inquisitor show 

the type of emotion that qualifies as sensibility: 

and 

Forced from royal parents' home 
0 where shall poor Alzada lay her head? 

Perhaps some savage monster, fierce fgr prey, 
On me may satisfy his craving hunger. 

5The Popular Book (New York: Oxford University Press, 1950), 
pp. 59-60. 

6susanna Rowson, The Inauisitor: or, The Invisible Rambler 
( P h i 1 ad e 1 ph i a : ~~ i 11 i am G i b bon s , 17 9 3 ) , I , 13 -14 . # 2 2 51 i n 11 Am e r i can 
Fiction 1774-1850, 11 Research Publications, Inc. Microfilms, based on 
Lyle H. Wright, Bibliography of American Fiction 1774-1850. Hereafter 
cited as Wright. 
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Samuel Relf has Caroline set the tone for sensibility in Infidelity: 

or, The Victims of Sentiment. Caroline writes, "Oh, Maria, prepare 

your heart for trials even as dreadful as mine. 11 7 Repeated exclamations 

used to show the extremes of feeling suggest the influence of Sterne. 

Cries of ruin and betrayal abound. The seducers are characterized as 

"Villain," 11 Rake," "Inhuman Wretch." 

Obviously aware of contemporary English models provided by Sterne 

and Richardson, and possibly acquainted with techniques used in American 

non-fiction, American sentimental novelists created a composite literary 

genre combining sermons and sentimentalism, intimacy and sensibility, 

and imagination and observation. Their foremost definitive quality is 

sentimentalism, which has already been attributed to the influence of 

Samuel Richardson, and possibly to the Puritan ministers of the day. 

This moralism, the necessity for being good and pure, is stressed 

repeatedly in the early American novels. The attempt to reward virtue 

and destroy evil becomes the framework as well as the purpose of these 

v1or ks. 

The belief in morality and the constant presence of it in the 

novel reflect not only Richardsonian influence, but the older, stronger 

religious standards of Christianity. Richardson's sentimental view of 

morality for reward comes forth. In addition to virtue, however, the 

Christian principles of truth, charity, forgiveness, parental honor, 

and of course, love, are stressed. Even when a heroine or hero fails 

to display these qualities, a lesson is built on the character as a 

7Infidelity: or, The Victims of Sentiment (Philadelphia: W. 
W. Woodward, 1797), p. 14. #2110 in Wright. 
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bad example. Charlotte Temple's mother exemplifies the loving daughter 

in the care and honor she pays her father, Mr. Eldridge. And when 

Charlotte .. forgets .. her parents, the author didactically inserts a 

warning against the sin that Charlotte has committed: 

Then once more read over the sorrows of poor Mrs. Temple 
and remember, the mother whom you so dearly love and 
v~nerate will feel the same, when you, forgetful of the 
respect due to your maker and yourself, forsake the paths 
of virtue, for those of vice and folly.8 

Charity and forgiveness abound in Sarah Wood's Amelia: or, The 

Influence of Virtue. The heroine cares for her husband's illegitimate 

child, and later comforts his mistress when she nears death. Amelia 

is also able to forgive her husband, reconcile her marriage, and as a 

result of such Christian qualities, she is able to live happily ever 

after. Ideally, this is the result of constant virtue. 

In contrast to the Christo-Richardsonian morality, the concept 

that virtue maintained will triumph, the early American novels contain 

the soul-rending emotionalism, or sensibility, credited to Laurence 

Sterne. This sensitivity of heart creates the duality D. H. Lawrence 

refers to as the conflict between .. mental allegiance to a morality which 

all passion goes to destroy." 9 Passion is victorious over many of the 

sentimental novels' characters, causing them to abandon virtue for 

momentary satisfaction of uncontrollable emotions. This rejection of 

sentimentalism in favor of sensibility manifests itself both in the 

Bsusanna Rowson, Charlotte: A Tale of Truth, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: 
Mathew Carey, 1794), I, 52. #2159-in Wright. 

9studies in Classic American Literature (New York: The Viking 
Press, 1923), P: 7. 
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young whose vulnerability to passion causes them to fail at maintaining 

virtuous standards, and also in those who witness the moral fall of a 

daughter or friend and allow themselves to descend into despair. 

By allowing the virtue of their fictional females to fall victim 

to such sensibility, the novelists vary the Pamela plot and justify 

the introduction of the often immoral villain, and what seems to be a 

temporary rewarding of evil. Manvill's Brown in Lucinda, and Doliscus 

in Amelia: or, The Faithless Briton, are such passion-endowed, moral 

indigents. 

The fictionists also utilized Sternean sensibility to create pathos 

when a maiden falls from virtue. Deathbed exclamations such as, 11 My 

Ophelia! my daughter! return--return to life, .. and 11 0 Fatal! Fatal 

Poison! .. often reveal the deepest emotional outbursts. 10 Whether the 

situation describes parents' knowledge of a daughter's elopement or the 

discovery of a suicide, the emotion is horror and grief that a loved one 

has been destroyed. 

Thus a chain reaction is created. This is seen in The Coquette. 

A moral maiden (Eliza) meets the villain (Sanford) who displays passion 

without morals. The maiden succumbs first to the passion of her own 

heart, then to the schemes of the villain. The maiden's sacrifice of 

virtue causes her mother and her close friend to react emotionally over 

Eliza's betrayal. They do not consider the moral or Christian possibilities 

that Eliza is getting what she deserves or that Sanford should be forgiven. 

lO[Will iam Hi 11 Brown] , The Power of SJmpathy: or, The Triumph of 
Nature (Boston: Isaiah Thomas & Co., 1789 , I, 103. #433 in Wright. 
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This kind of emotional control led both to a censuring of fiction 

and a popular demand for more novels. The novel was attacked as a 

dangerous influence on young women. G. Harrison Orians relates that 

novels were condemned because they 11 enervated the strength, infeebled 

the mental powers, instilled erroneous and corrupt ideas, and were an 

ill preparation for serious life in a workaday world. 11 11 Yet as human 

nature dictates, the stronger the censure of fiction became, the more 

novels the reading audience demanded. 

In an attempt to please everyone, novelists established a verisi

militude in their works by claiming that their stories were factual 

reports of true incidents. Title pages read 11 founded on incidents in 

real life, 11 (The Hapless Orphan) and 11 being recent facts, 11 (Lucinda). 

And Rowson's Charlotte Temple was even subtitled, A Tale of Truth. 

In the case of Charlotte Temple, the entire novel actually was based on 

fact.12 But in some instances, such as in The Power of Sympathy, 

the true story is presented as a short episode retold by a character 

of the main plot, which is entirely fictional.13 The fiction was 

11 11 Censure of Fiction in American Romances and Magazines 1789-1810," 
PMLA, 52 (1937), 210-14. 

12charlotte Temple is based on the story of Charlotte Stanley, 
the daughter of an English clergyman~ and John Montresor, a British 
officer, who eloped to America in 1774. Charlotte Stanley died in 
childbirth, in America, and was buried by her father in New York's 
Trinity Churchyard. Montresor was a hero in the Revolutionary War 
and a cousin of Susanna Rowson. Both of these young people were 
known both in England and in America. 

13The Ophelia Shepherd sub-plot of The Power of Sympathy is based 
on the circumstances leading to the suicide of Frances Apthorp, who had 
a child after an affair with her brother-in-law, Perez Morton. When 
her father demanded a confrontation, Miss Apthorp could not face her 
family, and because she could not accept her guilt, she poisoned herself. 
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censured, but popular. The truth was respectable, but uninteresting. 

Therefore, the obvious combination would be the sensationalism of 

fiction with the label of truth. 

Because they attached the claim of truth to the novels, the early 

writers, in an effort to establish credibility, seemed to develop a 

trend toward realism. Tremaine McDowell accounts for the realism. 

"Once committed to a factual basis, these amateur fictionists were 

unwilling or unable to break away from reality. They eventually found 

life a medium too rugged to be more than temporarily distorted."14 

The real truth in these early sentimental novels seems to come 

when the authors observe and report that life is more than a love

conquers-all-happy-ending myth. Of course, some of the early writers 

did provide miraculous coincidences. Hargrave, the hero of The Fortunate 

Discovery: or, The History of Henry Villars, is the long lost son of 

the couple who nurse his friend to health during the Revolution. And 

in Rowson's Fille de Chambre, Rebecca just happens to bump into her 

uncle while they are visiting America. Other works, however, relate 

the often irrational reactions of young people. They deal with the 

silliness and the susceptibility of young women like those who attend 

Foster's boarding school. And the novels show the indecision and flex

ibility of young men like Reuben in Rowson's Reuben and Rachel. Often 

the novelists were able to capture the cruelty of loneliness and the 

loneliness of death. While the language of the novels is somewhat 

14"Sensibility in the Eighteenth-Century American Novel," Studies 
in Philology, 24 (1927), 401. 
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stilted, and episodes are often described tritely and overemotionally, 

many of the works nevertheless convey a feeling of realism. These 

qualities of realism, verisimilitude, sensibility, and sentimentalism, 

then, are the ones which define the genre which initiates American 

fiction. 

The early American sentimental novel, thus defined, is the important 

base, the very beginning of the evolutionary process which has resulted 

in modern American fiction. As the original and basic form, it is simple 

and immature. This naive and unsophisticated condition has caused critics 

to neglect somewhat the handling of these works as literary art forms 

worthy of critical attention. 

Literary historians mention the early American sentimental novelists 

as pioneers, crediting them with bringing the novel form to America. 

Lillie Deming Loshe, for example, considers the positive qualities of 

authors like Susanna Rowson, but Loshe pays no particular attention to 

individual works.15 Alexander Cowie does favorably consider some of the 

works, but his criteria for the novels' being acceptable are sincerity 

and power. 16 There is no more specific literary evaluation. 

Arthur Hobson Quinn discusses authors and works, but his conclusion 

is that "It is easy to dismiss these novels as unreal and unrepresentative 

of actual life." He further reasons that the novels are of value only 

to readers with a sense of humor, and to social historians. 17 Terence 

15The Early American Novel: 1789-1930 (New York: Frederick Ungar 
Publishing Co., 1958), p. 13. 

16c · 14 OWle, p. . 
17American Fiction: An Historical and Critical Survey (New York: 

Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc., 1964), p.-r-4. 
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Martin deals entirely with the social value of the novels. As a 

sociologist Martin sees the collection as having been popular for social 

content rather than any literary worth.18 In a recent study, The Early 

American Novel, Henri Petter presents a very close examination of early 

American sentimental novels, especially considering theme and plot. 

Petter provides some favorable comments, but reaches a generally negative 

conclusion about the works as a group.19 

Works explaining basic characteristics of the American novel neglect 

the early period except for Charles Brockden Brown, and even Brown's 

sentimental novels are not considered. The Idea of an American Novel 

by Louis D. Rubin, Jr. and John Rees Moore discusses elements of realism 

which are evident in the early sentimental works, yet these critics 

make no mention of the individual novels. 20 Richard Chase in The 

American Novel and Its Tradition differentiates between novel and romance, 

but he gives no credit to the early novelists. Yet, as will be shown, 

by Chase's definition the earlier works are novels. Of course, space is 

a factor is such studies, and limited space would restrict close exam

ination of numerous writings. It seems, however, that shortage of space 

could not justify the failure at least to note the early sentimental 

novel in a comprehensive discussion of the idea and tradition of the 

18"Social Institutions in the Early American Novel," American 
Quarterly, 9 (1957), 72-84. 

19The Early American Novel (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 
1971). 

20The Idea of an American Novel (New York: Thomas A. Crowell 
Company-;1961). -- --
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American novel.21 

Consideration of the artistic quality of early American sentimental 

novels has, for the most part, been neglected. This lack of recognition 

may be partly understandable because the authors were inexperienced, 

and the art was undeveloped. These novels, though, represent the birth 

of the genre in America and the birth of American fiction. They were 

extremely popular when they first appeared,and some have experienced 

renewed popularity through the years. Furthermore, these early novels 

contain some measure of literary validity and exist as prototypes of the 

literary art form the novel has become. 

In The American Novel and Its Tradition, Richard Chase discusses 

the art of the American novel. Chase also examines the merit of romantic 

qualities in the novel. Chase differentiates between the novel and the 

romance mainly by the way each vie\'IS and presents the world 1 s reality. 

Qualities of the novel, he says, are realism, importance of characters 

over action and plot, and the plausibility of all events, even 11 Violent 

or sensational .. ones. The romance, on the other hand, is less real and 

more active. Characters in the romance are secondary to the plot. 

21In discussing the importance of these novels as pioneers in 
literary history, it should be noted that literary historians have 
failed to consider the early American sentimental novelists as sig
nificant contributors to an American national fiction. Little consid
eration in this area is given to writers before Cooper, but this earlier 
genre used American settings ranging from New York, Boston, and Phila
delphia to Indian villages on the frontier and employed characters with 
11 Columbian 11 ideas and pride in the new republic. Rowson, in Reuben 
and Rachel, tried to stress America•s past with references to Columbus; 
Brown emphasized American patriotism by mentioning Washington and 
Lafayette in Ira and Isabella. Literary historians neglect such early 
evidence of nationalism as l1terary critics ignore existence of art in 
the early American sentimental novel. 
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Finally Chase comments that 11 the novelist would arouse our interest in 

a character by exploring his origin, the romancer would probably do so 

by enveloping it in mystery.u22 

These attempts at definition lead Chase to assert that the American 

novel has a tradition of 11 perpetual reassessment and reconstitution of 

romance within the novel form." 23 Chase substantiates his thesis that 

the American novel is a combination of the novel and the romance with 

references to Henry James. According to James, 

the real represents to my perception the things we cannot 
possibly not know. The romantic stands, on the other hand, 
for the things that, with all the facilities in the world, 
all the ~1ealth and all the courage and all the wit and all 
the adventure, we never can directly know. 

James says that the novelist should combine romance and realism to 

perform ••his whole possible revolution, by the law of some rich passion 

1n him for extremes. 11 24 

Chase considers only the later works of Charles Brockden Brown 

and fails to note the combination of the realistic and the romantic 
\ 

in the sentimental works of Brown as he ignores its presence in other 

early American novels. The presence of realism 1n these works has 

already been noted. The romantic element, too, is present within them 

if one considers romance as dealing with adventures into the unknown. 

James contends that romance is not necessarily 11 Caravans 11 and 11 tigers 11
; 

22rhe American Novel and Its Tradition (New York: Doubleday & 
Company~nc., 1957), pp. 12-1~ 

23chase, p. viii. 

24The Art of the Novel (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
1947), p:-3-r:-- --
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that it may be merely encounters with the strangeness in life.25 Even 

the sheltered young women of the early American sentimental novels, 

leave the protection of their parents to face what is strange and 

unknown to them. Certainly Charlotte Temple could be considered a 

romance-novel. Charlotte's elopement and journey to the New World 

provide the romantic, while her rejection, loneliness, and death give 

a realistic quality to the novel. 

The early American sentimental novel profits from the romance

reality combination, which, according to Chase has become an American 

tradition. In a sense, these early novels have established the prin

cipal fictional tradition in America. The English and American fore

runners of the early American novel contributed to this tradition; the 

qualities of sentimentalism, sensibility, verisimilitude, and realism, 

which the authors developed in these early works carried it further. 

In spite of the lack of criticism of these works as literature, they 

continue to be edited and reissued. A detailed study of three 

representative novels will reveal basic, but evident, literary 

qualities worthy of notice. 

The Power of Sympathy, first under disputed authorship, but now 

fairly universally attributed to William Hill Brown, was published in 

1789. This work is credited as being the first American novel. The 

circulation of The Power of Sympathy was suppressed at the time of 

publication because the story aroused the anger of the family on which 

one of the novel's sub-plots was based. The novel was reissued in 1894 

25James, p. 32. 



and has been reprinted as recently as 1969 in an addition by William 

S. Kable. 

17 

Use of the epistolary style provides an interesting study of point 

of view in the novel. Effective literary allusion, including a Dantesque 

dream sequence, contributes to the merit of the work. And some important 

comments on America's reception of fiction are found in the author's 

allowing his characters to criticize the genre. The Power of Sympathy 

is the weakest of the three representatives, but it has enough merit to 

be credited as a novel, and it appeared at the right moment in time to 

be called the first American novel. 

The second representative to be treated in this study is Charlotte 

Temple by Susanna Rowson. The novel was first published in 1791, in 

London, and in 1794, in Philadelphia. According to Clara M. and Rudolf 

Kirk, who edited the most recent edition of Charlotte Temple in 1964, 
. 

the book had gone through two hundred editions before 1905.26 Leslie 

A. Fiedler reports that Charlotte Temple is the most reprinted of all 

American books.27 The novel achieved enormous popularity and has not 

completely faded from the literary scene, as indicated by the Kirks's 

1964 edition. Characterization provides the strength of Rowson's talent. 

Aspects of realism and the handling of two especially villainous char

acters justify favorable critical attention to Charlotte Temple. 

Hannah Foster's The Coquette is the third work to be considered 

26charlotte Temple: A Tale of Truth, eds. Clara M. and Rudolf 
Kirk (New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1964), p. 30. 

27 Fiedler, p. 83. 
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here. First appearing in 1797, The Coquette gained immediate popularity 

and went through several editions. Twentieth century editions have 

appeared in 1939 and 1970. Like The Power of Sympathy, The Coquette 

employs the epistolary style, but this technique is more thoroughly 

developed here than in Brown's novel. Point of view and characterization 

are handled well through letters. 

A close examination of these three novels, The Power of Sympathy, - -

Charlotte Temple, and The Coquette, reveals a basis for evaluation of 

early American sentimental fiction as a relatively sophisticated art. 



CHAPTER II 

THE POWER OF SYMPATHY: OR, THE TRIUMPH OF NATURE 

Because it is inevitably cited in literary histories as the first 

American novel, a logical representative for use in examining and eval

uating the early American sentimental novel is The Power of Sympathy: 

or, The Triumph of Nature. The title, 11 First American Novel, .. has been 

given to The Power of Sympathy because the book was written, published, 

and set in America, and because the author, in his preface, indicated that 

the work was indeed intended to be a novel. The preface discusses the 

purposes considered important in his work: 

Novels have ever met with a ready reception into the 
Libraries of the Ladies, but this species of writing hath 
not been received with universal approbation: Futility is 
not the only charge brought against it. Any attempt, 
therefore, to make these studies more advantageous, has at 
least a claim upon the patience and candour of the publick. 

In Novels which expose no particular Vice, and which 
recommend no particular Virtue, the fair Reader, though she 
may find amusement, must finish them without being impressed 
with any particular idea: So that if they are harmless, they 
are not beneficial. 

Of the Letters before us, it is necessary to remark that 
this errour on each side has been avoided--the dangerous 
Consequences of SEDUCTION are exposed, and the Advantages of 
FEMALE EDUCATION set forth and recommended.! 

Though the authorship of this preface and of the novel has been 

disputed, now general agreement attributes both to William Hill Brown. 

A factual incident which serves as the basis for a minor sub-plot in 

l[William Hill Brown], The Power of Sympathy: or, The Triumph 
of Nature (Boston: Isaiah Thomas & Co., 1789), I, 5. #433 in 
11 American Fiction 1774-1850, 11 Research Publications, Inc. Hicrofilms, 
based on Lyle H. Wright, Bibliography of American Fiction 1774-1850. 
Subsequent references to this edition will appear in the text. 

19 
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The Power of Sympathy also contributed to this dispute. Frances Apthorp, 

while living with her sister, had an illicit affair with her brother-in

law, Perez Morton. The affair resulted in the suicide of Miss Apthorp. 

This episode was retold in Letters XXI-XXIII of Th~ Power of Sympathy, 

as the history of Ophelia Shepherd. The scandal was disguised only by 

fictitious names. The inclusion of the Frances Apthorp-Ophelia episode 

has suggested as possible authors, both William Hill Brown and Sarah 

Wentworth Morton, a poet and sister of Frances Apthorp. 

The first edition of the novel, which was anonymous, was published 

in Boston, in 1789. The second edition, a Boston, June, 1894, printing, 

attributed authorship to Sarah Wentworth Morton. The third printing, a 

collection of installments in the Bostonian Magazine, claimed first 

Morton (October and November, 1894, installments) then William Hill 

Brown (December, 1894, and subsequent installments) as author of The 

Power of Sympathy.2 

The case for Morton's authorship was her first-hand knowledge of 

the Frances Apthorp-Ophelia episode. However, the same relationship 

which ties Morton to the novel would also suggest that she would not 

expose such a family scandal. 

On the other hand, William Hill Brown, who was an acquaintance of 

the Morton and Apthorp families, would have been familiar with the 

details of the affair and would have been less sensitive to having the 

story published than Morton would have been. The evidence for Brown 

came to Arthur W. Brayley, editor of the Bostonian Magazine in 1894, 

2rhe Power of Sym}athy, ed. William S. Kable (Columbus: 
University Press, 1969 , p. 187. 

Ohio State 
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from a niece of Brown's, Rebecca Thompson, who claimed her uncle 

authored the novel. Later studies show a resemblance between The 

Power of Sympathy and Ira and Isabella, a novel written and signed by 

Brown. Circumstantial evidence is in favor of Brown, though no posi

tive proof has been established for either author.3 Modern scholars 

seem to have accepted Brown as author, and in this study, he will be 

credited with authorship. 

WilliamS. Kable suggests that the obvious display of the Morton

Apthorp scandal caused family members to attempt suppression of the 

novel's publication. A skit discovered by Richard Walser contained 

contemporary acknowledgement of attempts at suppression.4 Removal of 

some copies of the work from public access may have hindered circulation 

temporarily. All copies of the first edition were not destroyed, 

however, and the public appetite for the novel has been whetted by the 
. 

attention given the scandal. 

Perhaps contemporary readers were interested principally in the 

sensational, gossipy appeal of The Power of Sympathy. Scholars and 

critics seem to be concerned chiefly with the novel's disputed authorship. 

Other than stating that this work can be considered the first American 

novel, historians and critics have perhaps unjustly ignored the pos

sibility of the existence of literary merit in this first American 

novelistic endeavor. 

Although the author admittedly lacks the skill of greater 

3Brown, ed. Kable, pp. xv-xxi. 

4srown, ed. Kable, pp. xxiv-xxv. 
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fictionists, he exhibits command of certain literary techniques worthy 

of mention. The use of the epistolary style is the main controlling 

device in this novel. To a certain extent this Richardsonian technique 

enables the author to produce an acceptable literary work. Through 

letters, Brown frames his didacticism, expounds his sensational theme, 

contrasts his characters, and develops his plot. 

The didacticism, or sermonizing, so characteristic of works 

tagged as early American sentimental novels, certainly is present in 

The Power of Sympathy. Statements like the following cannot be over

looked in establishing that the author's purpose is indeed one of moral 

instruction. Mrs. Holmes states, 11 What I mean ... is to impress the minds 

of females with a principle of self correction .. (I, 60). To this she 

adds, 11 Suspect him, therefore of insincerity and treachery, who sac

rifices truth to complaisance, and advises you to the pursuit of an· 

object, which would tend to his advantage .. (II, 7-8). Her advice 

continues, 11 Do not be apprehensive of acquiring that title [learned 

lady], but remember that the knowledge which I wish you to acquire, is 

necessary to adorn your many virtues and amiable qualifications (II, 14). 

Because the epistolary style does not allow for authorial comments, 

Brown assigns the task of sermonizing to Mrs. Holmes and her father-in

law. A character respected by the younger persons of the novel, Mrs. 

Holmes is credible as an advice-giving instructor. The Reverend Mr. 

Holmes, a bonafide minister, is expected to convey moral lessons. 

Primarily, the letters of heaviest moralistic content are those written 

by Mrs. Holmes to Myra Harrington. Holmes's advice to a young woman on 

the dangers of novel reading is retold in Mrs. Holmes's letters. In 
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addition, Holmes has the occasion to lecture Myra Harrington's father 

on the evils of seduction. In every instance, the moral lesson must be 

expounded not directly by the author, but by a character-spokesman created 

as a substitute for authorial intrusion. It 1s to Brown's credit that 

the characters he has chosen as instructors are believable. Mrs. Holmes 

and her father-in-law are presented as people who have battled life and 

emerged morally correct. It never surprises the reader that Holmes and 

his daughter-in~law are counselors. 

The didacticism which the author claims is his purpose is enveloped 

in the epistolary presentation. Brown's novel instructs, but it also 

titillates with a smattering of scandalous gossip. The Ophelia Shepherd 

episode already mentioned may have been included on the author's part in 

an attempt to popularize and advertise the novel. 

The episode is conveyed by Harriot Fawcet to Myra Harrington. 

Harriot heard the story from Mrs. Francis, her companion, who received 

details from Mrs. Martin, the wronged sister-in-law. The fact that the 

story is passed along from Mrs. Martin to Mrs. Francis, to Harriot to 

Myra shovJs the author's attempt to accentuate the "gossipy" tone. What 

instruction might have been gained by young readers must have been over

shadowed by the sensational appeal of so fresh and recognizable a bit of 

scandal. Though not carefully incorporated into the plot of the novel, 

the Ophelia story, like the sentimentalism, serves the purpose of gaining 

contemporary attention and also guarantees a continued interest for 

modern readers. 

The author's themes contain both the sentimental and the sensational 

facets of The Power of Sympathy. In addition to "the importance of female 
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education,n a theme expounded through the teachings of Mrs. Holmes, two 

other themes are given concentrated treatment. "The consequences of 

seduction" and "the morality of suicide" come forward as subject matter 

for the didacticism and fuel for the fire of scandal. 

The novel's several correspondents provide various views on 

seduction. Only one character in the novel is actually a seducer--J. 

Harrington, father of three of the novel's younger characters, Tommy 

and Myra Harrington and Harriot Fawcet. The novel's four sub-plots 

help the characters of the main plot to express their attitudes toward 

seduction. These four episodes--the story of J. Harrington and Maria 

Fawcet, Holmes's account of Eliza Whitman's death, the suicide of Ophelia, 

and the tale of Fidelia--present the seductions on which the novel's 

characters comment. 

Those participants who take a definite stand on the issue, Holmes, 

Myra, Harriot, and Worthy, strike at the evils of seduction. Holmes 

uses the story of Eliza Whitman to reveal the results of seduction.S 

In another instance, after receiving Maria Fawcet into his home, Holmes 

writes to her seducer, J. Harrington, "0! Why is there not an adequate 

punishment for this crime, when that of a common traitor is marked with 

its deserved iniquity and abhorrence!" (II, 54). 

Myra and Harriot condemn seduction in their correspondence con

cerning the Ophelia episode. After repeating the story's facts to 

Myra, Harriot reacts to Ophelia's death with "sympathetick sorrow" in 

5Eliza Whitman, a young woman from New England who was the object 
of gossip because of her elopement, provides the basis for both Holmes's 
account in The Power of Sympathy and the heroine in Hannah Foster's The 
Coquette. 
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strong Sternean terms: 11 0 Seduction! how many and how miserable are 

the victims of thy unrelenting vengeance. Some crimes, indeed, cease to 

afflict when they cease to exist, but Seduction opens the door to a 

d i sma 1 train of i nnumerab 1 e miseries.. (I, 104). In answer to Harri ot • s 

letters, Myra comments, 11 Surely there 1s no human vice of so black a 

die--so fatal in its consequences--or which causes a more general calam-

ity, than that of seducing a female from the path of honour 11 (I, 114). 

Jack Worthy, Myra•s fiance, relates the mystery of Fidelia, whom 

he has encountered at Belleview. Worthy determines that 11 Seduction is a 

crime that nothing can be said to palliate or excuse. 11 He acknowledges 

seduction as having 11 the fatal tendency 11 to rob a maiden of first her 

honor, then her faithful sweetheart, and finally her senses; and to rob 

an old man of his precious daughter (I, 138). 

The Harringtons, father and son, present, at first, a seducer's 

defense; but both reverse their opinions. Tommy Harrington, complying 

with his father's wish that the youth not marry beneath his class, 

considers seduction in his relationship with Harriot Fawcet, who is 

supposedly a poor orphan. In a letter to Worthy, Harrington suggests 

that he will free Harriot from the mistress she serves and 

take this beautiful sprig, and transplant it to a more favor
able soil, where it shall flourish and blossom under my own 
auspices. In a word, I mean to remove this fine girl into an 
elegant apartment, of which she herself is to be the sole 
mistress. (1, 16) 

Harrington believes this scheme can only make Harriot happy and himself 

her benefactor. Because of his love, Harrington changes his mind and 

decides to defy his father and marry Harr.iot. This prompts the youth 

to denounce seduction in a poem personifying vices. The vices, Pride, 



Intemperance, Theft, Fraud, Murder, and Avarice vie for the title of 

.. most annoying ... Seduction, however, is recognized as most hated: 

The hagger'd host bow low the head, 
The Monster rose, and thus she said: 
'Ye ministers of VICE, draw near 
'F ' or fame no longer persevere; 
'No more your various parts disclose, 
'Men see, and hate you all as foes. 
'One yet remains among your crew, 
'Then rise, SEDUCTION! claim your due. 
'Your baleful presence quickly parts 
'The tie that holds the happiest hearts; 
.. You rob--vJhat wea 1 th can ne'er repay; 
'Like Judas with a kiss betray: 
'Hence come the starving, trembling train, 
'Who prostitute themselves for gain, 
'Whose languid visages impart 
'A smile, while anguish knaws the heart; 
'Whose steps decoy unwary youth, 
'From honour, honesty, and truth, 
'Which follow'd 'till too late to mend, 
'In ruin, and the gallows end--
'Be thine the post. Besides, who knows 
'Where all thy consequences close? 
'With thee, SEDUCTION! are ally'd 
'HORROUR, DESPAIR and SUICIDE. 
'YOU wound--th' electrick pain extends 
'To fathers, mothers, sisters, friends. 
'MURDER may yet delight in blood, 
'And deluge round the crimson flood; 
'But sure his merits rank above, 
't~ho murders in the mask of love. (I, 118) 

At the time of Maria Fawcet's death the senior Mr. Harrington 

excuses himself for being a seducer. He attributes his crime to his 

Chesterfieldian youth and to the fact that he loved both Maria and 

Amelia, his wife. Claiming duty to Amelia, Harrington justifies his 
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abandoning of Maria and her child. Later, however, when he witnesses 

the fatal impact of his crime on his children, Harrington repents and 

relates what he dreams. He reveals the horrors and the punishment 

found in Hell by those who have been seducers on earth. Harrington says, 



I looked toward the place where Maria had pointed, 
and saw a number of souls remote from any division of the 
unhappy. In the~r countenances were depicted more anguish, 
sorrmAJ and despa1r--I turned my head immediately from this 
dreadful sight, without distinguishing the nature of their 
torments. Quivering with horrour, I inquired who they were--
11These," answered my guide, with a sigh, "are the miserable 
race of SEDUCERS.--Repentance and shame drive them far from 
the rest of the accursed. Even the damned look on them with 
horrour, and thank fate their crimes are not of so deep a 
die." (II, 105) 
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While Mrs. Holmes never states that seduction is anything but the 

worst of evils, she does present an interesting comment on the possl

bility that a young woman might be responsible for her own ruin. 

" ... when a woman, by her imprudence, exposes herself, she is accessary; 

for though her heart may be pure, her conduct is a tacit invitation to 

the Seducer" (II, 69). Through the use of the epistolary style in The 

Power of Sympathy, the author has clearly and credibly presented three 

contrasting views of seduction, with comments and reactions from all 

eight of the novel •s correspondents. 

With the question of suicide, as with the discussion of seduction, 

the letter form of the novel allows conflicting arguments to be sounded. 

The Power of Sympathy treats two versions of the suicide question. One 

faction professes belief that suicide can be justified, and that the 

suicide victim may indeed achieve a pleasant, hoped-for afterlife. 

There is also the contrasting view that suicide is morally wrong, and 

that its participants are subject to punishment. The author does not 

seem to show bias in either direction, but allows his characters to 

present opposing sides of the suicide question. 

The presentation of suicide as a res~lt of desperation, but never

theless a forgivable act which will not hinder the doer from a peaceful 

' 
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afterlife, is first seen in reference to the death of Ophelia. In 

retelling Ophelia's story, Harriet claims "she experienced a calmness 

unknown to a criminal ... Further, Harriet states that Ophelia 11 died in 

charity with the world" (I, 105). 

Fidelia, whom Worthy encounters in the country, has supposedly 

lost her senses over her lover's suicide. Yet she considers him to be 
11 living .. as part of the river where he drowned. She considers him to 

be where all "is happiness--and happy are the flowers that bloom there-

' and happy shall I be, when I go to him." Even t~rs. Holmes comforts her 

with 11 He will love you again" (I, 127). 

Although Harrington first equates suicide as a vice with Horror, 

Despair, and Seduction, he reverses his opinion after the death of 

Harriot. 6 Harriet has become fatally ill after learning that her lover, 

Harrington, is in fact her half-brother. In anticipation of the loss 

of Harriet, Harrington turns to thoughts of suicide. In the post script 

of Letter XLVIII, he expresses his altered view. "They say life is a 

blessing and it is our duty to improve and enjoy it; but when life 

becomes insupportable and we find no blessing in it--have we not a right 

to resign i t? 11 
( I I , 94) . 

After announcing Harriet's death to Worthy, Harrington, contemplat

ing suicide, reflects his belief that ending his own life may be his 

vehicle for achieving a heavenly reunion with Harriet. (II, 118-19). 

Convincing himself that the world holds nothing for him, Harrington 

justifies his argument in favor of suicide: 

6 See poem, p. 26. 



. And will .she n~t receive me into those happy regions 
w1th as much JOY--Wlth as sincere a welcome--if I cut short 
my journey?--And will not the Eternal Dispenser of Good, 
pardon the awful deed that frees me from this world of 
misery--the deed by which I obtrude myself into his divine 
presence? 

Why must I wait the lingering hand of the grisly 
messenger to summon me to the world above? (II, 126) 
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Harrington expresses his determination to leave the world and join 

Harriet. In his suicide note he invokes the Eternal Father to 11 accept 

my spirit.~~ He thus dies convinced that there is no unforgivable evil 

adjoined to his death. 

The opposing picture of suicide is included in J. Harrington•s 

dream. The dreaming Harrington descends into a Dantesque hell. Among 

the chambers reserved for souls sent for punishment, was the dwelling 

of Suicides. The place and its inhabitants are discussed by the dreamer 

and his guide: 

11 8ehold here, 11 continued my guide, 11 the miserable 
division of Suicides! 11

--
11 Unhappy they! 11 added I, 11 Who, 

repining at the ills of life, raised the sacreligious 
steel against their own bosoms! How vain the reiterated 
wish to again animate the breathless clay--to breathe 
the vital air--and to behold the cheering luminary of 
Heaven! 11

--
11 Upbraid me not--0 my father! 11 cried a voice--

r looked up, and thought my son appeared among them. 11 (II, 103-04) 

Worthy, the recipient of all of the letters in which the younger 

Harrington reveals his desperate plans, presents the same concept of 

seduction that is found in Harrington, Sr.•s dream, but Worthy uses 

logic and reason rather than visions to expound his views. Worthy begs 

Harrington to face life, to escape his gloom, and to make the best of 

suffering. Without alluding to the morality of suicide, Worthy suggests 

to Harrington that society does not accept suicide. Finally after 

Harrington's death, Worthy mentions that 11 the rigour of the law was not 
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executed--the body was privately taken away, and ... deposited by the side 

of his faithful Harriot" (II, 156). Here perhaps Worthy is referring to 

the religious law which stated that because of the unpardonable sin in

volved, the suicide victim could not be buried in hallowed ground. The 

author does not make a moral judgment; the question of where Ophelia, 

Henry, and Harrington will spend their eternity is not resolved. A 

variety of viewpoints has been presented on suicide and seduction as 

the epistolary style is used partially as a tool for the revelation of 

theme. 

The novel •s characters have already been introduced by their views 

on suicide and seduction, and in the case of Mrs. Holmes and her father

in-law, by their use as instruments of instruction. Even though Brown 

does not produce fully developed, psychological studies of his characters, 

he shows some skillful contrasts. The work's two sets of young lovers 

become exponents of reason and emotion. Worthy and Myra represent a 

practical ability to face and handle life, while their counterparts, 

Harrington and Harriot, seem engulfed in a fantasy world. The contrast 

is seen in the exchange of thoughts and feelings included in the corre

spondence of the four. 

Harrington begins the novel by raving about his new love. "Hail 

gentle God of Love! While thou rivetest the chains of thy slaves, how 

dost thou make them leap for joy, as with delicious triumph" (I, 11). 

At the end of the book, Harrington becomes a spokesman for Sternean 

sensibility as seen in this melodramatic, emotional display of contra

dictions. "I feel much easier since my ~etermination [to commit suicide]. 

The step must not be taken with rashness. I must be steady--calm--
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collected--]_ will endeavor to be so.•• Immediately after this commitment 

to calm is the following comment. "Hhen I think she is no more, it 

wrings my heart with grief, and fills my eyes with tears--! must go-

The idea chills me--I am frozen with horror--cold damps hang on my 

trembling body" (II, 128-29). 

Like Harrington, Harriot conveys an inability to accept reality. 

Her last letter to Harrington is a collection of rhetorical questions 

which represent Harriot's confusion in coping with the situation of at 

once being lover and sister to Harrington: 

Must I then forget the endearments of the lover, and call 
you by the name of brother? And can I, at one stroke, erase 
from my mind the remembrance of all in which my heart used 
to delight? The head and the heart are at variance, but 
when Nature pleads, how feeble is the voice of Reason? (II, 107-16) 

This dichotomy in Harriet's emotions results in her death. 

Myra and Worthy are shown to be stronger than Harriet and Harrington. 

Worthy continually tries to give his friend reasonable advice. Upon 

hearing Harrington's irrational tirade about love, Worthy replies, 

Instead of weighing matters maturely, and stating 
the evidence fairly on both sides, in order to form a 
right judgment, every circumstance not perfectly coincident 
with your particular bias, comes not under consideration ...• 
Ponder and pause just here, and tell me seriously whether 
you are in love, and whether you have sufficiently examined 
your heart to give a just answer. (I, 13) 

As previously stated, Worthy tries to dispel Harrington's suicide plans 

with an appea 1 to reason. ~Jorthy writes, "You argue as if your reason 

were perverted--Let your mind be employed, and time will wear out these 

gloomy ideas ... (II, 132). Later, he begs Harrington, "If you are dis

posed to argue, do not put foolish cases that never existed--take the 

light of facts, and reason from them (II, 139). 
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Myra possesses good sense and emotional control that show a 

similarity to Worthy and a contrast to Harriet and Harrington. Myra 

seeks instruction and education from Mrs. Holmes. This desire to learn, 

in Mrs. Holmes•s view, is the most sensible and proper position a young 

woman can take. Myra appears calm and thoughtful as she receives the 

news that Harriet is her sister. She faints, but on recovering asks 

about her sister. Seeing the effect this has on her father, Myra 

considerately refrains from pressing for his explanation (II, 35-37). 

Myra expresses a deep, sincere feeling of loss over the suffering and 

death of Harriet, but Myra•s letters lack the ravings, interjections, 

and lack of will to live, shown in the reactions of Harrington. Myra 

writes, 11 The LOVELY Harriet is no more. If there is any consolation 

to be felt by a survivor, it is in the reflection of the amiable 

qualiti~s of the deceased (II, 116). Thus, while individual character

izations are weak, the contrasting of the reason of r·~yra and Worthy to 

the sensibility of Harriet and Harrington is substantial and noteworthy. 

A second character-contrast develops 1n the inclusion of Harrington, 

Sr. and Holmes in the novel. Harrington, the seducer, and Holmes, the 

minister, offer the opposite extremes of the standards of morality of 

the late eighteenth century. Harrington seduces and abandons Maria to 

wed the more socially marriageable Amelia. The price Harrington pays 

is the death of Maria, and later, the loss of his son and daughter. 

Twice Harrington confronts Holmes. The first exchange presents 

Harrington•s justification for his crime. The second encounter between 

these two men is the description of Harrington•s dream, and his expres

sion of guilt and grief over the suffering brought on his children. 



Holmes is described by Worthy: 

The old gentleman is a man of a most benevolent 
heart; he continues to preach--is assiduous in the 
duties of his profession, and is the love and admira
tion of.his flock.--They are contented with his judgment, 
and he 1s at once their parson, their lawyer, and their 
physician. (I, 36) 
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This, understandably then, is the man who takes 1n Harrington's deserted 

mistress when she is facing death. Holmes also befriends Harrington and 

finds a home for the illegitimate Harriet. In these two old men, Brown 

makes an attempt to represent extremes of morality. The one lives a 

long, peaceful life on the country estate of his daughter-in-law, while 

the other suffers guilt and loss. 

The only remaining character of the main plot of the novel is Mrs. 

Holmes who, in addition to her function as educator, acts as an adhesive 

for the novel's loosely woven plot. The one person who is somehow 

acquainted with every character in the novel, except Ophelia Shepherd, 

Mrs. Holmes serves as a focal point for all of the other sub-plots. 

The Fidelia episode and the story of J. Harrington and Maria Fawcet 

are both set at Mrs. Holmes's estate, Belleview. It is at Belleview, 

as well, that Holmes relates the story of Eliza Whitman as a case study 

on the effects of immorality. These sub-plots exemplify the novel's 

themes, but there is no significant connection between the characters 

of these sub-plots and the principal participants of the novel except 

through Mrs. Holmes. The epistolary style helps to soften the effect 

of these intrusions on the main plot. Each correspondent writes his 

letters expressing personal feelings and telling of daily travels and 

happenings and what he considers to be iriteresting anecdotes. The 
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inclusion in each letter of information which helps unfold the novel's 

major plot--the history of Tommy Harrington and Harriot Fawcet--and the 

use of ~1rs. Ho 1 mes as a unifying force aid Brown in forming a nove 1 

from a collection of letters. 

Even in a design seemingly disconnected are particularly signifi

cant elements of suspense and credibility. According to Richard Chase, 

this combination of mystery and realism constitutes the American novel. 7 

Chase's tradition of the American novel can be traced back to the first 

representative of the genre, The Power of Sympathy, even though Chase 

does not do so. 

Elements of suspense and mystery engulf Harriot Fawcet, who is at 

first believed to be an orphan. Upon receiving Myra's letter announcing 

that Harrington loves Harriot, Mrs. Holmes begins to spread the veil of 

suspense: 

However, my dear friend, as one who wishes for your 
welfare and the happiness of your family, I advise you 
to discourage the proposed connexion--and if you cannot 
undertake this disagreeable task with a certainty of 
success, do not fail to acquaint me of it speedily. (II, 22) 

Myra, accepting Mrs. Holmes's advice, warns her brother against marriage 

to Harriot. Appearing at first to be just a busybody and alarmist, Mrs. 

Holmes exclaims, 11 I have a tale to unfold 11 (II, 24). Her tale begins 

with the fact that Harriot and Myra are sisters, and continues to reveal 

the seduction and death of Harriet's mother (II, 37-68). 

The novel's realism appears in the endings of the Harriet-Harrington 

story, and also in those of the sub-plots. The author offers no 

7see Chapter I, pp. 14-15. 
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miraculous coincidence which allows his ill-fated characters to live 

happily-ever-after. Insanity, suicide, death, and grief, are provided. 

Perhaps Worthy best expresses Brown's attempt at realism: 

Since, then, we are born to suffer, and pain must 
attend us in all the stages of our journey, let us 
philosophically welcome our companion. The most eligible 
plan we can adopt is to be contented in the condition that 
our burden will not be heavier than we can bear--. (II, 138-19) 

Those characters able to 11 bear the burden" of suffering--Worthy, Myra, 

and the elder Mr. Harrington--are the novel's survivors. The casualties 

are those who cannot cope with life--Ophelia, Maria, Fidelia, Harrington. 

The elements of mystery reflect the characteristics of a romance; the 

elements of realism suggest the essence of a novel. The combination, 

as Chase says, is an American tradition. And this tradition includes 

The Power of Sympathy. 

In·addition to the effective use of the epistolary style to provide 

the novel's didactic purpose, themes, characterizations, and plot, three 

further literary devices should also be mentioned: setting, internal 

criticism of fiction, and allusion. Although the epistolary style lends 

itself to numerous settings, Brown chooses to concentrate on one setting, 

Belleview, which serves as the center of the novel's activities. It is 

at Belleview that the author has his characters discuss and criticize 

the novels as vehicles for entertainment and female education, and these 

literary discussions provide Brown an outlet for some of the many 

allusions which form an integral part of his work. 

Mrs. Holmes and Worthy paint a pastoral picture of Belleview, 

which is Mrs. Holmes's country estate. Mrs. Holmes writes, "I fly from 

the tumult of the town--from scenes of boisterous pleasure and riot, to 
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those of quietness and peace, where every breeze breathes health, and 

every sound is the echo of tranquility" (I, 32). To this VJorthy adds, 

"The charms of Nature are here held in the most luxuriant variety" 

(I, 35). This quiet, country place is not only the home of the moral 

advisors, but also the refuge for the other characters in the novel. 

Maria Fawcet comes to Belleview to die, and J. Harrington comes for 

forgiveness. Fidelia finds solace 1n the countryside, and Worthy 

visits Belleview knowing that he will find a peaceful, rural scene 

complete with good friends and good conversation. 

Part of the conversation which Worthy enjoys is the literary 

discussions suggestive of a typical salon of the eighteenth century. 

In this setting Brown allows his characters to relate the negative 

attitude toward fiction which was prevalent at the time that The Power 

of Sympathy was written. The characters at Belleview make such "anti

novel" comments as the following: "Novels, not regulated on the chaste 

principles of true friendship, rational love, and connubial duty, appear 

to me totally unfit to form the minds of women, of friends, or of wives." 

Another statement included is that novels are "just calculated to kill 

time--to attract the attention of the reader for an hour, but leave 

not one idea on the mind 11 (I, 41-43). The inclusion of such statements 

in his own novel seems to suggest that Brown was trying to get the 

approbation of the 11 anti-novel" faction of the time. If the author 

could convince readers who were against novels that·his work condemned 

the novel, and at the same time include the Ophelia-Frances Apthorp 

story to market the novel as a sensational piece of gossip, he could 

produce a work that ideally would appeal to all readers. 
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The same discussions Brown uses to criticize the novel are general 

literary discussions in which the author presents a number of varied 

literary allusions. Brown's characters mention such writers as Sappho, 

Addison, Dante, Swift, and the Connecticut Wits, Barlow and Dwight, and 

allude to such works as A Sentimental Journey and Tristram Shandy by 

Sterne, as well as to Don Quixote and The Sorrows of Young Werther. 

One character refers to Noah Webster's Grammatical Institute. In addi-

tion, mythological, biblical, and historical references throughout the 

novel enhance Brown's style. 

Harrington refers to himself and Harriet as Orpheus and Eurydice 

(I, 55). Although Harrington only uses the example to show his 

loneliness while Harriet is away visiting, the ill fate of the mythical 

lovers foreshadows what is to happen to Harrington and Harriot. Like 

the mythical allusions, the biblical references are useful and effective. 

In a poem written by Harrington, the betrayal of a young woman by a 

seducer is compared to the ultimate betrayal--the kiss of Judas (I, 75). 

A final example of Brown's use of allusion is an historical reference 

to Charles V of Spain. This monarch's regretted abdication is Worthy's 

argument when he tries to convince Harrington not to "abdicate" from 

life. Brown's allusions are both functional and credible. Those 

like Barlow, Dwight, Addison, and Sterne, would very likely have appeared 

in a letter between friends in 1789. The use of allusion, fictional 

criticism, and setting complement Brown's efforts in The Power of 

Sympathy. 

The Power of Sympathy is historical~y valuable as the first Amer

ican novel. Its literary value lies mainly in Brown's use of the 
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epistolary style to present the several viewpoints of the novel's 

correspondents. A quotation from Harrington's first letter reveals 

the conflict and contradiction which Brown is exposing in his novel~ 

But you call me, with some degree of truth, a strange 
medley of contradiction--the moralist and the amoroso-
the sentiment and the sensibility--are interwoven in my 
constitution, so that nature and grace are at continual 
fisticuffs. (I, 8) 

Brown cannot stop the 11 Continual fisticuffs .. of morality and emotion 

which this analogy describes, but he can and does employ the epistolary 

style artistically in exploring both sides of the .. sentiment vs. 

sensibility .. conflict. 



CHAPTER III 

CHARLOTTE TEMPLE: A TALE OF TRUTH 

Charlotte Temple: A Tale of Truth, by Susanna Rowson, is perhaps 

the most popular of the early American sentimental novels. This 

eighteenth-century best seller first appeared in London in 1791, and the 

first American printing was issued in Philadelphia in 1794. 1 Because 

of repeated American printings throughout the nineteenth century, be

cause of the author's emigration to America, and finally because of the 

work•s New York setting, Charlotte Temple is considered an American 

rather than an English novel. 

In her preface, Rowson comments on the new genre with which she 

is working and on her own lack of notoriety: 

Sensible as I am that a novel writer, at a time when 
such a variety of works are ushered into the world under 
that name, stands but a poor chance for fame in the annals 
of literature, I shall therefore shelter myself from the 

2 shafts of criticism under the friendly shade of obscurity. 

Rowson, to a great extent, has been successful in this endeavor; the 

novel has been sheltered from unfavorable criticism. Regrettably, 

those qualities which would attract favorable comment have also remained 

obscure. 

Those critics who have given any consideration at all to Charlotte 

Temple have concentrated on the work•s popularity and on the author•s 

1charlotte Temple: A Tale of Truth, eds. Clara M. and Rudolf Kirk 
(New York: Twayne Publishers, Inc., 1964), p. 30. 

2charlotte: A Tale of Truth, 2nd ed. (Philadelphia: Mathew Carey, 
1794), I, vi. #2159 in 11 American Fiction 1774-1850, 11 Research Publica
tions, Inc. Microfilms, based on Lyle H. Wright, Bibliography of American 
Fiction 1774-1850. Subsequent references to this edition will appear in 
the text. 
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talent as a feminist and a realist.3 Because critics have been pre

occupied with determining the authenticity of the novel's version of 

the Charlotte Stanley story, the episode which gave the novel its 
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basis, rather than with the novel's literary devices, critical evaluation 

of moralism, characterization, and realism in the novel is lacking. 

Though not written in the Richardsonian epistolary style, Charlotte 

Temple possesses those special characteristics which make it a senti

mental novel. Rowson is liberal with her didacticism. As in the other 

representatives of the genre discussed in this study, sermonizing is 

combined with the exploitation of the seduction theme. Rowson, like 

William Hill Brown, makes use of the scandal surrounding the incident 

on which the novel is based for broad reader interest and provides 

her own large measure of moralizing. 

The true story of Charlotte Stanley provides Rowson's simple plot. 

Charlotte is seduced, abandoned, and finally dies in childbirth. From 

this basic story rises Rowson's outspoken advice to young women, her 

portraiture of good and evil, and her spinning of a fictional tale with 

realism enough to appeal both to romantic and realistic readers for over 

a hundred years. 

Rowson exercises authorial license by inserting at various points 

in her work the moral lesson and advice which she wishes the novel to 

.provide. The author interrupts the story to address the reader directly: 

"Oh my dear girls, for to such only am I writing, listen not to the 

voice of love unless sanctioned by paternal approbation" (I, 35). 

3Rowson, eds. Kirk and Kirk, pp. 25-26. 



Later she admonishes further, 

Now, my dear sober matron, (if a sober matron 
should deign to turn over these pages before she 
trusts them to the eye of a darling daughter,) let 
me entreat you not to put on a grave face and throw 
down the book in a passion and declare 'tis enough to 
turn the heads of half the girls in England; I do 
solemnly protest, my dear madam, I mean no more by 
what I have here advanced than to ridicule those 
romantic girls who foolishly imagine a red coat and 
silver epaulet constitute the fine gentleman. (I, 36) 
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Repeatedly turning aside from the plot, she calls upon her readers, as 

~~~1y dear friends, .. or 11 My dear young readers, .. to pay particular attention 

to the author's comments on events in the story. A~t~are of the breaks 

in continuity caused by inserting personal philosophy into the novel, 

Rowson first apologizes, then justifies her intrusions, then continues 

to interject an opinion at every crucial point of the story. 11 I confess 

I have rambled strangely from my story: but what of that? if I have 

been so·lucky as to find the road to happiness, why should I be such a 

niggard as to omit so good an opportunity of pointing out the way to 

others .. (I, 45-46). 

In addition to open remarks to her readers, the author also 

presents moral comments in the form of aphorisms resembling those of 

Poor Richard. At one point she warns, 11 In affairs of love a young 

heart is never in more danger than when attempted by a handsome young 

soldier .. (I, 35). Feminine responsibility, at the same time, is 

pointed out in the claim that 11 no woman can be run away with contrary 

to her own inclinations" (I, 36). Thus, part of Rowson's preaching 

which comes in the form of what the twentieth-century reader· may 

consider platitudes originally bore, for the author at least, a direct 



42 

relationship to the social incidents she wrote about. She informs her 

feminine readers, 

... when ~nce.a woman has forgot the respect due to 
herself, by y1eld1ng to the solicitations of illicit love, 
they lose all the consequence, even in the eyes of the 
man whose.a~t has betrayed them, and for whose sake they 
have sacr1f1ced every valuable consideration.4 

Finally she advises "that the only way to insure the friendship and 

assistance of your surrounding acquaintance is to convince them that 

you do not require it" (II, 144). 

Charlotte Temple's seduction plot and theme are the framework for 

the author's didacticism. By telling a simple story not overly compli

cated with description and coincidences, Rowson provides an interesting 

setting for her sentimentalism. The use of the seduction theme assures 

Rowson both the curious, thrill-seeking reader and the young person who 

wishes to learn from the novel. Once into the story, the reader becomes 

a captive for Rowson's outspoken moral opinions. 

While plot and theme seem to provide only a backdrop for didacticism, 

the characterization in Charlotte Temple is at the center of the novel's 

literary power. From whatever facts she might have had concerning the 

Charlotte Stanley story, Rowson has built a cast of absolute good and 

absolute evil characters. In the midst of superheroes and supervillains, 

the author has placed two very human characters who must love and suffer, 

4Rowson, I, 80. It is interesting to note the similarity between 
this quotation and the "she stoops to folly" passage from a song found 
in Oliver Goldsmith's The Vicar of Wakefield. The treatment of this 
Goldsmith passage in T-:-5. Eliot'S "The Waste Land" demonstrates how 
time can make platitudes of what were originally intended to be serious 
social comments. 



grow and learn, and make human decisions and human mistakes. 

The characters in Charlotte Temple who represent goodness are 

Charlotte's parents, Henry and Lucy Eldridge Temple. The author 

interrupts the novel's main plot to give four chapters of background 
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with personal histories of Mr. and Mrs. Temple. Rowson recounts the 

benevolence of Mr. Temple in paying the debts of his future wife and 

father-in-law. Temple 11 pitied their sufferings, overlooked their faults, 

thought every bosom as generous as his own, and would chearfully have 

divided his last guinea with an unfortunate fellow creature 11 (I, 25-26). 

Likewise, the author recalls the past of Lucy Eldridge Temple who 

exemplifies the perfect daughter. During the interview in which Mrs. 

Temple meets her future husband, Lucy speaks of her gratitude toward her 

father and of her loyalty to him: 11 I thank God I have health and spirits 

to improve the talents with which nature has endowed me; and I trust if 

I employ them in support of a beloved parent, I shall not be thought an 

unprofitable servant 11 (I, 23-24). 

Mr. Temple is 11 petrified with astonishment, contempt, and rage 11 when 

his father suggests marriage to Miss Weatherly so Temple can afford to 

11 be more liberally the friend of Lucy Eldridge 11 (I, 27). Both Henry and 

Lucy Eldridge Temple exhibit ideal Christian attitudes in their loving 

and caring for Mr. Eldridge, and they are faithful in their marriage. 

Unselfish and unpretentious, the Temples can find peace and contentment 

in a little cottage in the English countryside. Their habit is to accept 

the invitation Eldridge offers as he says, 11 Then let us take the cup of 

life as it is presented to us, tempered by the hand of a wise Providence, 

be thankful for the good, patient under the evil, and presume not to 
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enquire why the latter predominates" (I, 19). 

Their ability to continue loving and forgiving 1s severely tested. 

Their daughter Charlotte elopes, and the Temples immediately plan for

giveness. They will take their fallen daughter back and "bury every 

remembrance of her faults in ... [their] dear embrace: (I, 75)". Charlotte 

dies in childbirth, and Temple does not hesitate to take the illegitimate 

child. Temple confronts Montraville, his daughter•s seducer, with no 

harsher revenge than "if thou wert the seducer of my child, thy own 

reflections be thy punishment" (II, 166). Finally there is even room 

in the Temples• hearts to forgive and care for Mrs. Crayton, the evil 

force who leads their daughter to her death. The author tells us that 

as he looked at Mrs. Crayton, Temple 11 could not behold her in this 

distress without some emotions of pity" (II, 169). Rowson creates Mr. 

and Mrs. Temple as standards of goodness that do not waver in the face 

of evil. While the Temples are absolutely good characters, they are 

still credible, even heroic, as they face and overcome conflicts. 

Pitted against this absolute right is evil that is equally absolute. 

Belcour, an arch-villain, and Mademoiselle La Rue, later Mrs. Crayton, 

represent the Satanic forces at work in the novel. The extensive 

background provided for the Temples is not duplicated for Belcour and 

La Rue; however, their demonic qualities are quickly revealed to the 

reader. The author offers no real hope for the discovery of any spark 

of goodness or decency in either of these two figures. 

Belcour is introduced into the novel as Montraville•s companion. 

Every speech by Belcour reveals his villainy. The author•s description 

leaves little for the reader to imagine about the evil he represents: 



. . .. dissipated, thoughtless, and capricious, he paid 
l1ttle regard to the moral duties, and less to religious 
o~es:. eager.in ~he pursuit of pleasure, he minded not the 
m1ser1es he 1nfl1cted on others, so that his own wishes, 
however extravagant, were gratified. Self, darling self, 
was the idol he worshipped, and to that he would have sac
rificed the interest and happiness of all mankind. (I, 48-49) 

Constant in nothing except his own schemes, Belcour promises La 
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Rue a "handsome settlement" for going to America with him. He avoids 

this payment easily "by a pretended hurry of business" (I, 78). After 

ending his romance with La Rue, he develops an interest in Charlotte 

which exposes the depths of evil the author has established as contrast 

to the goodness of Mr. and Mrs. Temple. Knowing that Montraville will 

not marry Charlotte, Belcour decides to postpone his advances toward 

her until Montraville leaves her. The author cautions against a 

favorable interpretation of Belcour 1 s action, however, to dispel any 

thought that he might intend to save Charlotte. "Let not the reader 

imagine Be.lcour 1 S designs were honourable" (I, 80). 

Before the reader can decide that there is at least a measure of 

honor in Belcour 1 s waiting because he is at least planning to delay 

approaching Charlotte until Montraville is no longer interested in her, 

the author reveals Belcour 1 S impatience and the beginnings of his scheme 

not only to have Charlotte but also to betray his friend, Montraville. 

Belcour devises a plan "to arouse her to jealousy, urge her to reproach 

him [Montravillel, and by that means occasion a breach between them." 

Belcour 1 s own statement on the subject is, 11 If I can once convince her 

that she has a rival, she will listen to my passion if it is only to 

revenge his slights" (II, 100). 

When Charlotte will not be unfaithful to Montraville, Belcour 
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adopts a scheme reminiscent of Shakespeare's Iago--a scheme that will 

use deceit to cause a breach between iovers. Belcour encourages 

Montraville to marry the wealthy Julia. To plant the seed of distrust 

in Montraville's mind, Belcour expresses doubt that Montraville is the 

father of Charlotte's child. 11 0h my good sentimental friend, do you 

imagine nobody has a right to provide for the brat but yourself 11 (II, 115). 

Belcour continues to lie until Montraville decides to confront Charlotte. 

Before t1ontraville arrives at Charlotte's cottage, Belcour slips into 

bed with the sleeping Charlotte, and Montraville believes exactly what 

Belcour intends for him to believe (II, 116). 

Belcour's final diabolical actions include censoring Charlotte's 

pleas to Montraville and withholding both the letter and money sent by 

Montraville to Charlotte. The author makes clear that Belcour's decep

tion is part of a calculated plan: 

Belcour promised to fulfil the request of his friend, 
though nothing was further from his intentions than the 
least design of delivering the letter, or making Charlotte 
acquainted with the provision Montraville has made for 
her. (II, 129) 

At one point, when Charlotte is raving about her rejection, the 

author says, 11 Something like humanity was awakened in Belcour's breast ... 

But this is momentary and, Rowson continues, 11 the selfish passion which 

had taken possession of his heart soon stifled these finer emotions .. 

(II, 135). In the end when Charlotte is so ill she no longer appeals 

to Belcour, the villain continues to act in demonic fashion: 

His visits became less frequent; he forgot the solemn charge 
given him by Montraville; he even forgot the money entrusted 
to his care ... and attracted by the blooming health of a farmer's 
daughter, whom he had seen in his frequent excursions to the 
country, he left the unhappy girl to sink unnoticed to the 
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gr~ve, a prey to sic~ness, grief, and penury; while he, having 
tr1umphed over the v1rtue of the artless cottager rioted in 
all the intemperance of luxury and lawless pleasu;e. (II, 137-138) 

Equally as evil as Belcour is Mademoiselle La Rue, the French 

teacher at Charlotte's boarding school.5 By introduction, La Rue is 

cast as a fallen woman who had "lived with several different men in 

open defiance of all moral and religious duties" (I, 33). La Rue even 

attracted lovers in church. After exposing La Rue as the worst possible 

companion for vulnerable young women, the author substantiates and 

exemplifies the evil in La Rue's character by showing her manipulation 

of Charlotte. 

Exemplifying La Rue's control of Charlotte is the following speech 

made when she and Charlotte return from a secret rendezvous, and La Rue 

must insure Charlotte's secrecy. Should Charlotte tell of the incident 

La Rue would be dismissed. " ... perhaps it will give you pleasure ... to 

see me deprived of bread and for an action which by the most rigid could 

only be esteemed an inadvertency" (I, 38). According to the author, 

La Rue gave this speech while "letting fall some hypocritical tears." 

The soft-hearted Charlotte feels that she should do as La Rue wishes 

rather than follow her conscience. La Rue encourages Charlotte to 

break rules and escape her prudishness. It is to La Rue as much as to 

Montraville that the author attributes the responsibility for Charlotte's 

abandoning her parents and eloping to America. The mademoiselle convinces 

Charlotte that no ruin is likely, no reputation will be damaged by the 

5It is probable that Rowson has chosen French as La Rue's nation
ality so that the author may take advantage of the connotation of 
11 French, 11 which connects the word with decadence, sensuality, and evil, 
to strengthen her characterization of La Rue. 
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trip to America. La Rue first sets herself up as example. 11 Ruin! 

fiddlesticks! am I not going with you? and do I feel any of these 

qualms? .. (I, 58). Then fearing that Charlotte might be dissuaded by 

her parents' note, La Rue leads Charlotte to believe that Montraville 

will create a devastating scene if Charlotte refuses him (I, 60-61). 

According to the author, mademoiselle "smiles internally" when she 

realizes that she has succeeded in reducing Charlotte to her own level. 

Rowson explains La Rue's evil need to destroy Charlotte: 

... when once a woman has stifled the sense of shame in her 
own bosom, when once she has lost sight of the basis on 
which reputation, honour, everything that should be dear 
to the female heart, rests, she grows hardened in guilt, 
and will spare no pains to bring down innocence and beauty 
to the shocking level with herself: and this proceeds from 
that diabolical spirit of envy, which repines at seeing 
another in the full possession of that respect and esteem 
which she can no longer hope to enjoy. (I, 41) 

Rowson uses the voyage to America to further establish La Rue as 

villainou·s. Described as "designing, artful and selfish," La Rue re-

covers from rejection by Belcour to deceive the ship's captain, Colonel 

Crayton, into marrying her. So that the reader will not hope that an 

adoring husband can redeem La Rue, the author includes the information 

that the promise of marriage was made "under forfeiture of five thou-

sand pounds" (1, 79). Becoming Mrs. Crayton, a better financial 

arrangement than even the forfeiture, causes La Rue to "dare to look 

with an eye of contempt on the unfortunate but far 1 ess guilty 

Charlotte,. (I, 85). 

Mrs. Crayton is portrayed as a vile wife, just as she was a 

deceptive, envious teacher. Through villainy, she manipulates the 

affections of her husband as she earlier misused the trust of Charlotte. 
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Using Crayton•s wealth to establish herself in society, she disregards 

any wifely duties and ignores her husband for the attention of a younger 

man. Of Charlotte her thoughts are only, "to laugh at the poor girl •s 

want of spirit in consenting to be moped up in the country, while 

Montraville was enjoying all the pleasures of a gay, dissipated city. 11 

Hearing of Montraville•s marriage, Mrs. Crayton remarks, 11 So there•s 

an end of Madame Charlotte•s hopes. I wonder who will take her now, 

or what will become of the little affected prude?" (II, 141-42). 

The character of Mrs. Crayton is presented as so completely evil 

that the reader is appalled but not surprised when this demonic figure 

commits her final act of villainy. Charlotte, in her final desperate 

moments, appeals to her friend. Mrs. Crayton replies to Charlotte•s 

plea with disavowal of her. 11 Prithee, don•t plague me ... I tell you I 

don•t know her." Charlotte•s pathetic reaction to this denial, the 

author tells us, "might have moved the heart of a stoic to compassion, 

but Mrs. Crayton remained inflexible .... •• Her final word is to place 

herself above Charlotte and to denounce her former friend. As she 

says, she "could not think of having her own reputation endangered by 

encouraging a woman of that kind in her own house" (II, 152-53). 

Finally Mrs. Crayton dies, having admitted, but not repented, her 

evil actions. The author provides justice by writing, 11 She died, a 

striking example that vice, however prosperous in the beginning, in 

the end leads only to misery and shame .. (II, 169). 

Both she and Belcour exemplify evil in contrast to the goodness 

of Mr. and Mrs. Temple. These four characters are well-described, but 

they show little development. They remain static characters and serve 

TEllS TECH LIBRARY 
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as opposing forces who create an atmosphere of confusion and conflict 

into which are cast the novel •s main characters, Charlotte Temple and 

John Montraville. These two young people are victims of the battle 

between good and evil. They must consider their upbringings, evaluate 

the influences of their friends and relatives, and analyze their own 

emotions before making decisions. They are not absolute as are the 

Temples and Belcour and La Rue, but are dynamic characters who reveal 

the modifications they undergo as a result of the novel •s action. 

Changing their minds and their feelings, Charlotte and Montraville grow 

and learn from their mistakes. As they mature they realize what is 

good and what is evil and how these forces have molded their lives. 

John Montraville•s basic rules of conduct are taught to him by his 

father, 11 a gentleman of fortune ... The father quite logically warns the 

son that marriage would be a mistake for a soldier unless his rank is 

sufficient to support a family or unless he finds for his wife a woman 

of fortune (I, 52-53). Armed with this sound advice, the immature 

Montraville meets Charlotte Temple. Montraville•s first encounter with 

real frustration comes when he is, at the same time both determined to 

become acquainted with Charlotte and aware that the acquaintance can 

only be short because he must leave England. With determination he 

declares, 11 ! never think of the future, but am determined to make the 

most of the present, and would willingly compound with any kind Familiar 

who would inform me who the girl is and how I might be likely to obtain 

an interview ... Then he assesses his present situation against a more 

reasonable recollection of the impending journey to America. He reverses 

his initial impetuosity and takes a more realistic view of the situation: 



'Tis a roma~tic ~ttempt, ~nd should I even succeed in seeing 
and convers1ng_w1th her, 1t can be productive of no good: I 
must of necess1ty leave England in a few days, and probably 
may ne~er return~ why then should I endeavor to engage the 
affect1ons ?f t~1s lovely girl only to leave her a prey to 
a thousand 1nqu1etudes of which at present she has no idea? 
(I, 8-10) 
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Montraville 1s presented to the reader as an average young soldier 

who is infatuated with a pretty girl. Remembering the advice of his 

father, he would not plan to marry this girl of little fortune, but 

neither would he deliberately and selfishly plot the young woman's ruin 

without the encouragement of his demonic friend, Belcour. The author 

states that Montraville is basically generous, good natured, and humane. 

The reader is led to believe that the proper guidance would have saved 

Montraville from the villainy of eloping with Charlotte. But Montraville 

cannot make an adult decision and is a victim to the evil influence of 

Belcour who persuades him to elope with the innocent Charlotte. 

For a while after the elopement, Montraville continues in the role 

of the self-centered seducer. On board ship when Charlotte cannot 

understand why Belcour refuses to honor his promise to marry La Rue, 

Montraville distresses Charlotte with his nonchalant explanation. ~~~lell, 

but I suppose he has changed his mind, and then, you know, the case is 

altered" (I, 83). And in America, Montraville almost immediately begins 

to neglect Charlotte in favor of 11 business and pleasure." 

When Montraville meets Julia Franklin, a wealthy, New York social

ite, he begins to mature in that he becomes aware of the conflict between 

his emotions involving Julia and his obligation to Charlotte. Montraville 

admits love for Julia, and at the same time he confesses to himself that 

Charlotte "was merely the impulse of the moment ... These thoughts bring 
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about a heroic decision. Montraville refuses to marry Julia until he 

at least tries to make some provision for Charlotte (II, 97-98). 

Charlotte's pregnancy complicates Montraville's emotional conflict. 

His love for Julia grows, but his sense of responsibility for Charlotte 

also remains. The author describes his dilemma: 

... a spark of honour which animated his bosom would not 
suffer him to take advantage of her [Julia's] partiality. 
He was well acquainted with Charlotte's situation, and he 
thought there would be a double cruelty in forsaking her at 
such a time; and to marry Miss Franklin, while honour, 
humanity, every sacred law, obliged him still to protect 
and support Charlotte, was a baseness which his soul 
shuddered at. (II, 114) 

Montraville is again reduced to baseness, not through his own evil 

actions, but through the deception of Belcour. Montraville condemns 

himself and decides to give up happiness with Julia to care for the 

wronged Charlotte, but Belcour•s lies change his mind. He marries 

Julia and., though he is unaware of it, his doing so contributes to the 

misery and poverty which lead to Charlotte's death. 

Realizing Belcour•s betrayal, Montraville, 11 tortured almost to 

madness, 11 searches for Charlotte. In a scene reminiscent of Hamlet, 

Montraville hears a church bell announcing a funeral and, like Hamlet, 

watches the funeral procession from a distance until he discovers that 

the burial is Charlotte's. Following his exclamation, 11 poor murdered 

Charlotte! .. Montraville, again like the Prince of Denmark, interrupts 

the last rites. He shouts, 11 Hold, hold, one moment, close not the 

grave of the injured Charlotte Temple, till I have taken venegeance on 

her murderer ... As Laertes suffered from the loss of his sister, so 

Mr. Temple is grief-stricken by the death of his daughter. Unlike his 

literary predecessor, however, Mr. Temple does not seek revenge on 
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Montraville as Laertes insisted on retribution from Hamlet. After 

presenting himself to Charlotte's father for retribution but receiving 

none, Montraville avenges Charlotte by killing Belcour in a duel. 

Finally freed from the evil influence of Belcour, Montraville lives the 

remainder of his life in sincere contrition for the wrong he committed 

(II, 167). 

Like Montraville, Charlotte Temple, is a victim of the conflict 

between the forces of good and evil. Charlotte's childhood training 

was, of course, provided by Mr. and Mrs. Temple. Charlotte, then, 

should be instilled with a strong sense of right that will keep her 

safe from evil influences. But the author creates Charlotte as an 

excitable teen-ager who is susceptible to the glamour of a colorful 

companion like La Rue, especially vulnerable to the attentions of a 

handsome soldier like Montraville, and far too naive to combat the 

temptations to abandon the moral principles of her parents in favor of 

the adventure offered by La Rue and Montraville. 

Charlotte, at fifteen, is the favorite of Mademoiselle La Rue who 

offers the opportunity for pleasant escape from the discipline of the 

boarding school. On a secret, evening escapade Charlotte thinks, " 

only of the pleasure she should enjoy in the visit,--not on the impru

dence of going without her governess's knowledge, or of the danger to 

which she exposed herself in visiting the house of a gay young man of 

fashion" (I, 34). At first completely unaware of the forces of evil 

represented by La Rue, Charlotte determines what is right or wrong on 

the basis of what makes her happy as she tells La Rue, "I cannot think 
. 

we have done exactly right in going out this evening, Mademoiselle, 
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nay I am sure it was not right; for I expected to be very happy, but 

was sadly disappointed .. (I, 37). This naivetee causes Charlotte to be 

blinded to the true character of La Rue until after the young woman's 

life has been disrupted by the self-centered desires of La Rue and her 

companions in deceit, Belcour and Montraville. 

Encouraged by her French teacher, Charlotte accepts an invitation 

to a meeting with Montraville. Charlotte's attraction for Montraville 

compounded with her loyalty to La Rue demand of the inexperienced girl 

a decision that she is unequipped to make. When Charlotte is alone, 

she decides to cling firmly to the teachings of her parents, but in the 

presence of Montraville, La Rue, and Belcour she is weakened by her 

confusion and allows the stronger forces to manipulate her into their 

scheme: 

Charlotte had, when she went out to meet Montraville, 
flattered herself that her resolution was not to be shaken, 
and that conscious of the impropriety of her conduct in 
having a clandestine intercourse with a stranger, she would 
never repeat the indiscretion. 

But alas! poor Charlotte, she knew not the deceit
fulness of her own heart or she would have avoided the 
trial of her stability. (I, 50) 

Charlotte tries to remain dutiful to her parents and the purity 

and propriety of their ideals. She says, ''I hope my affection for 

them [her parents] will ever keep me from infringing the laws of filial 

duty 11 (I, 55). Up until the moment of her elopement, Charlotte plans 

to sever her ties with Montraville and return to her parents. But Mr. 

and Mrs. Temple are at their home in the country. The distance weakens 

their influence, while the force of La Rue and Belcour and Montraville 

is strengthened by presence. Constantly battling with herself Charlotte 
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first consents to elopement; then, upon receiv·ing her mother's invitation 

to her sixteenth birthday party, Charlotte considers herself .. snatched 

by a miracle from destruction .. (I, 61). 

Relying unwisely on her own strength of will, Charlotte plans to 

meet Montraville at the time set for the elopement and tell him her 

decision to stay at school. Sure of herself Charlotte declares, 11 How 

shall I rejoice in this triumph of reason over inclination, and when 

1n the arms of my affectionate parents, lift up my soul in gratitude 

to heaven as I look back on the dangers I have escaped! 11 (I, 61). 

Charlotte's strength, as previously, fails her when she is confronted 

by Montraville. Trying to refuse, Charlotte says, 11 I must not: reli

gion, duty, forbid ... But Montraville pulls Charlotte into the carriage, 

and rather than resisting any further, the confused, exhausted Charlotte 

faints, surrendering to the ever-present evil influences .. (I, 63) . 
. 

The first evidence of Charlotte's maturity appears when the mar-

rlage of Mademoiselle La Rue and Colonel Crayton is announced. This 

event first causes Charlotte to question the indelicacy of La Rue, 

whom Charlotte has thought to be in love with Belcour. Also, Montraville's 

nonchalant reaction to Belcour's and La Rue's inconstancy causes Charlotte 

to doubt Montraville's sincerity. At this point Charlotte begins to 

realize the enormity of her mistake in choosing to ignore the teachings 

of her good parents: 

"And am I indeed fallen so low," said Charlotte, "as to 
be only pitied? Will the voice of approbation no more meet 
my ear? and shall I never again possess a friend whose face 
will wear a smile of joy whenever I approach? Alas! how 
thoughtless, how dreadfully imprudent have I been! I know 
not which is most painful to endure, the sneer of contempt, 
or the glance of compassion, which is depicted in the various 



countenances of my own sex: they are both equally humiliat
ing. Ah! my dear parents, could you now see the child of 
your aff~ctions, .the daughter whom you so dearly loved, a 
poor sol1tar~ be1ng, without society, here wearing out her 
he~vy hours 1n deep regret and anguish of heart, no kind 
fr1end of her own sex to whom she can unbosom her griefs, 
no beloved mother, no woman of character will appear in my 
company, and low as your Charlotte is fallen, she can not 
associate with infamy." (II, 89) 
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Charlotte questions the integrity of her friends, but she blames 

herself for her problems. She continues to be the mistress of Montraville, 

and she continues to visit with Belcour. Charlotte even retains faith 

in Mrs. Crayton. Although she has begun to gain a knowledge of the 

world, Charlotte is still not wise enough to abandon her evil associates 

and redeem herself under the guidance and protection of her parents. 

It is not until she is slandered by Belcour, jilted by Montraville, 

and rejected by Mrs. Crayton that Charlotte fully recognizes both the 

evil which has surrounded her and the good which she has forsaken. 

Facing death and knowing she leaves behind the illegitimate child 

who is the product of her sin, Charlotte returns at last to the beliefs 

she learned from her parents concerning a good and merciful God. She 

prays for her child and for those who have betrayed her: 

"Father of mercy," continued she, raising her eyes, "of thy 
infinite goodness grant that the sins of the parent be not 
visited on the unoffending child. May those who taught me 
to despise thy laws be forgiven; lay not my offences to 
their charge I beseech thee; and oh! shower the choicest of 
thy blessings on those whose pity has soothed the afflicted 
heart, and made easy even the bed of pain and sickness." (II, 116) 

For rejecting evil and returning to the goodness represented by Mr. 

and Mrs. Temple, Charlotte is at least rewarded with the forgiveness 

of her parents and the assurance that her own daughter will be cared for. 

It is through the characterization of Charlotte Temple and John 
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Montraville that the novel's realism is achieved. While the absolute-

ness of the novel's other characters might make the credibility weak, 

the presence of two young people with universal human strengths and 

weaknesses provides the novel with believability. The actions of 

Charlotte and Montraville remind the reader that there always have been 

and always will be young people, who in their immaturity, ignore wise 

counsel and make poor judgments which disrupt or even destroy their 

lives. Adventurous and pleasure-seeking young men who act before they 

think and flirtatious young women who let themselves be ruled by love 

are characters easily recognized by readers of any generation. 

In addition to introducing Charlotte and Montraville, the author, 

in order to warn young readers, realistically portrays the likely, and 

very ugly, consequences of the adolescent tendency to forget moral 

principle and follow uncontrolled emotions. Montraville's life of· 

melancholy and remorse and Charlotte's lonely and pitiful death are 

not pleasant, but they are representative of the real world. 

The realism of Rowson's novel undergirds the author's didacticism. 

By showing the gruesome consequences of seduction, Ro\~son strengthens 

her advice to readers to be good. To teach a lesson, the author has 

created four characters to serve as symbols in a somewhat allegorical 

presentation. The characterization and the protrayal of the struggle 

between good and evil are the novel's main attributes. The ability 

with which Rowson defines the forces of good and evil and sets them at 

war over two very human young people deserves attention. Charlotte 

Temple, designed for female education, emerges also as a respectable 

revelation of effective characters. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE COQUETTE: OR, THE HISTORY OF ELIZA WHARTON 
- -- ------

Hannah Foster's The Coquette: or, The History of Eliza Wharton 

appeared in 1797. Like Charlotte Temple, it was an eighteenth-century 

best seller. Foster's fictional attempt inspires Herbert Ross Brown 

to declare, "it is certainly the most memorable of its kind in 

eighteenth-century American fiction." 1 

The author claims that the work is a "novel founded on fact." 2 

The facts on which the novel is based relate the story of Elizabeth 

Whitman, a prominent member of New England society and a cousin to 

Foster's husband. 3 Although Foster has been attacked for distorting 

the facts of the Whitman episode, she must be praised for the result 

of her "distortion"--an epistolary novel of considerable merit.4 

Guided by Richardsonian models, Foster produces a work of fiction 

lThe Sentimental Novel in America 1789-1860 (Freeport, N. Y.: 
Books for Libraries Press, 1970), p. 50. 

2The Coquette: or, The History of Eliza Wharton (Boston: Samuel 
Etheridge, 1797),[4]. #986 in "American Fiction 1774-1850," Research 
Publications, Inc. Microfilms, based on Lyle H. \·Jright, Bibliography of 
American Fiction 1774-1850. Subsequent references to this edition will 
appear in the text. 

3 Brown, p. 50. 

4Henri Petter, The Early American Novel (Columbus: Ohio State 
University Press, 197IT, lists two main critics of Foster's use of the 
Elizabeth Whitman story. Caroline Dall accused Foster of distorting 
the Whitman story to make it more Richardsonian. Dall believed that 
the original story was untrue and that Foster's use of it was deplorable. 
Foster was also condemned by James Woodress, a biographer of Joel Barlow. 
Miss Whitman was supposedly in love with Barlow, and Woodress resented 
Foster's exploitation of the young woman. 
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complete with a seduction theme, an indirect didacticism, and an 

epistolary format. Additionally, these qualities of the sentimental 

novel also become the author's tools for the introduction and artistic 

development of the novel's principal characters, who provide the best 

display of Foster's abilities as an author. 

In The Coquette the author explores three facets of seduction. 

Initially, Foster reveals the Chesterfieldian view that seduction is 

a sport. Secondly, the author expands the thoughts of Mrs. Holmes in 

The Power of Sympathy; that is, that a girl may be partially responsible 

for her own seduction. Finally, the consequences of seduction are dealt 

with through the author's presentation of a pathetic tone designed to 

frighten young readers into being virtuous. 

At his first appearance, Major Sanford, the seducer in the novel, 

shows no love or tenderness toward anyone. Apparently Sanford's only 

concerns are entertainment and conquest. Sanford observes how easy it 

1s to deceive young women: 

... our entrapping a few of their sex, only discovers the 
gaiety of our dispositions .... These qualifications are 
very alluring to the sprightly fancy of the fair. They 
think to enjoy the pleasures which result from this source; 
while their vanity and ignorance prompt each one to imagine 
herself superior to delusion .... (pp. 80-81) 

Attracted to Eliza Wharton, the coquette, Sanford plans to capture her 

attentions away from her suitor, J. Boyer. Sanford writes, " ... if I 

can separate them entirely, I shall be more likely to succeed in my 

plan. Not that I have any thoughts of marrying her myself .... But I 

love her too well to see her connected with another for life" (p. 81). 

Sanford claims to love Eliza, but his goal remains seduction, not 

marriage. When Boyer is finally driven away, and Eliza is left to 
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Sanford, the latter comments, " ... the show is over, as we yankees say; 

and the girl 1s my own. That is, if I will have her. I shall take my 

own time for that, however" (p. 138). Sanford continues to view seduc

tion as a game. He reminds his reader, "If I gain the rich reward of 

my dissimilation and gallantry, that you know is all I want" (p. 212). 

It is not until Eliza becomes pregnant and leaves her mother and Sanford 

that Sanford eases this callous attitude. 

While the author intends to show Sanford's schemes as deliberate 

and self-centered with no concern for Eliza or his wife or any other 

person, she also insinuates that Eliza, too, is responsible for her 

situation. As a coquette, Eliza invites trouble. She is told by her 

friends that Sanford is a seducer, but she chooses to ignore this 

information because she enjoys Sanford's company. Mrs. Richman, Eliza's 

hostess while she is visiting in New Haven, warns, " ... he is deficient 

in one of the great essentials of the character, and that is virtue ... 

She continues by revealing that Sanford got this reputation, " ... by 

being a professed libertine; by having but too successfully practiced 

the arts of seduction; by triumphing in the destruction of innocence 

and the peace of families!" (p. 28). 

Eliza never discourages Sanford. Although she is about to become 

engaged she still consents to meet with Sanford. She does not even 

refuse to continue seeing him when she learns he has married. Eliza's 

desire to have a good time only encourages Sanford•s plans to achieve 

the same goal. Persistent though Sanford may be, the reader is led to 

believe that Eliza could have saved herself by rejection of Sanford's 

attentions. But Eliza never acknowledges the seriousness of seduction. 
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She even uses the word 11 Seduce 11 casually. She writes, 11 1 have been 

trying to seduce General Richman to accompany me to the assembly ... 11 

{p. 89). Later she writes that Boyer is trying to "seduce me into 

matrimony" (p. 95). The use of this term in connection with Richman, 

a faithful husband, and Boyer, a minister, indicates that Eliza consid

ers herself in no more danger with Sanford, the seducer, than she is 

with these two very reputable gentlemen.5 
.. 

Sanford's persuasion and Eliza's weakness result in Eliza's becoming 

Sanford's mistress. Since the ostensible purpose of the sentimental 

novel is to warn young readers against the immorality of characters like 

Sanford and Eliza, the author paints an extremely dismal picture of the 

consequences of seduction. Foster creates a pathos that engulfs Eliza 

and Sanford and their families and friends. The author introduces an 

atmosphere of despair into the novel with the death of Mrs. Richman's 

baby. This event is not a consequence of Eliza's seduction, but it 

does mark the beginning of Eliza's genuine suffering. At this time 

Eliza philosophically considers a somewhat pessimistic view that it is 

better for children to die 11 before they are capable of tasting the 

bitterness of woe 11 {p. 204). 

Already saddened by the death of the Richman child, Eliza consid

ers her own situation. She records her own mental and physical illnesses 

5According to the Oxford English Dictionary, two of the definitions 
for the word "seduce 11 that were used in the late eighteenth century are: 
1) To induce a woman to surrender her chastity; and 2) To win by charm 
or attractiveness. This second usage was employed by Lord Chesterfield 
1n the letters from which Foster drew her character, Sanford. The pun 
on the word 11 Seduce 11 gives emphasis to Foster's characterization of 
Eliza, who becomes more than a mere stereotyped embodiment of naivetee. 
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and her wish not only for her own death but for the death of her ille-

gitimate, unborn child as well. "Grief has undermined my constitution. 

My health has fallen a sacrifice to a disordered mind. But I regret 

not its departure! I have not a single wish to live." She continues, 

"God Almighty grant it [the child] may not live as a monument of my 

guilt .... The greatest consolation I can have, will be to carry it with 

me to a state of eternal rest" (pp. 222-23). Eliza's child is still

born as is the child of Mrs. Sanford. The deaths of these two children 

are included not only to strengthen the feeling of gloom, but also to 

emphasize the consequences of seduction. 

Compounding the novel's setting of misery, the author reduces 

Sanford to material and spiritual destitution. Sanford's wife leaves, 

and his creditors strip him of his property. Finally, Sanford is 

forced by the death of Eliza to consider his "ignominy and wretchedness" 

(p. 254). 

Likewise, Eliza's mother, her companion, Julia Granby, and her 

childhood friend, Lucy Sumner, are stricken by the loss of Eliza. Julia 

Granby writes, "How sincerely, my dear Mrs. Sumner, must the friends of 

our departed Eliza, sympathize with each other; and with her afflicted, 

bereaved parent!" (p. 247). 

The author climaxes her attempt to discourage young readers from 

immorality by disclosing the loneliness of Eliza at the time of her 

death. Though she is being cared for, she is in the company of complete 

strangers. She chooses to spare her mother some shame and grief by 

leaving home. Unlike Charlotte Temple who at least dies in the arms 

of her father, Eliza dies without the comfort of friends, family, or 
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even her lover. Eliza•s complete loss of contact with those she loves 

is verified by the disclosure of her death. Her family and friends 

must read of Eliza•s death in an obituary notice in a newspaper. Julia 

Granby recalls finding the 11 fatal paragraph ... 11 I shall not attempt to 

paint our heart felt grief and lamentation upon this occasion; for we 

had no doubt of Eliza•s being the person described, as a stranger, who 

died at Danvers, last July .. (p. 248). By creating a scene of intense 

misery around Eliza and Sanford, the author uses a tone of pathos to 

portray the consequences of seduction. The Coquette also reveals 

Sanford's view of seduction for sport and Eliza•s inability to consider 

the seriousness of seduction. By examining these three facets, the 

author presents a complex and effective handling of the seduction theme. 

Because the epistolary style does not allow the author to make 

direct comments, didacticism must be presented through the novel's 

correspondents. Including the description of Eliza•s final desperation 

in the letters of her friends becomes one of the techniques for insert-

ing warnings and instruction into an epistolary novel while exploring 

and enriching characterization. Foster also uses two other avenues for 

her moralizing--advice offered by a minister, Boyer, and good examples 

set by happily married companions, Mrs. Richman and Lucy Sumner. 

Boyer's first attempts to advise Eliza are ignored. Boyer records 

his advice and Eliza's reaction: 

I then attempted to convince her of her mistaken ideas 
of pleasure; that the scenes of dissipation, of which she 
was so passionately fond, afforded no true enjoyment .... 
These friendly suggestions, I found were considered as the 
theme of a priest; and my desire to detach her from such 
empty pursuits, as the selfishness of a lover. {pp. 109-10) 

A farewell letter from Boyer to Eliza carries another warning. 



64 

This warning is stronger since the reader realizes that Boyer is leaving 

because of Eliza's misconduct. Boyer writes "not as a lover ... but as a 

friend." "For your own sake ... let me conjure you to review your conduct, 

and before you have advanced beyond the possibility of returning to 

rectitude and honor, to restrain your steps from the dangerous path in 

which you now tread!" (p. 121). 

In addition to the warnings of Boyer, Eliza--and through her all 

young readers whom the author hopes to impress--sees the results of wise, 

happy marriages in the experiences of Eliza's married friends. Mrs. 

Richman defends marriage: 

It is the glory of the marriage state to refine by 
circumscribing our enjoyments. Here we can repose in 
safety .... True, we cannot always pay that attention to 
former associates, which we may wish; but the little com
munity which we superintend is quite as important an 
object. (p. 35) 

Eliza writes that General Richman prefers his wife's company to an 

evening out. Even Eliza praises Richman for his fidelity (p. 89). 

After the birth of her daughter, Mrs. Richman again tries to convince 

Eliza that marriage and motherhood are the best possible goals for a 

young woman: 

How natural, and how easy the transition from one stage 
of life to another! Not long since I was a gay, volatile 
girl; seeking satisfaction in fashionable circles and amuse
ments; but now I am thoroughly domesticated. All my happiness 
is centered within the limits of my own walls; and I grudge 
every moment that calls me from the pleasing scenes of 
domestic life. (p. 142) 

Julia Granby describes Lucy Sumner's happy marriage. "She is most 

happily united. Mr. Sumner, to all the graces and accomplishments of 

the gentleman, adds the still more important and essential properties 

of virtue, integrity and honor." To this description the author adds 
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Mrs. Sumner's advice to avoid marrying a 11 reformed rake" in favor of 

a husband who needs no reformation (p. 106). It is through Lucy Sumner, 

who has escaped seduction by being married, that the author chooses to 

call the reader's attention to the lesson to be learned from Eliza's 

dilemma: 

... for the sake of my sex in general, I wish it engraved 
u~on every heart, that virtue alone, independent of the trap
plngs of wealth, the parade of equipage, and the adulation of 
gallantry, can secure lasting felicity. From the melancholy 
story of Eliza Wharton, let the American fair learn to reject 
with disdain every insinuation derogatory to their true dig
nity and honor. Let them dispise, and for ever banish the man, 
who can glory in the seduction of innocence and the ruin of 
reputation. To associate, is to approve; to approve, is to 
be betrayed! (p. 258) 

Thus, the author seizes the opportunity to moralize through the example 

of a minister and the happiness of well-married women. The creation 

of characters as vehicles for the author's didacticism is a demonstra-

tion of Foster's artistry in handling the epistolary style. 

Foster's effective use of the epistolary style can best be illus

trated by one scene in the novel which is described by Eliza, Boyer, 

and Sanford. The scene, the one which results in Boyer's ending his 

courtship of Eliza, is reported first by Boyer. Boyer refers to the day 

in question as "the day of final separation" and 11 the day on which my 

reason assumes its empire, and triumphs over the arts of a finished 

coquette!" Relating that he pressed Eliza for an answer to his marriage 

proposal, Boyer admits that his temper is short because she refuses to· 

make any commitment. Twice Eliza asks Boyer to visit; twice she refuses 

to see him. On the third visit, Boyer writes that he was told she was 

in the garden and "desired that no person might intrude on her retire

ment." Entering the garden out of curiosity, Boyer discovers Eliza and 
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Sanford. Boyer confesses his own reaction. "My blood chilled in my 

veins, and I stood petrified with astonishment, at the disclosure of 

such baseness and deceit." Admitting that he is afraid to say anything 

because of his anger, Boyer walks to the house, refuses to listen to 

Eliza's explanation, and leaves without saying good-bye until the next 

day when he writes a letter rather than coming in person (pp. 111-20). 

Describing the same scene, Eliza exposes a different viewpoint. 

Claiming that she will accept Boyer's proposal, Eliza writes that she 

met Sanford in the garden to tell him of her decision and send him away. 

Eliza includes the information that Sanford hinted that he would marry 

her if she rid herself of Boyer. " ... though shame and regret had almost 

taken from me the gift of thought," Eliza writes after Boyer appears 1n 

the garden, "I will go and try to retrieve my character." Although 

Sanford begs on his knees that she stay, Eliza reports that she follows 

Boyer to the house, listens to his tirade about her conduct, and then 

agrees that "there was too much reason in support of his accusations" 

that she was indeed a coquette. When Boyer leaves, Eliza says, "When 

I saw that he was gone; that he had actually forsaken me, I fainted" 

(pp. 132-35). 

Finally, Sanford records his view of the incident. He considers 

the scene as providing his "revenge on the whole posse of those dear 

friends of hers ... "This was a fortunate event for me," claims Sanford 

who realizes Eliza would have rejected him had Boyer not appeared in 

the garden. Sanford says Eliza left him on his knees, but true to his 

character he adds that his knees 11 are always ready to bend on such 

occasions." Hearing Eliza admit that Boyer has "bid her a final adieu," 
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Sanford boasts, 
11
1 congratulated myself on having no rival" (pp. 138-40). 

The author easily could have presented this scene in one letter 

written by one of the three participants. The inclusion of all three 

versions not only verifies all of the facts of the incident, but also 

aids in characterization. Boyer displays his internal struggle between 

emotion and reason, Eliza realizes that her coquetry has cost her a 

husband, and Sanford maintains his callous attitude toward the feelings 

of others. 

The epistolary style used to fictionalize the story of Elizabeth 

Whitman also creates a more intimate atmosphere than that found in The 

Power of Sympathy. The author concentrates on the personal thoughts 

and feelings of her characters. The outpouring of private emotions 

gives the impression that one is reading a diary rather than letters. 

In writing to Lucy Sumner, Eliza displays the sharing of confidences. 

"Yet I must own to you, from whom I have never concealed an action or 

idea, that his infatuation in 1 ife charms my imagination" (p. 126). 

The suggestion of intimacy provides a vehicle with which the 

author can draw the reader into her work. The reader, placed in the 

role of eavesdropper, watches as the author unveils the private thoughts 

and intimacies of her characters. Foster begins with two basic stero

types, the Chesterfieldian gentleman and the coquette, and personifies 

them. Then the author gives substance to Sanford and Eliza, allowing 

them to escape from their molds and develop into round, dynamic characters 

who change as a result of the experiences they encounter. 6 

6see E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel (New York: Harcourt Brace, 
and Company, 1927), p. 118. 
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The Chesterfieldian gentleman 1s a character based on the advice 

given by Phillip Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, in letters to his son. 

In this novel, the particular Chesterfieldian characteristic attributed 

to Sanford is his attitude toward women. Lord Chesterfield writes, 

..... a man of sense only trifles with them [women], plays with them, 

humours and flatters them, as he does with a sprightly, forward child. 11 7 

At first it seems that this is Sanford's code. 

Sanford's first letter introduces his view of Eliza as a coquette. 

He says he intends "to play off her own artillery, by using a little 

unmeaning gallantry 11 (p. 26). On repeated occasions, Sanford discloses 

his feeling about women by referring to marriage as 11 the noose 11 and as 
11 Shackles. 11 Sanford also prides himself on being a 11 rake. 11 He writes, 
11 I was a 1 ways a genera 1 one [1 over]; but now I am somewhat particular. 

I shall be the more interested, as I am likely to meet with difficulties; 

and it is the glory of a rake, as well as a christian to combat obsta-

cles 11 (p. 48). 

Included in Sanford's plans to 11 humour 11 women are: of course, 

Eliza; Mrs. Richman, on whom Sanford seeks revenge for questioning his 

reputation; Eliza's mother, whom Sanford hopes to make an ally in his 

conquest of Eliza; and his wife, whom he tolerates because she is 

wealthy. In writing of his marriage Sanford says, 11 Necessity, dire 

necessity, force me into this dernier resort ... in vain did I attempt 

to shun the noose. I must either fly to this resource; or give up all 

7Phillip Stanhope, Earl of Chesterfield, 
Other Pieces, ed. Richmond P. Bond (New York: 
Inc . , 193 5) , p. 65. 

Chesterfield Letters and 
Doubleday, Doran & Company, 
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show, equipage, and pleasure." Of his wife Sanford writes, "So I bore 

off the prize; and a prize she really 1s. Five thousand pounds in 

possession, and more in reversion, if I do not forfeit it" (pp. 171-72). 

The author establishes Sanford as a "man of pleasure" with the 

Chesterfieldian view of women. It is therefore surprising at the end 

of the novel when Sanford risks the loss of his wife, his money, and 

his property to help Eliza. According to Forster, "The test of a round 

character is v1hether it is capab 1 e of surprising 1 n a convincing way ... a 

Sanford surprises,and he becomes convincing when he learns of Eliza's 

pregnancy. In one letter Sanford explains that Eliza is pregnant, 

carelessly comments that his wife had a stillborn son, an event which 

gives him "neither pain nor pleasure," then continues to say that he 

must "seek some means to relieve Eliza's distress. 11 He adds, "My 

finances are low; but the last fraction shall be expended in her service, 

if she need it" (pp. 212-13). Despite his Chesterfieldian character, 

Sanford begins to show genuine affection and concern for Eliza. Because 

the change in Sanford is convincing, he fits Forster's definition of a 

round character. 

The author demonstrates that Sanford does truly reform as the 

result of Eliza's death. Sanford's attitude is completely reversed 

from the time of his first letter when he writes of "an elegant ball" 

and "an elegant partner ... exactly calculated to please by fancy" (p. 25), 

until the time of the closing of his last letter which states, "If I 

look back, I recoil with horror from the black catalogue of vices, which 

8 Forster, p. 118. 
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have stained my past life, and reduced me to indigence and contempt. If 

I look forward, I shudder at the prospects which my foreboding mind pre

sents to view, both in this and a coming world! This is a deplorable, 

yet just picture of myself! 11 (p. 255). 

Sanford's target is a young woman who is especially susceptible 

to his wiles because she is a coquette. Of course, a coquette, by 

definition, is a flirt who feeds her own vanity on the attention and 

admiration of men. Eliza lives by the rules of coquetry. The author 

carefully sets the stage for Eliza's decision to become a coquette by 

having the young woman engaged to an ill, old man. Eliza's parents 

chose Mr. Haly for her. She never loved him but considering his age 

and state of health, Eliza assented. She says, 11 To them [her parents], 

of course, I sacrificed my fancy in this affair ... ! was more encouraged, 

as I saw, from our first acquaintance, his declining health 11 (p. 6). 

Repeatedly, the author justifies Eliza's activities by allowing her to 

relate how she faithfully nursed Haly, even though his confinement caused 

her to be completely cut off from the social world of those her own age. 

Haly's death frees Eliza to return to her friends. Eliza seems to over

compensate for her separation from society by basing all of her thoughts 

and activities on the superficial social activities available to her. 

Eliza begins her development as a coquette with the 11 COnquest .. of 

Boyer. Having set aside her mourning to attend a dinner party, Eliza 

writes of good food, and good music, and a pleasant·walk in the garden, 

and she is angered by the mention of Haly's death by an acquaintance 

offering condolence (pp. 10-11). Boyer, who has fallen in love with 

Eliza, dismisses her coquetry as 11 a gay disposition 11 which is "an 
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agreeable quality, where there is discretion sufficient for its regu

lation. A cheerful friend, much more a cheerful wife is peculiarly 

necessary to a person of a studious and sedentary life" (p. 14). 

Having just escaped a permanent relationship with Haly, Eliza is 

not interested in committing herself to her first serious suitor. She 

relishes her new freedom. As she says, 

These bewitching charms of mine have a tendency to keep my 
mind in a state of perturbation. I am so pestered with these 
admirers; not that I am so very handsome neither; but I don't 
know how it is, I am certainly very much the taste of the 
other sex. Followed, flattered, and caressed; I have cards 
and compliments in profusion .... I wish not for a declaration 
from any one, especially from one whom I could not repulse 
and do not intend to encourage at present. 

Finally, she begs, "Let me then enjoy that freedom which I so highly 

prize" (pp. 116-18). 

The introduction of Major Sanford into Eliza's life provides her 

with the exciting entertainment she values. His possession of social 

graces rates for him the title of gentleman in Eliza's view. His charm 

causes Eliza to ignore the warnings of her friends that his reputation 

is questionable. Sanford sees Eliza as a likely victim of his amorous 

plans because she is flirtatious. He declares, "But I fancy this young 

lady is a coquette; and if so, I shall avenge my sex, by retaliating 

the mischief, she meditates against us .. {p. 26). Eliza's friends tell 

her of Sanford, but using custom and hospitality as her excuses she 

refuses to end her acquaintance with him. 

Eliza's ambition, as her friend Lucy Freeman describes it, "is to 

make a distinguished figure in the first class of polished society; to 
. 

shine in the gay circle of fashionable amusements, and to bear off the 
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palm amidst the voatries of pleasure•• (p. 38). With this attitude, 

Eliza refuses to become engaged to a minister when she can still enjoy 

the charm, manners, and attention of a 11 rake. 11 At the same time, being 

what her friends term a 11first rate 11 and a 11 finished 11 coquette, Eliza 

will not discourage Boyer because she also enjoys his devotion. She 

plans to keep Boyer in her company until she tires of the frivolous 

activities of Sanford. When Boyer proposes marriage, Eliza does not 

answer but instead she orders tea and starts a social conversation which 

she says, ..... is the true zest of life in which ... none but the virtuous 

minds can participate .. (p. 43). Eliza will not be rushed and is dis-

pleased when Boyer presses the matter. Boyer seems to bore Eliza, and 

the pleasure of Sanford•s company keeps Eliza from accepting the proposal 

of Boyer. Eliza comments, 

He [Eliza and Boyer] were somewhat interrupted in our confi
dential intercourse, in the afternoon, by the arrival of 
Major Sanford. I cannot say that I was not agreeably 
relieved. So sweet a repast, for several hours together, 
was rather sickening to my taste. My enamorato looked a 
little mortified at the cheerful reception which I gave 
the intruder, and joined not so placidly in the social 
conversation, as I could have wished. (p. 46). 

At this point in the novel Eliza does not consider Sanford a threat; 

neither does she suspect that Boyer will escape her grasp. As Eliza 

spends more time with Sanford, she is convinced by him that she could 

not live the secluded live of a minister's wife. He reminds her that 

her life would consist of 11 the tedious round of domestic duties, the 

pedantic conversation of scholars, and the invidious criticisms of a 

whole town .. (p. 73). Eliza grows more fond of Sanford and more indif

ferent to Boyer. Boyer begins to suspect that Eliza•s flirtations are 

more improper than he first believed. To Selby, his friend and the 
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person who first tried to warn him about Eliza, Boyer writes, 11 I fear, 

my friend, that there is some foundation for your suspicions respecting 

my beloved Eliza. What pity it is, that so fair a form, so accomplished 

a mind, should be tarnished, in the smallest degree, by the follies of 

coquetry! .. (p. 107). Pressed by Boyer, Eliza decides to follow the 

counsel of her friends and marry the minister. But true to her role 

as a coquette she chooses to meet Sanford and personally inform him of 

her decision. The garden scene is, of course, the result of this unwise 

action. 

The loss of Boyer's attentions causes Eliza to question her life 

as a coquette. She begins to believe that she loves Boyer and that 

now, above all else, she wants to become his bride. She writes, 11 I was 

insensible of my regard for Mr. Boyer, till this fatal separation took 

place .. (p. 144). Rejection by Boyer strongly affects Eliza, but being 

accustomed to a life of continuous social engagements she cannot seclude 

herself. 

Her remaining connection with society is Sanford. In an attempt 

to retain some of the excitement she wants, Eliza leaves herself vul-

nerable to the schemes of Sanford. Even when Sanford marries, the 

coquette cannot cut herself off from the gaiety he represents. 

Ironically Eliza's efforts to remain a socialite result not in 

her being the center of happy, festive gatherings, but in her becoming 

the object of gossip. As an adultress and an unwed mother she becomes 

a social outcast. Obviously Eliza is forced to abandon her role as 

coquette. The coquetry is replaced by sincerity, respect, and love 
' 

previously absent from Eliza's character. 
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At a time of despair when a young woman would want her mother 

close by, Eliza chooses to leave her mother to spare her part of her 

daughter's grief. Likewise, even though Eliza contemplates her child's 

death, she also considers that the child might live and need care. She 

begs Julia Granby to care for the child and to beg ~1rs. Richman and 

Mrs. Sumner to forgive Eliza. Finally Eliza musters the strength to 

reprimand Sanford. Especially in this lecture Eliza breaks out of the 

role of coquette. She shows love and concern for Sanford in trying to 

save him when she knows she is lost. She begs him to make amends with 

God and society (pp. 242-43). 

Hannah Foster has made The Coquette more than the story of the 

seduction of a flirtatious girl or the r~formation of a rake. Combining 

the seduction theme, didacticism, and the epistolary style of the early 

American sentimental novel, she has developed two memorable characters. 

In an effort to educate young readers, the author has created atmos

pheres of pathos and intimacy which control the reader's attitudes 

toward the novel's theme, plot, and characters. Foster's ability to 

control her readers makes The Coquette, like its counterparts The 

Power of Sympathy and Charlotte Temple, a work worthy of recognition. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

The Power of Sympathy, Charlotte Temole, and The Coquette are only 

three of the numerous sentimental novels written in America in the late 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. These three, The Power of 

Sympathy, because it was first, and Charlotte Temple and The Coquette, 

because they were the most popular, are merely mentioned in passing by 

literary historians; however, these novels represent not only the genre's 

impact on literary history, they also represent a level of artistic 

quality achieved by the majority of early American sentimental novels. 

This artistry can be seen in vmrks by Brown, Rowson, and Foster, as well 

as in works by Charles Brockden Brown and others. 

William Hill Brown's Ira and Isabella, v1hich exhibits the same 

style and literary quality as The Power of Sympathy, was used to help 

credit the latter 1 S authorship to Brown.l Among other early American 

sentimental novels by Rov1son is the autobiographical Fille de Chambre, 

which exemplifies Rowson's realism. The Boarding School, by Foster, 

is one of the genre's best examples of the beginnings of a national 

fiction. At least two works by Charles Brockden Brown, Jane Talbot 

and Clara Howard, contain the characteristics of the sentimental novel. 

Although Brockden Brown has received most of his recognition for his 

later gothic novels, the earlier sentimental works are also noteworthy. 

These are a few of the works which constitute the early American 

1William Hill Brown, The Power of SymQathy, ed. William S. Kable 
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1969), p. xxii. 
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sentimental genre which, for the most part, has been considered only 

summarily by critics and historians, though a few do acknowledge that 

later works in American literature were influenced by this initial 

fictional genre. 

Some scholars, such as Leslie A. Fiedler, have even considered 

the impact of the first novels on such authors as Hawthorne. Fiedler 

suggests that even though Hawthorne damned the 11 mob of scribbling 

women, .. The Scarlet Letter and The Blithedale Romance show the 

influence of earlier sentimental novels.2 Convinced that the early 

American sentimental novel still has impact, Fiedler cites the use of 

the seduction theme as recently as Herman Wouk's Marjorie Morningstar. 3 

Fiedler also suggests the earlier novels' influence on World Enough 

and Time by Robert Penn vlarren. 4 In addition to their contribution as 

fictional examples in American literary history, the early American 

sentimental novels contain literary merits which suggest the beginnings 

of the artistic novel later exemplified by authors such as Henry James. 

Literary criticism calls for close examination and evaluation of 

techniques and devices such as theme, point of view, and characterization. 

The works of the genre dealt with in this study develop two primary 

themes, seduction and suicide. As can be seen in the three examples 

considered, the authors were able to vary their approaches to theme 

to make their novels individual, yet still representative of the genre. 

2Love and Death in the American Novel (New York: 
1960)' p. 9-r:-

3 
Fiedler, p. 69. 

4 
Fiedler, p. 219. 

Criterion Books, 
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The novels are obviously imitative of English writers such as 

Richardson and Sterne. Following Richardson's example, many early 

American sentimental novelists chose the epistolary format, and 

therefore had the vehicle for presenting several points of view. The 

epistolary novels required that the didacticism, which was a standard 

characteristic of a sentimental novel, be presented through one or 

more of the novel's characters. Those authors who chose not to use 

the epistolary style had greater freedom for moral comment but were 

often restricted in point of view. 

Effective characterization is a literary technique which was 

artistically developed by the early American sentimental novelists. 

Many of the novels, like Charlotte Temple and The Coquette, contain 

round, dynamic characters who will successfully bear the scrutiny of 

twentieth-century readers. Characters in these novels served various 

functions. As mentioned earlier, the epistolary style required 

characters to be moralists. This is seen 1n Holmes, in The Power of 

Sympathy, and 1n Boyer, in_ The Coquette. In Charlotte Temole, four 

characters are used convincingly as symbols of good and evil. Early 

American sentimental novelists were aware that characterization, point 

of view, and theme are intricate facets of a novel, and the authors 

practiced these literary techniques with considerable skill and 

sophistication. 

A close examination of three representatives of the early American 

sentimental novel provides evidence for a favorable evaluation of the 

works on the basis of literary merit. Other works of this early genre 

are equally impressive and also deserve close reading to rectify the 



imbalance in the standard evaluations of this genre which comprises 

the foundation of American fiction. 
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