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EDITOR’S NOTE

My Penn State colleague Wendell Harris was the first to point me in the direction of The Advice of a Lady of Quality to Her Children. I’d like to thank him for the reference, and I’d like to thank Angela Vietto, who kindly created for me an initial transcription of that text. While he was an undergraduate at Penn State, Steve Fonash assisted me in compiling the preliminary list of secondary readings on Brown and Foster. The letter Annis Stockton wrote to Julia Stockton Rush appears among the Rush-Biddle-Williams family papers at the Rosenbach Library of Philadelphia; it is reprinted here with permission of the Rosenbach. I’d like to thank Amy Winans, who sent me to the Jeremy Belknap letter with which I begin the introduction to this edition. The letter is located at the Historical Society of Pennsylvania, in volume 30 of the Rush papers; the excerpt is printed with the permission of the Historical Society. Finally, I’d like to thank Suzanne Begnoche, who assisted in reading proofs of this text.




INTRODUCTION

WRITING FROM BOSTON to his friend, the famous physician, moralist, and educator, Dr. Benjamin Rush of Philadelphia, Jeremy Belknap reported on August 16, 1788, “In one of our papers there is an account from Danvers of a Woman who died at an Inn of a puerperal fever—a Stranger—supposed to be from Connecticut.” It was surprising news, useful to moralists, and it was being printed in newspapers throughout New England. The story Belknap repeated involved a woman who, having borne a child out of wedlock, died soon thereafter from the fever she developed while giving birth. The tale had all the ingredients of a suspenseful mystery, one that Belknap thought Rush might use “in some of your moral Lectures to young Ladies.” Expecting that Rush would “doubtless see” the story reprinted in the Philadelphia papers, Belknap nonetheless sketched out what he considered the most important details:

the Lady whose Conduct appeared so mysterious proves to be ye Daughter of a deceased Clergyman in Connecticut. She was handsome genteel & sensible but vain & coquetish[,] a great reader of Romances. She refused two as good offers of Marriage as she deserved because she aspired higher than to be a Clergyman’s Wife—& having coqueted it till past her bloom, fell into criminal indulgencies, proved enceinte [i.e., pregnant] & then eloped, pretending where she lodged & died to be married & carried on ye deception till death—



Tellingly linked here in Belknap’s account are the woman’s gentility and her sensibility, both of which would seem to have failed her because she was a “great reader of Romances.” If a woman would read romances and refuse offers of marriage from clergymen, the monitory message ran, she would seem now to have gotten what she “deserved.”

This true story about a seduction reveals some of the most crucial cultural fascinations of Belknap and Rush’s era. Indeed, the fascinations have continued from their day to our own. Women’s bodies and their  behaviors have for centuries been the focus of those who wished to lecture on morality and the general success or failure of the culture. Women seem to have become a particular preoccupation during the eighteenth-century era of Enlightenment, however. Many considered that the Enlightenment in America, modified as it was by a certain amount of Christian humanism adapted from the Scottish “Common Sense” school of philosophers, would produce the world’s best system of government and the best-“enlightened” people the world had ever seen. Especially as the American Enlightenment was advanced among elite groups in the Anglo-American colonies and then the new United States, the era promised a future cleared of the corrupt and evil past of European monasteries and monarchies, a future that seemed bright with the possibility of an entirely new and peaceable social order. At least that is what men like Belknap—a Christian humanist and Quaker abolitionist, who had a sincere belief in social amelioration for all groups—wanted to imagine. That a woman of some social standing and seeming moral prominence, a clergyman’s daughter no less, could “fall” in this way, certainly meant that something was amiss in her life: had her life been better regulated, she would not be dead now, the moral seemed to be. The scapegoat for the woman’s “failure” was her reading of romances. Her story would serve as an excellent warning for other, younger women, Belknap thought. And he was not alone in this thinking. Both William Hill Brown and Hannah Webster Foster seem to have agreed wholeheartedly. Ironically, they conveyed the story of the “stranger” woman, Elizabeth Whitman, in fictions that to some extent were advantaged by precisely the mode of writing—romances—that Belknap had deplored to Benjamin Rush.

Brown’s The Power of Sympathy (1789) and Foster’s The Coquette  (1797) were two of the first novels published in the United States. Both novels focused on the social relations between men and women, especially upon the ways in which women’s lives and actions were crucially centered in the social fabric, and both used real-life circumstances adapted to the fictional medium. Considered in terms of the genre of novelistic fiction, these two novels were among the first to take part in the discourse linking women’s issues with nationhood. They would seem, in fact, to have indicated a turning point in Anglo-American printing culture, for their publication—and their popularity at the time—marks the beginning of a turn away from the publishing and distribution of fictional writing in brief or serialized versions in newspapers to the much more lucrative world of the book. In its very physical  dimensions—small enough to hold nearly covered by one’s hand, or tucked away in a vest, sleeve, or pocket of a dress—the book provided for a reader’s privacy in reading and thinking. Just as a physical object, the book proved fascinating to readers. Interestingly, novels like Brown’s and Foster’s were themselves part of a seductive marketplace of culture that was shifting from public consumption of print to private use of it. Increasingly as the eighteenth century turned into the nineteenth century, the market in books served a populace that seems to have had tremendous preoccupation with private activities of people, but especially the private activities—the lives and the bodies—of women.

The intensity of the interest in women at the end of the eighteenth century was new, but the appearance of women in fiction in Anglo-America had been occurring for some time. Decades before The Power of Sympathy and The Coquette were published, readers had been treated to their first newspaper representations of a woman’s voice on women’s issues in a series of essays written by Benjamin Franklin. “I find it a very difficult Matter,” said Franklin’s fictional woman character, Silence Dogood, in 1722, “to reprove Women separate from the Men.” Between the years 1722 and 1788, it would seem, attitudes did not much change. Silence Dogood’s newspaper inquiry into women’s situations in the English colonies—published as Dogood essay No. V in the New-England Courant, May 28, 1722—revealed the cultural preoccupations of English and Continental readers from at least as early as the sixteenth century. Even the name Franklin chose for his character—“Silence”—implicitly criticized the manner then deemed most suitable for women. When Silence aired her questions about women’s place (or lack of place) in the world, she was giving voice to issues that were being addressed again and again by those interested in social and educational theory. She asked, “[W]hat Vice is there in which the Men have not as great a Share as the Women?” To answer herself, she adopted a position commonplace in the more liberal educational tracts of the era: if women were ignorant and fond of luxury, men were accountable for the situation, because men’s established social institutions required that women be kept both in ignorance and in ease. Such a situation, Silence attested, enabled men to chastise women for folly, whereas women themselves did not control the situation that produced their supposed ignorance and extravagance.

At the center of this Silence Dogood essay is a remarkable passage Franklin adapted from Daniel Defoe’s An Essay upon Projects (1697),  where Defoe had called the lack of education for women a “barbarous” custom given the fact that England considered itself “a civiliz’d and Christian Country”: “Shall we upbraid Women with Folly, when ’tis only the Error of this inhumane Custom that hindred them being made wiser?” This was a question frequently found in materials on women’s status and education in Europe and in England, but a question few seemed to want to ask at that time in the colonies. Yet by the end of the century in the new United States, it became a question that preoccupied citizens.

What was the relationship between the reading of romances and women’s behavior? people like Belknap seemed to have been asking. Could the education of women improve the overall moral fabric of the nation? A lot of people seem to have thought so. For some who sought “a more perfect union,” it seemed that the control of women’s bodies would be a crucial step toward the development of a nation free of moral degradation, one that “deserved” to function as a republic. Like the newspaper account that seems to have both titillated and distressed Jeremy Belknap, novels like William Hill Brown’s anonymously published The Power of Sympathy and Hannah Webster Foster’s The Coquette indicate the powerful and vexing preoccupations of white citizens in the first decades of U.S. nationhood.




II

What were these citizens like? Several key social concerns seem to have been common to most whites of the laboring, middling, and upper classes in England and Anglo-America during the eighteenth century. One concern, as we’ve seen, revolved around the relations between the sexes. More to the point, in the English colonies by midcentury, the general population was increasing. “Send your accomplished artisans and crafts-people to the British colonies, for they will find work,” Franklin had said again and again in letters and publications sent to England before the Revolution. The population in the British colonies was increasing dramatically. Indeed, in the year 1776, when the Declaration of Independence was signed, more than half the white population was sixteen years of age or younger. They were a youthful people who fought the American Revolution and became the first U.S. citizenry. This suggests that women’s labor had as much to do with domestic matters—the bearing and rearing of children—as with laboring outside the home. Women would be the mainstay of the new nation.

Another concern common during the century in Europe and the American colonies revolved around the question of what would make a person “valuable” to the community. A man’s value was derived from his working life. But what would help determine the value of a woman? It was in the context of this kind of questioning—of issues related to domesticity, labor, and the moral life of the nation—that women’s activities were scrutinized and weighed. If women were to be entrusted with the nation’s children, then women themselves needed to be educated, it seemed. But how should that education be conducted, and what should it consist of?

While it is true that these cultural preoccupations were not peculiar to the eighteenth century, they did emerge with greater urgency during this era because of a general development of interest in printing and literacy and a concern with the ways in which especially younger people were gaining access to the marketplace, a marketplace both of material goods and of ideas. There was beginning to be a general rise of economic status for those who formerly would have been members of nonliterate laboring groups. In the Anglo-American colonies and the new United States, the reasons for this change in the culture are complicated. At the global level, an increase in international trade (boosted by traffic in slaves) brought greater general wealth—and opportunities for whites—in Anglo-America. More locally, the shift in the power base in England, with more power being wielded by middle-level people, was extended to the English colonies in North America. Generally speaking, for the whites who were in greater numbers learning to read, there began to be more leisure, and more money to be spent, because immigrants were flocking to the colonies, and immigrants provided a cheap labor force. The greater number of laborers in the colonies meant that the costs of labor, to the wealthier, were less, and more people were earning wages (or were enslaved). Cheaper labor meant that more leisure was becoming available for more people of the middling and upper levels. A greater amount of leisure brought more frequent opportunity for reading. Better that women read than they engage in “criminal indulgencies,” it would seem—so long as they did not read romances.

The socially mixed and changing nature of the colonial community meant that the situation of women in all aspects of the cultural matrix—their dress, their manners, their labor (or lack of it), their mental and physical abilities, and their chastity (for some women, their only “marketable” commodity)—became centrally important during the latter part of the eighteenth century. It should come as no surprise that by  the end of the century in post-Revolutionary United States culture the scrutiny of women intensified. Gaining the control over women’s minds and their bodies, some thought, would provide the key to a successful and virtuous republican government. In the new United States, they argued, books could be the key to developing cultural values appropriate to the commonwealth. That is, if women were going to read books, those books should, of necessity, promote women’s moral uprightness and teach them “right” from “wrong.” On one level, then, it could be said that it was upon the most youthful and least empowered of United States citizens, the young women, that the expectations for the future glory of the nation were fixed.




III

“Virtue, Virtue alone ... is the basis of a Republic,” declared Dr. Benjamin Rush in Philadelphia in 1778. Yet the meaning of the term  virtue itself was much contested in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. For some, the term signified a core set of values aligned with broad political and mercantile goals of sincerity and honesty in politics and business, for these attributes would strengthen the commonwealth. For others, the term signaled specific behaviors of citizens, women in particular, whose personal relations should be unquestionably pure in motive and free of lasciviousness. The term floated among groups of people widely disparate in economic means and personal interests. From about 1776 onward, however, it came to be linked with the term  republicanism—as in Benjamin Rush’s comment above—to indicate specific moral goals embedded in a code of nationhood holding that government should be based solely on the consent of the governed.

Yet the word republicanism itself was freighted with different meanings for differing groups of people. Generally speaking, for members of the educated elite (the upper-class people who had received formal training), a Republic would develop from an ideal set of circumstances drawn from the admired ancient republics (which were popular governments) of Greece and Rome. For these people (including, for instance, Benjamin Rush and John and Abigail Adams), a successful American Republic would be small in size and homogeneous in population, and it would harbor citizens willing to give up their own private interests for the good of the whole. Such sacrifice of individual gain would be replaced by a security of equal opportunity for all citizens, regardless of wealth. In the minds of these well-read people, whose opinions were drawn from  ancient political history and theory, the American Republic could best be secured in the virtue of its citizens.

Two other approaches drawn from more contemporary theory and circumstance competed with that of the elite class. One of those approaches was held not only by some elite people but also by skilled laborers and members of the middling groups. This second version of republicanism reflected ideas of government set forth by economic theorists like Adam Smith, whose Wealth of Nations (1776) allowed for the rational pursuit of individual self-interest under the assumption that when an individual assisted himself, he assisted the commonwealth. To proponents of this sort of republicanism, if individuals were free (as they had been during the Revolution) to engage in patriotic business (such as reaping profit from assisting the war effort), the nation would be enhanced. In this version of a Republic, individual gain was tied intricately to the nation’s gain; by improving their own economic circumstances, republican citizens were assisting the nation. Thus, for instance, Alexander Hamilton posited in his three reports to Congress—but especially in his Report on Manufactures (1791)—that protecting individual commerce protected the Republic; the nation could only benefit from aggressive economic expansion implemented by individuals who were avid for personal gain. Virtue, in this model, resided less in an individual’s moral outlook than in what contributions he (more often than she) could make to the national economy.

A third concept of republicanism appealed to groups of less literate and less educated people, those who supported (and were supported by) the writings of political philosophers like Thomas Paine. These people believed that a more egalitarian approach to government would make all members within a commonwealth wish to participate in government and, as a result of their inclusion, behave virtuously. For these people, the best government would allow for widespread political participation based not on wealth or race but on contributions to the commonwealth. These citizens questioned the ability of members of the gentry and/or people from cities to think and speak for them in disinterested ways. They sought wider voting rights and a greater degree of representation for citizens inhabiting the countryside.

All three versions of republicanism existed in tension with one another during the era of nation-making. Disparate though they might seem, they nonetheless reflected certain commonly held assumptions about the new United States. The key assumption was that the United States, with all its problems, was a virtuous commonwealth (regardless  of whether one considered it an agricultural or industrial commonwealth) when compared with Europe but especially with England. “Good” Americans were frequently contrasted with “bad” Europeans spoiled by luxury, snobbery, and loose sexual behaviors. For the elite, virtuousness was coded as thrift and self-sacrifice, and for the others, virtuousness did not conflict with self-interest and “natural” right of representation.

Evidence of the prevalence of the discourse of republicanism appears in Brown’s Power of Sympathy in several places, most notably in a somewhat minor scene Harrington mentions in a letter to Worthy (Letter XVII) about a social gathering he attended. The party was going along very well, until a highly accomplished young woman, Miss P——, overheard someone whisper about her, in a derogatory way, that she was “a mechanick’s daughter.” Miss P——decided to leave, and the party came to an abrupt halt. The comment reveals the contemporary attitudes about class that Brown’s novel would, in this instance, seem to be questioning. In the socially fluid economy of the new United States, long-standing members of the elite class saw others —such as workers of the merchant and artisan groups—achieve financial security and even affluence. Harrington’s comment on this situation—that there really ought be no distinctions of this sort, because “Inequality ... is a foe to our happiness”—repeats the “patriotic” message that such attitudes are unjust and unworthy of an enlightened people. He goes on to engage another motif common in northerners’ republican discourse, declaiming that habits of haughtiness found in those of “an aristocratick temper” in the South will be the ruin of the nation, since such habits are used to keep slaves in subjection. Such “distinctions,” Harrington argues, “are inimical to domestick quietude.” Arguments like these were common fare in the newspapers and in pulpits; they were an innovation in the fictional materials of the era.

If republican principles were to succeed, the theorists argued, they needed to be inculcated not only at the level of government but also within the culture as a whole. If the principles were to succeed, too, they needed to be accessible to women. Painting, architecture, drama, literature—all, if they were “good,” should represent the message of nationalism and virtue to the public, especially to women. As indicated in a letter John Adams wrote to Benjamin Rush in 1807, the burden of the nation’s success seems to have rested upon women, both upon women’s minds and their bodies. “I say then that national Morality never was and never can be preserved without the utmost purity and chastity  in women,” Adams wrote. He continued by asserting that “without national Morality a Republican Government cannot be maintained. Therefore my dear Fellow Citizens of America, you must ask leave of your wives and daughters to preserve your Republick.”

It was in this context that the education of women became centrally important, for women were perceived as being the instructors of the nation’s children. It was in this context, too, that the books women were reading came under increased jealous scrutiny. Good republican mothers were caught in a contradictory bind: in republican theory, a sensible, educated female citizenry would perform the greatest service to the nation by educating its youth; yet domestic tradition condemned the learned woman as a threat to marital and family stability. Women again and again found themselves the central players in a confusing drama in which they were given conflicting stage cues for their actions. Women could read, so long as the works they read were edifying and so long as they continued to perform their household duties. But women dared not become too learned; the learned woman would be accused of idleness and of attempting to escape from her “real” work. This was the warning John Ogden mounted in The Female Guide; or, Thoughts on the Education of That Sex (1793). Idle women would ruin the nation. According to Ogden, women who merely idle away their time “make bad wives and gay daughters, they make families poor and a country wretched, by circulating scandal and folly, instead of industrious and useful arts, which make us rich and innocent.” Even Mercy Otis Warren, a well-known playwright, poet, and historian, warned her niece, Rebecca Otis, against idleness and the reading of fiction. It was not that Rebecca Otis should not read, Warren insisted, but she needed to understand that domestic work was important and that some writings were a waste of time: “As your rank in life has not, nor perhaps ever will set you above an attention to the economy of domestic life; an acquired habit of continual industry will enable you to discharge the duties of prudence, decency and elegance in family affairs, and yet leave you leisure to improve your taste to cultivate your mind, and enlarge your understanding by reading, provided you throw away no part of your time.” Rebecca Otis could read, but only to “enlarge [her] understanding,” not for mere entertainment. Such advice was common in the era. It was purveyed at social gatherings, in the poetry and drama of the era, in family letters, and in books. Among the elite, there was a decided emphasis on didactic materials from which, it was thought, all citizens, as true patriots, might learn how best to socialize themselves.




IV

“Didactic essays are not always capable of engaging the attention of young ladies,” comments Mrs. Holmes to Myra Harrington in The Power of Sympathy (Letter XXIX). She goes on to distinguish between essays and novels, with a usefully revealing comment about an implied relationship between “truth” and propriety. “We fly from the labored precepts of the essayist,” she says, “to the sprightly narrative of the novelist. Habituate your mind to remark the difference between truth and fiction. You will then always be enabled to judge of the propriety and justness of a thought and never be misled to form wrong opinions by the meretricious dress of a pleasing tale. You will then be most capable of deducing the most profitable lessons of instruction, and the design of your reading will be fully accomplished.” “Proper” and “just” thoughts would come from didactic essays, and wrong opinions, from tales that had too “meretricious” a dress.

Yet Mrs. Holmes is not telling Myra to avoid reading fiction. She is saying instead that if Myra can learn to distinguish between a “true” representation and a “false” or overly imaginative one, Myra will be able to learn her lessons well. This was a pretty radical thing for a woman—even a fictional woman—to say in the 1780s. Mrs. Holmes’s comments seem to clarify William Hill Brown’s position. That is, she seems to be speaking a position articulated throughout the novel: reading fiction, so long as it is not garbed in “meretricious dress,” can provide a reader the opportunity “of deducing the most profitable lessons of instruction”—even though the instruction should come from fiction itself. Given what his contemporary generation was saying about novels—that they were terrible, pernicious, even unpatriotic—it should come as no surprise that William Hill Brown might vocalize through Mrs. Holmes an instructive lesson about fiction reading and its potential usefulness. Novels could, Brown’s characters Mrs. Holmes and Mr. Worthy tried to suggest, help women develop appropriate social outcomes in their behaviors and attitudes. If women preferred reading novels to reading educational or behavioral tracts, Brown seems to have surmised, then they should be provided with novels that might edify them as to their duty and place in the world.

Perhaps Brown worried about the way his anonymously published novel, the first written by a citizen in British North America and printed in the United States, would be received by readers and moralists. People at the time were continuing to say terrible things about novels. Indeed,  their negative comments did not seem to let up much, even a decade after Brown’s novel was published. “Novels not only pollute the imaginations of young women,” wrote the editor of the Weekly Magazine  for March 10, 1798, “but likewise give them false ideas of life, which too often make them act improperly.” According to this newspaper editor (who perhaps wished his newspaper to sell as well as novels were selling), the quality of reading matter was the all-important issue, and novels could not provide, under any circumstances, high-quality reading: “It is as incumbent a duty to attend to the books a young lady reads as to the company she keeps; for if it is allowed, that the frequent hearing of loose conversation naturally prepares the mind for the admittance of vicious ideas, it cannot be denied that books, in which love is the only theme, and intrigues the sole business of the actors, are more dangerous even than bad company.”

Almost as if in answer to charges like these, Brown’s The Power of Sympathy and Hannah Webster Foster’s The Coquette included characters who voiced impeccably high-minded and enlightened discourses on customs, manners, and social interaction between the sexes. Both novels involved women characters whose bodies and sexual relations could be considered in a promiscuous light, yet both presented these characters’ actions and expressions within a context where characters of “good” virtue and probity surrounded them. Indeed, the novels provide readers an interesting and conflicted interpretive field in the competing representations given to characters’ behaviors and attitudes. The characters whose attitudes and behaviors might be labeled “vicious” (in the older sense of the term, as full of vice) are constantly commented upon and surrounded by those who are clearly “virtuous.” In theory, it would seem that the ideal republican readers of such novels—especially those young women training to be good republican mothers—were thus given sets of circumstances out of which they could conceivably test their virtuousness without testing their personal chasteness. The reading of these novels might, if only in theory, provide a safe (because vicarious) opportunity for young readers to put themselves in the places of the varying characters in the novels.

It seems that so long as there was a novelistic balance in the story lines between women whose chastity (their badge of virtue) was compromised and those characters whose didactic and admonitory expressions represented standards of probity and moral impeccability, the novel might retain the interest of a reader enough to evade the criticism given didactic essays—that they were boring and uninteresting. In one  sense, then, we can read the epigraph to The Power of Sympathy as a comment on the novelist who attempts to win youth to “sentiment and truth” by way of “flowers”:

Fain would he strew Life’s thorny Way with Flowers, 
And open to your View Elysian Bowers; 
Catch the warm Passions of the tender Youth, 
And win the Mind to Sentiment and Truth.



Assuming that a mere didactic essay might not be able to “Catch the warm Passions of the tender Youth,” this novelist would “fain” create a better vision of “Life’s thorny Way.” On the level of stated, conscious intent, then, the author of this novel could justly argue in the Preface that his novel was “beneficial,” because in his novel “the dangerous consequences of seduction are exposed, and the advantages of female education set forth and recommended.”




V

The potentially pernicious effects of novel reading were much discussed during the eighteenth century both in Europe and in the Anglo-American colonies. One common theme—as we might have assumed from reading Jeremy Belknap’s letter to Benjamin Rush—was the distinction between the novel and the romance. Romances were taken to be the most pernicious of fictions. Romances, it was said, introduced readers to fantastic, unrealistic experiences that would produce excessive influence over the fancy without the corrective influence of rationality and moderation. By pandering to the passions, moralists argued, romances not only depraved readers’ imaginations but led them into vicious behavior. What was more, romances fostered in readers a longing for feudal, not “modern” thinking. Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, phrased it succinctly in his Characteristics of Men, Manners, Opinions, Times (1711) when he announced that romances were “sprung from the mere dregs of chivalry or knight-errantry.” Shaftesbury seems to have had a very negative view of romances; he had little better to say about women. According to Shaftesbury, women’s only natural cultural capability was in the reading of romances and romantic novels.

As a number of scholars have shown recently and as Shaftesbury’s  comment suggests, from a point early in the eighteenth century, fiction —but especially romance—was granted a “female” gender, under the assumption that romances could only properly appeal to women. With the cultural location of romance with women came its relegation (like women) to the status beneath the more “masculine” status of high poetry and serious drama. When, midcentury, writers wanted to improve the reputation of novels and novel reading, they differentiated between the two genres of the romance and the novel in such a way as to suggest that novels could appeal to the (masculinized) rational intellect in surprising ways while romances degraded the intellect by drawing the mind down to the level of mere (feminized) emotionalism.

The overstated evils of romances might be traceable, on the one hand, to chauvinistic English attitudes, in that fictional romances were traditionally credited to Spanish and French authors of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. These romances, usually of scenes and incidents remote from ordinary life, featured a class of society (queens, knights, and Catholic ecclesiastics, for instance) that in England, after the peaceable and popular Revolution of 1688, were becoming increasingly held in check by a greater degree of popular sovereignty. By finding ways to praise novels as opposed to romances, in other words, English writers were thus centering themselves in the cultural life of the English nation and supporting an “English” genre of writing. They were also finding an acceptable way to meet the needs of increasing numbers of readers, many of them women.

Yet English and Anglo-American antipathy to the purported extravagance of romance was so strongly argued that other circumstances beyond those related to geopolitics seem to have been influential. Among the cultural values novels were said to promote were rational behavior and “truthful” representation. It has typically been said of American writers that the appeals to “truth” in representation come from the New England Puritan heritage. This seems, however, to reflect a form of American chauvinism. Truthfulness or lifelikeness was the common quality named in order to differentiate between a “useful” or “beneficial” fiction and an extravagant romance. Part of the differentiation seems to have come from the novel’s supposed appeal to the reasoning faculty and the romance’s supposed contrary appeal to the fancy, or worse, to the passionate emotions. The arousal of the emotions without a consequent directive or outlet for their use in “improving” one’s probity and good sense was seen as a false contrivance for no beneficial effect, indeed for harm. Only beneficial effects should occur, it was  thought, especially if the emotions (or sexual passions) were being aroused—whether one was in New England or old.

Multiple sets of theories on emotion and the passions, along with those on the uses of sentiment (also called sympathy), were in conflict during much of the eighteenth century in Europe and the Anglo-American colonies. Earlier in the century it seems that anything having to do with the passions—from emotional or sensual experiences to attitudes connoting desire, even if only of wealth—was condemned as base, beneath the dignity of humane and virtuous consideration. The seeming dualism that equated things emotional or sensual with baseness and things spiritual or rational with beneficial effects has a long history in Western thought, whether one locates the dualistic attitude in Aristotelian logic or in the teachings of Christianity. In either case, women’s mental lives and their bodies became central focal points in the discussion, for women, considered subject to their emotions and “faulty” in bodily functioning, were thought to be more subject to errors of passion.

By the end of the eighteenth century, though, a competing (and refuting) attitude was being promulgated, one that found a basis for emotional or sentimental responses in what was considered a natural and pure outcome of environmental stimuli. Sentimental or sympathetic responses, when appropriately aroused, could assist rather than interfere with sociability and culture. Indeed, the development of sympathy was seen as a powerful tool in creating social concern for others in a society increasingly showing signs of individual avarice and desire for personal gain. This was a newer psychoperceptual theory, based on a combination of concepts available in the writings of Sir Isaac Newton and John Locke. The newer theory took psychology away from the realm of what was vaguely considered dark and irrational into a theory of perception that suggested that emotional responses were sense-based responses to outward phenomena. This theory had a materialist orientation; that is, it derived from sensory experience of the material world. It transformed the negative conception that emotions were irrational if not downright devilish, placing emotional responses squarely into the category of the scientifically determinable, probable, and (because scientifically calculable) therefore acceptable. No longer were the emotions denigrated for their unpredictability and their potential for drawing people into irrationality; instead, they were praised because they were seen as occurring within a framework rationalized and scientifically accountable.

The fact that the emotions were brought into a realm theoretically occupied by both men and women indicates the extent to which emotional responses had formerly been associated with women alone. Along with the belletristic writing (poems, plays, novels, and other imaginative works) of the century, scientific writing attempted to work out, by way of a theoretical study of the circulatory and nervous systems, an explanation for the emotional life that would be more gender-neutral and, in effect, more socially responsible as well. George Cheyne, for instance, in discussing the nervous system, attempted to devise a theory compatible with orthodox Christianity that related his “scientific” findings to rational and religious impulses, to industriousness and the arts. “Feeling,” Cheyne wrote in The English Malady (1733), “is nothing but the Impulse, Motion, or Action of Bodies, gently or violently impressing the Extremities or Sides of the Nerves, of the Skin, or other Parts of the Body, which by their Structure and Mechanism, convey the Motion to the sentient Principle in the Brain, or the Musician.”

“Feeling,” in a variety of meanings, became crucial in the newer phrasing of sentimentalism or sensibility (as this psychoperceptual theory came to be called). It was what preoccupied Henry Mackenzie, a Scottish novelist famous in Britain, in his novel The Man of Feeling  (1771) and in two essays published in The Lounger in 1785 and 1786. In defending his own novel writing and his “man of feeling,” a businessman, Mackenzie argued that sensibility provided men an elevated or heightened rationalism which enabled them to link their public actions with their private attitudes and needs. “In the more important relations of society, in the closer intercourse of friend, of husband, and of father, that superior delicacy and refinement of feeling which the cultivation of the mind bestows, heighten affection into sentiment and mingle with such connexions a dignity and tenderness which gives its dearest value to our existence.” For Mackenzie, superior novels “were meant to convey no bad impressions but, on the contrary, were intended to aid the cause of virtue, and to hold out patterns of the most exalted benevolence.” Superior novels belonged to men as well as to women, and they would promote “a certain refinement of mind as part of a moral code including the duty to parents; ties of friendship and of love; the virtues of justice, of prudence, of economy; the exertions of generosity, of benevolence, of compassion.” For Mackenzie, poor novels separated out the emotional qualities (such as love, friendship, compassion) in order to show them in a favorable light when contrasted with what we might call the “tougher,” more rational and social principles (such as justice, prudence, economy). Superior novels would combine both sets of qualities.

Phrased more generally, superior novels represented viciousness as vice and commended virtue as symbolic of high morals, refinement, social stability, and—in the new United States—patriotism. This was the line of reasoning in which William Hill Brown participated, as evidenced by the words of Mrs. Holmes’s father-in-law in Letter XI. “Most of the novels ... with which our female libraries are overrun,” Mr. Holmes says, “are built on a foundation not always placed on strict morality, and in the pursuit of objects not always probable or praiseworthy. 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.” Superior novels, in other words, appealed to the mind, not to the sensual appetite.

Mr. Holmes does not indicate by name the sorts of novels he is condemning, but a number of novels of the era (particularly from the earliest part of the eighteenth century) directly assaulted readers’ sensuality. Take, for instance, Eliza Haywood’s Love in Excess: or, The Fatal Enquiry, published in Dublin in 1724. Haywood, who began her career as a playwright, often developed scenes in which sensuality was exploited to the nearly pornographic, and sexual consummation between the characters only narrowly thwarted. One of many such scenes from Haywood’s early novel-writing career occurs in Love in Excess:

she had only a thin Silk Night-Gown on, which flying open as he caught her in his Arms, he found her panting Heart beat Measures of Consent, her heaving Breast swell to be press’d by his, and every Pulse confess a Wish to yield; her Spirits all dissolv’d sunk in a Lethargy of Love; her snowy Arms unknowing grasp’d his Neck ... : In fine, there was but a Moment betwixt her and Ruin.



Just in time, the two are interrupted, but not before a reader’s interest in sexual consummation (or the potential sexual violation of the woman) is piqued well beyond mere curiosity. These sorts of scenes of rather explicit sexuality are frequent in novels by writers like Haywood and her contemporary, Mary Manley, in the earlier part of the century. By the 1740s, though, such explicit representations were less frequent. Indeed, Haywood herself ended her career by writing much more chastened scenes. Yet novels like this became so common (and so well thumbed) that Laurence Sterne could jokingly poke fun at the sort of titillation they provided—especially in the motif of coitus interruptus—  when he concluded his own books Tristram Shandy (1760-67) and A  Sentimental Journey through France and Italy (1768), both of which are mentioned favorably in Brown’s Power of Sympathy.

Like William Hill Brown, Hannah Webster Foster seems to have considered that novels should inculcate virtuous behavior. The fictional license Foster took with the representation of the amorous relationship between Eliza Wharton and Peter Sanford was amply repaid in the demise and death of Eliza. Foster’s interest in didacticism is quite clear from her other writings, as well. In The Boarding School: Or, Lessons of a Preceptress to Her Pupils (1798), Foster commented on what she considered the most appropriate aims in educating young women. What she says is very close to the aims of the didactic novelist of the era:

to polish the mental part, to call forth the dormant virtues, to unite and arrange the charms of person and mind, to inspire a due sense of decorum and propriety, and to instill such principles of propriety, morality, benevolence, prudence and economy as might be useful through life.



Surely Hannah Webster Foster would have insisted that her novel The Coquette was aiding the cause of virtue in an effort to “instill ... principles of propriety.” If in The Coquette Eliza Wharton was supposed to represent woman fallen, Julia Granby represented a virtuous womanly paragon. Julia’s comments close the novel with what would have been considered the appropriate moralistic comment on the scenes of misfortune the novel offered. “Execrable is the man,” Julia concludes in Letter LXXI, “however arrayed in magnificence, crowned with wealth, or decorated with the external graces and accomplishments of fashionable life, who shall presume to display them at the expense of virtue and innocence.” In Julia Granby’s dramatically expressed equation of wealth and grace with vice, literate U.S. citizens could understand that they needn’t be wealthy to be virtuous; indeed, wealth and outward display were rendered suspect if opposed to “virtue and innocence.” For readers in the new nation, the great civic equation was one that put virtue on a par with moderate wealth, even with poverty.

Whether novels aided the cause of virtue was perhaps the most strongly contested issue novel writers faced during the century. To some extent, the debate revolved around the question of a given novel’s verisimilitude, its accuracy in representing “real” life. The debate itself was not resolvable, however, for perceptions of what formed an accurate representation could shift from reader to reader and year to year. This was a most troubling issue for readers, for they considered that the cause  of women’s virtue was at stake. A tantalizing glimpse of one colonial woman’s reading of a novel occurs in the journal of Esther Edwards Burr, daughter of the Great Awakening theologian and philosopher Jonathan Edwards and wife of the minister and College of Princeton president Aaron Burr. Esther Burr’s journal entries for March 11-12, 1755, chastise Samuel Richardson, the author of Pamela (1740) and Clarissa Harlowe (1747-48), for what Burr considered the degradingly unrealistic way in which he represented the virtuous Pamela. For Burr (whose spelling reflects both the cultural instability of orthography in the eighteenth century and the relative lack of education she received in belles lettres), Richardson “has degraded our sex most horridly, to go and represent such virtue as Pamela, falling in love with Mr. B. in the midst of such foul and abominable actions.” “[H]ow could Pamela forgive Mr. B. all his Devilish conduct so as to consent to marry him?” Burr asks. “Sertainly this does not well agree with so much virtue and piety. Nay I think it a very great defect in the performance, and then is’n’t it seting up Riches and honnour as the great essentials of happyness in a married state?”

In Richardson’s novel, the character Pamela acts as a sort of redemptive angel to Mr. B., a profligate man who made various attempts to seduce her and then eventually married her. Pamela’s piety won Mr. B. to the side of virtue, except for the occasional slip backward, for which Pamela was forgiving. This was not realistic in Burr’s mind, evidently, for someone so virtuous as Pamela would not have been interested in someone so vicious as Mr. B., regardless of his wealth or the extent to which his behavior changed as a result of Pamela’s influence. In terms of the novel’s verisimilitude, then, Burr found Pamela lacking in precisely the area in which the novel would seem to have aimed to instruct: if Pamela were meant to represent virtuous women, then the title character should have turned away from such viciousness as that represented by Mr. B. For many readers, novels could be instructive only so long as they adhered to principles of “truthful” representation and virtuous action. This was especially so for women readers in British North America, where novels were more costly to come by than in England and where the codes of conduct (especially in Puritan New England and the middle colonies) were more exactingly carried into daily life than in old England. Burr’s questions about the validity of Richardson’s representation of virtue in Pamela suggest the extent to which readers wanted to exact of fiction both a moral code of conduct and a high degree of verisimilitude. The questions also suggest the prominence throughout the century of what I have called the late-century civic equation (registered in Julia Granby’s expression of disgust at Sanford in The Coquette) between virtue and poverty. “[RJiches and honor” were not the essential ingredients in a “good” marriage; virtue on the part of the woman was essential.




VI

Novels by English authors achieved tremendous popularity in the Anglo-American colonies. At midcentury, the most popular writer in the colonies was Samuel Richardson, whose two novels (Pamela and Clarissa Harlowe) featured virtuous women characters (one working class, one upper class) beset by wealthy men who attempted by various means to seduce them into sexual liaisons. The theme of seduction was extremely popular in England and the colonies, especially when the man was a wealthy one, the woman middling or poor. Richardson was of peculiar interest to Puritans in New England probably because the Protestant impulses available in his work appealed to some extent to the ideological underpinnings of elite-class New England society. Richardson was well known in the southern colonies, too, however, which suggests that the values driving his works found broad-based appeal among the colonial readers of the novels.

Interestingly, Richardson’s novels held a number of issues in uneasy tension. The fact that Pamela and Clarissa Harlowe featured women characters who adhered to virtuous behavior would seem to have indicated a high regard for women and a sense that women’s actions were of greater importance to the social fabric than men’s. The centering of women, in other words, might be read as admiration for their abilities above men’s abilities. That Richardson’s women were educated, too, suggests a high regard for the then-contested position about women’s receiving literate education. Indeed, Richardson’s women provided practical illustrations of how women might combine intellectual and domestic accomplishments. These accomplishments were not for their own sake and for the general benefit of women, however. They were accomplishments suitable to men‘s—especially husbands’—needs, accomplishments considered most crucial to the middle-class woman of the house. In addition, the novels’ very featuring of the women’s virtue as the corrective to the men’s nefarious actions suggests the extent to which eighteenth-century English and Anglo-American culture would hold women accountable for the morality of the men around them and, by  extension, the morality of the nation. Surely Richardson’s fictional representations of the relations between men and women found a ready market because they showed the complications most troubling within the current dialogue about the roles of the sexes. The very popularity of Richardson’s novels indicates the extent to which the place of women within the social formation was a crucial question during the Enlightenment—especially in the new United States.

Benjamin Franklin was the first printer to print and offer Richardson’s Pamela for sale in his shop in 1744. Thereafter, printers would print American editions of novels, but probably not as frequently as they advertised British novel imports. Richardson might have been the best-known novelist, but he was not the sole fiction writer of interest to Anglo-American readers. From the time Richardson’s Pamela was on the market in England in 1740, novels found a steady readership in the colonies. As advertised in printers’ lists and newspapers, novels imported and for sale varied to some extent, and they varied from colony to colony along the eastern seaboard, but several novelists from England predominated among those offered.

Richardson was probably favored more in the northern colonies than in the southern, but Richardson sold well everywhere, along with other writers, especially Henry Fielding, whose Shamela (1742), Josepb Andrews (1742), and Tom Jones (1749) served in part as correctives to the Richardsonian representational formula of women of virtue and social aspiration beset by difficulties caused by questionable men. In the Chesapeake area and the southern colonies after midcentury, Tobias Smollett’s five novels seem to have been frequently offered. Smollett’s work was probably liked for its realism; his novels are picaresque fictions full of adventure, intrigue, and a wide range of social types. Laurence Sterne’s multivolume novel, Tristram Shandy (1760-67), and his last book, A Sentimental Journey (1768), both found a ready reception throughout the colonies. These fictions featured characters representative of the newer theories about psychology and perception generally called theories of “sensibility,” so they appealed to readers schooled in Scottish Common Sense philosophy as well as to those with stricter but nonetheless Christian humanist leanings. Indeed, into the early nineteenth century, Sterne’s novels were quoted in correspondence and even in courtrooms. Other popular novelists included Daniel Defoe (Moll  Flanders, 1722, and Roxana, 1724), Oliver Goldsmith (The Vicar of Wakefield, 1766), Henry Brooke (The Fool of Quality, 1760-62), and Henry Mackenzie (The Man of Feeling, 1771). Several women novelists  were sought by colonial readers, too. These included Eliza Haywood (The History of Miss Betsy Thoughtless, 1751), Charlotte Ramsay Lennox (The Female Quixote, 1752), and Fanny Burney (Evelina, 1778). Interestingly, in the latter half of the century, those novels that partook of the newer interest in sensibility frequently purveyed commentaries on and representations of it through their admirable characters while placing comments denigrating of women, novels and romances, and sensibility in the mouths and characters of the rakes, libertines, and other ne’er-do-wells. These better-known writers were marketed alongside scores of fictions, whether novels or romances, short fictions or newspaper and magazine stories, that appealed to a broad range of readers.

It is useful to remember that not all readers in the colonies read fiction. Indeed, when considering the literary context of the early American novel, other genres—especially those including advice or conduct books, serious drama, and poetry—are just as important for consideration as the developing genre of the novel. As William Hill Brown’s preface to his novel suggests, some thought all novel reading a mark of the devil in the English wilderness, and they frowned on the fiction (whether romances or novels) regularly marketed by the 1780s that featured sentimental tales of seduction, incest, suicide, and painful death. In the eyes of these readers, authors seeking to educate their audiences toward moral behavior should provide their advice in the edifying vehicles that would have no vices depicted in seducingly attractive ways. In other words, authors seeking merely to improve their readers should publish sermons, educational tracts, and/or conduct books. In the colonies as in England, advice books appealed to these readers.

Several sets of advice books were popular alongside the novels available in the colonies. Men readers of secular advice literature following the tradition of Castiglione’s Renaissance-era The Book of the Courtier  tended to find space in their libraries for Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son. More often, though, the advice books admired in the colonies were ones that aimed to develop in readers qualities of pietism alongside training in social graces. Sometimes they were directed solely to men, but by midcentury and later, advice books more frequently were directed to women readers. The era’s cultural preoccupation with women’s education and their social behavior and morality was evident, then, not just in the novels of the day but in the masses of books designed for their instruction in conduct.

The sheer number of conduct books available in the colonies suggests that colonial women—and their fathers and husbands—were particularly concerned with women’s issues in their mobile and socially fluid society. The most popular individual volumes included some writings from the previous century, including George Savile’s, the Marquis of Halifax’s Lady’s New Year’s Gift; or, Advice to a Daughter (1688) and Jonathan Swift’s Letter to a Very Young Lady, on Her Marriage (1723), which tended to descant primarily upon the duties of wives. Other volumes published during the middle of the eighteenth century and later discussed a greater variety of issues regarding women’s behavior and their necessary education in intellectual and moral areas. The more popular of these volumes in the colonies were Eliza Haywood’s The Female Spectator (1744-46) and Epistles for the Ladies (1749-50); William Kenrick’s Whole Duty of Woman (1753); James Fordyce’s Character and Conduct of the Female Sex (1765) and Sermons to Young Women  (1766); Hester Mulso Chapone’s Letters on the Improvement of the Mind (1772); and Dr. John Gregory’s A Father’s Legacy to His Daughters (1774). These titles, just a few of the many available in the colonies, appeared in their British imprints and in American editions alongside the very popular reprintings in book form and in newspapers of Steele’s and Addison’s Spectator and Guardian essays. By the 1790s, compilations of these and additional titles were being printed in all the English colonies—a certain indicator of the happy reception such literature was receiving from early American readers.

The readings offered after 1790 reflected the culture’s preoccupation with women’s behavior. All the texts from the eighteenth century named above, and most others like them, provided colonial women with varieties of advice on similar things: dress and manners when in single- and mixed-sex company; the raising and educating of children; the duty owed to parents; the duty of parents to children; and lists of edifying readings. In most of these books, women were advised in courtly and enlightened language that men of good sense relied upon women’s greater delicacy in order to assist their becoming more “civilized.” The failure of such “civilizing” would reside in women’s errors in manners and morals, not in men’s errors, in other words.

An interesting indication of the influence of advice books in the colonies occurs in Brown’s The Power of Sympathy. In Brown’s novel, the moralistic glossing the book offers on the conduct and education of women emerges from the cumulative, triangulated voices of Mrs. Holmes, Mr. Worthy, and the Reverend Mr. Holmes. Rather early in the novel, Mrs. Holmes recommends to Myra Harrington that she read  A Lady of Quality’s Advice to Her Children. Mrs. Holmes suggests that  although this is an English book, it contains useful advice for women. The volume to which Brown is referring, through Mrs. Holmes, is Advice from a Lady of Quality to Her Children, in the Last Stage of a Lingering Illness, sometimes subtitled in English “In a Series of Evening-Conferences on the Most Interesting Subjects.” Providing chapters that are called “conferences,” the book went through several editions in London and Boston beginning in 1778. The Advice seems originally to have appeared in French under the title Derniers adieux de la maréchal de **** a ses enfants, attributed to Louis-Antoine de Caraccioli (1719- 1803); it was translated into English by Samuel Glasse, who dedicated the translation to Queen Charlotte Sophia. Its two volumes offer “conferences” addressed primarily to two sons, yet “Conference X” was directed to a daughter. The book might be a fiction; indeed, its first section, an “autobiography” of the mother who gives the advice, sounds like much fiction of the day. (See Appendix I.) If the book is a fiction, it would be an apt example of the ways in which fiction writers “dressed up” information about conduct to appeal to a broad audience. Its appearance within a novel that itself claims to purvey education about conduct provides a doubly intensive strategy by which the reader’s concerns about women’s issues would be engaged. By providing a layer of text from a popular advice book in the middle of his own novel giving advice, Brown could lay claim to his book’s edifying function while providing the very edification he sought to render fictionally. This is a fascinating instance signaling the extent to which authors in the colonies might go in order to create lifelike models for readers. Although such approaches might to us today seem stiff and overly formal (and formulaic), they were, in Brown’s day, the mark of a cultured, literate, and enlightened author.

Like advice books, pietistic writings also served colonial readers—and Brown and Hannah Webster Foster—well. The writings of James Hervey, a devotional writer and onetime associate of Methodist John Wesley, for instance, found great popularity in the colonies. Hervey’s two-volume series of essays generally called Meditations and Contemplations (1746-47) was reprinted again and again in the colonies, frequently with letters and poems testamentary to Hervey’s moral excellence and literary elegance. The Meditations and Contemplations include a total of six essays: “Meditations among the Tombs,” “Reflections on a Flower-Garden,” “A Descant upon Creation,” “Contemplations on the Night,” “Contemplations on the Starry Heavens,” and “A Winter-Piece.” Using descriptions of the natural world and borrowing heavily from the best-known poets and prose writers of his day, Hervey created what readers must have considered a memorable set of essays that repeatedly and pointedly return to reflections upon the omniscience and divinity of the Christian god, the immensity of the creation, and the inscrutability of the universe.

Foster clearly found Hervey’s pietistic “Reflections on a Flower-Garden” appropriate to her character, the Reverend J. Boyer (a sort of “Hervey” in the novel). After surprising Eliza Wharton and Peter Sanford during a compromising evening meeting in a garden, Boyer tells his friend Mr. Selby that with anger but with resignation he broke off his engagement with Eliza Wharton. The letter Boyer writes (Letter XL) includes a passage on resignation drawn from Hervey. Just as Boyer’s voicing of his own resignation before “the wise Disposer of all events” forms an apt counterpart to the passage taken from Hervey, the advice Boyer offers Wharton later on in the novel, when she attempts to reconcile with him, are meditationally invigorated by writings like Hervey’s. Such meditations typically take individual moments in the day or perceptions of the natural world and use these to expatiate upon the glories of the spiritual world. As Brown used the Advice of a Lady of Quality to Her Children, Foster used the writings of James Hervey to reinforce a double message that the sort of resignation figured in the character of Boyer is useful and that the reading of her novel is edifying.

Early American novels, like their English counterparts, constantly borrowed sources and themes common to the novelistic, advice, and pietistic literature of their day. By creating texts that incorporated other writings, especially if those borrowed writings treated similar themes and issues, novel writers created a literate dialogue that could function as a sort of cumulative, inclusive, and metacritical commentary on the actions taking place in their novels. Thus, for instance, Hannah Webster Foster’s use of James Hervey suggests that Foster sought from her readers a response to Boyer similar to the one they might have felt toward Hervey. For readers today, the inclusion of Hervey also indicates Foster’s contemporary admiration for him and an expectation that her readers might know the source from which she was borrowing. Likewise, Foster’s novelistic incorporation of biblical characters and scenes (the Queen of Sheba and Solomon, or Job, for example), of rationalist and/or pietistic poetry (by Alexander Pope, James Thomson, Matthew Prior), and of dramatic references (Joseph Addison’s Cato, Thomas Otway’s The Orphan, Nicholas Rowe’s The Fair Penitent, Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and Twelfth Night)—all indicate her own  literary repertoire. It should be noted that Foster also uses Sterne, Richardson, Cervantes, and Ovid. Taken together, these references present a significant amount of learning on the part of the author, and they indicate as well her expectations about her readers’ interests, tastes, and relative familiarity with these works.

As a careful reading of Foster’s and Brown’s novels attests, these early American novels (and many like them) entered into an engaging dialogue with the literature then considered “high” literature on the issues considered of prime importance in the early Republic. The dialogue they established with these texts served several functions at once, from reminding readers of other important literature on the relevant topics to providing an incorporative framework or a lens through which the current action of the novel could be interpreted. Perhaps in their demonstrable attempts to associate themselves with “high” literature and, so far as drama was concerned, with tragedy, Brown and Foster hoped to achieve for their novels a level of approval that would clearly differentiate their fictions from the “mere” romances of the era. In a sort of literate cultural dialogue, Foster and Brown associated their novels with key examples of pietistic literature, the best-known novels, the most popular dramatists and poets, and the most important classical and biblical writings. In so doing, they conferred upon their own writings a conception of the high seriousness of fiction as a genre.




VII

Like Richardson’s novels, both The Power of Sympathy and The Coquette take an epistolary form; their stories are told in letters sent between the central characters of the tales. Typically, this form enables the reader to enter the action of the narrative to a much fuller extent —because the reader is, in effect, reading over the shoulders of recipients of letters—than the reading of straightforward narration, with some dialogue, might allow. Yet readers of The Power of Sympathy have sometimes commented on what they consider to be a stiffness in the language and a relative lack of scrutiny of characters’ interior lives, despite the epistolary form. It is true that many epistolary novels do provide for a greater degree of psychological examination of the central characters. The Power of Sympathy seems, by comparison, to avoid doing this.

By considering such obvious differences between the writing of Brown and, say, Richardson, we can begin to see the extent to which  the culture of the Republic was attempting to reach for a far more uniform and self-consciously constructed social formation than was ever realized in England. Richardson might have been able to scrutinize his characters in ways approved by English reading audiences. There is no reason for us to expect William Hill Brown to have written “like” Richardson; he was writing for an American audience that had its own expectations and tastes. If in Brown’s view (at least according to the preface of the novel) a novel should edify readers, then the function of the novel should be to replicate, with some difference, those texts typically read for edification—such as the advice books and pietistic tracts discussed above, for instance.

Given the eighteenth-century concern about verisimilitude, too, the novel should provide a sort of true-to-life representation. And given the American novelist’s particular elite class cultural situation, the novel should aim to inculcate national interests and national goals. In other words, when Brown announced that his novel was dedicated “To the Young Ladies of United Columbia [i.e., the U.S.]” so that they might understand the “specious Causes ... and fatal Consequences, of Seduction,” and when he indicated his wishes “To inspire the Female Mind With a Principle of Self Complacency,” he was signaling an awareness of the particular cultural situation in which this novel would be circulating. It was published, as the dedication says, for the “Young Ladies of United Columbia,” not for eighteenth-century readers in London or readers today, who might have different tastes.

As we earlier saw in the letter Mercy Otis Warren wrote to her niece, letters during this era in the new United States—particularly letters between women—were often written with an explicit edifying function, telling recipients what they should read, with whom they should associate and for what ends, and how they should behave. The letters do sometimes sound formal and stiff, almost like formal essays and recitations on particular subjects. According to the cultural dictates of the era, letters on behavior should sound this way. Take, as another instance, a letter written by New Jersey poet Annis Stockton to her daughter Julia Stockton Rush, wife of Benjamin Rush. Writing on March 22, 1793, Stockton was providing her daughter some reflections on Mary Wollstonecraft’s book, A Vindication of the Rights of Woman (1792). She began, “I have been engaged these two days with reading the rights of women, which I never could procure before, tho it has been much longer in the neighbourhood.” “I wonder you never Sent me your Critique,” she observed, before launching into her own evaluation:

I am much pleased with her strength of reasoning, and her sentiment in general[,] but I think that She like many other great geniuses establish[es] an Hypothesis and lay[s] such a weight upon it as to cause the superstructure to destroy the foundation.... I have always Contended that the education of women was not made a matter of that importance, which it ought to be—but we see that error daily Correcting—and in this Country, the Empire of reason, is not monopolized by men[.] [T]here is great pains taken to improve our sex, and store their minds with that knowledge best adapted, to make them useful in the situation that their creator has placed them—and we do not often see those efforts opposed by the other sex, but rather disposed to as[s]ist them by every means in their power, and men of sense generally prefer such women, as Companions thro life[.] The state of society may be different in Europe from what it is in America—but from the observation I have been able to make in my own Country, I do not think any of that Slavish obedience exists, that She talks so much of—I think the women have their equal right of every thing, Latin and Greek excepted. [A]nd I believe women of the most exalted minds, and the most improved understanding, will be most likely to practice that Conciliating mode of Conduct, which She seems to Condemn, as blind Obedience, and Slavish Submission, to the Caprice of an arbitrary tyrant, which character she seems to apply to men as a sex.



In writing to a favorite daughter Annis Stockton might have said a number of fond, personal things about the families, the weather, and other familial topics. Instead, the letter provides a useful instance of the ways in which women sought to instruct other women—especially those in their family, but also their friends—about issues crucial during the era. At a time when people placed a high value on didacticism, such instruction was the expected means by which women met their responsibilities to one another. This particular letter’s discourse upon a book written by a much-discussed woman in Europe shows the very formal, self-conscious way in which Stockton was meeting her duty as a mother and providing her daughter with the guidance and support she might need to fulfill her own duties as a new mother. The issues—women’s education and equality of human rights—were of central concern to women of the elite class, who considered themselves the vehicles through which the new nation’s morality should be modeled for others. To readers today, these letters might indeed seem a little stiff and formal. They are, nonetheless, representative of the cultural assumptions of that era.

In other words, Brown’s novel reflects some of the letter-writing tendencies of his era, and it also indicates some of the cultural expectations placed upon letter writers in general. It is useful to recall that this was an era of performance. Letters—especially letters on edifying themes—were frequently read aloud before an often mixed company of men and women. The expression of sentiment of the author, as well as the expressions given the text by the person reading the letter or other edifying missive aloud, were all-important features within this cultural setting. The rhetorical dimension of public speaking, in other words, was central to the scene. Tone. was thus a feature of the text written and a feature of the person reading the text aloud. A rhetorical subjectivity—that is, a development of self to display as subject of the speech act and of the nation—was being fashioned at the time in such a way as to create an equation between what has been called the public virtue of civic humanism and a speaking style at once decorous, governed by strict rules, and inclusive of elite-class markers. The tone might seem overly stiff and lacking in depth to us today, but this is largely because we no longer participate in eighteenth-century American culture’s assumptions about “high” diction, personal expression, and performance and the ways in which these interact to form the individual and, by extension, the nation.




VIII

Of course, another less culturally complicated reason might be offered to explain William Hill Brown’s diction and rhetorical impulses: he was, first and foremost, a poet and dramatist, not a novelist. Most of the poems in The Power of Sympathy were written by Brown. In a tribute to Brown after he died, poet Robert Treat Paine spoke of his friend’s poetic inspiration as if it had come from nature itself:

Yes!—he was doating Nature’s favourite son; The fostering muses fondly nurs’d the child;

His infant prattle into numbers run, And genius, from his opening eyelids, smil’d.



By implying that Brown’s poetic ability was evident in his youth, as if he were born with a natural gift for writing poetry, Paine locates Brown in the mystical realm of authorship of “high” literature, a realm highly esteemed by his literate contemporaries.

Poetry in the era still was considered by the elite—as it had been in  the Renaissance—the highest form of art, and it was marked by formal diction and regularity in meter, as these few lines about Brown attest. Best known in his own day for his verse fables (poetic fables that usually substituted animals as characters and treated manners, politics, and so forth), Brown wrote many occasional verses on a number of political and social issues that received the acclaim of his readers. Indeed, he was credited in an obituary with having had a “richness of fancy and copiousness of expression, which upon all occasions made him serviceable, not only in a social but civil capacity.” The writer of this obituary published in the North-Carolina Journal, September 11, 1793, concluded the statement with a verse epitaph, a genre common at that time:

Of manners gentle, of affections mild; 
In wit, a man—simplicity, a child: 
With Attic salt, he season d many a page, 
Form’d to delight at once and lash the age:

 

A good companion and a faithful friend, 
Unblam’d thro’ life, lamented in his End. 
Thus say the good and worthy, with a tear, 
Striking their pensive bosoms—
BROWN lies here.



The fact that Brown was well known as a writer suggests the extent to which writing circles fostered a social network through which writers became known to one another and their local acquaintances, even though they frequently published anonymously. Like many of his contemporaries, Brown published his poems anonymously or with a number of different pen names, including “Pollio,” “Columbus,” and “Yankee.” In this context, it should come as little surprise that Brown published a novel formal in tone and diction and anonymous in authorship.

The Power of Sympathy: Or, The Triumph of Nature, Founded in Truth, was published by printer Isaiah Thomas on January 21, 1789. It is considered the first American novel; that is, it is the first novel by a native of British North America published in North America. Other novels might reasonably contend for the distinction of the first novel by a native North American. Charlotte Ramsay Lennox’s The Life of Harriot Stuart (London, 1751) and Thomas Atwood Digges’s Adventures of Alonso (London, 1775) are novels by people born in North America.  Both authors emigrated to Europe early, though, and their fictions were published in England. Such a distinction as “first,” then, seems to fall to The Power of Sympathy, considering that it was written by William Hill Brown, a New Englander, and published in Boston.

Yet Brown’s name was not clearly associated with the novel until late in the nineteenth century. Indeed, for much of the nineteenth century (until a niece of Brown presented uncontestable information to the contrary), it was thought that the author of the novel was Sarah Wentworth Apthorp Morton, a poet who usually wrote under the name “Philenia.” The confusion occurred because some readers associated Morton, who was well known for her literary ability in her own day, with the episode concerning Ophelia in Brown’s novel. This was an easy mistake: Morton’s sister, Fanny Apthorp, was, it seems, represented as Ophelia in Brown’s fiction. Indeed, Brown took great liberties with his friends the Apthorps and the Mortons when he published their sordid tale before all New England society. Perhaps this was taking verisimilitude a step too far. Frances Theodora Apthorp bore a child whose father, Perez Morton, was married to her sister, the poet Sarah Morton. Charles Apthorp, father of the two women, tried to force a settlement from Perez Morton, and Fanny Apthorp ended her life (in suicide) as a result. Some literary historians have suggested that the Apthorp-Morton families attempted to have the novel’s publication suppressed, but there is little evidence to show this for certain; regardless, the Brown family remained friends with the Apthorps and the Mortons even after the novel reached print.

This incident provides a glimpse into a feature of Brown’s novel common in many novels of the century. Like many novelists and even more of the dramatists of his day, Brown presented the story line of his novel—the love relationship between young Harrington and Harriot Fawcet—in the context of several subplots that, by way of repetition and reverberation, formed a set of thematic commentaries on the larger story. There are three main subplots in the novel, two of them only incidentally tied to the main action. The first involves Ophelia who, seduced by her sister’s husband, ends her life. The second involves a young man who kills himself because his love, Fidelia, was taken up by ruffians just before they were to marry; Fidelia is left ill and unstable from her abduction and her betrothed’s suicide, and she is unable to care for her aging father. The third subplot—the history of Maria Fawcet—has greater bearing on the novel’s outcome, although it, too, serves as a story of seduction and abandonment in miniature. In this  subplot lies the crucial information required for the working out of the story between Harriot Fawcet and young Harrington. In addition to these minor stories told within the framing of the letters, the novel also offers an additional story—spoken without pseudonyms—about the life of Elizabeth Whitman, who died shortly after giving birth to a child whose father was unknown. (The Whitman story occupies Hannah Webster Foster in The Coquette.) By providing subplots that acted as varying reflections on the themes of the novel, novelists created dramatic intensity while offering additional examples of the problems their novels were interrogating. In its plotted form, then, Brown’s novel is much like other novels and dramatic literature of his day.

One of the themes of The Power of Sympathy is likewise similar to what was available in contemporary novels and plays. Many novels in Brown’s day and even more plays used various means of touching upon the issue of the potentially incestuous consequences of adultery. In many of these novels and dramas, incest is averted by way of accident, such as the discovery of baby switching or the slips of careless nurses. Unacknowledged marriages or changes of name also prevent the threats of incest. Novelists frequently hovered all around the subject, as Brown does, referring to it again and again in a heightening of (usually) the heroine’s distress. Even when an incestuous amour cannot be averted, even if consummation does not take place—as is the case with Brown’s pair, like many pairs in novels of the latter part of the century—the situation often forms part of an elderly penitent’s sorrowful and remorseful history rather than any knowing and willful action on the part of the young people. Given the cultural preoccupation in England and America with women’s bodies, such concerns as incest would be accepted, even expected, in fictional representations. The potential for incest occurred in humorous guise in so well-known a novel as Henry Fielding’s Tom Jones (1749), and in more serious guise in lesser-known novels, such as John Chater’s The History of Tom Rigby (1773), Henry Mackenzie’s Man of the World (1773), and Henry Brooke’s Juliet Grenville (1774). The theme was just as common, if not more common, in Restoration and eighteenth-century tragedies such as Dryden’s version of the Oedipus story and Thomas Otway’s The Orphan, both cited by Hannah Webster Foster in The Coquette.

William Hill Brown was probably introduced early to the literary life by a relative, Catharine Byles, who (after Brown died an early death) saw that some of his works were published. Although no exact birth date for Brown is known, his birth probably occurred in late November  1765, for he was christened at the Hollis Street Church, Boston, on December 1, 1765. He was the first child born to Boston clock-maker Gawen Brown and Elizabeth Hill Adams Brown, Gawen’s third wife. His youth was probably spent working sometimes in his father’s clock-making shop and more often spending his time with books, at the hands of some local schoolmaster and his relative Catharine Byles (half-sister to Gawen Brown’s second wife). It is clear from his poetry, drama, and novels that Brown knew most of the then well-known writers of his day in Boston, and he was well read in classical, English, and American writings. It is clear, too, that like many of his generation, Brown wanted the new United States to have a national literature. In The Power of Sympathy alone he cited Noah Webster, Joel Barlow, and Timothy Dwight, three of the most admired scholar-poets of his day.

Brown seems to have begun his publishing career in April 1787, with the publication in the Massachusetts Centinel of his poem “Shays to Shattuck,” a verse epistle supposedly from Daniel Shays regarding his incarceration after he led an attack of farmers upon the government. Brown continued to write and publish poetry and drama throughout his brief life. Indeed, shortly after The Power of Sympathy was published in 1789, he printed (also with Isaiah Thomas) a ballad opera called The Better Sort: Or, The Girl of Spirit, An Operatical, Comical Farce. The year 1789, then, was probably the high point in his publishing career, but Brown nonetheless continued to write sporadically. He published literary and political essays in Boston’s Columbian Centinel  from September to December 1790, under the title “The Yankee.” In 1792, he moved from New England to the home of his married sister, Elizabeth Brown Hinchborne, in Murfreesborough, North Carolina. Although his sister died (from complications in pregnancy) in January 1793, Brown stayed on in North Carolina to study law with Gen. William Richardson Davie in Halifax, North Carolina. Indeed, his last publication—called “Education” and signed “Columbus” in the North Carolina Journal, July 10, 1793—supported a movement of which his legal mentor Davie was fond: the establishment of the University of North Carolina. Brown died on September 2, 1793, from an unknown cause, perhaps associated with the malaria epidemic that hit his locale in the fall of that year. It seems that he never married.

At the time he died, Brown left among his papers a number of writings that later saw print and dramatic performance. His play West-Point Preserved; Or, The Treason of Arnold (now lost) seems to have been performed in Boston (in 1797 and then again in 1800) to great acclaim.  In addition, Samuel T. Armstrong and Joshua Belcher (Brown’s cousin) brought out several of his works between 1805 and 1807, including a number of prose pieces, several poems, and a group of verse fables. These, along with Brown’s “Original Maxims,” after the manner of Rochefoucault (whom Brown admired and mentioned in The Power of Sympathy), brought Brown an audience sufficient to warrant Armstrong’s and Belcher’s publication of his second novel, Ira and Isabella: Or, The Natural Children (1807). The latter was a second try, with a happier ending, on the theme considered in The Power of Sympathy.  Ironically, the credit Brown received during his lifetime for his wit and his observations about human foibles came from the numerous verses and essays he wrote rather than from his novelistic fiction. Today, however, Brown—who once dubbed himself “a warm, good fed’ralist at heart”—is best known as being the first American novelist.




IX

If there seems to be little known about the life of William Hill Brown, even less is known about Hannah Webster Foster, whose novels The Coquette and The Boarding School received a great deal of attention in her own day and later. Indeed, The Coquette alone went through thirteen editions—and probably thirty printings—before the end of the nineteenth century. Yet Hannah Webster Foster was probably better known among her acquaintance as a well-read woman and an apt conversationalist—an overall “notable woman” (that is, a modest and goodly housewife and mother). These would have been the qualities for which a woman of her class would have wished to remain known. Interestingly, it is for her novels that readers today remember Hannah Webster Foster.

She was born in Salisbury, Massachusetts, on September 10, 1758, to Hannah Wainwright Webster and Grant Webster, a prosperous Boston merchant. In 1762, Hannah Webster was sent to a boarding school, after the death of her mother. Records indicate that in 1771 she was living in Boston; she began publishing political pieces in the newspapers in Boston in the 1780s. In 1785, Hannah Webster married Rev. John Foster, who was four years younger than she, a graduate of Dartmouth College, and pastor of the First Church in Brighton, Massachusetts. The year after she married, Hannah Webster Foster bore her first child, who seems to have died just after birth. Thereafter, between the years 1789 and 1796, she bore five children. Her life must have been tremendously  busy, not only because upon her fell the responsibility of caring for and educating her young children but because, as a minister’s wife, she would have been expected to entertain members of the congregation and traveling ministers as well. As Esther Edwards Burr’s journal attests, this was exhausting business, for a minister’s wife was expected to model for others the Christian and womanly virtues held in high esteem.

Somehow, Hannah Webster Foster found time to write her first novel, The Coquette; Or, the History of Eliza Wharton; A Novel; Founded on Fact, published anonymously as written “By a Lady of Massachusetts.” It was printed by Samuel Etheridge at Cornhill, Boston, for bookseller Ebenezer Larkin in the year 1797. The novel seems to have been a tremendous success from the time it first appeared. Larkin republished it in 1802, the same year it received a dramatization by J. Horatio Nichols as The New England Coquette. On January 29, 1803, the novel’s high number of sales was noted in the Boston Weekly Magazine. Throughout the nineteenth century, The Coquette remained popular; indeed, just between the years 1824 and 1828 the novel was reprinted eight times.

Hannah Foster’s second novel, The Boarding School; Or, Lessons of a Preceptress to Her Pupils, published in 1798, never achieved the amount of success The Coquette realized. The Columbian Centinel on September 6, 1797, offered proposals for printing this novel “By a Lady of Massachusetts.” Designed to assist in forming the characters and manners of young women, The Boarding School is written in the guise of a series of farewell talks—a method used in the Advice from a Lady of Quality to Her Children—between a school’s teacher and her young women students who will soon leave the school and enter into society. Like most advice books of the day, this one offered advice about needlework, reading, composition, dance, and “sentimental song.” Probably the most interesting feature of this book (with regard to a reading of Foster’s novel, The Coquette) lies in the preceptress’s contention that seducers of women should be punished and their victims treated with a greater degree of tolerance.

In the first decade of the nineteenth century, Foster contributed anonymously to The Monthly Anthology or Magazine of Polite Literature,  a Federalist journal later known as the North American Review. She saw two of her children reach their own literary success in the first quarter of the century: daughter Elizabeth Foster (under her married name Eliza Lanesford Cushing) published two novels (in 1824 and 1826) and coedited a monthly magazine in Montreal, Canada, called  The Literary Garland; and daughter Harriet Foster (under her married name Harriet Vaughan Cheney) published two popular books (in 1824 and 1827). Foster had a long life. In her later years, she went to live in Montreal with her daughter Eliza Cushing; she died in Montreal on April 17, 1840. Although she wrote a great deal during her lifetime, she remains best known to literary historians for having published one of the most popular American novels of the eighteenth century.

Part of the popularity of The Coquette certainly arose from its interesting use of epistolarity. Foster’s characters express their feelings and attitudes much more explicitly than do Brown’s. Their letters fictionally indicate a strong sense of the complexities of motivation and sexual attraction. Yet part of the novel’s renown is probably also attributable to the story upon which it is indeed “Founded on Fact.” Like William Hill Brown, who used a scandalous story of his friends the Mortons only faintly veiled in his novel, Hannah Webster Foster developed her fiction around the story of a woman known to her and known to the family, friends, and acquaintances with whom Foster circulated. By the time Foster wrote her novel, too, the woman was “known” throughout New England from the tremendous publicity her death received. The woman in question, Elizabeth Whitman, was distantly related to Foster’s husband. Whitman’s story, also referred to in a long note in Brown’s novel, became in the last decade of the eighteenth century a centerpiece for lectures upon the morals of young women. Its appearance as slightly stylized “fiction” in Foster’s novel surely contributed to the novel’s success.

The story of Elizabeth Whitman’s life is ultimately an unhappy one. Elizabeth Whitman (1752-88) came from a long line of families prominent in the clergy and in Hartford, Connecticut, society. She was well read in most fields in which women would have sought accomplishment, and she was admired by those who knew her. She had been engaged to Rev. Joseph Howe (1748-75) at the time he moved to Boston (where he died), and she later broke an engagement with Rev. Joseph Buck-minster (1751-1812), a man who was held in high esteem by his friends and his Yale colleagues. Quite talented, imaginative, and vivacious, Eliza Whitman was a popular and witty member of a large circle in the Hartford and New Haven areas.

For a time, Whitman was courted by poet Joel Barlow (1754-1812), whose The Vision of Columbus was a significant contribution to the poetry of the early Republic. In the years 1778 and 1779, Barlow was courting Ruth Baldwin (1756-1818) at the same time that he was writing flirtatious letters to Whitman. Barlow’s letters to Whitman have evidently not survived, but her letters to him from that spring of 1779 suggest that she felt for him some degree of attraction. To his first letter she responded, “What shall I say to all the tender things it [i.e., his letter] contains but that my heart beats in delightful unison to every tender sentiment.” Her letters written later that spring comment on Barlow’s “charming last packet” of letters and on what she characterized to Barlow as “that benevolent heart of yours.” One letter attests to the fact that the two were saying “so many soft things ... to each other.” Regardless of whatever “soft things” the two said to each other, Joel Barlow finally married Ruth Baldwin. They had been secretly engaged for some time, despite the fact that secret engagements were illegal in Connecticut at the time. Ruth Baldwin was taking quite a risk. So was Elizabeth Whitman. A fine poet herself, Whitman encouraged Joel Barlow in his poetry writing. It was Whitman’s guidance, for instance, that assisted him in beginning to write The Vision of Columbus, which is patriotically mentioned by William Hill Brown in The Power of Sympathy and in his early poem, “Shays to Shattuck.” Barlow later went on to become an international diplomat; it should perhaps be noted that he was already married and abroad when Whitman died of the fever she developed while giving birth to her dead baby.

Elizabeth Whitman’s death was first announced in the July 29, 1788, issue of the Salem Mercury. “Mrs. Walker” had checked in at the Bell Tavern in Danvers, Massachusetts, and delivered there a stillborn baby. The Mercury reported:

The circumstances relative to this woman are such as excite curiosity, and interest our feelings. She was brought to the Bell in a chaise ... by a young man.... She remained at the inn till her death, in expectation of the arrival of her husband, whom she expected to come for her, and appeared anxious at his delay. She was averse to being interrogated concerning herself or connexions; and kept much retired to her chamber, employed in needlework, writing, etc.... Her conversation, her writings and her manners, bespoke the advantage of a respectable family and good education. Her person was agreeable; her deportment, amiable and engaging; and, though in a state of anxiety and suspense, she preserved a cheerfulness which seemed to be not the effect of insensibility, but of a firm and patient temper.



When it became known that the “Mrs. Walker” of this account was Elizabeth Whitman, the accomplished and well-known woman who descended from several families of the highest respect in colonial New England, the story was picked up, as we have seen, by many New England papers. It took little more than a month before Whitman’s hapless story was transformed and redacted into a harshly phrased “moral lecture to young ladies” like the one that appeared in Boston’s Independent Chronicle on September 11, 1788. According to the Massachusetts Centinel, September 20, 1788, this woman reached the end she did because she was a reader of books: “She was a great reader of novels and romances and having imbibed her ideas of the characters of men, from those fallacious sources, became vain and coquetish.” In his comment to Benjamin Rush from August of 1788, Jeremy Belknap seems to have had ample support for his interpretation of the events.

Whitman’s death notices suggest the complicated relationship between fiction and fact. Whereas the “actual” Elizabeth Whitman seems to have comported herself with an agreeable discretion even when she was dying, the woman called “Elizabeth Whitman” whose story was whispered and then touted around the countryside within two months of her death was considered a vain coquette duped by too much reading. In other words, regardless of how discreet and finally unhappy Whitman might have been, her story entered circulation as a monitory one for young women, even in its localized setting of an obituary published shortly after her death. Ten years later, when Foster was writing her fiction “Founded on Fact,” then, she was writing within a cultural matrix that had already accepted Whitman as a coquette.

With her story (and its hapless outcome) already known to readers in this way, it should come as little surprise that Eliza Wharton, the central character of The Coquette, would from her second letter on sometimes allude to a description of herself as coquettish. Paradoxically, the very wooden and two-dimensional nature of the appellation “coquette” is undercut by the story line of the novel and the range of psychological experiences that Eliza Wharton negotiates. Notably, she has been engaged to one minister, Mr. Haley, whose death is reported in her first letter. She is being sought by another minister, J. Boyer, who seeks her hand in marriage. Were two ministers attracted to Eliza enough to wish to marry her, then she must indeed have been more than the coquette she is sometimes called in the novel, for ministers would have wanted to marry only the most reputable of women. In an unusual twist of the circumstances, Foster created a situation in which Eliza, attempting quite literally to match her inclination with a sense of fairness (attempting, that is, to be truthful to herself and to Boyer), decides to reject Boyer’s importunity and attentions.

The reputation of the Reverend J. Boyer, not just that of Eliza Wharton, is thus what all the fuss is about when it comes to determining whether or not Eliza Wharton and J. Boyer are “actually” engaged. The societal strictures of the day called for certain sets of behaviors of women: if she were engaged to Boyer, Eliza Wharton would not have been free to attend parties and other social gatherings in his absence. From Eliza Wharton’s perspective, her spoken honesty about her indecision to marry Boyer frees her from the social obligations an engagement to him would create. To her friends (like Mrs. Richman) who want to insist that the conversation that has passed between the two people constitutes an engagement, Eliza’s behavior is unaccountably coquettish, and it is unacceptable that Eliza has implicated her suitor’s reputation in her own seemingly poor social behavior.

The novel enables us to take into account the complicated ways in which language and spoken intents push up against the normative expectations of society. To Eliza Wharton, speaking her mind constructs a space for certain freedoms of action; to her friends, Eliza’s spoken thoughts constitute her social self-destruction. Eliza’s mistake perhaps lies in this notion of spoken intents. In her view, her language truthfully indicates her feelings; she expects that others who deal with her will likewise be speaking the truth. Yet by the end of the novel, Eliza’s language has not freed her. Instead, the woman called a coquette throughout the novel has become one in the eyes of her world: she has engaged in a relationship with a married man. Most cruelly at the end, too, the very man whom she wished most to believe, Peter Sanford, having betrayed her, says he would not want to marry a woman whose behavior had been like Eliza’s.

Unlike The Power of Sympathy, The Coquette benefits from the use of the epistolary mode in terms of its characterization. William Hill Brown employed multiple points of view—by way of different characters commenting on the same actions—yet these points of view nonetheless remain fairly consistent across characters. Foster’s novel presents some innovation on this mode of writing in that a greater level of character differentiation is made available through the sets of characters who are commenting on the same events, whether it is Eliza Wharton’s “engagement” with Boyer or her meetings with Sanford. Foster uses the epistolary mode to explore to some extent the motivations of the seducer Peter Sanford and the seduced Eliza Wharton, along with the whole  range of characters whose discourses on the actions of the errant couple convey the variety of responses culturally appropriate to elite class society in the early Republic.

The multiplicity of the points of view has created the possibility for a number of responses to The Coquette. Some have suggested that the novel’s centering on a woman who, though educated and witty, has little choice in her life but to marry reveals the constraints of the normative expectations of women in the early Republic. These readers tend to credit the novel for providing a subversive message about the ways in which the lives of women even of the elite are subject to narrow cultural constraints. Eliza Wharton points out in her letters that married women are confined and their lives not necessarily happy: they give up their women friends when they marry, she says, and their lives must needs center on their husbands and children. Within the story line of the novel, too, it is made abundantly clear that women suffer the pains of childbirth only to have to face the occasional loss of their babies, too. Read in this way, the novel does indeed seem to identify women’s lives with personal and social limitations.

On the other hand, other readers have suggested that the novel’s construction of Eliza Wharton as “coquette” is not subversive but instructive. Reading the novel within its cultural milieu, these readers tend to think that, like the cultural space within which Elizabeth Whitman’s story circulated, the novel clearly comes down on the side of the ideology of Republican motherhood and the woman’s sphere, a sphere that celebrated those women who with appropriate sentiment and rationality accepted their “place” in the world. That Eliza Wharton’s friends have the last say about Eliza’s life suggests to these readers that the novel’s outcome—in the death of Eliza—reveals the novelistically construed “just” punishment for Eliza’s transgressive behavior. Clearly, the epistolarity of The Coquette makes a variety of viable readings possible. Indeed, the novel would seem to strike something of a balance between the two points such that Eliza Wharton can be read as both a victim of her circumstances and a transgressor against them.

The variety of readings The Coquette has instigated over the centuries since its publication shows the novel’s richness in its delineation of the era’s complicated and conflicted attitudes about women, especially in their relations with men, and about what should be women’s expectations for personal happiness. Much more than a mere novel of seduction, The Coquette examines some of the most difficult questions uncovered during the era of Enlightenment: What is freedom? What is  the relationship between the individual and the social formation within which she or he circulates? Where does responsibility lie for one’s actions? How can the bearers of a nation’s children have an equal opportunity for personal happiness? To what extent does language construct us all?




X

As an increasing number of novels reached an ever more avid readership toward the close of the eighteenth century and the turn into the nineteenth, moralists continued their attacks upon novel reading and novel writing. On the one hand, novels seem to have been constructed by their detractors as antigovernment and antisociety in their enabling of young people’s independence of thought and imagination. In 1790, for instance, Enos Hitchcock, a Federalist and a church pastor in Rhode Island, claimed in Memoirs of the Bloomsgrove Family that “The free access which many young people have to romances, novels, and plays has poisoned the mind and corrupted the morals of many a promising youth; and prevented others from improving their minds in useful knowledge.” According to Hitchcock, the young were degenerating in the nation’s midst: “How many thousands have, by a free use of such books, corrupted their principles, inflamed their imagination, and vitiated their taste, without balancing the account by any solid advantage?” Linked in Hitchcock’s complaint are corrupt principles and an inflamed imagination, and both are set off against their supposed opposite, “solid advantage.” Phrased in its extreme form, Hitchcock seemed to claim that imaginative literature would be the downfall of the United States. In 1803, Samuel Miller took a similar position, although Miller’s attack was not against the reading of novels but against the writers of them. Miller, a Presbyterian minister and teacher at Princeton, claimed in A  Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century that in the contemporary novel, “every opportunity is taken to attack some principle of morality under the title of a ‘prejudice;’ to ridicule the duties of domestic life, as flowing from ‘contracted’ and ‘slavish’ views; to deny the sober pursuits of upright industry as ‘dull’ and ’spiritless;’ and, in a word, to frame an apology for suicide, adultery, prostitution, and the indulgence of every propensity for which a corrupt heart can plead an inclination.”

Hitchcock’s and Miller’s comments make explicit connections between novel reading and immorality. They also indicate a largely unspoken anxiety about labor. According to both accounts, “useful knowledge” and “solid advantage,” “the duties of domestic life” and “the sober pursuits of upright industry” are all being stalled, in fact contradicted, by novels and novel reading. The questions raised about novels and novel reading seem to have involved the extent to which reading—the act in itself—was taking people away from their work in a new nation that conceived itself as a nation of free laborers. We can assume that increased leisure for many of the middling level brought about increased opportunity for reading, but we should assume as well that many readers, taking time away from their potential working time, made time for reading, whether or not they were members of the leisure class, because reading proved for them a viable access to “culture.”

Some readers probably would have agreed with Jeremy Belknap, Mercy Otis Warren, Enos Hitchcock, and Samuel Miller that novel reading was pernicious because it took people (especially women) away from their “proper” duties. On the other hand, many women and men must have found clear delight and solace in the act of novel reading, not just to escape the stresses of their lives and enter imaginatively into the fictional lives of others but to learn about the constraints and expectations they faced in their social worlds. Particularly for young women—and particularly for women whose families were on the way “up” the social ladder, such as the “mechanick’s daughter” featured in Brown’s Power of Sympathy—the vicarious experience of Eliza Wharton’s and Harriot Fawcet’s problems might have alleviated to some extent the social isolation they could feel upon entrance into womanhood and initiation into whole areas of social interchange about which they were unknowing. If moralists worried about the nation’s potential downfall in its nascent economic relations, these readers individually worried about their own social welfare. For many of these women readers, learning of the attitudes about class—as indicated, for instance, by some of the comments young Harrington and Peter Sanford make—enabled them to figure out ways of negotiating a cultural marketplace in which their increasing wealth brought them into unfamiliar social surroundings.

The novelistic world also provided them an immersion in social values that they could vicariously enjoy even as they learned, literally, the fatal consequences of seduction. Young middling-level women learned from both The Coquette and The Power of Sympathy that their class of women was particularly subject to the expectations and wiles of  upper-class men. They learned from The Coquette as well the alternate problem of coverture, wherein once women were married, their bodies and their properties became the possessions of their husbands. For these readers, Eliza Wharton’s careful weighing of her potential future with Peter Sanford and the Reverend Boyer surely must have counterbalanced the criticism raging all around Eliza about her so-called “coquettish” behavior.

For these readers, too, the dashing Sanford, who represented himself to Eliza as wealthy, must have seemed a very attractive alternative to the Reverend Boyer, who promised stability and societal security but a rather staid life indeed. In interesting ways, Mrs. Richman’s warning to Eliza early in the novel (a warning that, by the way, uses the language of Brown’s epigraph to The Power of Sympathy) surely called up for most readers, as it did for the fictional Eliza, a desire to rebel. Saying that no one would wish to deprive Eliza of pleasures, Mrs. Richman continues: “But beware, Eliza!—Though strowed with flowers, when contemplated by your lively imagination, it is, after all, a slippery, thorny path. The round of fashionable dissipation is dangerous. A phantom is often pursued, which leaves its deluded votary the real form of wretchedness.” The course of the novel proves Mrs. Richman’s words here to have been prophetic, just as Eliza herself at this point in the novel found “Something seemingly prophetic in her looks and expressions.” But in a new nation founded on the notion of “freedom,” Eliza’s plea that she be taken seriously by her friends must have produced from many, especially women, a sympathetic acknowledgment. Eliza’s question of her friend Lucy Freeman Sumner—at a point when the reader knows of Sanford’s duplicity—is a poignant reminder to all women of the fragility and uncertainty of their lives: “Why should I refuse the polite attentions of this gentleman? ... He lives in all the magnificence of a prince; and why should I, who can doubtless share that magnificence if I please, forego the advantages and indulgences it offers, merely to gratify those friends who pretend to be better judges of my happiness than I am myself” (Letter XLI).

Who should judge another’s happiness seems to be a question central to the novel’s world. In the novel’s conclusion in Eliza Wharton’s demise, readers might finally have had to give countenance to the morally deployed outcome in the destruction of this woman who sought to challenge societal boundaries. But in giving over to such a conclusion, readers must also have perceived the bitter message about the costs—especially to those who did not have power—of belonging to a “free”  society. “Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains,” Jean-Jacques Rousseau had said in 1762. In interesting ways, the novelistic worlds proffered to readers at the turn of the century in the new United States gave them a chance to test their assumptions about the implications and conditions of freedom in an uncertain world.
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THE POWER OF SYMPATHY:

OR, THE TRIUMPH OF NATURE.
FOUNDED IN TRUTH.

FAIN would he strew Life’s thorny Way with Flowers, 
And open to your View Elysian Bowers; 
Catch the warm Passions of the tender Youth 
And win the Mind to Sentiment and Truth.

The STORY of OPHELIA.
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[FRONTISPIECE TO THE FIRST EDITION OF 1789]
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PREFACE.

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.




LETTER I.

HARRINGTON to WORTHY.

BOSTON.

 

You may now felicitate me—I have had an interview with the charmer I informed you of. Alas! where were the thoughtfulness and circumspection of my friend Worthy? I did not possess them, and am graceless enough to acknowledge it. He would have considered the consequences, before he had resolved upon the project. 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.—To the point:—

I PURSUED my determination of discovering the dwelling of my charmer, and have at length obtained access. You may behold my Rose-bud, but should you presume to place it in your bosom, expect the force of my wrath to be the infallible consequence.

I DECLARED the sincerity of my passion—the warmth of my affection—to the beautiful Harriot—Believe me, Jack, she did not seem inattentive. Her mein is elegant—her disposition inclining to the melancholy, and yet her temper is affable, and her manners easy. And as I poured my tender vows into the heart of my beloved, a crimson drop stole across her cheek, and thus I construe it in my own favour, as the sweet messenger of hope:—

“DO not wholly despair, my new friend; excuse the declaration of a poor artless female—you see I am not perfectly contented in my situation—[Observe, Jack, I have not the vanity to think this distress  altogether upon my account]—Time therefore may disclose wonders, and perhaps more to your advantage than you imagine—do not despair then.”

SUCH vulgar, uncongenial souls, as that which animates thy clay cold carcase, would have thought this crimson drop nothing more than an ordinary blush! Be far removed from my heart, such sordid, earth-born ideas: But come thou spirit of celestial language, that canst communicate by one affectionate look—one tender glance—more divine information  to the soul of sensibility, than can be contained in myriads of volumes!

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.  Happy enthusiasm! that while it carries us away into captivity, can make the heart to dance as in the bosom of content. Hail gentle God of Love! Encircled as thou art with darts, torments, and ensigns of cruelty, still do we hail thee. How dost thou smooth over the roughness and asperities of present pain, with what thou seest in reversion! Thou banishest the Stygian glooms of disquiet and suspense, by the hope of approaching Elysium—Blessed infatuation!

I DESIRE you will not hesitate to pronounce an amen to my Hymn to Love, as an unequivocal evidence of your wish for my success.




LETTER II.

WORTHY to HARRINGTON.

NEW YORK.

 

“WISH you success!”—In what? Who is this lady of whom you have been talking at such an inconsistent rate? But before you have leisure to reply to these inquiries, you may have forgotten there is such a person, as she whom you call Harriot—I have seen many juvenile heroes, during my pilgrimage of two and twenty years, easily inflamed with new objects—agitated and hurried away by the impetuosity of new desires—and at the same time they were by no means famous for solidity of judgment, or remarkable for the permanency of their resolutions. There is such a tumult—such an ebullition of the brain in these paroxisms of passion, that this new object is very superficially examined. These, added to partiality and prepossession, never fail to blind the eyes of the lover. 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, because it does not flatter your vanity. “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.

DO you mean to insinuate that your declaration of love hath attracted  the affection of the pensive Harriot? If this should be the case, I wish you would tell me what you design to do with her.




LETTER III.

HARRINGTON to WORTHY.

BOSTON.

 

I CANNOT but laugh at your dull sermons, and yet I find something in them not altogether displeasing; for this reason I permit you to prate on. “Weigh matters maturely!” Ha! ha! why art thou not arrayed in canonicals! “What do I design to do with her?” Upon my word, my sententious friend, you ask mighty odd questions. I see you aim a stroke at the foundation upon which the pillar of my new system is reared—and will you strive to batter down that pillar? If you entertain any idea of executing such a task, I foresee it will never succeed, and advise you timely to desist. What! dost thou think to topple down my scheme of pleasure? Thou mightest as well topple down the pike of Teneriffe.

I SUPPOSE you will be ready to ask, why, if I love Harriot, I do not marry her—Your monitorial correspondence has so accustomed me to reproof, that I easily anticipate this piece of impertinence—But who  shall I marry? That is the question. Harriot has no father—no mother —neither is there aunt, cousin, or kindred of any degree who claim any kind of relationship to her. She is companion to Mrs. Francis, and, as I understand, totally dependent on that lady. Now, Mr. Worthy, I must take the liberty to acquaint you, that I am not so much of a republican as formally to wed any person of this class. How laughable would my conduct appear, were I to trace over the same ground marked out by thy immaculate footsteps—To be heard openly acknowledging for my bosom companion, any daughter of the democratick empire of virtue!

TO suppose a smart, beautiful girl, would continue as a companion to the best lady in Christendom, when she could raise herself to a more eligible situation, is to suppose a solecism—She might as well be immured in a nunnery. Now, Jack, I will shew you my benevolent scheme; it is to take this beautiful sprig, and transplant it to a more favourable 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. Is not this a proof of my humanity and goodness of heart? But I know the purport of your answer—So pray thee keep thy comments to thyself, and be sparing of your compliments on this part of my conduct—for I do not love flattery. A month has elapsed since my arrival in town. What will the revolution of another moon bring forth?

 

YOUR &c.




LETTER IV.

Miss HARRIOT FAWCET to Miss MYRA HARRINGTON.

BOSTON.

 

I HAVE somehow bewitched a new lover, my dear Myra—a smart, clever fellow too—and the youth expresses such fondness and passion that I begin to feel afraid even to pity him—for love will certainly follow. I own to you I esteem him very much, but must I go any farther? He is extremely generous—polite—gay—and I believe if you were to see him, your partiality in his favour would exceed mine.

I NEVER saw my poor swain so seemingly disconcerted and abashed as he was a few days ago—he appeared to have something very particular to communicate, but his tongue faultered—ought not one to help out a modest youth in such cases?

 

YOUR &c.




LETTER V.

 Miss MYRA HARRINGTON to Mrs. HOLMES.

BOSTON.

 

ARE the rural pleasures of Belleview, my dear friend, so engaging as to debar us of the pleasure of your company forever? Do your dear groves, and your books, still employ your meditating mind? Serious sentimentalist as you are, let me ask, whether a Ball, a Concert or Serenade, would not afford you the satisfaction of a contemplative walk in your garden, listening to the love tales of the melodious inhabitants of the air?

RAILLERY apart—when shall I take upon myself the honour to wait upon you here?—I want to advise with you on certain points of female conduct, and about my new dress—I have heard you say, lessons to a volatile mind should be fresh and fresh applied, because it either pretends to despise them, or has a tendency to degeneracy—Now you must know I am actually degenerating for want of some of your Mentor like lessons of instruction. I have scarcely any opinion of my own, these fashions, changing about so often, are enough to vitiate the best taste in the world.

I FORGOT to tell you my brother has been at home this month; but, from certain indubitable symptoms, I suspect the young man to be in love.

HEIGH HO! what is become of Worthy? The time of my liberty steals away, for you know I was to have three or four months of liberty before I gave myself up to his authority, and relinquished all my right and title to the name of

 

HARRINGTON.




LETTER VI.

HARRINGTON to WORTHY.

BOSTON.

 

ABASHED—confounded—defeated—I waited upon my beloved with my head well furnished with ready made arguments, to prevail on her to acquiesce in my benevolent scheme—she never appeared so amiable—grace accompanied every word she uttered, and every action she performed. “Think, my love,” said I, in a tone something between sighing and tears, and took her hand in a very cordial manner—“Think, my love, on your present, unhappy, menial situation, in the family of Mrs. Francis.” I enlarged on the violence of my passion—expatiated most metaphysically on our future happiness; and concluded by largely answering objections. “Shall we not,” continued I, “obey the dictates of nature, rather than confine ourselves to the forced, unnatural rules of—and—and shall the halcyon days of youth slip through our fingers unenjoyed?”

Do you think, Worthy, I said this to Harriot?—Not a syllable of it. It was impossible—my heart had the courage to dictate, but my rebellious tongue refused to utter a word—it faultered—stammered—hesitated.—

THERE is a language of the eyes—and we conversed in that language; and though I said not a word with my tongue, she seemed perfectly to understand my meaning—for she looked—(and I comprehended it as well as if she had said)—“Is the crime of dependence to be expiated by the sacrifice of virtue? And because I am a poor, unfortunate girl, must the little I have be taken from me?” “No, my love,” answered I, passionately, “it shall not.”

OF all those undescribable things which influence the mind, and which are most apt to persuade—none is so powerful an orator—so feelingly eloquent as beauty—I bow to the all-conquering force of Harriot’s eloquence—and what is the consequence?—I am now determined to continue my addresses on a principle the most just, and the most honourable.

HOW amiable is that beauty which has its foundation in goodness! Reason cannot contemplate its power with indifference—Wisdom cannot refrain from enthusiasm—and the sneering exertions of Wit cannot  render it ridiculous. There is a dignity in conscious virtue that all my impudence cannot bring me to despise—and if it be beauty that subdues my heart, it is this that completes the triumph—It is here my pompous parade, and all my flimsy subterfuges, appear to me in their proper light. In fine, I have weighed matters maturely, and the alternative is—Harriot  must be mine, or I miserable without her.—I have so well weighed the matter that even this idea is a flash of joy to my heart—But, my friend,  after the lightning comes the thunder—my father is mortally averse to my making any matrimonial engagement at so early a period—this is a bar in my way, but I must leap over it.

 

ADIEU!




LETTER VII.

Mrs. HOLMES to Miss HARRINGTON.

BELLEVIEW.

 

ALTHOUGH my attachment to Belleview is not so romantick as your airy pen has described it, I think its quiet and amusements infinitely preferable to the bustle and parade with which you are surrounded.

THE improvements made here by my late husband (who inherited the virtues of his parents, who still protect me, and endeavour to console the anguish of his loss by the most tender affection) have rendered the charms of Belleview superiour in my estimation to every gilded scene of the gay world.

IT is almost vanity to pretend to give you a description of the beauty of the prospect—the grandeur of the river that rolls through the meadow in front of the house, or any eulogium on rural elegance, because these scenes are common to most places in the country. Nature is every where liberal in dispensing her beauties and her variety—and I pity those who look round and declare they see neither.

A GREAT proportion of our happiness depends on our own choice—it offers itself to our taste, but it is the heart that gives it a relish—what at one time, for instance, we think to be humour, is at another disgustful or insipid—so, unless we carry our appetite with us to the treat, we shall vainly wish to make ourselves happy. “Was I in a desart,” says  Sterne, “I would find wherewith in it to call forth my affections—If I could do no better, I would fasten them on some sweet myrtle, or seek some melancholy cypress to connect myself to—I would court their shade and greet them kindly for their protection—If their leaves withered, I would teach myself to mourn, and when they rejoiced, I would rejoice along with them.”

I BELIEVE you could hardly find the way to the summer house, where we have enjoyed many happy hours together, and which you used to call “The TEMPLE of Apollo.” It is now more elegantly furnished than it formerly was, and is enriched with a considerable addition to the library and musick.

IN front of the avenue that leads to this place, is a figure of CONTENT, pointing with one hand to the Temple, and with the other to an INVITATION, executed in such an antique style, that you would think it done either by the ancient inhabitants of the country, or by the hand of a Fairy—she is very particular in the characters she invites, but those whom she invites she heartily welcomes.

Rural Inscription.

COME YE who loath the horrid crest,
Who hate the fiery front of MARS;
Who scorn the mean—the sordid breast—
Who fly AMBITION’S guilty cares:
YE who are blest with peaceful souls,
Rest HERE: Enjoy the pleasures round;
HERE Fairies quaffe their acorn bowls,
And lightly print the mazy ground.

 

Thrice welcome to this humble scene—
(To YE alone such scenes belong)
PEACE smiles upon the fragrant green,
And HERE the WOODLAND SISTERS throng,
And fair CONTENTMENT’s pleasing train,
Whilst in the Heav’n the stars advance,
With many a maid and many a swain,
Lead up the jocund, rural dance.

 

Thrice welcome to our calm retreat,
Where INNOCENCY oft hath strove,
 With violet blue, and woodbine sweet,
To form the votive wreath to LOVE:
O! pardon then, our cautious pride—
(CAUTION, a virtue rare, I ween)
For evils with the great abide,
Which dwell not in our sylvan scene.



 

THESE are the scenes to which I have chosen to retreat; contented with the suffrage of the virtuous and the good, and inattentive to the contemptuous sneer of the giddy and the futile, for even these have the vanity to look with pity on those who voluntarily remove from whatever agrees with their ideas of pleasure. He who has no conception of the beauties of the mind, will contemn a person aukward or illfavoured; and one whose store of enjoyment is drawn from affluence and abundance, will be astonished at the conduct of him who finds cause to rejoice, though surrounded with inconvenience and penury. Hence we judge of the happiness of others by the standard of our own conduct and prejudices.

FROM this misjudging race I retire, without a sigh to mingle in their amusements, nor yet disgusted at whatever is thought of sufficient consequence to engage their pursuits. I fly from the tumult of the town—from scenes of boisterous pleasure and riot, to those of quietness and peace, “where every breeze breathes health, and every sound is the echo of tranquillity.”—On this subject I give my sentiments to you with freedom, from a conviction that I bear the world no spleen; at the same time with a degree of deference to the judgment of others, from a conviction that I may be a little prejudiced.

I HOPE to be with you soon—in the mean time continue to write.

 

ELIZA HOLMES.




LETTER VIII.

WORTHY to HARRINGTON.

NEW YORK.

 

I APPLAUD your change of sentiment: Harriot is a good girl, and your conduct is extremely praiseworthy and honourable. It is what her virtues incontestibly merit.—But I advise you certainly to gain your father’s approbation before you proceed so far as to be unable to return. A contrary step might terminate in the utter ruin of you both.—Direct to me at Belleview—for I intend to stop there in my return to Boston.




LETTER IX.

HARRINGTON to WORTHY.

BOSTON.

 

I HAVE had a conversation with my father on the subject of early marriages, but to no purpose—I will not be certain whether he understood my drift, but all his arguments are applicable to my situation. One must be an adept to argue with him; and interested as he thinks himself in the result of the debate, he cannot be prevailed upon to relinquish his settled opinion. I am too much chagrined to write you even the heads of our conversation. I now stand upon my old ground.

 

ADIEU!




LETTER X.

WORTHY to MYRA.

BELLEVIEW.

 

I AM very happy at present enjoying the sweets of Belleview with our excellent friend Mrs. Holmes. To dwell in this delightful retreat, and to be blest with the conversation of this amiable woman, cannot be called solitude. The charms of Nature are here beheld in the most luxuriant variety—it is here, diversified with a beautiful prospect, the late Mr.  Holmes planned his garden; it is elegant, but simple. My time glides off my hands most happily—I am sometimes indulging my solitary reflections in contemplating the sublimity of the scenes around me—and sometimes in conversation with Eliza and the old people.

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 admiration of his flock. He prescribes for the health of the body, as well as that of the soul, and settles all the little disputes of his parish. They are contented with his judgment, and he is at once their parson, their lawyer, and their physician.—I often read in the little building that was finished by his son. He was a man of an excellent taste, and I have paid my tribute to his memory—It is the same place that you used to admire, and perhaps I improve more of my time in it on that very account.

 

ADIEU!




LETTER XI.

Mrs. HOLMES to MYRA.

BELLEVIEW.

 

I SIT down to give you, my dear Myra, some account of the visitants of today, and their conversation. We are not always distinguished by  such company, but perhaps it is sometimes necessary; and as it is a relaxation from thought, it serves to give us more pleasure in returning to the conversation of people of ideas.

MRS. Bourn assumes a higher rank in life than she pretended to seven years ago.—She then walked on foot—she now, by good fortune, rides in a chariot. Placed, however, in a situation with which her education does not altogether comport, she has nothing disagreeable but her over assiduity to please—this is sometimes disgusting, for one cannot feast heartily upon honey: It is an errour which a candid mind easily forgives. She sometimes appears solicitous to display her mental accomplishments, and desirous to improve those of her daughter; but it is merely apparent. Notwithstanding a temporary wish may arise towards the attainment of this point, a habitual vacancy nips it in the bud.

Miss Bourn is about the age of fourteen—genteel, with a tolerable share of beauty, but not striking—her dress was elegant, but might have been adjusted to more advantage—not altogether aukward in her manners, nor yet can she be called graceful—she has a peculiar air of drollery which takes her by fits, and for this reason, perhaps, does not avail herself of every opportunity of displaying the modesty of her sex—she has seen much company, but instead of polishing her manners, it has only increased her assurance.

THUS much of the characters of our company. After some small chat which passed as we took a turn in the garden, we entered the Temple.

“WHAT books would you recommend to put into the hands of my daughter?” said Mrs. Bourn, as she walked into the library—“it is a matter of some importance.” “It is a matter of more importance,” answered Worthy, “than is generally imagined, for unless a proper selection is made, one would do better never to read at all:—Now, Madam, as much depends on the choice of books, care should be taken not to put those in the way of young persons, which might leave on their minds any disagreeable prejudices, or which has a tendency to corrupt their morals.”—“As obvious as your remark is,” added Mr. Holmes, “it is evidently overlooked in the common course of education. We wisely exclude those persons from our conversation, whose characters are bad, whose manners are depraved, or whose morals are impure; but if they are excluded from an apprehension of contaminating our minds, how much more dangerous is the company of those books,  where the strokes aimed at virtue are redoubled, and the poison of vice, by repeatedly reading the same thing, indelibly distains the young mind?”

“WE all agree,” rejoined Worthy, “that it is as great a matter of virtue and prudence to be circumspect in the selection of our books, as in the choice of our company.—But, Sir, the best things may be subverted to an ill use. Hence we may possibly trace the cause of the ill tendency of many of the Novels extant.”

“MOST of the Novels,” interrupted my father, “with which our female libraries are overrun, are built on a foundation not always placed on strict morality, and in the pursuit of objects not always probable or praiseworthy.—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.”

“BUT, as most young people read,” says Mrs. Bourn—“what rule can be hit upon to make study always terminate to advantage?”

“IMPOSSIBLE,” cried Miss, “for I read as much as any body, and though it may afford amusement, while I am employed, I do not remember a single word, when I lay down the book.”

“THIS confirms what I say of Novels,” cried Mr. Holmes, addressing  Worthy in a jocular manner, “just calculated to kill time—to attract the attention of the reader for an hour, but leave not one idea on the mind.”

“I AM far from condemning every production in the gross,” replied Worthy; “general satire against any particular class, or order of men, may be viewed in the same light as a satire against the species—it is the same with books—If there are corrupt or mortified members, it is hardly fair to destroy the whole body. Now I grant some Novels have a bad tendency, yet there are many which contain excellent sentiments—let these receive their deserved reward—let those be discountenanced; and if it is impossible ‘to smite them with an apoplexy, there is a moral certainty of their dying of a consumption.’—But, as Mrs. Bourn observes, most young persons read, I will therefore recommend to those who wish to mingle instruction with entertainment, method and regularity in reading. To dip into any book burthens the mind with unnecessary lumber, and may rather be called a disadvantage, than a benefit—The record of memory is so scrawled and blotted with imperfect ideas, that not one legible character can be traced.”

“WERE I to throw my thoughts on this subject,” said my good father-in-law, as he began to enter more warmly into the debate—drawing his chair opposite Worthy, and raising his hand with a poetical enthusiasm—“ Were I to throw my thoughts on this subject into an Allegory, I would describe the human mind as an extensive plain, and knowledge as the river that should water it. If the course of the river be properly directed, the plain will be fertilized and cultivated to advantage; but if books, which are the sources that feed this river, rush into it from every quarter, it will overflow its banks, and the plain will become inundated: When, therefore, knowledge flows on in its proper channel, this extensive and valuable field, the mind, instead of being covered with stagnant waters, is cultivated to the utmost advantage, and blooms luxuriantly into a general efflorescence—for a river properly restricted by high banks, is necessarily progressive.”

THE old gentleman brought down his hand with great solemnity, and we complimented him on his poetical exertion. “I cannot comprehend the meaning of this matter,” said the penetrative Miss Bourn. “I will explain it to you, my little dear,” said he, with great good nature—“If you read with any design to improve your mind in virtue and every amiable accomplishment, you should be careful to read methodically, which will enable you to form an estimate of the various topicks discussed in company, and to bear a part in all those conversations which belong to your sex—you see, therefore, how necessary general knowledge is—what would you think of a woman advanced in life, who has no other store of knowledge, than what she has obtained from experience?”

“I THINK she would have a sorry time of it;” answered Miss.

“TO prevent it in yourself,” said Mrs. Bourn to her daughter, “be assiduous to lay in a good stock of this knowledge, while your mind is yet free from prejudice and care.”

“HOW shall I go to work, Madam,” enquired the delicate daughter.

MRS. Bourn turned towards Mr. Holmes, which was hint enough for the good old man to proceed.

“THERE is a medium to be observed,” continued he, “in a lady’s reading; she is not to receive every thing she finds, even in the best books, as invariable lessons of conduct; in books written in an easy, flowing style, which excel in description and the luxuriance of fancy, the imagination is apt to get heated—she ought, therefore, to discern with an eye of judgment, between the superficial and the penetrating— the elegant and the tawdry—what may be merely amusing, and what may be useful. General reading will not teach her a true knowledge of the world.

“IN books she finds recorded the faithfulness of friendship—the constancy of true love, and even that honesty is the best policy. If virtue is represented carrying its reward with it, she too easily persuades herself that mankind have adopted this plan: Thus she finds, when, perhaps, it is too late, that she has entertained wrong notions of human nature; that her friends are deceitful—her lovers false—and that men consult interest oftener than honesty.

“A YOUNG lady who has imbibed her ideas of the world from desultory reading, and placed confidence in the virtue of others, will bring back disappointment, when she expected gratitude. Unsuspicious of deceit, she is easily deceived—from the purity of her own thoughts, she trusts the faith of mankind, until experience convinces her of her errour—she falls a sacrifice to her credulity, and her only consolation is the simplicity and goodness of her heart.

“THE story of Miss Whitman1 is an emphatical illustration of the truth of these observations. An inflated fancy, not restricted by judgment, leads too often to disappointment and repentance. Such will be the fate of those who become (to use her own words)

The description of her unfortunate passion, will remind the critical reader of the famous ode of Sappho. In genius and in misfortune, these poetical ladies were similar.

 

“DISAPPOINTMENT.[”]

“WITH fond impatience all the tedious day
I sigh‘d, and wish’d the lingering hours away;
For when bright Hesper led the starry train,
My shepherd swore to meet me on the plain;
With eager haste to that dear spot I flew,
And linger’d long, and then with tears withdrew:
Alone, abandon’d to love’s tenderest woes,
Down my pale cheeks the tide of sorrow flows;
Dead to all joys that fortune can bestow,
In vain for me her useless bounties flow;
Take back each envied gift, ye pow’rs divine,
And only let me call FIDELIO mine.

”Ah, wretch! what anguish yet thy soul must prove,
Ere thou canst hope to lose thy care in love;
And when FIDÉLIO meets thy tearful eye,
Pale fear and cold despair his presence fly;
With pensive steps, I sought thy walks again,
And kiss’d thy token on the verdant plain;
With fondest hope, thro’ many a blissful bow‘r,
We gave the soul to fancy’s pleasing pow’r;
Lost in the magick of that sweet employ,
To build gay scenes, and fashion future joy,
We saw mild peace o‘er fair Canäan rise,
And show’r her blessings from benignant skies;
On airy hills our happy mansion rose,
Built but for joy, no room for future woes;
Sweet as the sleep of innocence, the day,
(By transports measur’d) lightly danc’d away;
To love, to bliss, the union’d soul was given,
And each! too happy, ask’d no brighter heaven.

“And must the hours in ceaseless anguish roll?
Will no soft sunshine cheer my clouded soul?
Can this dear earth no transient joy supply?
Is it my doom to hope, despair and die?
Oh! come, once more, with soft endearments come,
Burst the cold prison of the sullen tomb;
Through favour’d walks, thy chosen maid attend,
Where well known shades their pleasing branches bend.
Shed the soft poison from thy speaking eye,
And look those raptures lifeless words deny;
Still be, though late, reheard what ne‘er could tire,
But, told each eve, fresh pleasures would inspire;
Still hope those scenes which love and fancy drew;
But, drawn a thousand times, were ever new.

”Can fancy paint, can words express;
Can aught on earth my woes redress;
E’en thy soft smiles can ceaseless prove 
Thy truth, thy tenderness and love.
Once thou couldst every bliss inspire,
Transporting JOY, and gay DESIRE:
Now cold DESPAIR her banner rears,
And PLEASURE flies when she appears;
Fond HOPE within my bosom dies,
And AGONY her place supplies:
O, thou! for whose dear sake I bear,
A doom so dreadful, so severe,
May happy fates thy footsteps guide,
And o’ thy peaceful home preside;
Nor let ELIZA’S early tomb
Infect thee, with its baleful gloom.“ [Brown’s long note.]





‘Lost in the magick of that sweet employ, 
‘To build gay scenes and fashion future joy’


“WITH a good heart she possessed a poetical imagination, and an unbounded thirst for novelty; but these airy talents, not counterpoised with judgment, or perhaps serious reflection, instead of adding to her happiness, were the cause of her ruin.”

“I CONCLUDE from your reasoning,” said I, “and it is, besides, my own opinion, that many fine girls have been ruined by reading Novels.”

“AND I believe,” added Mrs. Bourn, “we may trace from hence the causes of spleen in many persons advanced in life.”

“YOU mean old maids, Madam,” cries the sagacious Miss, “like my aunt Deborah—she calls all the men deceitful, and most women, with her, are no better than they should be.”

“WELL said!” exclaimed Worthy, “the recollection of chagrin and former disappointment, sours one’s temper and mortifies the heart—disappointment will be more or less severe in proportion as we elevate our expectations; for the most sanguine tempers are the soonest discouraged; as the highest building is in the most danger of falling.”

“IT appears from what I have said,” resumed Mr. Holmes, “that those books which teach us a knowledge of the world are useful to form the minds of females, and ought therefore to be studied.”

I MENTIONED Rochefoucault’s maxims.—

“DO they not degrade human nature?” enquired my father.

“THIS little book,” answered Worthy, “contains much truth—and those short sketches traced by the hand of judgment, present to us the leading features of mankind.” “But,” replied my father, “that interest should assume all shapes, is a doctrine, which, in my mind, represents a caricature rather than a living picture.” “It is the duty of a painter to produce a likeness,” said Worthy.—“And a skilful one,” cried my father,  continuing the metaphor, ”will bring the amiable qualities of the heart to light; and throw those which disgrace humanity into the shade.” ”I doubt,“ rejoined Worthy, ”whether this flattery will answer the purpose you aim to accomplish—You entertain a high opinion of the dignity of human nature, and are displeased at the author who advances any thing derogatory to that dignity. Swift, in speaking of these maxims, in one of his best poems, affirms,

‘They argue no corrupted mind 
‘In him—the fault is in mankind.’”


“AS I began this subject,” added I, “it shall be ended by one observation-As these maxims give us an idea of the manners and characters of men, among whom a young person is soon to appear; and as it is necessary to her security and happiness that she be made acquainted with them—they may be read to advantage.”

“THERE is another medium,” said Mr. Holmes, assenting to my observation, “to be noticed in the study of a lady—she takes up a book, either for instruction or entertainment; the medium lies in knowing when to put it down. Constant application becomes labour—it sours the temper—gives an air of thoughtfulness, and frequently of absence. By immoderate reading we hoard up opinions and become insensibly attached to them; this miserly conduct sinks us to affectation, and disgustful pedantry; conversation only can remedy this dangerous evil, strengthen the judgment, and make reading really useful. They mutually depend upon, and assist each other.

“A KNOWLEDGE of HISTORY which exhibits to us in one view the rise, progress and decay of nations—which points out the advancement of the mind in society, and the improvements in the arts which adorn human nature, comes with propriety under the notice of a lady. To observe the origin of civilization—the gradual progress of society, and the refinements of manners, policy, morality and religion—to observe the progression of mankind from simplicity to luxury, from luxury to effeminacy, and the gradual steps of the decline of empire, and the dissolution of states and kingdoms, must blend that happy union of instruction and entertainment, which never fails to win our attention to the pursuit of all subjects.

“POETRY claims her due from the ladies. POETRY enlarges and strengthens the mind, refines the taste and improves the judgment. It has been asserted that women have no business with satire—now satire  is but a branch of poetry. I acknowledge, however, much false wit is sent into the world, under this general title; but no critick with whom I am acquainted ever called satire false wit—for as long as vice and folly continue to predominate in the human heart, the satirist will be considered as a useful member of society. I believe Addison calls him an auxiliary to the pulpit. Suffer me to enlarge on this new idea. Satire is the correction of the vices and follies of the human heart; a woman may, therefore, read it to advantage. What I mean by enforcing this point, is, to impress the minds of females with a principle of self correction; for among all kinds of knowledge which arise from reading, the duty of self knowledge is a very eminent one; and is at the same time, the most useful and important.

“OUR ordinary intercourse with the world, will present to us in a very clear point of view, the fallacious ideas we sometimes entertain of our own self knowledge.—We are blinded by pride and self love, and will not observe our own imperfections, which we blame with the greatest acrimony in other people, and seem to detest with the greatest abhorrence; so that it often happens, while we are branding our neighbour for some foible, or vanity, we ourselves are equally guilty.

“RIDICULOUS as this conduct must appear in the eyes of all judicious people, it is too frequently practised to escape observation.

“I WILL drop this piece of morality, with a charge to the fair reader, that whenever she discovers a satire, ridiculing or recriminating the follies or crimes of mankind, that she look into her own heart, and compare the strictures on the conduct of others with her own feelings.”
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