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Introduction 

The writing of biography can be a humbling experience. 
For the historian, examination of the single person beckons as a way to get 
beneath the hazy generalizations and overarching conclusions that charac
terize the craft . This genre makes visceral connection to an actual human 
being and real experience seem possible. One digs out a mass of evidence 
on a solitary life, contemplates the direction and rhythm of its develop
ment, and draws conclusions, comfortable in the likelihood that at least 
this person's encounters with history can be grasped and understood. 

Then, uneasiness strikes. After climbing inside a subject's head and for
mulating confident conclusions, the scholar can stumble across small 
details that jolt complacency. It might be, as in this case, the offhanded 
discovery that one's subject was nearsighted throughout most of his life
he did not become aware of this impediment until adulthood, when he 
tried on a friend's spectacles and instantly realized his fuzzy, distorted vi
sion of the world-or that he hated the "irksome and unwelcome sound" 
of his own last name.1 Such details, while not crucial in and of themselves, 
remind us that much in the human experience remains unrecoverable. The 
implications of this fact are sobering , even terrifying. If we cannot fully 
fathom even one individual's encounter with the past, is it not pretentious, 
or worse, to proclaim patterns of historical change and their meanings for 
vast groups of people? 

Recent cultural theory, however, provides something of a refuge from 
such fears. A complete and "accurate" rendering of individual perception, 
motivation, and action, much recent theory suggests, is less important 
than our ideological heritage of liberalism insists and more elusive than 
our scholarly heritage of empiricism realizes. A variety of approaches
structuralism, poststructuralism, Marxism, modernization, Freudianism, 
"the new historicism"-all tend to converge in at least one sense. They 
hold that the individual must be seen not so much as a determining free 
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agent, but rather as a kind of contested emotional and intellectual battle
ground for a wide variety of cultural discourses. While certainly able to 
choose among many ideas and modes of expression according to proclivity 
and belief, the single person's choices are not completely free and unlimit
ed. Restricted options are available in a culture, and reaching beyond them 
can be painful, incoherent, or impossible. As Raymond Williams once put 
it in a compelling metaphor, cultural life is like driving a car. Motoring 
about in an automobile fosters the illusion of "movement, choice of direc
tion, the pursuit of self-determined private purposes." Yet, in fact, "traffic 
flows and their regulation are clearly a social order of a determined kind" 
as engineers, planners, and government bodies have constructed the routes 
one can take according to a certain economic, social, and cultural logic. 
The same holds true for one's "choice" of values and behavior. Modern bi
ography, heeding such lessons, must explore both the possibilities and lim
itations of the individual life. It should attempt not an unattainable recov
ery of complete and freely chosen individual experience, but rather a 
reconstruction of the complex discursive, ideological, and emotional roles 
that a historical figure has been able to play.2 

Charles Brockden Brown, the early American novelist and critic, offers 
fascinating possibilities for just such an analysis. Both his private and pub
lic life, and the way in which they intertwined, promise to tell us much 
about the era of far-reaching historical change in which he lived. Research 
for my broad reinterpretation of the early American republic, The Republic 

Reborn: War and the Making of Liberal America, 1790-1820 (1987), first 
brought Brown to my attention. This book attempted to chart the transi
tion from republicanism to liberalism in the dominant culture of post
Revolutionary America, and to gauge the attraction to armed violence 
generated by that transformation . Brown emerged as a dramatis persona for 
the study in a brief biographical sketch. A fascination with his career re
fused to go away, however. While my limited treatment of certain themes 
in his life and writings proved satisfactory, even richer possibilities seemed 
to exist. Several biographies had been written, but they were outdated. 3 

Numerous monographs and articles had appeared in the scholarly litera
ture, but most of them offered literary analyses of a relatively narrow sort. 4 

Much of this writer's significance seemed to lay in a broader area that was 
little explored : his relationship to a society and culture undergoing massive 
changes in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

In particular, several issues demanded further study, and most of them 
stemmed from the persistence of a stereotyped image. Traditionally, 
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Brown has been granted heroic, pioneer status as the United States' first 
serious author, and his outpouring of flamboyant Gothic fiction in the 
1790s has provoked considerable critical interest. Yet the inability of the 
"Father of the American Novel" to sell books and survive as a professional 
writer has provoked much weeping and gnashing of teeth. His unhappy 
situation seemed to offer an early indictment of the same provincial cul
ture that would later alienate great artists like Herman Melville, Henry 
James, and T. S. Eliot. In other words, Brown has taken shape as the first 
of a romantic type: the brilliant, provocative author rejected by an acquisi
tive American society with its utilitarian ethic and crass materialism. As 
with most stereotypes, however, a glimmer of truth lies smothered by a 
landslide of assumptions . Certain unanswered questions linger uncomfort
ably. What exactly did the concepts "professional author" and "failure" 
mean in the context of the -late eighteenth century? What was the histori
cal meaning of Brown's bizarre, emotional, Gothic fiction with its perverse 
focus on abnormal psychology? How did the author's notoriously explosive 
private life intersect with his public writing? What was the relationship of 
Brown's entire corpus of writings-political pamphlets, short stories, di
dactic essays, geographical commentary, cultural criticism-to the four 
novels of the late 1790s on which his reputation rests? These queries even
tually lead to the largest issue of all. As many scholars have demonstrated 
in recent years, the era spanning the breakdown of centuries-old medieval 
tradition and the full-blown emergence of modern industrial capitalism 
offered enormous instability and flux, not least of all in the domain of lit
erature. What was Brown's connection, if any, to the powerful currents of 
historical change remaking the early modern West?5 

Such questions call for a "cultural biography," which is defined best, 
perhaps, by what it is not. It avoids the hoary "life and times" approach of 
the traditional historian, which assumes too much about each partner 
in this analytical construct. It also rejects the "intellectual biography" 
model, which frequently degenerates into a treatment of isolated, formal, 
and abstract ideas with little concern for their material and social connec
tions. Finally, and rather obviously, such a study takes issue with the 
current postmodern dismissal of biography, in which the importance of the 
single life has disintegrated under an onslaught of epistemes, language 
codes, and intertextuality. With the postmodern linguistic invasion
here "words speak people rather than the other way around"-the author 
has become an inevitable casualty. Unfortunately, however, this language 
compulsion often silences the very human voices that speak it. It has 
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created, literally, a disembodied view of words and their meanings . 
This study aims to reconstruct historically the life and writings of 

Charles Brockden Brown in terms of their cultural connection. This in
volves an updated treatment of Brown's entire career and corpus of work . 
The Romance of Real Life examines in detail his early and later writings, 
both of which have been passed over lightly by literary scholars . By look
ing at these neglected chronological areas more closely, a new perspective 
emerges on the well-known novels from the late 1790s. Moreover, a new 
synthetic look at genre as well as chronology has proved revealing . A close 
reading of all Brown's writings-fiction and nonfiction, essays and editori
als, public manifestos and private missives-uncovers broader connections 
between literature and society, longer trajectories of intellectual develop
ment, and more coherent patterns of development in his life. 

Several larger principles have guided the analysis. First, the profound 
transformations of American society and culture in the decades of the 
early republic provide an essential context for understanding this writer 
and his efforts. As historians have demonstrated in recent years, the rapid 
expansion of the market in the post- Revolutionary era radically altered so
cial and economic relationships. The accompanying shift from republican
ism to liberalism in American civic life triggered equally important 
changes in thinking about authority, citizenship, and individual agency. 
Yet the import and nature of this broad transformation were not clear to 
those caught in the midst of it. Both public and private life seemed murky, 
protean, fluid. Struggles to "construct" new meanings in social, political, 
and personal life underlined the ambiguity and liminality of American cul
ture in this period. This sea change had a powerful impact on literary en
deavor, and Brown's life and writings cannot be understood apart from it.6 

Second, I have tried to analyze Brown's writings in terms of an inter
play of text, context, and self, with each factor recognized as mutually 
shaping the others . A sensitivity to the "social history of ideas," where 
both the form and content oflanguage remain rooted in the material expe
rience of real life, seems essential to a more comprehensive historical re
construction . This approach, however, should not be seen as reductionist. 
However great the sins of disembodied literary analysis, they are not 
purged by devotion to an equally crude base-and-superstructure model. 
An ideological criticism that focuses on the interplay among several fac
tors-socioeconomic structures, cultural values, political formations, psy
chological resonances-constitutes an attractive alternative. Thus, my 
analysis of Brown and his ideas strives to be neither idealist nor material-
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ist, but dialectical. It explores his work in terms of"discourse," where writ
ing is understood as a kind of cultural conversation, a process of give and 
take between writer and audience where meanings are never inherent but 
shaped by participants according to their values and experiences. Viewing 
Brown and his literary efforts in this fashion not only reconnects them to 
their social roots, but allows us to appreciate some of the powerful conse
quences of fiction writing itself in an age of revolution. 7 

Finally, a concern with political and cultural power and the way it is 
shaped, achieved, and internalized has guided my interpretation. Here the 
theory of "cultural hegemony" has provided one inspiration, with its no
tion that a "dominant culture" achieves dominion over "residual" and 
"emergent" cultures by virtue of successfully prescribing the parameters of 
discourse. The Frankfurt School, with its blending of Marx and Freud, has 
proved equally useful. Looking at the dynamics of authority and how it is 
internalized, this theoretical tradition suggests that the development of 
dominant social formations also creates cognate psychological types. 8 In 
more concrete terms, this book explores the process of cultural hegemony 
by looking at the links between "imaginative" expression and market 
change. Here it converges with other recent scholarship in exploring the 
relationship of literary production to a market society in which values and 
meanings have become increasingly commodified. 9 

While a modern biography of Charles Brockden Brown may be desir
able on its own terms, a historicized rendering of his life and writings 
promises even richer rewards. Seeing this early national author as a case 
study of emerging market discourse defines the central goal of The Ro

mance of Real Life: to explain how a particularly articulate and sensitive in
dividual confronted, wrestled with, and ultimately helped articulate the 
emergence of a liberal culture in early modern America. 

Brown's obsession with exploring the public and private vagaries of in
dividual agency, his attempts to formulate meaningful notions of work and 
profit, and his search for cohesive social relationships all reveal his engage
ment with emerging liberalism. As Brown also suggests, however, the 
world of liberal individualism was fraught with ambiguities and contradic
tions. For Americans at the dawn of the nineteenth century, "free" agency 
appeared both liberating and frightening, offering new kinds of opportu
nity and imposing new kinds of restrictions. In such a light, for instance, 
Brown's famous Gothic novels of the late 1790s emerge as explorations of 
this dilemma. His experiences and reflections reinforce the commingled 
exhilaration and anguish within this new liberal "structure of feeling."10 
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This general orientation has produced a broad, two-pronged argument. 

The Romance of Real Life contends, first, that Charles Brockden Brown 
embodied many of the social and psychological pressures resulting from 
the wrenching development of market relations in the post- Revolutionary 
decades. In both his private life and public writings, he delineated a frag
mented personality type as the ultimate expression of a liberal capitalist so
ciety increasingly separated by economic interests, gender expectations, 
moral values, and political organization. Second, the argument holds that 

Brown, partly by way of compensation, became an exemplary and pivotal 
figure in the articulation of an American "culture" in the early years of na
tionhood. The long-term thrust of his writings and personal life clearly 
pointed toward a bourgeois creed of genteel self-control. As Brown ma
tured, he struggled to separate and elevate "culture" from the vicissitudes 
of social life. The civilizing force of culture, he hoped, would bind togeth
er the fragmentations of both liberal capitalist society and the restless indi

viduals who inhabited it. 11 

The structure of this book embeds the argument. The opening chapter, 
in order to sketch a background for Brown's efforts, outlines the peculiar 

situation of literature in the rapidly developing market society of post
Revolutionary America. An examination of his earliest fiction-this writ
ing is utterly self-absorbed in its crude social criticism-follows. Then, an 
examination of Brown's major novels from the 1790s reveals a rich inter
play of literary and ideological themes. Finally, a treatment of his nonfic
tional writing and social criticism in the first decade of the nineteenth cen

tury illuminates the culminating stage of his encounter with bourgeois 
liberalism. An analysis of this intellectual's emotional state and evolving 
social thought weaves in and out of the narrative throughout. 

The figure ultimately emerging from these pages goes far beyond the 
old, restrictive stereotype of literary pioneer and heroic failure. Brown, in 
fact, played a much more interesting role in the early history of the Ameri
can republic. He helped shape the fascinating process by which America's 
modern, liberal civilization came into being. He may not have done so 
through towering influence-after all, his books' lagging sales eventually 
drove him from professional authorship-but his work teaches a more 
subtle lesson. His literary struggles and cultural formulations from 1790 to 
1810 embodied many of the dynamics and travails of a historical transfor
mation in the early American republic. Charles Brockden Brown's story is 
a rich one. Illuminating the origins of America's bourgeois civilization, his 
tale discloses as well some of its dirty little secrets. 
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ONE 

~II The Novel and the Market 

in the Early Republic 

As a young man in late eighteenth-century Philadelphia, 
Charles Brockden Brown loved to take long, solitary walks. A sickly child
hood had prompted concerned parents and teachers to prescribe a regimen 
of more exercise and less study for the boy, and he began a routine of daily 
journeys on foot. As one observer noted, "so great were the benefits he re
ceived, that he continued his pedestrian exercises ever after." Although 

sometimes losing himself in abstraction and dreaming on these "solitary 
rambles," Brown also was invigorated by the physical activity and "his 
mind was constantly on the alert," according to family members . As the 
son of a ~aker merchant and land conveyancer, the youth undoubtedly 
wandered the streets near his family's South Second Street home or those 
near his father 's office in the rear of St . Paul's church . This area lay in the 
heart of the booming commercial district of post-Revolutionary Philadel
phia, a scant few hundred feet from the busy docks along a two-mile 
stretch of the Delaware River. Brown must often have viewed the ships 
filled with sugar and rum from the West Indies, indigo and rice from 
South Carolina, and mackerel and cod from New England lining the 
wharfs . When he ventured into the nearby countryside, young Brown also 
must have seen wagons rolling into the Philadelphia port from Delaware 
Valley farms, loaded with wheat and other foodstuffs bound for European 
markets . The influence of this enterprising milieu became evident in the 
mature Brown, as eventually he was drawn into the world of ledger sheets 
and commodities-first as the manager of several journalistic enterprises, 
then as a partner with his brothers in a mercantile company, and finally as 
an aspiring commercial lawyer.1 

However much Brown loved his daily sojourns on foot, he relished even 
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more the act of writing. In fact, writing transcended mere enjoyment and 
instruction to become something of an obsession for the young Philadel
phian. As an adolescent schoolboy he scribbled poetry and essays; later, as 
a law student, he would stay up late into the night composing journal en
tries, letters, and fiction. By age twenty, Brown described his writing fer
vor as a "magician" and "enchanter" so powerful that it threatened to lure 
him "a greater distance from the tract of common sense than I am at pre
sent desirous of being." Then, in the mid-179os, this literary compulsion 
exploded in a burst of creativity. By the turn of the century the youthful 
author would publish some six novels, numerous shorter pieces of fiction, 
and dozens ofliterary essays and book reviews. In the early 1800s he would 
become not only editor of three influential journals but also a political 
polemicist, translator, and historical novelist . Brown emerged as probably 
the leading literary figure in the early American republic. In his own 
words, writing dominated his life as both an expression of"soaring passion 
and intellectual energy" and a method to "enchain the attention and ravish 
the souls of those who study and reflect."2 

These twin images-the solitary individual traversing the streets of an 
expanding commercial city and the emotive and pioneering writer strug
gling with ideas and sentiments, pen and paper-broadly suggest the 
enormously fluid and formative period that framed the career of Charles 
Brockden Brown. More particularly, they reveal in tantalizing fashion two 
massive trends at work in the post-Revolutionary republic. First, the 
young man wandering about Philadelphia in the 1780s and 1790s was wit
nessing part of a remarkable socioeconomic transformation. The decades 
between independence from Great Britain and the Panic of 1819 framed 
the consolidation of a market economy and market society in the United 
States . The ascendancy of "liberal capitalism," as this process has been de
fined, entangled growing numbers of citizens in complex webs of com
modification and profit seeking that enshrined the competing individual as 
a social ideal.3 Second, Brown's frenetic writing activity clearly illustrated 
the gradual, simultaneous emergence of an American culture during the 
same period. In concert with the burgeoning efforts of other literati and 
artists, his novels, essays, and magazines served to ush~r in a distinctively 
American mode of cultural discourse and also to help formulate the mod 
ern notion of culture itself-an elevated, aesthetic search for beauty and 
truth separated from the tawdry material concerns of a utilitarian society.4 

Thus, an aspiring young author in the late eighteenth century faced a 
situation of enormous change and uncertainty. Historical development had 
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raised important issues but resolved them only slowly and partially. The 

social and economic landscape was shifting in significant ways, while po

litical perceptions of authority, obligation, and citizenship were assuming 
new forms. At the same time, pressure mounted from a number of direc

tions for the reformulation of cultural values and moral commitments in 
the new context of market endeavor. For writers, this emergence of a "lib

eral America" brought in its wake troubling questions about the meaning 

and nature of intellectual activity, and about the meaning and nature of 
selfhood. The Revolution and its aftermath had shaped a new arena for 
literature and letters in the young American republic. Its parameters, how

ever, became visible only gradually in light of several broad and complex 

trends. 

I 

In the three or four decades after the War for Independence, a social 

and economic revolution of massive proportions slowly gathered momen
tum to transform American life. The severing of political ties with Great 

Britain, it seemed, had intensified an erosion of long-standing restraints 
on the scope of individual action. Traditional colonial ideals of paternalism 
in social organization, moral economy and mercantilism in economic ac

tivity, and a virtuous republicanism in public affairs began to wither under 
the intense heat of a historical "release of energy." Trends that had been 

only dimly evident earlier in the eighteenth century-geographic mobility, 

challenges to social deference, the search for profit in the marketplace, 
popular political participation-flourished and intermingled in the hot

house atmosphere of the early republic. Benjamin Franklin, a prophet be
fore his time in the mid-r7oos with his message of personal ambition, 

thrift, investment, and utilitarian work, became by the 1790s the prototype 
of the American citizen in the early republic . 5 

Several dramatic developments gave glimpses of this shift. By the mid-
179os, with British imperial restraints abolished, Americans had begun to 
flood into the trans-Appalachian west. Kentucky and Tennessee entered 
the republic as states before the turn of the century and Ohio followed 
shortly thereafter. The Louisiana Purchase of 1803 extended the young na
tion's territorial claims across the North American continent to the Rocky 
Mountains, and over the next decade and a half practically all territory east 
of the Mississippi River became part of the United States. If the explosion 
of land-hungry, ambitious American expansion into the interior offered 

one sign of profound change, the unprecedented overseas commercial 



4 THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

boom of 1793-1808 constituted another. With the advent of the Napoleon
ic Wars on the Continent during these years, the economic energy and re
sources of the combatants-not only England and France but also their 
numerous allies-increasingly flowed into military channels. Beginning in 
the early 1790s and lasting some fifteen years, the imposition of blockades 
and naval warfare by the hostile fleets drastically impeded normal com
mercial routes and carriers. American merchants took full advantage of the 
situation. Moving quickly into this vacuum in the Atlantic, Mediter
ranean, South American, and West Indies markets, U.S. ships became the 
leading commercial carriers and re-exporters in the Western world by the 
turn of the century. An unprecedented flow of wealth flooded the young 
republic and raised the general level of prosperity, promoted an entrepre
neurial spirit, and created large accumulations of capital for further rein
vestment by wealthy merchants . In this business bonanza figures like 
Stephen Girard of Philadelphia, Robert Oliver of Baltimore, and John Ja
cob Astor of New York City became millionaires. They also became living 
symbols of an emerging new world of profit, commodities, and personal 
ambition in this expanding and energetic society.6 

Other subtle but far-reaching trends further cemented such economic 
development in the early republic. Growing European demand for food
stuffs, for example, encouraged the commercialization of agriculture in a 
great commodity-producing belt stretching from Virginia northward to 
New York. The old "household economy" of colonial America began a 
precipitous decline as regional markets spread their tentacles outward from 
eastern port cities ever farther into the interior. Moreover, after 1790 the 
steady development of both "household" and "extensive" manufactures 

slowly systematized the broad social thrust toward efficiency, productivity, 
and profit. This broad, multifaceted commercialization of American life 
prompted a "business revolution" that gave rise to swelling incorporation, 
complex bookkeeping techniques, and growing numbers of banks, insur
ance companies, and commission houses in the decades after American in
dependence had been won. Overall, these changing patterns of economic 
endeavor comprised the consolidation of a market economy in the early 
American republic. 7 

The political culture of the young nation also reverberated and shifted 
in concert with this rapid market development. In the older world of eigh
teenth-century politics, an ideology of "republicanism" had shaped politi
cal discourse and practice . According to this tradition several principles 
guided and defined political life. "Civic virtue," or the notion of subordi-



The Novel and the Market 5 

nating personal self-interest to the greater good of the commonwealth, 
comprised perhaps the highest ideal of republican citizenship. A wide
spread commitment to "independence "-the ability to be self-sustaining 
economically and hence to avoid a corrupting social and political depen
dence on the wealthy-also provided a key support for a republican edifice. 
Finally, an organic vision of society in which common farmers and laborers 
deferred to the political leadership of an educated, prosperous aristocracy 
of talent helped animate republican politics. This ideal polity, of course, 
never existed in pristine form. Nonetheless, the idealization of civic values 
and a concomitant, constant fear of their corruption helped apotheosize 
republicanism in eighteenth-century American life and fuel the revolt 
against Great Britain .8 

Within a decade of independence, however, older categories of Ameri
can republicanism were becoming ambiguous , even inchoate under the 
pressures of historical change. A "contagion of liberty," for instance, 
emerged from the turmoil of the Revolution to gradually overwhelm the 
restraints of deferential politics. This ethic of popular participation, in 
concert with geographical expansion over the Appalachians and swelling 
market involvement, created by the late 1700s a destructive tension within 
republican political culture . This struggle of"virtue and commerce," as one 
historian described it, pitted an older ideal of self-sacrifice and civic com
munity against a growing instinct for individual ambition, advancement, 
and expression. Thus, by the 179os-a decade that put political flesh on 
the skeletal framework constructed by the Constitution-a new kind of 
politics had emerged with the well-known clashes of Jeffersonians and 
Federalists. Modes of econo'mic growth increasingly defined the agenda 
for debate while party competition provided the means . And a pluralist 
mind-set, which held that the sifting of many private interests created the 
public good , increasingly shaped its discourse. A republican model of poli
tics, in other words, subtly became a liberal one in the early national peri
od as "independence" gave way to "self-interest." In this mercurial atmos
phere a market politics was born .9 

Perhaps even more significant than shifting political and social struc
tures, however, was an underlying transformation of cultural values and as
sumptions. To use the terminology of recent cultural analysis, the Ameri
can mentaliti steadily assumed a different shape and color in the decades 
after the Revolutionary struggle . In concert with sweeping social and eco
nomic changes, traditional cultural definitions of human perception, voli
tion, and acceptable boundaries of behavior began to take on unfamiliar 
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new meanings. At a broad social level, what one historian has termed a 
"vigorous spirit of enterprise" seemed to emerge in late eighteenth-century 

America. Rising from the wreckage of colonial paternalism, with its tradi

tional reliance on the authority of ministers and magistrates, courthouse 
and church, an invigorating sense of ambition detonated an explosion of 

entrepreneurialism in the economic arena, massive geographical movement 
in the social one, and participation in the political one. The crumbling of 

deferential restraints encouraged a growing attachment to the advance
ment and profit accruing to achieved status. 10 

If ambition became the tonic for a social "crisis of authority" by the late 
eighteenth century, a related epistemological crisis at elite levels of culture 
raised other difficulties. The demise of patriarchal authority in early mod

ern Anglo-American culture affected political, theological, literary, and 
pedagogical endeavor as well as social relationships. Qyestions of how we 

know and learn, of how we understand and internalize morality became 
paramount issues in an age of growing personal independence and increas

ing self-sufficiency. By the mid to late 1700s, for example, many American 
intellectuals were wrestling with the implications of John Locke's "sensa

tionalist" psychology. Best expressed in his famous Essay Concerning Hu

man Understanding (1690), this theory posited the mind as a tabula rasa 
and contended that knowledge was based on the individual processing of 

sensory perceptions, not on innate ideas. Even the Enlightenment itself, 
that great eighteenth-century upheaval in the Western life of the mind, 
could be largely traced to a demise of traditional frameworks of intellectual 
authority. As Immanuel Kant had briskly announced in his definitive es

say, What Is Enlightenment? (1784), "Enlightenment is man's emergence 
from his self-imposed nonage. Nonage is the inability to use one's own un
derstanding without another's guidance .... 'Have the courage to use your 
own understanding,' is therefore the motto of the enlightenment." 11 

From this swirling maelstrom of ambition and sensation, mobility and 
self-reliance, gradually emerged a broad thrust toward individualism in the 
culture of the early American republic. It became clearly evident in sever
al ways. Post-1790 secular advice literature, for example, gained greatly in 
popularity as it promoted an ethic of self-made success. With titles such as 
The Way to Grow Rich, The Youth's Guide to Wisdom ... for the Rising Gen

eration, and An Instructive History of Industry and Sloth, these didactic 
tracts promoted a social creed of hard work, thrift, shrewd investment, and 
social advancement. The pursuit of self-interest became the centerpiece of 
this emerging liberal ideology. The sacrifice of personal advantage to the 
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commonwealth, a long-standing republican ideal, slowly receded before 

the notion that personal enterprise created productivity and prosperity and 
thereby produced the public good. As a newspaper essayist enthusiastically 
explained, 

While the physical and intellectual powers of man are left free to employ them 

selves as the judgement of their possessor may direct, everything valuable finds 

its proper level and its due value ... . An active industry and lively competition 

constantly tend to equalize, and consequently to distribute among the greatest 

numbers the good things of this life .... The condition of every individual as 

well as that of the nation is in a progressive state. 12 

Such paeans to individual striving also contained a careful cultural 
modifier. Unrestrained ambition, as countless writers and speakers re
minded citizens of the young republic, contained the seeds of vicious com
petition and, ultimately, social anarchy. Thus affirmations of self-interest 
were almost invariably accompanied by warnings about the necessity for 
instinctual repression and self-control. The Second Great Awakening, for 
example, served as one vehicle transporting this double cultural message 
outward into society. Welling up by the late 1790s, this massive movement 
of evangelical Protestantism would spread its influence throughout the re
public over the next four decades. "Moral free agency," a notion eloquently 
and emotionally enunciated by Charles Grandison Finney, Lyman Beech
er, and countless less famous ministers, lay at the heart of the revival im
pulse. Individual sinners had a God-given choice-in terms of volition 
this was not unlike the situation of individuals in the marketplace
regarding their moral destiny. They could repent, seek Christ's blessing, 
and pursue salvation or they could continue sinning and slide into damna
tion. A genuine decision for salvation, as preachers and moralists sternly 
noted, also involved a self-denial of sensual indulgences and passion. For 
followers of the evangelical Protestant crusade, virtuous individualism 
meant a repudiation of the temptations of liquor, violent anger, and illicit 
pleasures of the flesh.13 

Scottish Moral Philosophy, like the revivals, promoted an ethic of indi
vidual expression and restraint but did so in the more elevated realms of 
education and moral theory. Reacting to the potential ethical and episte
mological chaos of Lockean sensationalism-after all, the impulses of 
physical sensation seemingly ignored the confines of religion and moral 
codes, and it even eroded certainty of association between appearance and 
reality-Scottish thinkers like Adam Ferguson and David Reid rather des-
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perately insisted on the existence of an innate moral sense. Implanted by 
God and subject to cultivation through reason and science, this supposed 
faculty allowed, even demanded, that the individual nurture and follow the 
dictates of conscience. By the late 1700s this "common sense" philosophy 
had begun to filter down into every aspect of American culture. Compris
ing a "Didactic Enlightenment," it became the bedrock of American peda
gogy and moralism for nearly a century . As the culmination of a myriad of 
developments, common sense doctrine signaled the central cultural devel
opment of the early American republic: the emergence of a bourgeois 
creed of self-control. With an important double meaning, this culture si
multaneously asserted the freedom of self-control over one's own destiny 
and demanded the restraint of self-control over one's passions. 14 

II 

The gradual decline of republican, paternal traditions and the conver
gence of Protestant moralism, capitalist acquisitiveness, and possessive in
dividualism around the dawn of the nineteenth century had significant im
plications for aspiring American writers. This liminal market culture, with 
its commingled liberations and restrictions, offered uncertain guidelines 
for the pursuit of literature. Ambiguity seemed to rule the day. 

On the one hand, political independence from Great Britain had sown 
the seeds of cultural nationalism. From a self-defined cultural backwater 
before the Revolution, the late eighteenth-century republic increasingly 
appeared to many visionary enthusiasts as a potential "American Athens." 
Vibrant achievements in arts and letters seemed a likely accompaniment to 
the establishment of virtuous and enlightened republican government. As 
Philip Freneau and Hugh Henry Brackenridge predicted in their 1771 

poem, "The Rising Glory of America," this new society would have its 
own Homers and Miltons and its own achievements "not less in fame than 
Greece and Rome of old ." 

On the other hand, this sense of cultural opportunity gave way to fre
quent bouts with despair. For aspiring authors and literati, the period from 
1790 to 1820 was one of wrenching tension. Writers seemed caught be
tween the millstones of a dying republican culture and a rapidly maturing 
liberal one. Artistic endeavor had always been somewhat suspect in repub
lican thought, primarily because of its long-standing association with aris
tocratic patronage and sensual indulgence. These qualities, in the eyes of 
many theorists, tended toward the "corruption" of the civic virtue and ra
tional moderation at the heart of republicanism . At the same time, the 
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artist also faced a difficult situation with emerging liberal values. In the 
context of an ambitious society of individualist and materialist striving, 
artists felt tremendous pressures to commodify their work. A spreading 
market ethos demanded that authors conceptualize their creations as prod
ucts in a competitive arena, that they respond to a social calculus of supply 
and demand. A deep-seated ambivalence about marketplace success versus 
creative integrity took root and grew within many authors. Thus, Ameri
can men of letters confronted a perilous situation of shifting contexts and 
meanings in the late 1700s. Large, abstract issues concerning the worth, 
mission, and definition of artistic work proved terribly burdensome and 
perhaps even intractable. 15 

A number of practical problems weighed equally heavily. For literary 
aspirants, the paramount difficulty in a growing culture of capitalism was 
immediate material survival. Aristocratic patronage, the mainstay of tradi
tional European culture, was both unavailable and unacceptable in a re
public. Other models, like the gentleman scholar of colonial tradition or 
the dilettante artist of elitist societies, seemed ill-suited to the creation of a 
vital and rational culture. What proved most appealing was the historically 
new role of professional writer, a figure who wrote to live and lived to 
write . This type of author, whose specialized function partly reflected the 
rationalizations of market life, persisted and prospered by wits and popu
larity. The thorny problem for such a writer, of course, was the connection 
to one's audience . On one level this directly involved writer and reader in 

the cash matrix of buying and selling. Beyond that, however, producers 
and consumers of creative writing in the early republic became enmeshed 
in more tangled relationships. As literary scholars have made clear in re
cent years, authorship was shifting toward professionalization at the same 
time that the reading audience was transforming dramatically. By the late 
1700s literacy and education were spreading rapidly through the middling 
ranks of American society. Moreover, changing reading standards-the 
growing popularity of journalism, didactic tracts, and sentimental stories
were molding the taste of a growing bourgeois public. Writers faced the 
prospect of pleasing a rising middle-class audience increasingly attuned to 
a social ethic of self-made individualism and a cultural creed of sentimen
tal self-control. 16 

From this highly charged and volatile cultural atmosphere arose a storm 
of troubled literary responses. Writers of the early republic, in both their 
formal work and their reflections on it, evinced an attitude that was part 
optimism, part anguished confusion, and part alienation . The "Hartford 
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Wits" and ''Augustans" of New England, for instance, presented one kind 

of response in the late 1700s and the early 1800s. Rising from the Calvin

ist, socially deferential traditions of the "Standing Order" in Connecticut 
and the bulwark of Boston culture, such authors as Timothy Dwight and 

Joel Barlow, Fisher Ames and young John Qyincy Adams, shaped a pon
derous literary classicism directly modeled on the English Augustan era of 
Pope and Addison, and more remotely on classical writers of the Roman 

Augustan age, such as Virgil and Ovid. Dwight's "Greenfield Hill," Bar
low's "Rising Glory of America" and "Columbiad," Ames' "Dangers of 

American Liberty," and Adams' "Lectures on Rhetoric and Oratory" un

folded a republican vision of classical symmetry. To their literary eyes 
America appeared a polity of organic community, sacrifice to the public 
good, and deference to paternal social leadership. Hand in hand with this 
cultural optimism, however, went stern, sometimes shrill denunciations of 

liberalizing trends toward profit seeking and social mobility in the young 
nation. Attacks on "mobocracy," chastisements of money grubbing, and 
warnings about the degeneracy of republican standards under such corro
sive influences became commonplace in this literary tradition. For these 
New World Horaces and Swifts, literature became a republican purifica
tion rite that upheld the old and denounced the new.17 

At the other extreme, some authors eagerly embraced the ambitious en
ergy of the liberalizing republic and sought to channel it into an appro
priate literary mode. "Parson" Mason Weems provided one memorable 
case. Combining an enthusiasm for the market ethic with a compulsion to 

restrain its more brutal excesses, this clever Virginian emerged by 1800 as 
the prototypically "popular" author in early American culture. The basis 

for his reputation, of course, was the single best-selling book of the early 
republic, The Life ef Washington. This hagiography, full of fictional tales 
about Washington and the cherry tree or Washington throwing the silver 
dollar across the Potomac, was first published in 1799 and enjoyed numer
ous reprintings throughout the nineteenth century. In this text Weems 
molded republican patriotism, capitalist social ideology, and Protestant 
moralism into a compelling cultural whole. "The Father of His Country" 
became the centerpiece of a sentimental success tract, part self-sacrificing 
republican hero and part iron -willed self-made man. Weems followed hard 
on the heels of this effort with other popular biographies of legendary 
Americans (William Penn, Benjamin Franklin, the "Swamp Fox" Francis 
Marion) and a steady flow of didactic moral tracts illuminating the evils of 
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alcohol, gambling, and illicit sex. Moreover, as a commission bookseller 
and roving minister, the Virginian scoured the roads and communities of 
the young republic for over two decades personally hawking his cultural 
wares. For figures like Parson Weems, the literary marketplace created vast 
opportunities for the writer as schemer, moralist, and popular word
smith.18 

Between the alienated Augustans and the literary entrepreneurs, how
ever, stood a substantial group of profoundly ambivalent authors who 
struggled to come to terms with their shifting cultural milieu. Noah Web
ster, the New England essayist, polemicist, and lexicographer, combined a 
fierce social traditionalism with a spirit of nationalist cultural innovation. 
From the late 1780s through the early 1800s he produced dozens of essays 
defending paternalism and elite political control in the new republic . At 
the same time he labored prodigiously to compile his famous Webster's Dic
tionary, a self-conscious attempt to break away from British restraints and 
to create an American language through the spelling and definition of 
words themselves. Hugh Henry Brackenridge offered another variation. 
This self-made Pennsylvanian journalist, jurist, and author achieved a 
literary reputation with the gigantic picaresque tale Modern Chivalry. 

Originally serialized in newspapers from 1793 to 1815, this extended story 
humorously skewered both the stultifying traditionalism of republicanism 
(represented by the stodgy character Captain Farrago) and the dangerous 
ambition of liberalizing values (represented by the licentious Teague 
O'Regan). 

Other authors, like the benevolent satirists Washington Irving and 
James Kirke Paulding, followed parallel paths. In works like Irving's 
Salmagundi, and Paulding's Diverting History of john Bull and Brother 

Jonathan, American values and manners were subjected to both illumina
tion and ridicule. While sympathizing with the openness and opportunity 
characteristic of the changing young republic, Irving and Paulding de
lighted in taking jovial swipes at American materialism, provincial com
placency, and unscrupulous ambition. Salmagundi, for example, once de
scribed with great glee the manipulative qualities necessary for social 
advancement in this fluid society: "To be concise, our great men are those 
who are most expert at crawling on all fours, and have the happiest facility 
in dragging and winding themselves along in the dirt like the very rep
tiles." For figures like Webster, Brackenridge, and Irving, the early Ameri
can cultural landscape simultaneously offered inviting terrain for explo-
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ration and uncertain, sometimes even treacherous, footing.19 

Above and beyond this array of writers rose two overarching develop
ments that gradually began to transform the literary culture of the new 
republic nearly beyond recognition . First, the proliferation of American 
newspaper publishing by the late 1700s slowly redefined the context of lit
erary discourse. Second, the unprecedented stream of novels pouring forth 
after the Revolution not only enlarged the pool of available texts but also 
carved out a new sensibility for large portions of a growing reading public. 
The changes wrought by these trends were perceptible. In colonial Ameri
ca, the world ofliterature and belles lettres had been a small one. Few texts 
circulated, and they did so almost exclusively within the domain of educat
ed gentlemen. Reading was a genteel, cultivated, masculine activity of 
ministers and merchants, gentry farmers and professional men. Among 
the lower classes literacy remained at low or rudimentary levels, especially 
in the South. The classics, poetry, essays on law and morality, political 
rhetoric, and especially sermons comprised the currency of serious literary 
discussion . This pervasion of sacred themes, combined with a self-con
scious awareness of London's cultural dominance, made colonial literature 

intensely provincial and religious. The growing popularity of newspapers 
and novels by the late 1700s, however, created a veritable "reading revolu
tion" that began to overturn many traditional expectations and assump
tions. Evidence for the dramatic development of popular readership ap
peared everywhere. 20 

Before the Revolution, it has been estimated that newspapers in Amer
ica numbered fewer than roo. By r8oo there were 230, and ten years later 
the total had climbed to 376, publishing some 22 million copies annually. 
Americans had become, in the words of one commentator, "a nation of 
newspaper readers," and indeed these aggregate figures surpassed those of 
any other nation. This explosion of newspapers was accompanied by a 
similar burst of growth for magazines and journals. The three decades af
ter the Revolution saw the appearance of scores of monthly and quarterly 
periodicals like Francis Hopkinson's and Mathew Carey's Columbian Mag

azine, Hugh Henry Brackenridge's United States Magazine, and Joseph 
Dennie's Port-Folio. In varying degrees these magazines presented a pot
pourri of offerings. They ranged from learned essays to popular book re
views, pirated European articles to native American poetry, natural history 
to travel narratives, moral tracts to technological reports . The growing 
popularity of journalism in the early republic, of course, partly reflected a 
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participatory ethic stemming from the Revolutionary struggle. This trend 
did more, however, than merely popularize and widen networks of public 
writing and reading. The vogue of journalism also assaulted the traditional 
literary authority of educated elites in several ways. It displaced the sophis
ticated art of rhetoric with cruder styles of expression, replaced a genteel 
code of conversation and contemplation with an ethic of accessibility and 
commodification, and substituted interest seeking for truth seeking, sensa
tionalism for aesthetics. In early national America, the tremendous growth 
of journalism was part of a broad "crisis of authority" in the realm of cul
ture.21 

In many ways the appearance of a new genre-the American novel

generated an even greater cultural impact. Shortly after the end of the 
Revolution, an increasing array of novels began to assault the reading 
public, with striking results. Middle- and lower-class readers, especially 
women, began to devour accessible, cheap editions of fiction with avid en
thusiasm. The fluid and engaging prose, vivid depictions of individual 
characters and social settings, and sentimental moral didacticism of the 
novel made it enormously attractive both to an educated readership 
weaned on religious and political discourse and to a barely literate reader
ship having little previous engagement at all with books. The growing 
popularity of fiction helped promote what one scholar has termed a "de
mocratization of the written word" in this transformative period. The ear
lier decades of the eighteenth century, of course, had seen European im
ports like Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe, Oliver Goldsmith's The Vicar of 
Wake.field, Samuel Richardson's Pamela, and Jean-Jacques Rousseau's Emile 

garner the lion's share of readership . By the end of the century, however, 
native products like Susanna Rowson's Charlotte Temple (1791), Royall 
Tyler's The Algerian Captive (1797), Hannah Webster Foster's The Coquette 

(1797), Enos Hitchcock's Memoirs of the Bloomsgrove Family (1790), and 
William Hill Brown's The Power of Sympathy (1789) were generating con
siderable appeal as well. With such growth during the era of the early re
public, the novel was well on its way to becoming "the chapbook of nine
teenth century America," providing common readers unprecedented access 
to the written word.22 

Beyond mere entertainment and popular sales figures, however, the 
novel had a striking effect on American social and cultural life. Like the 
ripples from a stone tossed into a calm lake, its influence spread outward 
in sweeping concentric circles to alter the shape of values, perceptions, and 
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assumptions in the young republic. In an era of consolidating liberal capi
talism, the novel seemed to express the instincts of a new society strug
gling for maturity. In fact, modern theorists who agree on little else concur 
that the novel was a powerful expression of ascending bourgeois culture in 
early modern Western life. Mikhail Bakhtin, for instance, argued that the 
novel empowered individual readers to judge and assess social situations 
and character in unprecedented ways. As a fluid literary form for a fluid 
world of competition, mobility, and individualism, the novel "has no 

canon of its own. It is, by nature, not canonic. It is plasticity itsel£ It is a 
genre that is ever questing, ever examining itself and subjecting its estab
lished forms to review." Lionel Trilling suggested that the novel expressed 
the individualist and pluralist sensibility of modern life. As he noted, "For 
our time the most effective agent of the moral imagination has been the 
novel of the last two hundred years . ... It taught us, as no other genre ever 
did, the extent of human vanity and the value of this vanity." For early 
twentieth century thinker Georg Lukacs, the novel was simply the genre of 
modern bourgeois life. It expressed, as no other form quite did, the intel
lectual, spiritual, and psychological conditions of modern capitalist 
culture. 23 

Within this broad consensus about its bourgeois affiliation, however, 
the emergence of the novel has prompted somewhat discordant assess
ments. In particular, questions about how and why it became central to 
bourgeois culture, about the exact nature of the connection between novel
istic expression and the vagaries of a market society have evoked rather 
different answers from students of this developing literary form . In the 
realm of early Anglo-American fiction in particular, two schools of thought 
have predominated. 

First, a tradition prevailing since at least the 1950s has held that the vast 
social transformations remaking early modern England set the stage for 
the emergence of this new genre. The overturning of traditional feudal 
economic relationships, the ascendancy of a growing and educated middle 
class, the emergence of an ethic of individualism, and the rejection of 
"universals" in intellectual life nourished the growth of the novel. Accord
ing to one scholar, both the novel and its "philosophical realism"-it posit
ed that truth is discovered by the individuals through their senses-

must be seen as parallel manifestations of a larger change-the vast transforma 

tion of Western civilization since the Renaissance which has replaced the uni

fied world picture of the Middle Ages with another very different one-one 
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which presents us, essentially, with a developing but unplanned aggregate of 

particular individuals having particular experiences at particular times and at 

particular places. 

Several features of the novel clearly reflected this new cultural orientation. 

Its "formal realism"-a narrative presentation of life that self-consciously 
renders details and particularities of characters and their actions-moved 

literary attention away from legends, types, and universals to specific peo 
ple and situations . This focus on personal interaction, private experience, 

and concrete social relations tended to promote secularization by eroding 
the religious matrix of human volition. Its overall evocation of the individ
ual tended to ratify the agenda of market society by simply demonstrating 
the assumption that "society must value every individual highly enough to 
consider him the proper subject of its serious literature." In this view then, 

the novel emerged as the logical vehicle for modern liberal capitalism be

cause it carried into public consciousness the picture of "a whole society 
mainly governed by the idea of every individual's intrinsic independence 

both from other individuals and from that multifarious allegiance to past 
modes of thought and action denoted by the word 'tradition.' "24 

More recently, an alternative interpretive picture has emerged. In one 
sense, there is agreement that the novel was an important agent of social 

transformation. The first American novels appearing from the 1780s to 
1820, newer scholarship has agreed, were an integral part of a widespread 
crisis of authority in the early modern West. In the young republic, where 
this situation became especially evident, the crisis involved political revolt 
against Great Britain, a steady undermining of patriarchal social authority, 

and an unprecedented commercialization of economic endeavor. Even 
more pertinent, it involved a popular "reading revolution" in American 
culture, which invaded the traditional "gentleman's sphere" of literary dis

course and public discussion. It is at this point, however, that interpreta
tions diverge. Some scholars insist that the novel played a critical role in 
the heady atmosphere of the post- Revolutionary republic by appealing to 
the least privileged in American society-women, the lower classes, the 
barely literate . Fictional texts were denounced consistently during the 
eighteenth century by ministers, educators, political figures, and the cul
turally powerful as immoral, socially anarchic, and intellectually con
temptible. By extending literary participation to socially marginal readers 
with Gothic tales, picaresque adventures, and sentimental stories the novel 
offered "a means of access to social and political events from which many 
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readers ... would have been otherwise excluded in hierarchical colonial 
culture ." In this view, the novel in its various forms comprised a socially 
defiant and politically subversive genre for a young and restless audience. 
So if the first interpretation portrays an accommodating literary form 
closely attuned to emerging bourgeois capitalism, the second position de
picts a democratizing one that subverted the imposition of privilege, social 
authority, and power.25 

These two broad views of the emerging novel-an older one stressing 
"accommodation" and a newer one "resistance"-may not be as mutually 
exclusive, or even as divergent, as they initially appear. A different theoret
ical context, that of "cultural hegemony," suggests a way to explain the 
novel's power and also to reconcile different interpretations of this new fic
tional form. As defined and elaborated by a number of thinkers, particu
larly Raymond Williams, this theory suggests that the dominant values, 
perceptions, and ideology of a given society are not simply imposed by 
brute political power or social authority, but instead become compelling 
through a process of cultural definition and legitimation. Authoritative so
cial groups, in other words, promote their own status and worldview by 
successfully prescribing the conventional wisdom of society, defining its 
criteria of success, and staking out acceptable boundaries of discourse. As 
Williams and others carefully note, however, it would be a mistake to en
vision a simple, crude situation of ruling-class domination with ideas tak
ing the place of guns in the hands of the powerful. In fact, cultural hege
mony constitutes an ongoing, dialectical series of events in which 
"dominant" values and perceptions constantly confront, evade, or integrate 
the dissent of both traditional "residual" cultures and avant-garde "emer

gent" ones. Cultural hegemony is as much a "process" as a structure .26 

From this theoretical angle of vision, the first appearance of American 
novels in the late 1700s takes on a more coherent significance . Much evi
dence suggests that fictional texts played a key role in the hegemonic shift 
toward liberal capitalism in the era 1790-1820. The novel itself, as a fresh 
genre that helped define cultural discourse in this transformative age, 
uniquely explored and articulated the fluid new market relationships of a 
liberalizing society. The fact that it incorporated elements of accommoda
tion and of resistance to the rising new order merely reveals the complexi
ty, at times even ambiguity, of the process itself. 

Through its language, form, and sensibility the early American novel 
indeed performed a complicated, multidimensional role in the drama of 
ascending capitalist culture. Four functions in particular stand out . First, in 



The Novel and the Market 

a number of ways novelistic narratives cogently expressed the instincts and 
nuances of life in a marketplace milieu. In part, this involved both a "for
mal realism" that particularized character, temporal ity, environment, and 
causation and an underlying "philosophical realism" that promoted the in
ternalization of knowledge . The novel also moved forward along these 
lines as one of the great vehicles of "antipatriarchal ideology." Undermin
ing the traditional social emphasis on paternal authority, precept, and stat
ic community, these new texts promoted an ethic of private character, nur
ture and growth, affection and education . Moreover, the novel appeared as 
the first great popularizer of issues raised by the sensationalist psychology 
of the Lockean and Scottish traditions. Both in the subjects it treated (a 
central character 's struggles to come to terms with his or her social milieu) 
and in its own narrative strategies ( the use of imaginative writing to create 
an emotional impact on the reader) , this genre dramatically illustrated the 
effect of sensation on individual understanding and action. In a larger 
structural sense, the novel also emerged as the literature of the marketplace 
by virtue of its precipitating role in the great transition from "oral" to 
"print" tradition in the popular consciousness of the early modern West . 
Unlike speech, the written word does not depend on the immediate pres
ence of others . Hence the novel's surging popularity helped erode personal 
community interaction while promoting a cultural dynamic based on soli
tude, impersonal exchange, and silent thought. Thus, in all of these 
ways-ideological, psychological, technological-the novel took shape as a 
chronicle of liberal life exploring the vagaries of individual existence: per
ception, volition, and achievement . Nothing better illustrates this fact than 
the appellations of the first novels to circulate in eighteenth-century 
America. Almost without fail they offered the name or description of an 
individual character as the title : Robinson Crusoe, Pamela, Clarissa with the 
earliest English imports, then Charlotte Temple, Wieland, The Coquette, The 

Algerian Capt ive for slightly later indigenous American efforts.27 

The novel's second major function in the ascendancy of American lib
eral capitalism appeared dialectically connected to the first . These early 
fictions proclaimed the individualism of marketplace life, but then moved 
quickly to restrain its excesses. Novels constantly sounded the alarm about 
the dangers of unregulated self-interest degenerating into licentiousness, 
shallow materialism, and social chaos. Such dangers threatened liberal so
ciety from within, and authors frequently manipulated plots and employed 
moral didacticism to delineate the necessity of personal self-control. In a 
society in which traditional authority was vanishing, responsibility for 
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governance and stability reverted to the individual and fiction became a 
popular signboard for this cultural imperative. Sentimental novels particu
larly served this cultural purpose. Popular works like Charlotte Temple and 
The Power of Sympathy illustrated for late eighteenth-century American 
audiences the moral and social dangers of self-indulgence. In each book 
overwrought scenarios of passion, seduction, and guilt culminated in social 
disarray and personal disgrace. Such sentimental texts, as scholars have 
pointed out, frequently deployed socially displaced figures like orphans, 
adventurers, or prostitutes as protagonists. By either showing their de
struction or integrating them into a larger community, these narratives 
tried to harness a "socially unstabilized energy" that threatened society. 
Gothic novels often moved in a parallel direction by depicting individuals 
whose aberrant processing of the physical world led them into dissipation 
and doom. In other words, these early sentimental and Gothic novels per
formed a social function by responding to the central problem of sensa
tionalist psychology: the fact that individual sensation could corrupt as 
well as educate made the practice of inner moral regulation a crucial neces
sity. Writers of the first American fiction, by offering their texts as paeans 
to self-control, played a critical role in popularizing a bourgeois discourse 
of genteel self-restraint . 28 

Third, novelistic expression of this period emerged as a powerful but 
highly diffuse conduit for dissent. On the one hand, various forms of the 
early American novel clearly criticized social and political tenets of the as
cending liberal order . "Picaresque" tales like Modern Chivalry, for example, 
explicitly lampooned the unscrupulous ambition of men on the make. 
Gothic texts like The Asylum; or Alonzo and Melissa challenged confident 
liberal individualism by showing isolated characters confronting the bru
tality of the modern world as well as the hidden monsters of human na
ture . Even sentimental novels such as Hannah Webster Foster's The Co

quette partially subverted an ethic of male competition and authority by 
rendering the female sphere significant and counterposing the moral supe
riority of its affectionate and benevolent values. At the same time, howev
er, these fictional efforts worked indirectly, perhaps even unconsciously, to 
diffuse and neutralize dissent. By sublimating social distress and public 
criticism into the language and structure of the novel, writers steered them 
into a relatively harmless channel. A potential discourse of political per
ception and power became depoliticized as it was translated into a literary 
discourse of imaginative, privatized communication. Collective issues of 
social class, gender relations, and cultural authority translated into dramas 
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of individual confrontation and adjustment, and over the whole there de
scended a didactic or sentimental blanket that provided the reassuring 
warmth of human decency and conflict resolution. As cultural vehicles for 
social dissent, most fiction of this era ultimately followed an evasive, up
wardly spiraling trajectory of genteel optimism. Gathering elements of 
discontent with liberalizing change, novels transported them into a rarified 
atmosphere of abstraction far removed from the social and political sources 
from which they sprang. 29 

Finally, the young republic's first novels functioned as important agents 
of class formation and cohesion in an era of social transformation . Reach
ing out to a wider reading audience as republican, paternal traditions were 
succumbing to the ethic of market individualism, early fiction writers 
shaped and popularized a body of cultural assumption that defined success, 
morality, and common sense according to an increasingly competitive mi
lieu. In terms of process, the novel performed an inclusionary role here by 
joining in common discourse not only prosperous and powerful entrepre
neurial groups but also women, educated workers and provincials, the 
barely literate, and other previously excluded social types. This latter group 
of marginal figures in the late 1700s and early r8oos became the biggest 
consumers of early novels, a genre that was to become a bulwark of Victo
rian gentility by the mid-nineteenth century. In terms of ideology, fictional 
texts reinforced this process. Although dismissed and disparaged as moral
ly corrupting by ministers, educators, and moralists with its first appear
ance in the eighteenth century, the novel rather quickly emerged as an ef
fective instrument of "rationalist pedagogy." Reflecting a preoccupation 
with self-controlled individualism, these fictions explored the achievement 
of rational self-sufficiency, and explained both how to bolster virtue amidst 
the corruptions of experience and how to consolidate personal authority in 
a fluid social environment. By the early r8oos growing numbers of Ameri
cans would agree, in the words of one scholar, that the novel served an im
portant pedagogical purpose by morally uniting readers: 

for in the first place, a just and powerful picture of human life in which the 

connection between vice and misery, and between facility and virtue is vividly 

portrayed, is the most solid and useful reading that a moral and social being ... 

can read; and in the second place, the most trivial and trite of these perfor

mances are, to readers of certain ages and intellects, the only books which they 

will read. If they were not thus employed, they could be employed in a way still 

more trivial or pernicious. 
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This rationalist pedagogy of the novel not only promoted rational self-suf
ficiency but also strengthened other pillars of bourgeois life. The early 
novel was preoccupied with the genteel, middle-class family, for instance, 
because marriage in bourgeois society comprised "a means by which soci
ety attempts to bring into harmonious alignment patterns of passion and 
patterns of property . ... [It] is the all-subsuming, all organizing, all-con
taining contract." 30 

In these salient ways, then-as an expression of market individualism , 
as a restraint on self-indulgence, as a ventilator for dissent, as a catalyst for 
class coherence-the early American novel helped create values and sensi
bility that permeated nineteenth-century bourgeois culture . These fictions 
were much more than a collection of intertextual sign-systems. They were 
part of an active process of cultural and class formation that was part and 
parcel of the American shift toward liberal capitalism from 1790 to 1820. 

III 

America's first novels ultimately probed to a deeper level as they ex
plored the murky, subterranean tunnels of early capitalist culture . With lit
erary lanterns of narrative, characterization, and social description held 
aloft, authors fleetingly illuminated the dark psychological corners and 
deep internal tensions of a restless society of self-made men. Analyzing 
the submerged social and psychological constructions of liberal America 
with varying levels of awareness, novels gradually brought to the surface 
issues that were both revealing and subversive. In one sense, these fictions 
suggested that the rationalizing, "scientific" aura of the market model-the 
competition of self-interests mechanically produces the public good-was 
in fact a kind of haze that obscured a system fraught with irrationalities, 
confusions , and alienations . In another sense, they divulged that beneath 
the confident, assertive individualism of the spreading liberal legend there 
often existed an isolated, fragmented creature for whom liberation often 
meant insecurity and fear. Early novels especially reflected such volatile 
psychosocial dynamics through their connection with two cultural traumas 
of early liberal society: a "crisis of representation" and a "crisis of self."31 

An inchoate yet pervasive crisis of representation accompan ied the rise 
of market society in early modern Anglo-America. This defined the per
manent sense of transition that seemed to mark social existence within an 
ascending structure of competition, mobility, and profit seeking . For strug
gling individuals life had come to resemble, in the words of one scholar, 
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"an infinite series of thresholds, a profusion of potential passages ... run
ning alongside experience." In a climate of contingency the traditional 
symbols, and definitions that had anchored personal perception in a cul
tural harbor of shared understanding now seemed increasingly cut adrift 
and dispersed. This liquid cultural world, where meanings were there for 
the making, was clearly reflected in an equally fluid new literary form. In a 
variety of ways, the novel embodied, grappled with, or desperately refuted 
the fragmented representations of a mercurial market culture. 32 

The novel genre itself arose from the instabilities of seventeenth-centu
ry English life. Amidst the rapid commercialization, political revolution, 
and religious turmoil of the tumultuous 1600s, the earliest narrative fic
tions came into existence to formulate and explain unfamiliar problems re
garding the nature of "truth" and "virtue." These crucial texts mediated 

emerging cultural problems of signification which one scholar has posed in 
these terms: "What kind of authority or evidence is required of narrative 
to permit it to signify truth to its readers? What kind of social existence or 
behavior signifies an individual's virtue to others?" In trying to answer such 
questions and thereby stabilize notions of character, morality, and social 
institutions, however, the early novel paradoxically depended on decep
tion. Its tales and characters may have resembled real life and real people, 
but they did not actually constitute those things. The novelist muddied the 
distinction between imagination and reality by in fact practicing a kind of 
literary artifice-shaping, inventing, selecting, omitting to create an illu
sion of reality.33 

Such cultural conundrums appeared in other dimensions of the early 
novel as well. Adopting a "keyhole view of life," authors peered into the 
domain of private experience to exploit it for literary purposes. Getting in
side both the houses and the heads of their characters, novelists nurtured 
among readers the notion that private life was the most genuine and the 
most valid part of existence. Yet once again paradoxes mounted. The pre
sentation of minute-by-minute details of personal experience in a public 
forum actually violated the integrity of privacy. At the same time, by using 
illusion to illuminate inner life these texts promoted the deception "that 
what is fundamentally an unreal flattery of the reader's dreams appears to 
be the literal truth." As one literary critic has noted wryly, this novelistic 
obsession with imagination, illusion, artifice-especially in light of its os
tensible commitment to "realism"-created a literary situation where "what 
does not exist is felt to be more attractive than what does." Caught up in 
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the broad, murky crisis of representation of nascent bourgeois culture, ear
ly American novels thus took shape as highly equivocal factual fictions. As 
cultural journals of growing social and epistemological fluidity, they com
prised a "liminoid genre ... enacting the liminal experience of the bound
aryless market." 34 

The novel dug even deeper to unearth a related quandary of developing 
market culture: a crisis of self that threatened to explode an exuberant in
dividualism even as it was sweeping over post-Revolutionary America. 
This problem appeared in many guises. In an expanding republic increas
ingly given over to the pursuit of ambition, the paramount social dilemma 
addressed duplicity: On what basis can anyone be trusted so that life will 
not degenerate into a war of all against all? A parallel cultural dilemma in
volved representation and understanding: On what basis can common per
ceptions and values be established so that personal experience will not 
wither into solipsism? Yet another dilemma, this one political in nature, 
concerned authority and cohesion: On what basis can expressions of self
interest be harmonized so as to make government a virtuous instrument of 
the commonweal? At the convergence of these massive predicaments arose 
a deep-seated psychological dilemma that would perplex liberal man per
haps most of all: Who and what am I? With demands for individual 
achievement escalating at the very historical moment when traditional so
cial and cultural supports were crumbling, enormous pressures for defini
tion and performance threatened the very coherence of the autonomous 
self. These threats to the self appeared mainly in two forms .35 

First, the pressing issue of"identity" promoted psychological disarray in 
liberal society. At an elevated level of discourse and culture, for example, 
philosophers from the late 1600s on had been engaged in a major debate 
about the nature of individual identity in the postfeudal West. The issue 
appeared deceptively simple: What constituted identity and was it the 
same for everyone? Some thinkers, such as John Locke and George Berke
ley, contended that all individuals had an intuitive knowledge of their own 
existence. By the mid-17oos, however, a skeptical David Hume had looked 
inward and found only private perception, thereby concluding that self
hood really existed only in the imagination. Around the same time Scot
tish common sense philosopher Thomas Reid added a more desperate 
note to the discussion by insisting that every individual could be secure in 
his or her identity as part of the "natural order of things." At a more popu
lar level of culture-here evidence appeared in genres like advice literature, 
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moralizing sermons, and newspaper essays-metaphysical discussion de
scended rapidly to earth to confront a trauma of social psychology. In an 
ambitious liberal society in which individuals were increasingly cut adrift 
from geographical place, community values, and ties of mutual obligation, 
how could isolated individuals essentially create and anchor a stable, con
sistent self? Early Anglo-American novels were immersed in these prob
lematic issues of individual identity. Not just titles offering an individual 
character's name but frequent use of first-person narrative suggested the 
novelistic preoccupation with exploration and revelation of personal iden
tity. In a certain fashion, fiction writers tried to escape the snare of mere 
subjective existence by literally "objectifying" people, thereby securing and 
solidifying their identity, as physical words on a page.36 

In addition to problems of identity, a second psychological threat 
emerged from exhausting demands for social performance. In a society in 
which achievement and status increasingly depended on buying and selling 
in the marketplace, success for the liberal individual involved not only ob
jective calculations of risk and gain but also subjective calculations of per
sonal interaction in this transactionary world. The growing market mentaf

ite of early capitalist culture commanded a commodification of self in 
which one became "a speculative fiction of joint manufacture: a venture, a 
text, a performance in which all spectators, investors, and consumers were 
invited, albeit obliquely, to subscribe ." In other words, the calculus of indi
vidual attainment produced social equations based on role playing and 
masks. This nascent trend had attracted the notice of even the earliest an
alysts of liberalizing change. Thomas Hobbes, for instance, had written in 
his mid-seventeenth-century Leviathan of the predominance of "artificial 
persons" in modern society. Removed from nature and self-manufactured, 
their every act was a studied representation of themselves or of others. A 
century later Adam Smith embroidered upon this notion in The Theory of 
Moral Sentiments and The Wealth of Nations by presupposing that modern 
individuals constantly calculate both economic and psychological returns 
in their relations with others. In so doing they negotiate, shape, and sell 
themselves according to the claims of a commodified world. Novels, as an 
emerging literary form in the eighteenth century, helped provide a stage 
for the appearance of this elusive, performative self. "Seduction" novels like 
William Hill Brown's Power of Sympathy, for example, focused on the 
masks of duplicity used by defilers of virtue. "Picaresque" narratives like 
Royall Tyler's The Algerian Captive depicted footloose, marginal individu-
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als confronting a society of kaleidoscopic settings and situations to which 
they responded by altering, often in chameleon-like fashion, their values 
and sensibility. Such characters on the novelistic stage represented a bur
geoning social type in liberalizing America rather different from the rock
like autonomous self. These masked figures comprised an unsettled and 
unfirm "serial self, not a cumulative self-that is to say, a self composed in, 
of, and for successive performances ."37 

Ultimately, pressures generated by the frantic search for identity and 
the demands for continuous social performance produced not only a dra
matic psychological tendency toward fragmentation within the liberal in
dividual, but a psychological model of personality. Donning a series of 
self-manipulative disguises while desperately seeking social connection, 
the autonomous self constantly seemed to dissolve into a volatile, internal
ly divided, and unintegrated state . With unprecedented pressures for indi
vidual success and self-control growing by 1800-in combination with so
cial changes that separated individuals from one another, from traditions, 
and from frameworks of authority-the personality structure of liberal 
man seemed to splinter into warring elements. The ultimate result was, 
ironically, a psychological structure based on incoherence. As Frankfurt 
School critic Max Horkheimer has argued, the development of modern 
capitalist culture has created a cognate psychological type: the "personae." 
The personae, as a kind of pluralistic self, represented to the outside world 
"a set of masks rather than a coherent, integrated personality."38 

As the "modal personality type" of capitalist society, this figure made 
many vivid appearances in the earliest Anglo-American novels. This 
genre, for example, usually focused on an exhaustive examination of hu
man character. The influence of a heretofore obscure psychic life was as
serted against the claims of society as the novel juxtaposed "the relative 
power and valididity of inner vs. outer reality." Moreover, much early fic
tion-Gothic tales and seduction stories loom largest here-graphically il
lustrated the dark, hidden dimensions of selfhood which sporadically burst 
forth to create consternation and chaos in the public world . Many early 
novels became in part a kind of collective cultural diary of painful struggles 
with identity, performance, and internal fragmentaion by newly isolated 
and internally riven liberal individuals. 39 

Thus, the novel played a fascinating and multifaceted role in the shap
ing of capitalist culture in America. It promoted the consolidation ofliber
al hegemony not only in class and cultural terms , but in psychological 
terms as well. By constructing and disseminating what Raymond Williams 
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has aptly called "structures of feeling," American fictional texts helped es

tablish the growing dominance of bourgeois values by the late 1700s and 
early 1800s. They did so in part, of course, by promoting values of individ
ualism, material ambition, self-control, and privatization . In a deeper, more 
complex, and ultimately more powerful way, however, the early American 
novel became an active agent in the process of cultural hegemony by defin
ing key parameters of discourse itself in a bourgeois society. Under its aus
pices literature steadily narrowed into a specialized category of "imagina
tive" writing, an abstraction to be ratified by taste and criticism. A notion 
of "culture" emerged from the writing, reading, and content of novels as 
the embodiment of creative, intellectual, and moral activity set above the 
materialism and utilitarianism of daily social life; it became a symbolic ab
straction for a whole type of human experience increasingly rationalized 
out of market society. Finally, narrative fiction defined the "self" as a self
created entity, malleable yet elusive, an autonomous pillar of strength 
nonetheless threatened by internal stresses and fractures. The ncvel, in 
other words, played a major role from 1790 to 1820 in creating American 
liberal society, the liberal culture that sustained it, and the "liberal ego" 
that inhabited it .40 

IV 

Charles Brockden Brown launched his career in these choppy cultural 
waters. Born and bred in an urban commercial milieu, he wrestled with 
the demands of a growing market society from his earliest days until his 
death . Politically inclined, he followed a convulsive ideological evolution 
from youthful utopian radical to stodgy middle-age conservative. Given 
to an intensely agitated private life, he suffered from a recurring crisis of 
identity and a struggle with meaningful vocation that lasted nearly his en
tire life. 

It was in the literary arena, however, that Brown sustained his greatest 
involvement with the forces of liberalizing change . His earliest fictional 
forays explored the traumas of personal liberation in a revolutionary age. 
His famous Gothic novels of the 1790s delved deeply into questions of so
cial obligation and human motivation as their outlandishly theatrical style 
belied their probing sensibility. His turn toward historical fiction, senti
mental romance, and social criticism in late life presented a final con
frontation with bourgeois values and perceptions. Throughout this cycle of 
literary endeavor, however, Brown consistently engaged questions raised by 
the emergence of liberal capitalism : What exactly was the nature of free 
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agency, the basis of social cohesion, the meaning of labor, the obligations 
of citizenship in a market society? His literary and ideological answers 
were sometimes inconsistent, often convoluted, and usually inconclusive. 
The struggle itself, however, proved to be both fascinating and highly 
complex. The tale demands a gradual and nuanced telling, one that must 
begin with Charles Brockden Brown's earliest days in Philadelphia. 



TWO 

~ II The Lawyer and the Rhapsodist 

Some one hundred years after arnvmg m the New 
World, fr1;e Brown family had established a quiet and moderately prosper
ous enclave for itself. Part of the Qyaker migration to North America in 
the mid-seventeenth century, they had settled originally in New Jersey and 
northern Pennsylvania before putting down roots in the city of Philadel
phia. When Charles Brockden Brown was born on January 17, 1771, his fa
ther, Elijah Brown, Sr., made a comfortable living running a small mer
cantile business. As the Revolutionary struggle with Britain escalated over 
the next several years, however, Elijah's Qyaker faith led him to refuse to 
bear arms. This action prompted persecution of his family and plunder of 
his business by zealous non-Qyaker patriots . So he quietly turned to an 
equally lucrative career as a real estate conveyancer and landbroker. 
Charles' mother, Mary Armitt, was the daughter of a prosperous, presti
gious Qyaker merchant family that originally had migrated with William 
Penn. Thus , the future writer, along with three older brothers and one 
younger sister and brother, grew up firmly ensconced in what eighteenth
century observers often called the "middling orders"-the broad array of 
laboring groups suspended in the social order midway between aristocratic 
luxury and struggling poverty. There, hard work, upright character, and 
material comfort were natural expectations, as Charles would discover to 
his dismay some years later.1 

The Brown clan did not exactly fit the standard Qyaker mold. While 
attached to the pious, plain living and philanthropy characteristic of the 
Society of Friends , the family's interests and activities extended far beyond 
these traditions. Elijah Brown, Sr., for instance, maintained a lively corre
spondence with friends and relatives in England and recorded in his jour-
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nal extracts from newspapers in London, Ireland, Paris, Spain, and New 
York. Moreover, he read widely in the contemporary literature of politics, 
science, and philosophy and copied extracts from radical tracts like 
William Godwin's Political Justice and Mary Wollstonecraft's Historical and 

Moral View of the Origin and Progress of the French Revolution. One of 
Charles' older brothers, Elijah, Jr., became a merchant of cosmopolitan 
taste who traveled and sampled widely among the artistic treasures-the 
opera, cathedrals, art galleries, the theater-that he found in Europe. All 
of the male Brown children received a classical and literary education 
usually reserved for the offspring of wealthy Philadelphia merchant 
"Grandees." Charles' family might be described as "Qyaker modernists": 
Friends who melded traditional moral and religious values with an impulse 
toward modest worldly success, social reform, technological innovation, 
and "useful" personal enterprise. For such Qyakers, religion became a jus
tification for promoting business and science, building canals and banks, 
constructing hospitals and prisons, ending slavery and disseminating 
Bibles.2 

Within this conscientious yet progressive atmosphere young Charles 
experienced a rather singular childhood. While his brothers enjoyed robust 
health and slowly carved out business and commercial careers for them
selves among the Philadelphia merchant classes, the younger son suffered 
from a sickly constitution and exhibited quite different inclinations. From 
a very young age Charles was infatuated with books. Pampered and shel
tered by concerned parents, subject to numerous ailments, yet precociously 
intelligent, he avoided the games and amusements of other children to 
bury himself in texts of history, geography, and literature. His parents re
ported that while barely out of infancy the boy "required nothing but a 
book to divert him" and that after school they often would find him in the 
parlor "mounted on a table, and deeply engaged in the consultation of a 
map suspended on the side of the wall." Such bookish habits apparently 
fostered an overweening arrogance. In 1781, around the age of ten, young 
Brown became intensely indignant when a visitor to his father called him 
"boy." Charles angrily asked his father, "Why does he call me boy ... ? 
Does he not know that it is neither size nor age, but understanding that 
makes the man? I could ask him a hundred questions none of which he 
could answer."3 

The studious, delicate child began his formal education at age eleven by 
entering the Friends' Latin School. There he came under the tutelage of 
Robert Proud, a highly respected teacher of ancient languages and future 
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author of The History of Pennsylvania . Over the next four years Brown ab
sorbed Latin and a smattering of Greek, studied the Bible and the classics, 
acquired a working knowledge of French, developed a fondness for 
rhetoric, and began to formulate his own method of shorthand. At the 
urging of Proud and his parents, who were worried that obsessional study 
was further eroding his health, the boy also began a regimen of daily walks 
in the outdoors. Nearer to his heart, however, were several literary projects. 
By age twelve he had composed a poem entitled "The Pleasures of Soli
tude," a didactic polemic chastising drinking and smoking called "The 
Grape and Tobacco Plant," and a number of brief, juvenile essays on prac
tical morality, business, and Christmas. Around his sixteenth year, and in
spired by his love of Shakespeare, Milton, and Cicero, Brown concocted a 
grand scheme for three epic poems on the early history of the New World: 
one on Columbus' voyage of discovery, one on Pizarro's expedition to 
Peru, and one on Cortez's conquest ofMexico. 4 

The clearest indicator of the boy's omnivorous intellectual appetite, 
however, appeared shortly after his departure from the Latin School. In 
1787 he helped found with eight other friends the "Belles-Lettres Club," 
an organization of young men devoted to the exchange of ideas and the 
advancement of knowledge. Brown was selected to give the keynote ad
dress, and he somewhat breathlessly revealed the massive topic for his 
speech in a journal entry: "The relations, dependencies, and connections 
of several parts of knowledge." Full of confidence and saturated with the 
Enlightenment's faith in human capacity, he insisted in his speech that 
"Reason is the authority which exerts over obedience." For young Brown it 
was a reason tempered with "the invigorating influence of the fancy." As 
they prepared to step upon "the theatre of life, supported only by our own 
talents and address," youthful Americans must realize that "the whole 
circle of human knowledge is indeed bound together by a strong and in
dissoluble chain" emanating from the human mind. For the orator, intel
lectual advancement meant exploration of both the "provinces of imagina
tion and reason," and using language-"the one happy faculty [by which] 
man is capable of giving form to spirit"-to convey the results. In a 
rhetorical flight of enthusiasm, the young speaker described the ideal in
tellectual, and probably betrayed an idealized self-image as well: "He gives 
his imagination full liberty to range without control through the whole 
circle of human knowledge, in the belief that whatever calls for the execu
tion of his mental faculties is already within his reach, and may reasonably 
be appropriated to his own use." For Brown, the goal was clear if rather 
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immodest : to know everything, and to integrate it into a coherent system.5 

By late adolescence, this youthful Quaker intellectual approached the 
first crucial juncture in his life. In the bustling commercial atmosphere of 
late-eighteenth-century Philadelphia, the male child of a respectable mer
chant family was expected to make a career decision as he left childhood 
for the adult world . Around age sixteen Charles Brockden Brown began to 
feel the pressure. His natural proclivities led to the world of letters, and in 
his late teens a small stream of literary creations began to trickle from his 
pen. Brown's earliest attraction was to poetry, and in 1787 he described 
himself in verse: "His unskilled hand had touched the lyre, And he felt 
filled with Celestial Fire." Over the next couple of years he composed po
ems like "Epistle the First," a set of verses devoted to his merchant brother 
James, who would "the joys of Poesy with Business blend." Nature poems 
like "In Praise of Schuykill" lauded the natural beauties of his native re
gion, while love poems such as "To Estrina" lauded the virtues of a young 
female acquaintance . A versified epitaph for Benjamin Franklin in 1788 re
vealed the young poet's hero worship of a man "Whose soul for the want 
of due room, Has left us to range in the skies."6 

The writing of fiction, however, rather quickly emerged to overshadow 
Brown's other modes of composition. In the late 1780s he quite self-con
sciously began to keep a journal to develop his skills and sensibility as a 
writer. Rather fancifully entitling his efforts "The Journal of a Visionary," 
Brown explained to a friend that, given his aspirations as a writer, "I 
thought it incumbent upon me to form some regular and analytical system 
which should furnish the materials of reflection and which should serve as 
my lode star." The journal contained a wide variety of items: bits and 
pieces of stories, observations on ideas and people, a long explication of a 
utopian commonwealth, religious meditations, and many pages of archi
tectural drawings . Such musings helped lay the foundation for several 
more serious efforts. In 1788 Brown produced a short piece of fiction enti
tled "The Story of Cooke," a gloomy and moralistic tale describing a 
drunken Irish immigrant who terrorizes his wife and three daughters. In 
the same year he wrote a dark, melodramatic, and rather stilted narrative 
called "The Story of Julius ." This effort detailed the life of a noble young 
man to illustrate "the triumph of virtue over the most lawless and impetu
ous passions, of duty over inclination." Admitting his great identification 
with the heroic young protagonist, Brown revealed to a correspondent the 
autobiographical character of the tale: 
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I was ... much delighted with the prospect of describing the meditations of a 

youth of the deepest penetration and most vigorous imagination (who had 

studied books and conversed with mankind) on the sublimest subjects that can 

engage the human faculties, on the uses, bounds, and relations of the Sciences 

and on the nature and capacity of the soul. I easily foresaw that this would fur

nish opportunity for forming, explaining, and digesting my own opinions. 

Finally, at the same time Brown composed an ambitious but uncompleted 
series of letters between himself and a mysterious young woman named 
"Henrietta." This long, fictional exchange was to have been the basis for 

an epistolary novel. 7 

These first forays into fictional prose writing emerged partly from the 
young author's enthusiastic immersion in the eighteenth-century world of 

letters. In the late 1780s and early 1790s Brown paid frequent homage to 

his literary influences. In his fledgling speech to the Belles- Lettres Club 
he cited the authority of Dr. Hugh Blair, the influential Scottish writer on 
aesthetics who insisted that "A man of correct taste is one who is never im

posed on by counterfeit beauties; who carries always in his mind that stan

dard of good taste which he employs in judging everything." Brown also 
informed friends that his "Journal" meditations were prompted by the 

French philosophes, particularly d'Alembert's introduction to the Encyclo

pedie and Diderot's "analysis of the branches of human knowledge." The 
young Philadelphian's greatest intellectual inspiration came from two pio

neering novelists of the age: Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Samuel Richard
son. In the summer of 1788 Brown first read the Frenchman's Nouvelle 

Heloise and rapturously described it as a book of "impassioned pages and 
transcendent excellence" and a "model of pathetic eloquence." This novel 

would inspire Brown's "Henrietta Letters," the protagonists of which he 
described as "not less ardent and sincere and virtuous and delicate than St. 

Preux and Heloise ... [from] the vivid fictions of Rousseau." Richardson, 
author of novels like Pamela and Clarissa, also galvanized the aspiring 
American writer with his deeply moralistic tales of virtue rewarded. "I es
teem him," the adoring novice burst out in a letter, "inferior to none that 
ever lived, as a teacher of virtue and the friend of mankind, but the 
founder of the Christian Religion ." Contemplating these literary giants led 
Brown to conclude that "genius," rather than mere perserverance, was the 

key to powerful and effective writing. He reminded himself that each au
thor must "determine exactly what is suited to their strength of intellect 
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and make a single mode of composition their peculiar study." Brown began 
a determined search for his own unique species of genius .8 

Just as his literary talents began to flower, however, the young author's 
parents moved to prune back his efforts. While respectful of literary en
deavor, they were skeptical of writing as a career. Mindful of their other 
sons' promising mercant ile positions, and upholders of the Qyaker tradi
tion of useful labor, Elijah and Mary began to push their sickly but intel
lectually exuberant boy in a more practical direction . Thus, in 1789 Charles 
began a three-year stint reading law in the office of Alexander Wilcocks, a 
highly respected barrister and city recorder for Philadelphia . Brown bent 
to the task of studying Blackstone's legal commentary and spent hours 
copying a variety of legal papers-deeds, rents, contracts, wills. He also 
joined with other young law students to form a legal society and accompa
nying "moot court," a forum that allowed him to present several grave legal 
"decisions." This engagement with the law was a reluctant one. Unable to 
abandon the field, he privately complained of its restrictions . For Brown, 
legal study was so intellectually narrowing that it prompted this acerbic 
comment: "I should rather think that he can only derive pleasure, and con
sequently improvement, from the study of laws, who knows and wishes to 
know nothing else." Moreover, legal practice appeared merely a means to 
wealth . "Our intellectual ore is apparently of no value but as it is capable of 
being transmuted into gold," he wrote of lawyers, "and learning and elo
quence are desirable only as the means of more expeditiously filling our 
coffers."9 

This unhappy situation gradually generated internal tensions. As the 
months wore on, Brown grew increasingly bitter in his crit icism of the law, 
terming it "rubbish" and denouncing its "endless tautologies, its imperti
nent circuities, its lying assertions and hateful artifices." The fictional de
lights and enlightened sensibility of Richardson and Rousseau contrasted 
pleasantly to the logic-chopping and crabbed style of Coke and Black
stone, who appeared mere remnants of "barbarous antiquity, polluted with 
the rust of ages, and patched by the stupidity of modern workmen into 
new deformity ." Brown's growing alienation slowly pushed him into a kind 
of schizoid existence. His days became one long, tedious round of legal 
study and transcription, leaving him "listless and melancholy," while in 
the evening he threw himself with abandon into literary pursuits . He filled 
his journal with long and often self-absorbed ruminations, concocted 
grandiose writing schemes, and engaged in long, written exchanges with 
various correspondents. Brown's life became so divided between law and 
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literature that it astonished his first biographer, Paul Allen. On practically 

any given page of the journal one found "dry, grave and judicial" legal writ

ing followed closely by a "poetical effusion as much distinguished by its 
wild and eccentric brilliance as the other composition was for its plain so

briety and gravity of style." These early journals made it difficult to believe 
that "so much eccentricity, and so much irregularity were the productions 

of one man ... to all appearances, two persons are present." 10 

To complicate matters even further, Brown's late adolescence pre
dictably saw the first stirrings of sexuality. Already facing family and career 

pressures, the young man also began to display intense emotional and li
bidinous energy. He fell in and out of love with great rapidity. In 1789, for 

example, he grew enamored of Dolly Payne, a young woman to whom he 
dedicated these heartfelt lines: 

But when thy gentle self appears in view, 

Like rosy Venus, absent from her sphere 

Flames that inactive slept revive anew 

My breast alternate grows with hope and fear. 

Miss Payne was succeeded in the early 1790s by Debby Ferris, whom 
Brown showered with extravagant letters and love poems describing her as 

"my guide into the temple of virtue ... up to the everlasting gates of 
Heaven!" A few years later he would become infatuated with Susan Potts 
and eventually plan to marry her. None of these relationships matured, 

probably because of parental interference. Brown's mother and father dis
approved of their children's marriage to non-Qyakers-none of these 

young women belonged to the Society of Friends-and evidence suggests 
that they moved to squelch these attachments. As in the case of career 
choice, young Brown grew resentful of parental pressure and wrote a 

somewhat melancholy poem on marriage in the early 1790s: 

Let the girl be not widow, nor wanton, nor shrew 

But all are far better than no girl for you. 

If your parents say yes, where your fancy says nay, 

Never haggle but let the old folks have their way.11 

Brown's surging sexuality also encompassed intense friendships with 

two fellow students-William Woods Wilkins and Joseph Bringhurst, Jr. 
The trio maintained close personal ties and a fervid correspondence until 
the mid-179os. Even granting the extravagance of language common to 
eighteenth-century letter writing, many of Brown's letters to these young 
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male friends exhibited a definite sexual charge. For example, in May 1792 a 
highly emotional missive to Bringhurst contained these passages: 

My Bringhurst! Suffer me to call thee by thy tenderest appellations. My heart is 

open to divine and softening impressions. I am soul all over . . .. And what, 

thinkest thou, occasioned this delightful revolution? I caught a momentary 

glimpse of my correspondent. I saw him buried in profound and tranquil 

sleep . ... He looks upon me with regard . He dreams of me . . .. Let me cherish 

thee, in the same rapture which thou breathest, a refuge from despair, a cure for 

madness and an antidote to grief .. . . I see nothing but myself and thee . 

In other letters, Brown described his attachment to Wilkins as "like the 
lightning of love" and frankly admitted that "I am absolutely enamored of 
him." "If I love my friend, I shall often tell him so on occasion, perhaps 
when such a declaration is not absolutely necessary," he told Wilkins on 
another occasion. "I will willingly become a pupil to you and be taught, by 
my amorous friend, the art and mystery of a Lover."12 

Whatever their object, Brown's "passions," as he came to call them, be
came an obsessive concern by the early 1790s. The young man agonized 
over his physical and emotional urges, engaging in outbursts of confession 
and repentance. "I have never for a moment been free from the dominion 
of passions, turbulent and headstrong passions," he despaired at one point. 
"These passions may, indeed, have sometimes tended to good, as they have 
much more frequently to evil, but whatever was their tendency they were 
equally irresistible ." In one of his earliest fictional efforts, Brown fanta
sized about a young woman and a sexual liaison "of yielding beauty, of 
melting love, of meeting bosoms and unutterable ecstasy," but then chas
tised himself for these "lawless imaginations"; they had him "plunging 
deeper into guilt in proportion as I endeavor to disengage myself" This 
emotional turmoil fed a growing anxiety over success in the world of let
ters. Brown worried that his ardor was dissipating the discipline and sus
tained effort necessary to writing, noting that he had scarcely formed a 
"plan of study . . . before passions, violent absorbing passions, interfered, 
equally detrimental to study in their gratification and disappointment." As 
an attempt to control this emotional enthusiasm, he tried to subject him
self to a disciplined regimen of nightly writing, keeping to his desk tran
scribing letters, committing thoughts to his journal, and refining his style. 
Such efforts, he hoped, would eventually subsume his self-styled "native 
indolence ."13 

Not surprisingly, Brown's mother and father became agents of repres-
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sion, in terms of both sexuality and literature, as they moved to thwart 
what they saw as the self-indulgence of their brilliant but undisciplined 

son. Elijah and Mary had pressured their son away from writing and into a 
respectable legal career, and had interfered with several of his female dal

liances on the grounds of religion . Beneath these overt authority struggles, 
however, lay another cluster of disturbing family issues. Although the evi

dence remains sketchy, Mary Brown appears to have exercised a domineer
ing influence over her son, serving as a fount of parental advice and an 

agent of authority. Well into adulthood, Charles still appeared excessively 
concerned with pleasing her. 

Moreover, his father appears to have been deeply committed to a hier
archical view of the world that ran contrary to the liberalizing trends of 
post- Revolutionary America and to his son's ambition. This clash reflect

ed, at least in part, a widespread struggle to redefine authority in eigh
teenth-century America. An older model of paternalism-seen in the in

fluence of writings like Sir Robert Filmer's Patriarcha-offered the 

father-child relationship as a metaphor for obligation and dependence in 
public and private life. By the time of the American Revolution, however, 

paternalism was under assault from several directions . Lockean pedagogi
cal notions about the "contractual" family, literary advocacy of "affection" 

and "example" rather than duty and deference, political attacks on monar
chical authority-all of these shaped an "antipatriarchal ideology" that in

fluenced both the new American republic and the youthful American 
writer. According to one student of the Brown family, the elder Brown up

held paternal tradition: "Believing in a world hierarchy, Elijah saw social 
position as fixed and pointing to God .... Contentment with one's station 
was the moral application of this eighteenth-century philosophy." Not 

only did the younger Brown rebel against his demanding father, but his 
permissive early upbringing muddied the waters further. Although his par
ents attempted to discipline Charles as an adolescent, they had pampered 
and spoiled him as a child. Brown's close friend William Dunlap became 
convinced that the young man's erratic, agitated personality could be 
traced to his boyhood, when sickliness and precocity led to parental 
overindulgence . By late adolescence, these emotional cross-currents led 
Charles to hint darkly at family unhappiness . In the "Henrietta" epistle, 
for instance, he refused to discuss family matters and "domestic incidents" 
with his female love interest because "the pain would outweigh the plea
sure of attending to the narrative, and no instruction would be derived 
from the melancholy tale ."14 
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From this welter of pressures emerged a full-blown crisis for Charles 
Brockden Brown as he arrived at the threshold of manhood. Beginning in 
the late 1780s and intensifying until around 1794, the young intellectual en
tered an extended period of severe emotional turmoil. His future career 
seemingly a shambles because of a loathing for the law and the dampening 
of his literary ambitions, his family relations tainted by strain and resent
ment, and his sexual urges frustrated by half-hearted repressions, Brown 
struggled with a darkening vision of the world and himself This crisis, as 
it ran its course, gradually unfolded a number of complex and interrelated 
dimensions: a bitter critique of American social values, a series of gender 
formulations based on a rather desperate cultural logic, an escalating series 
of harsh demands for self-control, and a self-destructive agonizing over 
identity and performance. By the early 1790s the young man's friends and 
family had just cause for alarm. 

Brown's emotional struggles became especially evident in three highly 
informative series of writings. First, a long sequence of letters to his close 
friend Joseph Bringhurst, Jr.-the correspondence eventually totaled sev
eral dozen pages on Brown's part alone-contained lengthy, self-revealing 
confessional monologues. Second, the fictional "Henrietta Letters" depict
ed their young author in a highly charged emotional and cultural dialogue 
with himself. Finally, "The Rhapsodist'' literary essays, Brown's first sig
nificant publication, presented a clear sublimation of personal issues and 
social preoccupations into a literary form . In each of these three efforts, an 
intermingling of private and public, literary and social, psychological and 
cultural emerged as a benchmark of Brown's expression. 

The young writer's long correspondence with Joseph Bringhurst Jr., a 
close companion from his earliest days in the Friends' Latin School, ap
parently began in early 1792. At that time Brown was about to make a mo
mentous decision to leave Alexander Wilcock's office and drop his legal 
study entirely. By 1793 he would employ himself for a time as a master in 
the Friends' Grammar School, all the while concocting literary projects 
and meandering restlessly between the homes of friends and family in 
Philadelphia and New York City. Bringhurst, also a young man of letters 
and fellow member of the Belles-Lettres Club, was busy in Philadelphia 
shaping a career as a businessman . Brown began sending a steady stream 
of letters to Bringhurst's residences on Union Street and Front Street
forty-six of those letters have survived-which would flow unabated for 
some five years. In these epistles their troubled author unburdened him
self.15 
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An overriding theme in Brown's epistles to Bringhurst was an almost 
frantic pursuit of knowledge. He constantly referred to his hunger to know 
"the history of nations, and of individuals, of life and manners." The scope 
of his ambition was vast and inclusive, as he impatiently told his corre
spondent: "Everything that relates to man is of importance in the study of 
human nature. Every art and science. Every scheme of the understanding 
or operation of the senses." As usual, Brown was driven by a desire to inte
grate all branches of knowledge because an understanding of their rela
tionship "appears to me absolutely indispensable to a rational enquirer." As 
a dutiful child of the Enlightenment, however, the young intellectual care
fully disassociated knowledge from mere tradition or unthinking faith. He 
was absolutely sure of one thing: wisdom would come only "in proportion 
as I gain access to truth ... , in proportion as my understanding is uni
formly, steadfastly, and powerfully illumined by its beams; and in propor
tion as my actions conform to the deliberate judgements of my under
standing."16 

This elevated discourse masked a deeper concern in Brown's psyche: the 
personal meaning of intellectual pursuit. In a long, self-reflexive letter of 
1793, for instance, he explored the relative weights of "diligence" and "ge
nius" in the search for moral and intellectual excellence. Brown contended 
that while application would certainly lead to improvement, it would be 
limited because of human inequality. It seemed clear that "genius is indis
pensable to some pursuits; that genius is the gift of nature; that it is a gift 
entirely withholden from some." Brown often seemed sure that he pos
sessed such genius. Most youths were so indifferent to knowledge and 
moral cultivation that to find an elevated one would be as surprising as "an 
Elephant soberly passing along the streets of my native city." In contrast, 
the young writer deemed himself to be quite special. Expressing contempt 
for most of his acquaintances, he admitted that "I imagined myself infi
nitely superior to my juvenile associates." In spite of this arrogance, Brown 
was perceptive enough to honestly assess his own motives as a combina
tion of genuine love of learning and desire for distinction. While the pos
session of knowledge was "inexpressibly delightful" in and of itself, he 
granted that "reputation .. . when attained, [is] by no means unaccept
able."17 

Brown's concern with the individual pursuit of knowledge and virtue, 
however, also radiated outward into the realm of social commentary. His 
many letters from the early 1790s reveal the pain, disapproval, and ambiva
lence resulting from his encounters with a volatile, expanding American 
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society. Growing up in the booming commercial atmosphere of Philadel
phia, where the structures and sensibilities of the marketplace were remak

ing traditional social arrangements in the post- Revolutionary decades, this 
young man struggled with the emerging model of striving individualism. 

In one of his early philosophical journal entries in 1787, Brown observed in 
rather exasperated fashion that "Man may be considered as one, and alone; 
or he may be considered as a member of a community, and connected with 

others." With his own career quandary looming in the background, such 
ambiguity colored his correspondence with Bringhurst. Brown frequently 
insisted that as one made a pathway through the world, the applause and 

support of others must remain strictly secondary to "an anxious desire to 
obtain the approbation of our own heart." He also lamented that "man can
not become master of his destiny. He cannot, indeed, control the course of 

events. It were absurd and presumptuous to make that an object of his 
wishes." Brown's ambivalence grew even more pronounced as he consid

ered the inherent artifice in social relations among ambitious individuals. 
He grew convinced that "of all the virtues, mankind is most universally 

deficient in sincerity ." Nor did the youthful writer shy away from self
analysis on this point, acknowledging to Bringhurst that in his dealings 
with others "a mask became so habitual to me that I scarcely remember 

how I was induced to lay it aside, and to appear before my friend in my 
native character." 18 

Brown's social critique also took more concrete forms. Stung by person

al experience, he set up lawyers as convenient targets for bitter denuncia
tions of a morally vacant scramble for wealth and status . In an American 

society where material success overshadowed all else, the attorney became 
a figure of "dull, unvarying temper" whom "chance, not merit, has awak
ened to fame." In a bitter burst of doggerel written around 1792, Brown 
vented his contempt for social-climbing attorneys: 

Low at those feet where wealth and power gives laws, 
Let others prostitute their venal strain; 

And air-blown piles of undeserv'd applause, 
Build for the weak, the wicked, and the vain. 

The young critic did not stop with lawyers. In his wanderings in the coun
tryside outside Philadelphia, he encountered many farmers who seemed as 
uncivilized and greedy as any barrister. No defender of the yeoman, Brown 
described a group where "avarice is their predominant passion on which 
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every other principle of action is based, and they are universally sunk in ig

norance and brutality." Back in an urban setting, merchants and specula

tors in the market environment of Philadelphia likewise earned severe crit

icism for their morally suspect practices and money grubbing. As Brown 
put it rather sharply in 1789, he could not disavow "the despicable idea I 
have always entertained of the character of a 'Retailer.' "19 

Even more striking in the letters to Bringhurst, however, was the au
thor's obsessive preoccupation with self Brown unfolded in these missives 
a nearly endless analysis of his own motives, nature, talents, and prospects. 
It burst out of every letter, often theatrically, always revealingly. Brown 

told his correspondent in late 1792 that "I will set you an example of sin
cerity, and tell you in what light, were I a spectator, I think I should appear 
to myself" He more than fulfilled the promise. On the one hand, the 
young intellectual rather arrogantly defended his special character: "Excel

lence of my kind is singular, and I cannot discover my disadvantage in be
ing noted as singularly excellent on any account." Brown was also given to 
playing the tortured artist, frequently advertising a love of solitude and 
contemplation. On the other hand, however, and more frequently in this 
period he engaged in gloomy self-deprecation and self-pity. Granting a 
tendency toward "fits of disconsolateness," Brown admitted to Bringhurst 
that his supposed excellence was merely a conceit and that he could be 

happy as long as the "delusion lasts, but surely miserable when it is at an 
end." He often went to even greater lengths of self-abasement. In July 
1793, for instance, Brown insisted that he felt only contempt for himself 

None of my hopes have been fulfilled, and .. . nearly all my apprehensions have 

been realized .... I am not happy. It is useless to deny ... the disapprobation of 

my own conscience .... I am ... yet a poor and miserable reprobate. Whose 

bitter portion is anger from those he loves and scorn from those he reveres .... 

Sunk into the lowest abyss of self-contempt and weighed down by early and ex

treme mortifications. 

Such extreme self-criticism eventually led the young man to frighten 
Bringhurst and other friends with talk of suicide, as he admitted: "I once 
was determined to destroy myself" since "there, at this moment, creeps not 
upon the surface of the earth a wretch more miserable." 20 

In part, such theatrical displays of self-loathing were pathetic calls for 
reassurance from a young man caught up in an agonized struggle to enter 
the adult world. They also revealed a kind of internal fragmentation re-



THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

suiting from a struggle with career choice, marriage, and a coherent sense 
of self Problems of identity formation, of course, probably persist as part 
of the human life cycle in some way. Scholars have suggested, however, 
that the exigencies of developing liberal society greatly intensified them. 
"Adolescence," for instance, as a stage of transition from childhood to 
adulthood, was itself a postmedieval concept that seems to have been iden
tified only in the eighteenth century. With a market society increasingly 
posing choice as the key to destiny, with Lockean pedagogy stressing the 
formation of personal autonomy, with the Enlightenment enshrining indi
vidual understanding and rationality as an emergence from infantile 
"nonage," educated and ambitious young men faced newly intensified pres
sures by the late 1700s. A splintering of the psyche could result, and this 
image often came into full view with Brown . 

"To comprehend one's own character is sufficiently hard," he once con
fessed to Bringhurst. In a nearly hysterical letter in May 1792 he admitted 
he was utterly unable to comprehend his own proclivities. "I am no longer 
master of myself-I weep involuntarily," he wrote frantically. "I am no 
more-I must relinquish my pen and fly from myself." Later the same year 
in another letter, Brown revealed even more clearly the picture of a divided 
self. Within the space of a few paragraphs, he informed Bringhurst of his 
misery and frequent thoughts about suicide and then turned 180 degrees to 
state that "in my opinion, no one of the same age that ever lived has seen, 
has read, has written, has reflected more than myself." Brown then provid
ed a dramatic snapshot of his own fragmented identity: 

How often have I smiled on considering within myself: how difficult a person 

am I from him whom those with whom I associate, suppose me to be. How im

perfectly is my real character represented by my countenance, my manner or my 

dress. How little do they know of him with whom they imagine themselves 

perfectly acquainted .21 

This self-described masked figure, by Brown's own account, waged a 
constant battle with passion . Joseph Bringhurst read numerous missives 
insisting that happiness can be found only "in the arms of love." He also 
saw frequent recitations of guilt as his young correspondent confessed af
fairs where he had been both "seducer" and "seduced." As Brown observed 
on several occasions, his passions were so strong that they seriously under
mined his intellectual aspirations . He had engaged in the systematic study 
of "grammar, rhetoric, and poetry," he wrote in 1792, when the "deity of 
LOVE" presented herself and "I began to riot in those intoxicating draughts 
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which the divinity presented to my lips." At that point, he noted sorrow
fully, his projects were "thrown aside and entirely neglected." 22 

Brown's internal fragmentation especially came to light in what would 
become a lifelong preoccupation: dream life and states of altered con
sciousness. In late adolescence he began to exhibit an attraction to the 

dream state as an alternative to everyday life. During one unhappy period 
in 1792, he complained to Bringhurst that "the privilege of dreaming to 
any agreeable or useful purpose is denied me, and I am forced to be con
tented with insipid realities ... which the wand of wakeful Imagination 
can call into existence." In that same year Brown related to Bringhurst a 

long, highly symbolic dream in which both of them played central roles. In 
the young writer's fantasy, the two friends were in a landscape out of Ed

mund Spenser's The Faerie Queene, wandering as religious pilgrims looking 
for the temple of some divinity. In Brown's words, "all our happiness de

pended on the success of our journey." After a long and arduous trip, they 
came upon an imposing stream laying between them and the temple. Af

ter much doubt and delay, Bringhurst lifted Brown in his arms and carried 
him safely across. At the very moment of success, however, a gigantic 
knight clad in black armor astride a black horse rushed down upon them, 
snatched up Brown, and carried him off. At that point Bringhurst, over
come with despair, prepared to hurl himself into the river when his mother 
appeared to pull him back to safety. At that point Brown "awoke in much 
distress and horror." 23 

While the precise meaning of the dream is open to interpretation, sev
eral issues appeared clearly in it. At an unconscious level it seems to reflect 
Brown's troubled "journey" to success, a "wild, unknown, and dangerous" 

travail that had left him wandering and uncertain. Moreover, his compan
ion carrying him across the river suggests a serious questioning of the indi
vidualist ethos of self-reliance. And the river itself-water traditionally 

symbolizes life, organic vitality, and sensuality in Western myth and artis
tic imagery-pointedly appears as a barrier in the dream, a reflection of 
Brown's struggle with his passions as an obstacle to worldly success. The 
dream's culminating episode embodies the dreamer's nascent gender anxi
eties, where men appear as aggressive "black knights" and women as rescu
ing, nurturing creatures. Overarching this cluster of psychosocial tensions, 
of course, was Brown's magnetic attraction to the dream state itself, which 
he described here almost reverently as "an intercourse with invisible 
agents." This fascination with his own hidden layers of consciousness even 

seemed to culminate in a species of death wish. As Brown observed at the 
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end of his dream narrative, while his mother still lived never "shall I volun
tarily cease to exist." In other words, for this troubled adolescent suicide 

seemed to promise the ultimate but forbidden dream. 24 

If the Bringhurst letters provided young Brown an extended stay in the 
confessional booth, his "Henrietta Letters" comprised a kind ofliterary di

ary of the fragmented self. There his internal psychic voices engaged in a 
fascinating dialogue of contrary emotions and ideas. Apparently written in 

1792 and 1793, this long series of letters was presented as actual correspon
dence between Brown and a young woman with whom he had fallen in 
love. More recently, however, scholars have demonstrated their fictional 
status as an aborted epistolary novel modeled on Rousseau's Heloise. What 

fascinates in this text is neither the plot (which is nearly nonexistent) nor 
the language (which is inflated and stilted) nor the formal ideas (which are 

highly derivative from Rousseau and Richardson) but rather the cultural 
and psychological dynamics. The literary discourse of "Henrietta" clearly 

suggests a process of self-definition, with Brown composing both male and 
female voices in a dialogue of competing impulses. 25 

The structure of the "Henrietta" manuscript takes a simple and 

straightforward form. It consists of an extended exchange of letters be
tween "C.B.B.," a youthful gentleman, and "Henrietta," the female object 
of his affections. While the young man lavishes love, hopes for marriage, 

and adoration on the young woman, she responds with admonitions to 
control his passion. Throughout the text there weaves long, highly senti

mental discussions of an array of issues in late eighteenth-century culture: 
education, marriage, equality between the sexes, languages, and political 
principles. The narrative has virtually no plot or action, and eventually it is 
aborted. It simply stops before even telling the reader if the two protago
nists ever marry. 

On several counts this rather frustrating and unsatisfying text reveals 
more than the author ever intended. First, Brown's fictional exchange with 
himself discloses a persistent struggle for self-control. For instance, follow
ing one of C.B.B.'s passionate declarations of physical love, Henrietta 
rebukes him: "How would you be induced to write in that inexcusably li
centious manner? I read it with indignation .... For surely he whose de
portment is regulated not by reason or prudence but by violent and domi
neering passion ... is in ruins." The young correspondent can only reply 
that the beauties of her "animating mind" are matched by "the graces of 
thy person." Brown asks, "Am I not a man? And would you punish me for 

faults which are inseparable from my nature?" Such internal conflict sur-
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faced frequently in Brown's late adolescent experiences. In published poet

ry he annunciated "the sacred task, to love as sexless beings," while in pri
vate letters he burst out, "what is a being without passion? What is that 

cold, sapless, and inanimate virtue founded only on principle, and not on 
sentiment?" 26 

This internal contest for self-control led Brown to postulate clear gen
der definitions of human impulse in the "Henrietta Letters." In Freudian 

terms, the female representative Henrietta takes shape as a kind of Super

ego figure while C.B.B. appears as an embodiment of the Id. The young 
woman is typically described as an "angel," a model of "purity" that in

spires her suitor with "a boundless desire of rising to the same extraordi
nary pitch of mental and moral excellence." On the other hand, she de
scribes C .B.B. as a creature whose "wild, impetuous, and ungovernable 

passions" must be guarded against. The clashing juxtaposition of these in
stincts presents the libidinous C.B.B. embracing Henrietta and showering 
her with kisses while she cries, "My friend! forbear!" Brown records the 

victory of the Superego: "It was impossible not to obey you. I unloosed 
you from my arms, ... bathed your hand with my tears of remorse and 

sorrow and supplicated your forgiveness."27 

Such formulations eventually prompted the young author-this would 
become especially significant for Brown's developing grasp of his own role 
as a writer-to identify "culture" as the domain of women. The "Henriet

ta" manuscript constantly portrays its female protagonist in fervent pursuit 
of knowledge in languages, literature, and philosophy. Expressing her ad
miration for the Richardsonian heroine Clarissa Harlowe, Henrietta pro
claims, "Why should women be outstripped by men in literary pursuits? 

For is not female curiosity insatiable, and what other passion is requisite to 
render learned labor successful?" Brown, writing in the guise of C.B.B., 

goes even further. Male intellectual capacities, he insists, naturally flow 
into mathematics, military science, and the law while females are attracted 

inherently to "the sedentary and domestic avocations" of poetry, moral re
flection, and literature. As he reassures Henrietta regarding her love of po
etry and romance, "you are destined by your maker not only to rival but to 
outstrip your masculine competitors in all the excellencies of heart and un
derstanding."28 

This dissonant dialogue among Brown's internal voices-male and fe
male, libidinous and repressive, willful and genteel-ultimately produces a 
persistent and disturbing presence in the "Henrietta Letters": the fluid, 

fragmented self. One glimpse appears from the fictional pen of Henrietta 
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as she recounts her first impressions of C.B.B. as a fleeting visage who 
"haunted my imagination." Arresting her attention as he stopped to glance 
in her window before disappearing, the young man would intrude obses

sively into her dreams as a mutable, protean figure: "I saw you under a 
thousand different shapes. At one time methought you came to visit me in 
a magnificent equippage ... ; at another time that you put on a mean dis
guise and became a servant of the gardener .... Afterwards I thought you 

overleapt the garden wall by midnight and suddenly appeared before me." 
At another point Henrietta describes her suitor as such an "inexplica

ble, unintelligible creature" that "it has taught me hereafter to place no 
confidence in external appearances." Writing as C.B.B., young Brockden 
Brown replies in a highly schizoid manner. Insisting on his absolute ab
horrence of pretenses and disguises, he claims always to have "acted and 
spoken with sincerity from the strongest and [most] invincible motives." 
Just a few sentences later, however, he confesses, "I own I do not thor

oughly comprehend my own motives." With such images in the "Henriet
ta Letters" any sense of firm identity or stable sense of self seems to have 
vanished. 29 

In the autumn of 1789 Brown's first substantial publication, a quartet of 
essays entitled "The Rhapsodist," appeared. Offered in the pages of 
Philadelphia's The Universal Asylum and Columbian Magazine, these short 
pieces were likely a portion of his early notebook "The Journal of a Vi
sionary." They constituted a benchmark in the young man's development 
both as a writer and as a human being. The essays presented their author 
as a literary observer who utilized both reason and fancy to explore "the 
sentiments suggested by the moment in artless and unpremeditated lan
guage." As a clear product of the turmoil of Brown's private and public life 

in this era, however, "The Rhapsodist'' also took shape as an exercise in 
sublimation. It provided an intriguing self-portrait as the young artist 
struggled to claim a social comprehension of place, a cultural means of ex
pression, and a psychological sense of self. As Brown frankly admitted, the 
rhapsodist would employ "that caution and decency becoming one who is 
painting his own character." 30 

From the outset young Brown made clear his central theme in defining 
this persona: the question of individual sincerity and deception. At the be
ginning of the first "Rhapsodist'' essay, he passionately affirmed the "sin
cerity of my character" and promised to write only what is "strictly true." 
Brown then made the following bold and highly revealing statement: 
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I speak seriously when I affirm that no situation whatsoever will justify a man 

in uttering a falsehood. I have, therefore, rigidly exacted the truth from myself, 

even in a case where the world is willing to be deceived . . .. Truth is with me 

the test of every man's character . . .. Wherever I perceive the least inclination 

to deceive, I suspect a growing depravity of soul. .. . But I am not alone saga

cious in discovering the faults of others . I am also careful to regulate my own 

conduct by this immutable standard. 

Uneasy in a liberalizing social milieu of competitive individualism, and ag
itated by vocational and personal pressures, the young intellectual self-con
sciously presented himself to the public as a sincere, even artless moral 
writer . The rhapsodist, he promised, "will write as he speaks, and converse 
with his reader not as an author, but as a man."31 

Brown, however, quickly added an important addendum to this self-de
finition . The genuineness and sincerity of the rhapsodist, he insisted, 
could only flow from a condition of isolation . The author claimed at one 
time to have written in solitude on "the solitary banks of the Ohio," but 
now in Philadelphia he was forced to retire to the deepest recesses of his 
garden or bedchamber to escape the clamor of society. When alone, Brown 
claimed, he could indulge flights of fancy and "solicit an acquaintance with 
the beings of an higher order." Thus, an important cultural juxtaposition
the sensitive, imaginative, artistic imperial self versus the mundane, utili
tarian , constricting demands of society-began to take shape in his earliest 
writing. A rhapsodist, he wrote, yearns to 

be left to the enjoyment of himself, and to the freedom of his own thoughts . It 
is only when alone that he exerts his faculties with rigour, and exults in the con

sciousness of his own existence . ... In spite of my pretensions to unlimited sov

ereignty over my own person and actions. In spite of my strong original 

propensity to silence and reserve, I am, in some measure, compelled to pay obe

dience, tho' grudgingly, to the laws of society. 

In a sentence heavy with cultural, economic, and psychological layers of 
meaning, Brown claimed as his goal to "withdraw himself entirely from 
the commerce of the world ."32 

Such brave proclamations of romantic individualism in "The Rhap
sodist" essays ultimately turned even further inward. Once again Brown 
betrayed a magnetic attraction to the pull of the dream state and uncon
sciousness. The rhapsodist's lively imagination carried him far beyond the 
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world's mundane materiality, he argued, so that "there is scarcely a piece of 
unanimated matter existing in the universe. His presence inspires being, 
instinct and reason into every object, real or imagined." As Brown added a 
bit later, the rhapsodist "loves to converse with beings of his own creation, 
and every personage and every scene, is described with a pencil dipt in the 
colours of imagination." This proclivity led the young writer to describe 
the hurly-burly of Philadelphia urban life in terms of a fantasy, as "the 
lively representation of a dream." It prompted him to relate the contents of 
a long, messianic vision in which, as an "imaginary hero," thousands of 
spectators pay tribute to his genius. Ultimately, this preoccupation with 
fantasy helped foster the young writer 's growing tendency to define, 
separate, and elevate the realm of "imagination" away from the day-to-day 
utilitarian realm of social existence. For Brown, the aspiring man ofletters, 
work life and creative life seldom intersected. Thus, it must be, as he 
conceived it in these essays, that "the life of the rhapsodist is literally a 
dream." 33 

With "The Rhapsodist'' essays the earliest stage of Brown's life reached 
a highly schizoid culmination. On the one hand, by early manhood his lit
erary definitions and goals had begun to crystallize into a coherent intel
lectual foundation for his career. At the same time the young writer's per
sonal definition and selfhood had fallen into increasing incoherence and 
disarray. The contrast, and tension, between these elements, was growing 

acute by the early 1790s. 
As a writer, Brown had developed remarkably in early life. With a flur

ry of half-formed juvenile efforts, the young author had begun to shape a 
pronounced literary sensibility. The writing of fiction, he concluded, 
should focus on the domestic experience of people-"the personal charac
ter of individuals, their visages, their dress, their accent, their language, 
their habits, manners and opinion, their personal behavior." The novel 
could present unmatched insights into the "human heart." Even skilled 
writing, however, could only partly capture "the influence of the passion" 
and the "strange events in our own domestic experience." As Brown put it 
directly in the "Henrietta Letters," "Fiction, however published and elabo
rate, could never yet surpass reality." Literary explorations of real life and 
moral issues, however, could benefit equally both the author and the read
er. The culture of books-both writing and reading-seemed useful inso
far as it provided "a text to which your imagination must furnish a supple
ment . . .. The ideas of others are of no importance and utility but as you 
render them by meditation your own . .. the products of your own labor, 
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or the offspring of your own imagination." For Brown, this belief shaped a 
kind of authorial solipsism where spontaneity of expression was essential . 
Regarding his ideas and words, "whichsoever first offer themselves are in
stantly adopted" and any revision or rewriting was anathema as "the dress 
of borrowed or artificial sentiments." The fledgling novelist, in the lan
guage and sensibility of liberal individualism, staked out his literary claim 
early in life: "I deliver the suggestions of my heart, I speak in my native 
character. "34 

Behind this apparent intellectual coherence, however, Brown's sense of 
self had shattered into psychological fragments. Poised on the brink of 
manhood, the young writer faced an intense and persistent emotional cri
sis. Dramatically claiming that "I utterly despise myself," Brown stared 
into an "abyss of ignominy and abasement into which I am sunk by my 
own reflections." By the early 1790s his gloomy self-absorption had helped 
create a personal fantasy world contructed of, in Brown's own words, "air 
built structures of a wild, undisciplined, untractable imagination." Making 
false claims about traveling in Europe, fabricating wild tales about an early 
marriage and his wife's premature death, and deliberately confusing his 
own woes with those of his fictional characters, the young author, accord
ing to the admonitions of his friend Dr. Elihu Smith, too often wandered 
"in a world of your own creation." Brown himself recognized these imagi
native journeys as both dangerous and liberating. On the one hand, they 
allowed him to be "rescued from the tedious or distressful present, by the 
aid of an excursive imagination," an instinct that would feed his writing. 
On the other hand, however, Brown agonized over whether "a visionary 
has not now become a lunatic, whether the objects around me be phan
toms or realities, whether my reason be not overpowered by imagina
tion."35 

This volatile mix of professional, public integration and private, psy
chological disintegration might seem to comprise a full-blown "identity 
crisis," as one scholar has termed it.36 Brown's situation actually had roots 
extending much deeper and ramifications spreading much wider. From the 
specific historical matrix of a transforming market society in the early 
American republic, several intense pressures-career choice, expression of 
sexual passion, parental authority-had emerged to entangle this sensitive 
young intellectual. Struggling with the liberal model of individual success, 
Brown had gradually begun to shape his literary efforts as an expression of 
this social milieu . For Brown, the public man, writing became an expres
sion of pure individual imagination, removed from and elevated above the 
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sordid material world of profit seeking. Defenders of culture, he insisted, 
must flee society and "seek ... a visionary happiness in a world of their 
own creation." At the same time, the deeply troubled private man, cut 
loose from the moorings of social identity and strained by the external de
mands for success, grew splintered and formless. Brown recognized m 
himself, at some layer of consciousness, a fragmented and fluid self: 

No one more widely differs in his sentiments and dispositions from others than 

at different periods from himself. ... We vary according to the variations of the 

scene and the hour, and . . . the particular circumstances in which we shall then 

be placed. Man ... is always either returning from a certain point or leaving it 

behind him. 37 

Charles Brockden Brown's early life crisis, however, was but the first act 
in a lifelong drama of the market and the self Unhappy in the social world 
and anchorless in the private realm, he appeared trapped in a scene where 
external and internal struggles entangled one another. The writing ofliter
ature, as a complex act of cultural mediation, offered one way out. So, too, 
did Brown's alienation, which gradually began to flow outward into a so
cial critique. As he had observed in the "Henrietta Letters," a penchant for 
concealing motives and counterfeiting conviction had made it obvious that 
"of all the virtues mankind is the most universally deficient in sincerity." 
By the mid-179os this sentiment would trigger Brown's developing literary 
assault on the social relations and cultural values of the liberalizing Ameri
can republic. 



THREE 

~II The Young Artist as 

Social Visionary 

In the last quarter of the eighteenth century, Philadel
phia was the most vibrant and cosmopolitan area in the United States . 
The largest American city in this period, it also stood at the juncture of 
several important trends in the infant republic. Politically, the city had 
been the birthplace of the American nation. Philadelphia had housed the 
wartime Continental Congresses, seen the proclamation of the Declara
tion of Independence, and served as the nerve center of the revolutionary 
struggle against Great Britain . In the summer of q87 its inhabitants had 
witnessed the gathering of the great convention in the Old State House 
that produced the new federal Constitution . Then, in 1790, as the nation's 
capital, the city became the forum for increasingly controversial and bitter 
political debate . By the end of George Washington's administration in 
1796, the republican political culture of America 's Revolutionary age had 
divided into two quarreling camps. With an emerging party system of 
competing Federalists and Jeffersonian Republicans-divided over issues 
of economic development, government power, and popular virtue
Philadelphia became a hotbed of political intrigue, electoral organization, 
and ideological disputation. 1 

However great its political role, the economic influence of this Pennsyl
vania port city loomed equally large. In the two decades after the onset of 
the American Revolution, Philadelphia 's merchant class stood at the fore
front of a rapidly expanding market revolution that was transforming the 
economic landscape of the entire Atlantic world . The city's evolution fol
lowed two routes . First, from 1776 to the mid-179os, Philadelphia's mer
chants and entrepreneurs made it the most dynamic port in all of North 
America. It became a critical juncture for import and export trade in the 
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growing web of Atlantic commerce that created ties with the West Indies, 
Bordeaux, Barcelona, and eventually London. A burgeoning "spirit of en
terprise," in the words of one scholar, helped foster the China trade, com
mercial banking, the tobacco trade, and securities speculation among busy 
Philadelphia overseas merchants. Second, this eastern Pennsylvania city 
also became the center of a growing regional market structure at home. 
Beginning in the early 1790s Philadelphia became the commercial hub for 
domestic manufactures, market-oriented agriculture, and primitive coal 
mining and iron production-and this trend became even more dramatic 
in the early nineteenth century. This explosion of economic enterprise in 
the Philadelphia area helped clear the ground for a massive surge in over
seas trade during the Napoleonic Wars, and also for the later and more 
gradual industrialization of the Delaware Valley. 2 

With such an environment of intense political and economic transfor
mation, it seemed only natural that Philadelphia's cultural life also came to 
full flower in the late eighteenth century. By the early 1790s the city had 
emerged as the center of intellectual activity in the young republic. Its 
American Philosophical Society, for example, served as the leading organi
zation for American scientists and became the chief medium for exchange 
of scientific communication with European scholars . Moreover, painters 
such as Charles Willson Peale, Gilbert Stuart, and John Trumbull spent 
considerable time in the O!iaker city. Public exhibitions and discussion of 
such artistic endeavors eventually led to the establishment of the "Pennsyl
vania Academy of Fine Arts" in Philadelphia soon after the turn of the 
century. At the same time, the controversial physician and chemist Ben
jamin Rush was earning the title "Father of American Psychiatry" for his 
work at the University of Pennsylvania and the Philadelphia Hospital. The 
city's community of letters also flourished. Joseph Dennie's The Porifolio, 
combative journalists like William Cobbett and James Duane, the pub
lisher Mathew Carey, and poet Philip Freneau helped create a lively liter
ary atmosphere. Perhaps nothing better symbolized Philadelphia's preemi
nent cultural position in the 1790s than the construction of the famous and 
popular "Peale's Museum ." With its wildly eclectic exhibition of Revolu
tionary portraiture, natur al history artifacts, musical demonstrations, and 
geological displays, the museum elicited both popular acclaim and serious 
intellectual discussion .3 

In this atmosphere of political, economic, and cultural ferment aspiring 
author Charles Brockden Brown became intoxicated with the possibilities 
of writing. Emerging from an adolescence colored by vocational anxiety, 
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emotional upheaval, and intellectual infatuation, the young Philadelphian 
began to focus on writing, particularly fictional prose, as his contribution 
to the formation of an American culture. As Brown noted in a letter of 

1794, it had become his belief that "the genius of a poet should be sacred to 
the glory of his country." He threw himself into several literary projects. A 
grandiose "Philadelphia novel," probably entitled Ellendale, engaged him 
first around 1795-96. Brown then authored Alcuin: or, the Rights if Women, 

a long fictional dialogue in epistolary form, in 1796-97, and a lost novel 
manuscript "Skywalk" the following year. The latter he publicly advertised 
as a proud depiction of American uniqueness, a treatment of "our ecclesi
astical and political system, our domestic and social maxims." Several brief 
essays, poems, and stories accompanied these longer efforts.4 

Brown embodied the excitement and flux of Philadelphia's golden era 
not only in these first extensive literary productions, but even more dra
matically in his dalliance with ideological radicalism. Facing an "age of de
mocratic revolutions" in the late eighteenth-century Western world, this 

youthful intellectual was swept up in a strong current of challenges to tra
ditional authority. This insurgent spirit appeared in several ways. It be
came evident in his embrace of the novel itself, an innovative and popular 
literary form that undermined older, more elitist genres in the realm of 
belles lettres. It became even more striking, however, in the actual content 
of Brown's public and private writings in the mid-179os. There he offered 
a melange of subversive themes and ideas-skeptical attacks on traditional 
Christianity, explorations of inequality in gender relations, speculative 
schemes of political utopianism. Thus, by 1798, at the conclusion of his 
early literary career, Brown seemed to personify that boldness and fluidity 
characteristic of Philadelphia and the American republic in a revolutionary 
period. 

While this youthful writer's intellectual and ideological energies be
came more focused, however, his deportment fluctuated rather wildly due 
to certain developments in his private life. On the positive side, Brown's 
attempts at professional writing benefited enormously from immersion 
into a network of fellow intellectuals in Philadelphia and New York City. 
A friendship with Dr. Elihu H. Smith proved critical. In 1790, when 
Smith came to Philadelphia for a year of medical study with Benjamin 
Rush at the Pennsylvania Hospital, he and Brown struck up a friendship. 
When the young physician returned to New York City to open a practice, 
his Philadelphia friend began a frequent round of visits. Brown gradually 
became acquainted with Smith's circle of ambitious and curious young in-
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tellectuals and professional men. This group-which included historian 
and minister Samuel Miller, scientist Samuel Latham Mitchill, lawyer 

James Kent, the barrister and translator William Johnson, and especially 
the painter, playwright, and theater manager William Dunlap-formed 

the Friendly Club in 1793 as a forum for discussion of scientific, moral, and 
political issues. As a regular visitor to the city by the summer of 1794, 
Brown faithfully attended their meetings. Smith and Dunlap especially 
encouraged him in his literary ambitions, the latter with a constant stream 
of private advice and approval, the former with economic assistance in 

publication. This support was not lost on Brown, who noted that "the in
fluence of my friends and their unexpected and uncommon zeal inspire me 

with a courage which I should be unable to derive from any other quarter." 
The discovery of a support group of like-minded intellectuals allowed him 
an escape from vocational anxieties rooted in his family's expectations. 5 

On the negative side, however, Brown's persistent emotional agitation, 
even hysteria, retarded his progress as a writer while frustrating even his 
most ardent friends and supporters. These attention-seeking, despairing 
outbursts seem to have become an emotional habit by his early twenties . 

In the mid-r79os he described himself to friends with both distress and 
opacity as "the child of passion and inconsistency, ... the slave of hopes no 

less criminal than fantastic." The young man, in a letter to William Dun
lap, demonstrated the depths to which his self-pity could sink: "I am 

sometimes apt to think that few human beings have drunk so deeply of the 
cup of self-abhorrence as I have. There is no misery equal to that which 
flows from this source. I have been for some years in the full fruition of it. 
Whether it will end but with life I know not." 6 

Such miseries were compounded by Brown 's annoying tendency to start 
and then abandon the literary projects he had described to friends in a 
grand manner . In 1795 he proudly announced his conception of a great 
"Philadelphia novel" that would be completed in just six weeks. After sev
eral years' labor, however, he typically abandoned the project, having writ
ten only fifty pages. Paralyzed by a perception of defective skill and sensi
bility, he related: "I dropped the pen, and I sunk into silent and solitary 
meditation." The following year Brown conceived and then aborted two 
other plans, one for a giant novel called "Alloa" and the other a stage adap
tation of Robert Bage's novel Hermsprong. Even when completed works 
did appear sporadically, they were filled with undisciplined, fantastic writ
ing and melancholy reflections. In a long, autobiographical section of 
the 1793 poem "Devotion: An Epistle," for example, he lamented the 
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studious course of his life as a trek "through the thorny tracts that lead to 
nothing in the metaphysic wilderness." Other verses reveled in gloom: 
"Dark, desolate, and void, and dreary is the temple of my soul." Brown's 
short pieces of fiction in this period also featured characters awash in self
pity and given to bizarre behavior. In ''A Series of Original Letters," the 
protagonist Henry, a law student in Philadelphia, describes himself unhap
pily: "In this busy and populous place, I am more alone than if I were in a 
wilderness." In "A Lesson on Sensibility," the youthful character Archibald 
goes mad from his obsessive attraction to love, a trait fostered by "Ro
mancers and Poets." In Brown's autobiographical words, ''A phrenzy at 
first furious and terrible, subsided into a melancholy, harmless to others 
but invincibly silent and motionless .... He has remained for some years, 
an example of the fatal effects of addicting the undisciplined mind to 
books."7 

This role of anguished artist, which the young writer fell to playing, 
eventually drew sharp reprimands . After witnessing several of Brown's dis
plays of self-indulgence, for instance, close friend Elihu H. Smith took 
him to task. In two long letters in May 1796, the physician attempted to 
rein Brown in emotionally. Both the analysis and the recommendations 
were highly revealing. Reacting to his young friend's morbid preoccupa
tion with his own difficulties and his veiled threats of self-destruction, 
Smith confronted Brown: 

Why do you so much delight in mystery? Is it the disease of will? or of habit? 

Do you, of choice, give to the simplest circumstances the air of fiction ... [and] 

enwrap yourself in the mantle of ambiguous meaning, that your pen involuntar

ily borrows the phraseology of fancy, and by the spell of magic words still dif

fuses round you the mist of obscuring uncertainty? The man of Truth, Charles! 

the pupil of Reason has no mysteries . ... He seeks only to know his duty and 

perform it, and he has no occasion for disguise. 

Fed up with Brown's self-pity, his friend told him frankly, "I am pained to 
be the useless depository of complaints I cannot understand, of sorrows I 
cannot assuage."8 

Having ventured this far, Smith plunged ahead. An inability to control 
the passions, the doctor stated bluntly, was threatening to destroy Brown's 
literary talent . "Why is it so? Wherefore are you so vigorous, so firm in 
thought," he wrote, "and so weak, so vacillating in action?" And when 
Brown actually completed a piece of writing, Smith complained, emotion
al licentiousness often garbled its coherence with "imperfect metaphors 
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tumultuously heaped upon each other" and "poetical periphrasis which 
sometimes puzzle us." In the doctor's words, "the word simplicity [needs] 

to be inserted in capitals in your vocabulary." According to Smith's analy

sis, however, Brown's ultimate problem lay in a failure to distinguish fanta

sy from reality. He was so caught up in the novelistic worlds of writers like 
Rousseau and Richardson that "You began to fancy that these fictions were 

real; that you had indeed suffered, enjoyed, known, and seen all that you 
had so long pretended to have experienced; every subsequent event be

came tinctured with this conviction and accompanied with this diseased 
apprehension; the habit was formed." As Smith concluded rather brutally, 
Brown's "self-love" had produced a pattern of unrestrained behavior in 

which his "actions burst out in all the extravagance, his voice swells with 
all the emphasis of passion." 9 

This criticism unquestionably wounded Brown, partly because of its 

censorious tone and partly due to its accuracy. Yet it seemed to have little 
effect. The young writer's cycle of overwrought emotion and paralyzed 

self-abasement would continue nearly unabated until his marriage around 
the turn of the century . At the sarrie time, however, Brown seems to have 

begun a fitful process of sublimation in the mid-179os as emotional un
heaval and a passionate desire for expression gradually fed a growing 

stream of writings . This sublimation, converging with the "revolutionary" 
spirit oflate eighteenth-century Philadelphia, helped shape in this novelist 

a certain kind of literary expression. Brown's work became a vehicle for 
ideological radicalism . With several forces-the Enlightenment, the novel, 

Revolutionary republicanism-challenging long-standing patterns of cul
tural authority, and with a market revolution transforming traditional 

economic and social life, Brown entered a maelstrom of controversy. He 
began to attack the tenets of organized Christianity, to question male 
dominance of women in Western society, and to offer a brand of political 
and social utopianism. These "radical" writings, occurring midway be
tween his adolescent scribblings and mature novels, served as an intellec
tual and emotional bridge. In the form of artistic expression, they connect
ed Brown's social encounters with liberalizing change in the American 

republic and his personal sense of profound unease and psychological frag
mentation. 10 

In many ways, Brown's struggle with Christianity drove an entering 
wedge for other kinds of radical influence . Beginning in the early 1790s he 
began to dispute the validity of Christian tenets and denigrate their influ
ence on Western culture . Several influences came to bear here: the young 
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writer's struggle to achieve autonomy from his Qiaker family, his exposure 
to the secularizing influence of Enlightenment writers in literature and 
science, his esteem for utopian social critics and anticlerics like William 
Godwin. The results first appeared in "Devotion: An Epistle," a long 
poem likely composed sometime in 1794. Its stanzas included an extensive 
autobiographical section in which Brown alluded to growing religious 
skepticism and waning "devotion." Noting his allegiance to "Newtonian 
banners" in the war with "Prejudice, intrench'd behind the mound of old 
opinion," he derided the unquestioning believer who 

Of monkish dreams talks loud, and priestly craft; 
Of miracles which none believ'd who saw; 

Of mystic prophecies, a knotted maze 

lnextricate, obscure, inscrutable 

That must be first fulfilled, ere understood ; 

Of Fate that made a world, and Fate that rules.11 

Brown's religious radicalism, however, became more evident in two oth
er forms. First, from 1792 to 1795 he wrote a long series of private letters to 
Joseph Bringhurst, a close friend and traditional Christian with whom he 
debated doctrinal and moral issues at great length . Second, his initial at
tempt at writing a novel called "Ellendale" from 1793 to 1796-the manu
script has survived only in fragmentary form-apparently produced an anti
Christian, utopian narrative propounding a new system of morality. Both 
of these efforts revealed a young man in the throes of religious rebellion. 

Brown's exchanges with Bringhurst clearly exhibited his growing skep
ticism about Christianity. "I once thought ... that religious beliefs were 
desirable, even if it were erroneous," he remarked in 1795. "I am now of a 
different opinion, and believe that utility must always be coincident to 
truth." As Brown explained in greater detail in several missives, Christian
ity failed as a compelling system of morality and spirituality. Its extreme 
sectarianism-"there are a thousand sects in this world, who call them
selves Christian"-resulted in a babble of argument over intricate and 
technical questions and exclusive claims of veracity. Much Christian doc
trine, he continued, was so obscure as to be "incomprehensible" and it af
fected practical human action only weakly. For Brown, "belief in the divin
ity of Christ and future retribution" had destroyed human friendship, 
"created war, and engendered hatred" throughout history.12 

This broad critical assault narrowed to a consideration of Jesus Christ 
himself. In many letters to Bringhurst, Brown privately vented his hereti-
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cal judgments on "the divine Son of Mary." Christ, according to the young 
intellectual, was a virtuous man who offered to humankind "the highest 
degree of moral excellence" and he deserved emulation . Brown was unwill
ing, however, to go much beyond that. He tended, in his own words, to
ward "reducing Christ to the rank of the Grecian Sages" while his doc
trines must be understood and compared with "the creed of Moses, ... of 
Mahomet, of Confucious, of Pythagorias or Solon." Brown's Jesus was es

sentially a great moral philospher, perhaps the first among equals, but one 
whose moral precepts must rest on "intrinsic evidence" of their virtue and 
truthfulness rather than on fear of future punishment . 13 

Such logic eventually led the youthful author to the most sacred text of 
Christianity. In the fashion of numerous Enlightenment-influenced intel
lectuals in the late eighteenth century, he challenged the Bible's stature as 
the divinely inspired word of God. This great book, to his mind, presented 
numerous problems. Its original form had been fashioned in the "obscuri
ties of a foreign language and unintelligible idiom"; its subsequent forms 
had passed through the hands of numerous "transcribers" with great op
portunities "to debase the purity of the text ... [ with] artful interpolations 
and omissions"; and the whole was rendered obscure by extraneous "meta
physical refinements and mysterious circumstances." Brown extended this 
critique to more shocking lengths. "Ifl ask what is the gospel history more 
than a Romance, will you not be startled?" he inquired of the pious 
Bringhurst . And if the Bible was indeed a semifictional narrative aiming at 
moral instruction, should it not be compared with similar, modern literary 
efforts? Brown answered affirmatively and undoubtedly appalled his corre
spondent by ranking the Bible lower on this scale than Richardson's Sir 

Charles Grandison: 

Let it not offend your piety that I draw a parallel between an english novel and 

the evangelical history .... Does not my reason compel me to give the prefer 

ence to the performance of Richardson? 

That one is truth and the other fiction is of no importance to one who con

siders both as moral lessons, or rather it is to fiction that the english work is in

debted for its superiority since ... it is, as a work of invention , more accurate 

and uniform, and consequently more instructive . . . how much more strongly 

do the catastrophes of [Grandison's] three inimitable tales incite me to persist 

in a virtuous course than that of the sacred narrative . 

Speaking even more bluntly, Brown further insisted that Richardson was 
nearly the equal of Jesus. The English novelist was "inferior to none that 
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ever lived, as a teacher of virtue and the friend of mankind, but the 
founder of the Christian religion."14 

Brown made these private musings public only in diluted form. In 1793 
he embarked on a sporadic three-year effort to complete what he termed 
his "Philadelphia novel." The intended title of this work, "Ellendale," de
rived from its setting on a farm along the Schuykill River above the city, 
but the context apparently flowed from its author's anti-Christian inclina
tions. While Brown abandoned the project in 1796, in typical fashion, its 
several surviving fragments offer at least a glimpse of the religious radical
ism that motivated it. 15 In two long segments dated August 1793, the au
thor suggested both the epistolary form of the novel and its thematic 
thrust. In his words, "It would be strange indeed if [in] the future annals 
of this Western Continent, the stream of power and opinion should not be 
seen to flow from some new Muse of Nazareth. If they should tell of some 
new conception of duty, and ambassador to Heaven, some founder of na
tions and friend of man." Brown embellished this vision of a new religion 
and messiah in a 1795 letter to William Dunlap, where he acknowledged 
the intense reading and writing necessary "to render my system of morality 
perfect in all its parts." In an October 1795 diary entry, Elihu H. Smith 
discussed the controversial nature of his friend's book. Brown, along with 
his intellectual comrades, would surely encounter "rancour and misrepre
sentations" from the forces of "superstitious fury," he predicted. "Storms 
and tempests hover over our heads, ready to burst, or are gathering in slow 
and sullen vengeance, to break and overwhelm us with destruction." 16 

One section of the novel-it was not discovered until after Brown's 
death-was entitled "Harry Wallace." This portion of the "Ellendale" saga 
told the truncated tale of a figure in Revolutionary Pennsylvania whose life 
paralleled that of both Jesus and Brown himself The young protagonist, 
abandoned shortly after birth, was the illegitimate son of a young woman 
named "Mary." Left on a doorstep on Christmas morning in 1770-only 
three weeks before the author's own birth-the child was reared by the 
prosperous Mr. Ellen on his large farm fifteen miles from Philadelphia. 
The bright youngster received an education there, became a somewhat 
frustrated law student, and finally found a respectable career as a land con
veyancer. As an adult, Harry fortuitously reunited with his real mother, 
while traveling in "the neighborhood of Bethlehem and Nazareth," Penn
sylvania. Another fragment of the novel was also discovered and reprinted 
in the early nineteenth century under the title "Adini." Supposedly extract
ed from the papers of Mr. Ellen and narrated by Harry Wallace, this story 
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focused on Signoir Adini, an enigmatic addition to the Ellendale circle. 
An immigrant arriving in 1784, he became a tutor to the Ellen children. 
Although reluctant to discuss his past, Adini, by bits and pieces, partially 
revealed himself as a utopian revolutionary whose activities remained 
shrouded in mystery. At one point, he spoke admiringly of Sir Thomas 
More's Utopia and fleetingly disclosed his radical fervor: "The purposes of 
daily life, philosophy, and reason, demand a reformation .... The condi
tion in this respect of that nook called Europe is mournful in one view, 
hatefully stupid and ludicrously forlorn in another. The whole mass, in
deed, wants a thorough shifting . .. [and] the change should come quick
ly." The Adini story ended abruptly and inconclusively, but it suggested 
nonetheless Brown's attraction to contemporary currents of social and reli
gious radicalism. Along with his private musings, the sketchy "Ellendale" 
narrative showed the young author in a confrontation with the authority of 
Christianity by the mid-179os.17 

Brown was no pioneer of religious dissent . His skepticism about Chris
tian doctrine, of course, reflected a widespread trend among Enlighten
ment intellectuals. From Voltaire to Rousseau, Thomas Paine to William 
Godwin, Benjamin Franklin to Thomas Jefferson, Western social thinkers 
in the eighteenth century had been embracing Biblical criticism and chal
lenging the explanatory and moral power of traditional religion . In another 
area, however, Brown ventured beyond all but the most daring intellectual 
contemporaries. By the mid-179os the aspiring Philadelphia writer began 
to question the entire structure of gender relationships in the society of the 
Atlantic world. In part, this stemmed from a fascination with female sta
tus, proclivities, and talents which persisted throughout his career. More 
broadly, his inquiries into social definitions and structures based on gender 
brought into question male domination of Western cultural tradition. 

His own personal and problematic encounters with women provided an 
influential backdrop for this investigation . Brown's adolescent attraction to 
young females had become entangled with two serious issues: his parents' 
demands for engagement with a girl of ~aker affiliation, and his own re
peatedly frustrated attempts to gain self-control over his passions and his 
destiny. Thus, in 1794 his unrequited ardor for non-~aker Debby Ferris 
led him to construct an ideal of platonic, passionless relations between the 
sexes in his long poem "Devotion : An Epistle." Pure love, he described, 
"boasts participation with divine existences; soul thralldom; reason leagu'd 
with reason." A few years later, his extended relationship with Susan 
Potts-again, she was not of the Friends' faith-prompted parallel reflec-
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tions in a series of "Stella" poems. There excessive idealism gave way to 

despair. Brown brooded over his perception that women and love repre
sented a blockade to his ambitions and career hopes . 

As lonely o'er my little fire, 

I sit and muse, and dream of fame. 

My hopes on Fancy's wing aspire, 

To wealth, and rank, and sounding name. 

But ah! the little traitor Love 

Unbidden mingles in the theme; 

The fixed resolve dares disapprove, 

And stile the vision but a dream . 

These troubled attempts to comprehend male-female interaction reflectecl 
young Brown's bewilderment in dealing with his sexuality, his desire for 
escape from the generational authority of his parents, and his attempt to 
control emotion in the interests of personal cohesion and career advance
ment .18 

If such private experiences laid the emotional groundwork for Brown's 
interest in the status of the sexes, public immersion in America's "age of 
revolution" prompted him intellectually. As recent scholarship has shown, 
the traditional eighteenth-century woman's role consisted of a troika of re
sponsibilities: wife, mother, and household mistress. Ensconced in a hier
archical structure of paternal authority, females occupied a secondary social 
status where their destiny was to marry, have children, maintain the domi
cile, and free men for their public roles as heads of households and citi
zens. By the late 1700s, however, the influence of the American Revolution 
had begun to undermine this arrangement. Under twin influences
women's active participation in the political struggle with England and the 
pervasiveness of republican ideology-the social role of women became 
overtly politicized. The notion of "republican motherhood" began to take 
shape, in which women assumed a quasi-public role as molders and shapers 
of a virtuous citizenry.19 

Brown reflected this Revolutionary atmosphere of flux in certain of his 
1790s writings on women, and it emerged most strikingly in a liberationist 
theme. In the "Henrietta Letters," for instance, the author claimed to 
yearn for "the sacrifice of masculine privilege-hateful, arrogant pernicious 
privilege." As he further explained to his female correspondent, "I never 
conceived that the minds of women were naturally inferior to those of 
men. I have always indeed strenuously maintained that you are originally 
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foremost in the scale of being, and it is easy to produce examples which 
show that you are capable of outdoing us both in vice and virtue ." Brown 
expressed similar sentiments in a 1792 review of Mary Wollstonecraft's 
controversial A Vindication of the Rights of Women. This radical tract, which 
eloquently denounced domestic restraints on women and called for their 
free and equal participation in the public realm, received his cautious en
dorsement. Writing in a 1792 number of the Philadelphia Ladies Magazine, 

he noted that Wollstonecraft's "wide variety of reflections, solid and enter
taining" had given him "great pleasure ." And while Brown could not 
"wholly agree with our fair authoress in all the points she contends for," he 
ultimately pronounced himself"much pleased with her work."20 

In another sense, however, this young intellectual's efforts to interpret 
the Revolution for American women proved more problematic. Like many 
other republicans of his generation, Brown struggled to shape a civic role 
for women without removing them from their "natural" domestic setting. 
This often resulted in a redefinition of republican "virtue" as the particular 

product of female moral efforts in the household . In a 1792 essay, for in
stance, he argued that while men were created to protect women, the fe
male's moral superiority "will teach our sex politeness and affability, will 
render us worthy members of society; will eradicate rough behavior ... ; 
will render us cheerful and happy ... ; will keep us from having any inter
course with the lower class of their sex." In line with this portrait of civiliz
ing, middle-class females, Brown went on to suggest that men should seek 
wives based not on riches or passion, but on "the beauties of her mind" 
and moral "merit ." Overall, he elevated women to a position of intellectual 
and literary superiority. In his words, "it is the province of female excellence 

alone, with the beams of intellectual light, which illuminates the paths of 
literature." 21 

Much of this rethinking of gender categories came together in one of 
Brown's earliest and most fascinating literary efforts. In the spring of 1798 

Alcuin; A Dialogue became the first of his major works to appear in print . 
With the first section published as a book in New York by his friend Elihu 
H. Smith, it almost simultaneously began serial publication in the Phila
delphia Weekly Magazine . The text offered one of the most extensive, 
probing, and insightful discussions of female status and rights in late eigh
teenth-century America. Cast in terms of a long conversation between Al
cuin, a Philadelphia schoolteacher, and Mrs . Carter, an educated and 
thoughtful advocate of women's rights, the work obviously derived inspira-
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tion from contemporary debates among writers like Wollstonecraft and 
her husband William Godwin, educational theorist Benjamin Rush, and 
reformer Judith Sargent Murray. In fact, the controversial character of the 
first half of Alcuin probably caused Brown, in concert with his cautious in
tellectual supporters, to suppress publication of the second half of the 
book. The entire text would not appear in print until r8r5, some five years 
after his death. 22 

Brown structured the book as a week-long dialogue consisting of sever
al serious conversations between a male and a female . In the first half of 
the text, Alcuin-the name comes from the leading humanist scholar and 
educator at the emperor Charlemagne's court-showed himself to be a re
ceptive but somewhat reluctant supporter of female rights. His foil, Mrs . 
Carter, a widowed acquaintance who kept house for her brother, appeared 
as an eloquent critic of female subservience in the new American republic. 
Readers of Alcuin generally have interpreted the text in one of two oppos
ing ways. One critical reading sees the text as a radical statement in behalf 
of women's rights, with Brown as a late eighteenth-century pioneer for fe
male liberation . On the opposing side, others view the book as a conserva
tive pronouncement on the "woman question," with the author openly ex
amining the issues but then rejecting the agenda of Wollstonecraft and her 
allies.23 

On the face of it, Alcuin presents abundant evidence for both positions. 
In the first section of the book, Alcuin clashed with Mrs . Carter over the 
present and future status of American women. For her, the liberty of the 
American Revolution rang hollow for female inhabitants of the republic. 
Under this "charming system of equality and independence," not only 
women but the young, the poor, and Blacks were disenfranchised and clas
sified "with dogs and swine." As Mrs. Carter pointed out, by marrying a 
woman lost all right to separate property and became subject to the ab
solute will of her husband . Under this despotic system, the sexes were 
forced to view one another in wholly opposite ways: a male attitude of "re
serve and artifice," a female one of "adulation and affected humility ." Mrs. 
Carter heatedly insisted, however, that both men and women were "ratio
nal beings, and as such, the same principles of truth and equity must be 
applicable to both." Alcuin responded with a mixture of sympathy and pa
ternal condescension . On the one hand, he admitted that male intellectual 
superiority was a medieval prejudice and that environmental deprivation 
had robbed women of the opportunity for knowledge in science, politics, 
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and elevated literature. He quickly added, however, that "strength" often 

legitimately determined male or female tasks. Alcuin also disputed whether 
republican society would be advanced by recognizing "no condition to a 

voter but that he be a thing in human shape, not lunatic, and capable of 
locomotion." His ultimate point was a moral one. For Alcuin, it was clear 
that while men were superior in "power and property," they also excelled in 
"vice and folly." Female superiority lay in "feelings" and "senses"-a result 

of their insulation from public brutality-and in those qualities resided a 
potential for civilizing control over male society.24 

In the second half of the narrative, Alcuin the reluctant reformer and 

Mrs. Carter the enthusiastic radical seemed to switch roles. In a conversa

tion that resumed a week later, Alcuin claimed to have visited a utopian 
"paradise of women" where absolute equality between the sexes held sway. 
Holding to an ethic of "utility," this society demanded a sharing of work, 

intellectual activity, and material fruits regardless of gender and without 
the constraints of marriage. Mrs . Carter recoiled in horror. She claimed 

that her criticisms had implied no such "speculative systems," for they 

eroded "the deepest foundations of civil society."25 

Thus Alcuin, rather confusingly, makes it possible to see Brown as ei
ther radical or conservative on the question of female status, both because 
of the book's dialogic quality and its protagonists' shifting opinions. A 

possible solution to this problem, as some scholars have suggested, is to 
recognize that the book represents Brown's own confused struggle for val

ues and commitments in a highly volatile and transformative age.26 While 
this notion certainly has some merit, a more compelling possibility lies 

elsewhere. Brown's consideration of gender did not appear in isolation. In
stead, as he revealed in the text of Alcuin, it collided with and collapsed 
into equally fundamental considerations of social class and market-defined 
work. The result was a complex socioeconomic perspective on the whole 
question of radicalism and women's social position. Alcuin was more revo
lutionary in some ways, but less revolutionary in others, than it appeared at 

first glance . 
Brown gave a hint of concurrent social concerns early in the narrative . 

Alcuin, in describing his entrance into the salon of the well-to-do Carter 
family, pointedly noted his lowly social position. "I looked at my unpow
dered locks, my worsted stockings, and my pewter buckles. I bethought 
me of my embarrassed air and my uncouth gate," he reported . Such vulgar 
commonality, according to the author, presented a jarring contrast to the 
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social graces and "superciliousness of wealth and talents" of his upper-class 
hosts. This portrait of class divergence became even clearer as Alcuin 
offhandedly recounted in conversation his obnoxious landlady and noisy 
neighborhood, his low-paying job that left him shabby and poor, and his 
constant ill health. 27 

Alcuin's personal concerns, however, translated into a social critique. 
Debating with Mrs. Carter, he clearly countered her gender-based argu
ment with an analysis rooted in social class: 

If a certain part of every community must be condemned to servile and me

chanical professions, it matters not of what sex they may be. If the benefits of 

leisure and science be, of necessity, the portion of a few, why should we be anx

ious to which sex the preference is given? ... The state of the ignorant, servile, 

and laborious is entitled to compassion and relief, not because they are women, 

nor because they are men, but simply because they are rational. 

Moreover, in meeting Mrs. Carter's indignant demands that women 
should be allowed to become merchants, bankers, physicians, and lawyers, 
Alcuin proclaimed that he had "little respect ... for any profession what
ever." Professional figures were driven by gain, he insisted, and they disre
garded honesty because "whatever it be, it is not the road to wealth." In 
general, the public masculine world was one of toil, roughness of manner, 
intellectual stagnation, greed, and want, and women entered it only at 
their peril. 28 

This conceptual clash of class and gender became even more pointed in 
the second part of Alcuin. Alcuin returned to Mrs . Carter's salon several 
days later, claiming to have visited a utopian "paradise of women ." In this 
revolutionary society, he reported, gender relations had been reformulated 
as part of a broader system of labor and social reform. In this utopia, labor 
and skill were donated for "the common benefit" as work was "divided 

among many" according to their propensity and choice. So, too, the fruits 
of labor were distributed according to need. This division of labor avoided 
the "monstrous conception" of apportionment by gender. It was a certainty 
that human work degenerated "into painful and unwholesome drudgery, 
by being confined to a sex." This vision of primitive socialism emerged as a 
central theme in Alcuin: 

Perhaps that precept of justice is practicable, which requires that each man 

should take his share of the labour, and enjoy his portion of the rest: that the 
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tasks now assigned to a few, might be divided among the whole; and what now 

degenerates into ceaseless and brutalizing toil might, by an equitable distribu 

tion, be changed into agreeable and useful exercise. 

So, for the wide-eyed reformer of the second part of Alcuin, equality be
tween the sexes could only be achieved within the context of a revolution
ary reform of marketplace work. 29 

Mrs. Carter's reaction to Alcuin's vision proved equally fascinating and 
revealing. Horrified by its radical sweep, she hastily retreated and re
trenched . Her promotion of women's rights, she insisted, did not extend 
into an attack on the foundations of civil society. The "paradise of women," 
in Mrs . Carter 's eyes, represented a kind of wild, speculative philosophy 
characterized by "specious but fatal illusions." Most serious was its implicit 
undermining of the institution of marriage. Alcuin 's utopia advanced such 
an extreme ethos of liberty that matrimony would be impossible to main
tain due to an unavoidable "guidance of a sensual impulse." While Mrs . 
Carter opposed marriage as practiced, she carefully noted that she did not 
oppose it in principle. Brown's female protagonist revealed her Lockean 
liberal agenda : free choice, access to property, rational individual liberty. 
Marriage needed restructuring because it rendered "the female a slave to 
the man" and thereby restricted free agency. It demanded reform because it 
left women "destitute of property." The solution to these problems lay in 
"an unlimited power of divorce" that promoted "unbiased and enlightened 
choice" for the figures involved. In other words, Alcuin's ethereal socialist 
utopia clashed with Mrs. Carter's liberal reformism and her ethic of pos
sessive individualism. 30 

Thus, Alcuin's exploration of women's rights reached an ideological and 
emotional impasse . For Brown's protagonists, one advocating a collectivist 
blueprint and the other a liberal individualist blueprint, consensus over the 
construction of a just society for women proved nearly impossible . They 
could agree only that liberalized divorce was theoretically desirable but 
practically problematic, and that liberated "sensuality" was morally repre
hensible and socially dangerous .31 Moreover, the text's early lines of 
demarcation had become extremely blurred by the conclusion of the dia
logue. Was Mrs. Carter really more radical than Alcuin? Which view
point, if either, did the somewhat mysterious author endorse? This uncer
tainty, however, ultimately confirmed one clear point . Brown's struggle 
with issues of female equality could not be separated from his larger con
frontation with an emerging liberal society in America . The treatment of 
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female liberation comprised but one piece in his larger mosaic of radical 
challenges to the logic and constraints of market individualism. 

Brown's questioning of both Christian and male authority ultimately 
paved the way for an even broader crusade in the mid-179os. The young 
writer proffered, if sporadically and rather unsystematically, a persistent 
political utopianism throughout much of the decade. William Dunlap, for 
instance, examined Brown's papers after his death and was struck by the 
numerous "plans and scraps of Eutopias" which sought "to improve and 
secure human happiness." In private letters the Philadelphian also fre
quently mused upon a cherished goal of "confirming the confidence of 
men in a system of morality that would sustain social amiability, destroy 
material deprivation, and promote intellectual contemplation." Brown's 
written work provided more evidence of this inclination. The narrator in 
his "Adini" story, for example, was taken from Sir Thomas More's Utopia. 

Another of his earliest characters observed pointedly, 

There must be one condition of society that approaches nearer than any other 

to the standard of rectitude and happiness . For this it is our duty to search; and, 

having found it, endeavor to reduce every other condition to this desirable 

mean .. .. Human beings, it is to be hoped, are destined to a better condition 

on this stage, or some other, than is now alotted them. 32 

In part, Brown's utopian instincts in early manhood flowed from his 
uneasiness with a growing ethic of market individualism . Confronted by 
the liberalizing American republic in the 1790s, he often reacted by criti
cizing its citizens' unrestrained ambition and money grubbing. The very 
settlement of North America, he observed in a Monthly Magazine book 
review, had arisen from "the most sordid passions incident to man": ambi
tion, greed, materialism, adventurism. In a fictional short story, again for 
magazine publication, Brown recounted the tale of a West Indies immi
grant family to further chastise his restless fellow Americans. For Brown, 
the travails of this family, who had lost their possessions and property in 
the revolution on St. Domingo, offered a cautionary lesson to the ambi
tious. Their ability to maintain a zeal for life amidst their struggle for sur
vival demonstrated that it was "our duty to make the best of our condition; 
to snatch the good that is within our reach, and to nourish no repinings on 
account of what is unattainable." 33 

Brown's critique of a society on the make, however, went beyond the 
realm of moral platitudes . The appearance of "The Man at Home" stories 
in thirteen installments in Philadelphia's Weekly Magazine highlighted 
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their author's deep concern with debt , fraud, poverty, money, and other is
sues rooted in momentous market growth. Published from February to 

April 1798, these efforts-fiction, part essay-offered Brown's typical ram

bling plot. The stories focused on a sixty-year-old gentleman who wrote 

from a secluded chamber. Obsessed by an old locked trunk left in the 

room by a previous occupant, he finally pried it open and eventually dis
covered a dusty manuscript hidden beneath a false bottom. There he 
found a picturesque tale of a Frenchman, his daughter, and their adven

tures during the American Revolution. This rather desultory and anticli
mactic plot-line proved deceptive. It was merely a story within a story. 34 

The narrator's own tale was the real one and his isolation, it turns out, 

was a result of his hiding from creditors. Having endorsed the notes of an 
old friend and business partner, he had been driven out of retirement and 

into hiding when the acquaintance went bankrupt and his own fortune 

was insufficient to cover the debt. Hounded by a writ of arrest, he had fled 
to the home of his washer woman and holed up in an isolated room . There 

the narrator had taken to writing, punctuating his fictional sallies with an 
often bitter social commentary. Depressed by his plight, he observed that 

"Money is power, and may be subservient to ill as well as to good. From 
the frailty of humanity, and the misarrangements of society, the injurious 
application of this instrument is always most probable." At another point, 

immersed among the Philadelphia lower classes, the narrator confessed 
that his attitude toward them had become one "of compassion rather than 
of scorn." Then, at the end of the essays, he engaged in an extensive mus

ing on the problem of debt and imprisonment in a commercializing soci
ety. The narrator did not question the "sacredness of property." In a society 

where increasingly "debts are daily contracted," however, some inevitably 
fell victim to foolishness rather than crime. Thus, it seemed apparent that 
in a system defined by investment, risk, and profit seeking, effort was re
quired to distinguish between "the insolvency that flows from misfortune 
and that which flows from knavery."35 

In his "Series of Original Letters," appearing in the Philadelphia Weekly 
Magazine from April to June 1798, Brown expanded this social critique. 
Cast as a series of epistles between Henry, an unhappy law student, and 
his sister-the autobiographical overtones are evident-these exchanges 
wove together a dialogue about the usefulness of the law with a sketchy 
tale of a schemer named Beddoes and his prostitute sister. Brown's social 
commentary was arresting. Young Henry, for example, anguished over the 
pressures of individual career choice and his own unhappiness as a law stu-
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dent. "How momentous a thing is the choice of a trade!" he wrote. "How 
much does it behoove us to deliberate with accuracy and decide with cau
tion!" Moreover, the law itself, as the social and economic glue for a liberal 
society of contracts, appeared to be a field where "success can be purchased 
at no price but that of our sincerity and honour; and . .. is universally stig
matized as fraudulent and corrupt." Henry further expounded a variety of 
guilty class-consciousness. Admitting his contempt as a professional 
lawyer-in-training for common "servile mechanics," he chastised himself 
for excessive social pride and ambition. As Henry asked, "Is it dishon
ourable to labor for one's own subsistence? Who am I that dare to plume 
myself upon my rank?"36 

This welter of concerns arising from a liberalizing social milieu-isolat
ed individualism, greed, duplicity, class divisions-helped fuel Brown's 
utopianism in the mid-179os. It especially pushed him down a path of vi
sionary reformism blazed by William Godwin, the English political theo
rist and critic. Godwin had surfaced in the late eighteenth century as one 
of the most provocative dissenting voices in the Atlantic world . His influ
ential tract, Political justice (1793), first established him, in the words of one 
historian, as "the most radical theorist of the day." Then, his "reformist 
novel" Caleb Williams-published in England in 1794, then reprinted in 
Philadelphia the following year-gave fictional expression to his theories. 
These books revealed Godwin 's radicalism to be an assault on medieval hi
erarchy and superstition which blended two elements: an extreme sense of 
ethical individualism, and an ·unrelenting utilitarianism. The essence of 
humanity, he argued, was the ability to act according to "the unbiased dic
tate of my own judgement ." Social issues could invariably be reduced to 
simple questions : "How may the peculiar and independent operation of 
each individual in the social state most effectually be preserved? How may 
the security each man ought to possess, as to this life, and the employment 
of his faculties according to the dictates of his own understanding, be most 
certainly defended from invasion?" In such a context, social institutions 
could be evaluated only in terms of their rationality and utility. In this 
Godwinian world of enlightened individual judgment and utilitarian,stan
dards, customs and traditions had little place. Monarchy, social castes, or
ganized religion, and even the state itself promised to disappear in God
win's individualist "republican Utopia." 37 

Brown's attraction to Godwinian reform was no secret in the 1790s. His 
long-time friend William Dunlap noted that by mid-decade the young in
tellectual "was an avowed admirer of Godwin's style, and the effects of that 
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admiration may be discerned in many of his early compositions." Brown 
harshly judged his earliest fictional writings against "the transcendent mer
its of Caleb Williams," and he often urged friends to procure Godwin's po
litical tracts. Elihu H. Smith, perhaps Brown's closest friend and intellec
tual companion, presented an unhappier view of this influence. In a 1796 
letter he chastised the author for his self-indulgence in concocting "mighty 
purposes of reformation" that were left half-completed in a realm of fanta
sy. This lack of intellectual discipline, for Smith, could be traced in part to 
one of Brown's infatuations: "Godwin came & all was light."38 

The Philadelphian's interpretation of Godwin's principles surfaced fre
quently in his early writings . In private letters he mused on his desire to 
implement reform by endeavoring to "enforce on mankind the observance 
of their duty, and by demonstrating the connection between their duty and 
their happiness ." This ethic of individualist morality seasoned many of his 
r79os stories and essays with a Godwinian flavor. A "different condition of 
society" could be created, Brown speculated, where "our faculties will not 
be able to vary from a true direction," where people could abjure populari
ty to listen for "the applause of our own conscience," and where the indi
vidual interacted with his fellow citizens rationally and "dispenses benevo
lence with singular and obvious utility." Brown's first novels when they 
began to burst forth in 1798, were also laced with Godwinian politics, 
character-types, and sensibility. 39 

A long and introspective letter to Susan Godolphin, however, provided 
perhaps the best evidence of its author's self-image as a utopian reformer 
following in the footsteps of his English radical hero. Written on July 2 

and 3, 1793, to one of his early love-interests, this epistle contained Brown's 
reflections on the moral meaning and social purpose of his literary endeav
ors. Carefully explaining himself, the young intellectual insisted that indi
vidual "disinterestedness" was the the basis for pursuing one's "sense of 
duty." Avowing that in his own life "every personal advantage appears as 
trivial in comparison with duty," he defined that duty as contributing "all 
in our power to augment the picture of human happiness ." Such principles 
led Brown to conclude that while human development could lead either to 
improvement or degeneracy, man's "progressive" tendencies usually tri
umphed. Thus, it was one's obligation to uncover "the laws which regulate 
this progress" and "the causes that produce it." Brown bluntly stated his 
utopian creed near the end of the letter: men "are justified in fostering de
signs which contemplate the most extensive efforts. The happiness of 
mankind must be allowed."40 



The Young Artist as Social Visionary 

Within this broad utopian project, however, Brown went on to define a 
clear role for the writer-intellectual. As he explained to Miss Godolphin, 
the author's first duty was to promote man's "natural tendency" to wisdom, 
justice, and truth by exposing the "foreign and artificial institutions" that 
hindered progress. Brown quickly added to this Rousseau-like dictum a 
Godwinian admonition: the author must also follow a utilitarian guideline. 
"Men are strenuous in their virtue in proportion as they have a powerful 
conception of the benefits flowing from it," he wrote. "Let me win them to 
the practice of it by displaying its practical effects." For this idealistic 
young author, the moral and social liberation of the individual-a goal of 
the conscientious writer-promised not only human happiness but human 
harmony.41 

Thus, by the mid-179os Charles Brockden Brown had begun to define 
himself as a writer primarily in terms of utopian moralism . Fired by the 
ideas of Rousseau and Godwin, he increasingly saw his task as the promo
tion of social and ethical reform using fiction as his vehicle. A pervasive 
questioning of religious, gender, and social authority provided the first ide
ological thrust for these efforts. Yet Brown's task was less clear-cut than it 
may have seemed. The ambiguous, even muddled quality of his position 
occasionally crept into the open, especially regarding the issue of individu
alism. The young intellectual, on the one hand, fervently endorsed the 
Godwinian ethic of the complete "independent operation of each individ
ual in the social state ." On the other hand, he fervently denounced the no
tion of the individual pursuing his material self-interest in the market
place. To make the situation even more complex, Brown also demanded 
"virtuous" conduct-in eighteenth-century discourse this meant the sacri
fice of selfish interests to the public good-even while agitating for the 
moral liberation of the individual and the enshrinement of a utilitarian so
cial code. These problematic positions revealed that Brown's intellectual 
struggles occurred in a specific historical context : the wrenching and pro
found transition from a republican to a liberal society in late eighteenth
century America . His agenda for reform embodied much of the fluidity 
and ambiguity of the age in its attempt to redefine categories, definitions, 
and principles. 

This attempt to come to terms with the emerging liberal republic could 
be exhilarating, as Brown's passion for writing and reform clearly demon
strated. It also could be frightening and frustrating. In 1792, for instance, 
as this sensitive young intellectual was just beginning to wrestle with ideo
logical questions, he wrote an essay entitled "On the Nature and Essential 
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Qialities of Poetry, as Distinguished from the Prose." While much of this 
magazine piece featured technical literary formulations and flights of 
metaphysical fancy, near the end it focused on a highly revealing subject. 
Modern social development, Brown mused, was bringing a refinement of 
manners and a more comfortable standard of living for many fellow citi
zens . Yet the cost was heavier than realized. 

Civilization and science have, as it were, minced into finer portions, the feelings 

of the heart .... These larger masses have been broken by the hand of culture 

into smaller pieces, which are in perpetual currency, and which maintain among 

us a more equal and constant enjoyment .. .. We may perhaps hope to excel in 

softness, delicacy, and refinement; but these are feeble graces. The mind soon 

tires with the perpetual chime of smooth versification, and with the unvaried 

flow of gentle and unimpassioned sentiment. The bursts of honest nature, the 

glow of animated feeling, the imagery, the enthusiasm . . . . For these, no ap

pendages of art can be deemed an adequate compensation. 42 

These unintended consequences of social advancement-a fragmenta
tion of experience and sensibility, a loss of vital human passion-at times 
turned inward to threaten suffocation for this idealistic young writer. 
Brown's reactions varied. As a utopian he sought to break free by means of 
a liberating vision of social freedom. As a critic he sought to preserve so
cial coherence and virtue by condemning greed and materialism. In con
fronting the segmentation and rationalization of a market society in the 
liberalizing American republic, however, Brown finally found but one 
method of coping. The act of writing itself became both a means of per
sonal escape and an instrument of social salvation. Entangled in the dis
courses of Enlightenment intellectual life and the market, Brown became, 
in his own highly suggestive phrase, a "dealer in fiction."43 Through the 
novel he determined to explore the myriad consequences of fragmentation 
and dissipation while at the same time fulfilling his commitments to viable 
individual morality and utilitarian reform. With such a volatile ideological 
and personal agenda in place, the stage was set for one of the most aston
ishing bursts of creative activity in the history of early American culture. 



FOUR 

~II The Major Novels (I): 

Fiction and Fragmentation 

In the early 1790s Charles Brockden Brown sat down in 
his Philadelphia apartment to compose a typically self-indulgent letter to a 
friend. In it he raised an emotional appeal to the muse of literary inspira
tion: 

Here I am seated at my desk-wit!) pen and writing implements at hand; and 

shall I not employ them? ... I beseech thee, kind, propitious, amiable, gracious 

bountiful divinity, deny not the gift I solicit .... Deny me not, I most eloquent 

ly entreat thee .. .. The poetical fervor is upon me. The magician ... is now 

standing at the threshold of his cell and waving his potent wand at my com

mand .... But unless I break his wand or make it motionless and drive the en

chanter into his gloomy dwelling I shall be seduced to a greater distance from 

the tract of common sense than ] am at present desirious of being . 1 

This passionate declaration-part entreaty, part cautionary reminder
summarized much of the young man's early career. It revealed an intense 
compulsion to write, where putting words to paper became a wonderfully 
enchanting "gift." At the same time it disclosed a lurking fear of writing as 
a kind of evil magic that lured its practitioners into a dangerous, in
escapable realm of fantasy. This tension had shackled Brown's efforts well 
into the decade, resulting in a literary trail of half-completed manuscripts, 
aborted projects, and frustrated plans. Not until the end of the century did 
he break free of these fetters and gave full rein to his "poetical fervor." The 
results were dramatic. 

Between 1798 and 1800, to the astonishment of his friends and probably 
to himself, Brown overcame his earlier malaise and issued four major nov
els in a feverish burst of composition . Publication of this quartet of texts 
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comprised the first sustained body of work by an American author, and 
they seemed to suggest that a serious writer had emerged in the infant re
public with the start of a new century . Throughout the spring and summer 
of 1798 the young man labored on Wieland; or, the Traniformation, which 
he apparently finished in September. Then in a frenzied effort he complet
ed Ormond; or, the Secret Witness over a six-week period from mid-Novem
ber to the end of the year. That novel was published in early 1799. Brown 
then returned to a manuscript he had begun early in the spring of 1798-
Arthur Mevyn; or, Memoirs of the Year r79.r-and finished Part 1 by the end 
of February 1799. He would complete Part 2 of this novel in early 1800 and 
publish it later that year. Finally, in the early months of 1799 he completed 
Edgar Huntly; or, the Memoirs of a Sleepwalker. Over the same two-year pe
riod Brown also wrote two large novel-fragments, "Memoirs of Carwin 
the Biloquist" and "Stephen Calvert," both of which were prematurely 
abandoned and published in magazines several years later.2 

This creative outburst brought its author more reputation than money. 
Lagging sales frustrated Brown's hopes for survival as a professional au
thor, and the struggle to market his work to an appropriate audience never 
succeeded. Nonetheless, these novels of the late 1790s spawned a number 
of imitations and prompted considerable comment from both American 
and European critics . The reasons are not a mystery. Brown's four fictional 
texts hit their readers with a heavy emotional impact. Written in a kind of 
Americanized Gothic style, these tales presented mysterious, passionate, 
bizarre stories of psychological turmoil and dark human impulses . They 
startled the senses with their emotional intensity and darkly dramatic tex
tures. At the same time these novels-this might be anticipated, given 
their extremely rapid completion-exasperated readers with inconsistent 
plots, half-developed characters, meandering explanations of motive-, and 
outlandish use of language . Like casks of fine wine cracked prematurely 
and spilling forth, they both scintillated and disappointed the literary 
palate. While one could sense immediately what might have been in terms 
of beauty and power, the texts seemed only partially distilled and half-ma
ture. Impressive but rather raw, Wieland, Ormond, Arthur Mervyn, and 
Edgar Huntly often left an unsatisfying aftertaste in the reader's mouth. 

Nonetheless, Brown's major literary efforts in the late 1790s marked an 
important step both in his career and in American cultural development . 
As a ground-breaking corpus of serious fictional writings, these novels 
constructed a kind of foundation for American literary effort later in the 
nineteenth century. Authors like James Fenimore Cooper, Richard Henry 
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Dana, Edgar Allen Poe, George Lippard, and Nathaniel Hawthorne 
would acknowledge this with admiring comments. Whatever their flaws, 
the psychological power and crude emotional urgency of Brown's fictions 
assured his place as a "founding father" of American letters. 3 

In more personal terms, however, this explosion of writing around 1798 
also emerged from an agonized struggle for literary expression and social 
success. These four texts arose out of a long-standing, complex process of 
private ferment. They resulted from the convergence of several trends: the 
author's years-long search for a successful career, his youthful ideological 
and intellectual commitments, and his unrelenting confrontation with an 
emerging market society ofliberal individualism. Although in quite differ
ent ways, Brown's major works all turned on a common cultural/psycho
logical axis: the search for social identity, personal cohesion, and ethical 
unity by individual protagonists operating in a fluid and morally elusive 
society of commercializing values. 

I 

The creative impulse behind Brown's novels of the late 1790s can be 
glimpsed in the literary formulations and precepts that he began to articu
late earlier in the decade. This commentary took a variety of forms
private letters, short fictional pieces, and literary essays-and it provided 
revealing insights into their author's motivations and half-conscious im
pulses as a novelist. In 1792, for instance, he published an early reflective 
essay entitled "On the Nature and Essential Qialities of Poetry, as Distin
guished from Prose." Them Brown tentatively described a vision of fiction 
that he would try to realize some half-dozen years later. 

The young writer began by rejecting the traditional notion that ''imagi
nation," "fiction," "imagery," and "creative fancy" were the exclusive prop
erty of poetry while prose was reserved for discussions of history, philoso
phy, law, and political affairs. In this common view, he noted, poetry was 
linked with primitive, vitalist forms of society in which life was "full of 
danger and variety" and "language was bold, and poetically sublime." 
Thus, men of letters attributed primitive, mythological powers to poetry 
which "elevate, astonish, and delight the mind." For Brown, how.ever, this 
distinction was a false one. He insisted that a "poetic character" could also 
infuse good prose writing, whether it be in "the melody and sweetness in 
the arrangement of prosaic syllables" or in an "elevation of sentiment, fire 
of imagination, and regularity of metre." As the youthful intellectual con
cluded, "For poetry and prose, like two colours, easily distinguishable from 
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each other in their pure, unmixed state, melt into one another by almost 
imperceptible shades, till the distinction is entirely lost." This determina
tion to write a poetic, emotionally charged prose led Brown to make an 
important cultural observation regarding social class. The print culture of 
books, he admitted, was largely the realm of elevated "gentlemen." In con
trast, an oral culture of storytelling prevailed among the lower classes, "for 
common people, who are not much accustomed to books, hardly under
stand anything they read, unless it be accompanied with the voice." For 
the aspiring novelist, the conclusion seemed clear. Compelling fiction 
must reach across this divide to engage a popular audience by embodying 
"ingenious fables," "striking resemblances," and "the most sensible de
light."4 

The following year Brown attempted another explanation of the 
writer's mission as he was coming to understand it. In a long July 1793 let
ter to Susan Godolphin, apparently one of the writer's love interests, he at
tempted to explain the importance of his intended career. Most writers, he 
argued, could be defined either as "historians" or "poets." While the 
"course of nature" was open to view for both, the literary obligations were 
decidedly different: 

It is the duty of the historian to describe as it is. It is the purview of poetry to 

imagine a change more or less extensive: to suppose one or more events to have 

taken place which, however, never happened, and then to pursue the conse

quences which naturally and inevitably flow from these events .... He [the 

poet) may make his stage .. . a planetary system, fill his scenes with empires 

and nations ... and the excellence of the work will entirely depend upon the 

faithfulness with which he transcribes from the volume of eternal truth and the 

salutary end which his transcripts tend to promote. 

As an aspiring author of poetic fiction, Brown thus proposed not merely to 
describe reality, but to change it through "sublime visions of imagination" 
promoting truth and morality.5 

Over the next few years Brown refined and clarified these literary 
guidelines. Grappling with structural issues, for example, he considered 
the various merits of "the epistolary and narrative forms of compositions." 
The former mode he believed to be intrinsically superior, while the latter 
seemed more appropriate to his talents. Along the same lines, the young 
writer disclosed an attraction to realism in fiction, noting his inclination to 
relate domestic incident, dialogue, and scene "with the most excessive and 
elaborate minuteness ... in which no circumstances, however frivolous 
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and inconsiderable, should be omitted." Brown also pondered the question 

of audience. Most readers of fiction, he admitted rather uneasily, were 

"idle and thoughtless" people looking for "frivolous sources of amuse

ment." As he put it rather sarcastically, "I do not form prodigious expecta
tions even of one who reads a novel or comedy once a month." Brown did 

not reject the common reader, however. Instead, he determined to capture 
that reader's sensibility and instruct his intellect through stories that were 

fascinating, yet "joined with depth of views into human nature and all the 
subtleties of reasoning." 6 

Such meditations eventually led the youthful Philadelphian into moral 

musings on literature. Every writer's burden, he suggested, was to insure 
that one's work always "should contain something instructing as well as 
amusing." Vices should be painted in odious colors while "virtues of the 

most splendid kind [ created] in the character of their hero or heroine ." But 

composition, Brown frequently noted, perhaps most benefitted the author. 

The very act of imaginative writing in which "invention is active to create, 

and the judgement busy in weighing and shaping its creations" shaped for 
an author "pleasure in the mere exercise." Writing, he argued, provided an 

antidote to personal lethargy and despair because "it forces me to think, 
and a rapid current of ideas washes away a thousand muddy cares and vex

atious impediments." Digging even deeper within, Brown unearthed a fi
nal link between literary creation and the self: "I must, necessarily, in the 

wildest of my reveries, exhibit my own character .... It may display some
thing to be shunned, or something worthy of imitation ." The impulse to 

interpret himself led the young writer to propose a strong correlation be
tween stages of personal development and stages of social development. 
Analysis of "the vicissitudes of individuals or of nations from their hour of 

birth to their hour of extinction'' promised to yield great insight into "the 
mechanisms of human society and the laws of human action ."7 

This jumble of half-formed thoughts and speculations about fiction 
writing, arising from various contexts, finally achieved coherence near the 
end of the century. In 1799, amidst his astonishing flurry of novels, Brown 
published a fascinating and peculiar piece entitled "Walstein's School of 
History." Appearing in a late summer number of the New York Monthly 

Magazine, the article combined a fictional narrative, a plan for three nov
els, and an essay on the purpose and scope of fiction. This last dimension 
remains the most important, because it provided the most coherent ex
pression we have-composed as it was in the very heat of its author's most 
creative period-of Brown's intent and focus as a novelist . 8 
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"Walstein's School" appeared in the form of an essay written by a ficti
tious German author, Krantz of Gotha. It purported to examine Walstein, 
a famous professor of history, and the circle of intellectual disciples he had 
gathered around him. The principles that guided their writing of history 
earned the greatest attention. As the piece unfolded, it became clear that 
Walstein was a kind of alter ego for Brown, serving as a mouthpiece for 
the author's notion of what defined a compelling mode of fiction writing. 
Rather than separating historical narrative from "poetic" prose, as he had 
advocated some years earlier, Brown now defended an idealized form of 
fiction that combined historical fact with creative imagination. This fic
tionalized history would be didactic and entertaining as it promoted both 
morality and happiness. 

Brown, speaking through the injunctions of Walstein, first established 
ideological guidelines for literary endeavor. Although mindful of the "un
certainty of history" and the difficulty of explaining motive and uncovering 
truth, Brown firmly embraced several political positions. First, in the best 
tradition of republican culture, he condemned Catholicism and "feudal in
stitutions" as the enemy of modern historical progress. Their oppressive
ness and superstition, he claimed, had promoted degeneracy by opposing 
the spread of "learning and commerce." Second, Brown insisted that "hu
man society is powerfully modified by individual members" through their 
intellectual power and social achievements. This expression of a liberal in
dividualist ethic prompted a third, rather stunning ideological maxim. So
cial relations, he declared flatly, could be reduced to the twin factors of 
property and sex: 

Opinions, relative to property, are the immediate source of nearly all the happi

ness and misery that exist among mankind. If men were guided by justice in the 

acquisition and disbursement, the brood of private and public evils would be 

extinguished .... 

Next to property, the most extensive source of our relations is sex. On the 

circumstances which produce, and the principles which regulate the union be

tween the sexes, happiness greatly depends. 

Few statements better reflected the emerging domination of liberal capi
talist cµlture. By establishing this connection between the calculus of ma
terial acquisition and that of libidinous regulation, Brown offered striking 
recognition of the new "structure of feeling" accompanying a competitive 
society of striving individuals. 9 

With these ideological tools, the youthful author constructed an autho-
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rial role combining social and literary responsibilities. The best method of 
fiction writing, he asserted in "Walstein's School," combined history and 
imagination. Real incidents and actors from the stage of history should be 
intertwined with vivid depictions and artful embellishments flowing from 
the author's fancy, all designed to "illuminate the understanding, to charm 
curiosity, and sway the passions." The object of such writing, Brown made 
clear, was not mere scintillation or amusement but moral instruction. In 
his words, "the narrative of public events, with a certain license of inven
tion, was the most efficacious of moral instruments." Mere reason and in
tellectual argument were lifeless instruments of moral enlightenment, but 
with interesting and detailed stories the "affections are engaged, the reason 
is won by incessant attacks ." History provided numerous examples of vir
tuous conduct, and the writer, by "displaying a model of right con
duct .. . [was] furnishing incitements to imitate that conduct." As Brown 
approvingly described Walstein's efforts, "He imagined that the exhibition 
of virtues and talents, forcing its way to sovereign power, and employing 
that power for the national good, was highly conducive to their [man
kind's] happiness ."10 

Brown sharpened these authorial principles to a finer point. In a ring
ing affirmation, he proclaimed the writer's "intellectual powers" as a great 
instrument of social justice . By demonstrating the benevolence of virtue 
and the baneful effects of vice, the skilled wordsmith could "rescue the vic
tims of prejudice and passion from the yoke of domestic tyrants, and 
shield the powerless from the oppression of power, the poor from the in
justice of the rich, and the simple from the stratagems of the cunning." In 
even stronger terms, Brown insisted that the writer's "genius and virtue 
may labour for the public good" by influencing "a change of national opin
ion." This, he claimed, was "the necessary prerequisite of revolutions." 
Brown's depiction of the writer as reformer partly reflected a liberalizing 
atmosphere that granted wide scope to individual agency: 

every man occupies a station in society in which he is necessarily active to evil 

or to good . There is a sphere of dimensions in which the influence of his ac

tions and opinions is felt. The causes that fashion men into instruments of hap

piness or misery, are numerous, complex, and operate upon a wide surface .. .. 

Governments and general education cannot be rectified, but individuals may be 

somewhat fortified against their influence. Right intentions may be instilled 

into them, and some good may be done by each within his social and domestic 

province. 11 
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Thus, in "Walstein's School," Brown framed an activist vision of the 
writer directing and molding social morality. Unquestionably influenced 
by the vast changes transforming the American republic in the late eigh
teenth century, he saw the author-reformer using his intellect and his pen 
for good in a fluid society increasingly conducive to individual choice. This 
ideological rendering of literary purpose would, at least in part, come to 
fruition with the outburst of novels in the late 1790s although not in pure 
form. These literary formulations first would have to engage the still errat
ic and highly emotional state of the writer's personal life. 

In 1798-Brown was now age twenty-seven-he remained in many 
ways entangled in a late adolescent angst of personal turmoil and indeci
sion. Physical infirmities, emotional afflictions, and career frustrations 
continued to flavor his correspondence. Moreover, he continued to bicker 
with his family over romance and career. They persisted in pressuring 
Brown to pursue his legal studies while he resisted in behalf of writing. He 
pursued liaisons with several young women, while his parents labored to 
break off his connection with all fe!llales who were not O!iakers. In July 
1798, for instance, the young man bitterly complained to friends about his 
family's maneuvers to separate him from his current girlfriend, Susan 
Potts, denouncing "the unjustifiable means ... employed to separate" him 
and Miss Potts. In addition to all of this, 1798 brought a severe epidemic of 
yellow fever to New York City which ravaged the population, including 
Brown's circle of young intellectuals. Perhaps his closest friend and advisor, 
Dr. Elihu H. Smith, died of the disease in September. Brown himself was 
stricken, and friends nursed him briefly in the same house where Smith lay 
before he fled the city for Perth Amboy, New Jersey. He recuperated 
fully.12 

This habitual tumult in Brown's private life contributed to a pattern of 
psychological agitation . Well into the 1790s his erratic behavior and fits of 
melancholy elicited frustrated comments from close associates. Shortly be
fore his death, for example, Elihu Smith wearily noted in his diary Brown's 
habit of abandoning half-finished literary projects: "He starts an idea, pur
sues it a little way; new ones spring up; he runs a short distance after each; 
meantime the original one is likely to escape entirely." William Dunlap, in 
his 1815 biography of the novelist, recorded a litany of corroborating im
press10ns: 

Brown acted as ifhe had no use for money. 
Brown was without system in everything . 
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Brown was negligent of personal appearance, even to slovenliness. 

Brown was in mixed company often silent and absent. 

Brown was fitful and irregular. 

79 

This intense disquietude not only impressed others but even prompted a 
dispassionate analysis, as opposed to earlier hysterics and emotional the

atrics, on the part of the young writer himself On New Year's Day, 1799, 
Brown ventilated his troubled private existence in a letter to his brother . 
The "surface of my life"-his lodging, his friends, his daily activities

probably would be thought "tolerably smooth" by most, he wrote. Yet the 

mere "external ease and temporary accommodation" provided by food and 
shelter could never be "sufficient to afford a reasonable being happiness," 

Brown mused unhappily. This growing awareness of a multifaceted ten

sion in his life-public versus private, superficial versus real, habitual ver
sus meaningful-also showed itself in what would have been Brown's first 

published novel. Skywalk, a fragmentary and finally abandoned manu
script, was announced in a public advertisement of March 1798 with this 

subtitle: "The Man Unknown to Himself-An American Tale." 13 

By the late r79os, then, the process of writing had assumed a greater 

sense of urgency for young Brown . As an exercise in sublimation, fiction 
writing had become a cathartic, almost magical process that channeled a 
flood of raw psychological energy. The author confessed to a correspon

dent, for example, that "a craving to invent" through writing had become a 
"mental necessity" that was "as necessary to my mind as sustenance to my 
frame." Writing served as the primary emotional outlet for a young man 

seeking to define himself in terms of "lofty eloquence, the exhibition of 
powerful motives, and a sort of audaciousness of character ." Brown once 

again disclosed himself in the advertisement for Skywalk, where his public 
justification for the novel demonstrated a passionate, almost sexual charge: 

"The world is governed not by the simpleton, but by the man of soaring 
passion and intellectual energy. By the display of such only can we hope to 
enchain the attention and ravish the souls of those who study and re
flect."14 

Thus, by 1798 the young Philadelphia intellectual was emerging, albeit 
rather unsteadily, from an emotional and professional adolescence. Poised 
on the threshhold of maturity, Brown's frustrated psychological energy, lit
erary commitments, and desire for social success comprised a coiled moti

vational spring. Its release powered a tremendous outpouring of fiction 
during the last two years of the century. The two novels generally written 
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and published first, Wieland and Ormond, were sensationalist texts that 
delved into the abnormal psyches, fluid identities, and passionate motiva

tions of mysterious and isolated individuals . The succeeding pair of tales, 

Arthur Mervyn and Edgar Huntly, continued to explore these concerns, but 
provided even more penetrating treatments of social context and personal 

fragmentation. All of these fictions, in varied and highly complex ways, 
brilliantly illuminated their author's struggle with the promise and priva

tions ofliberalizing change. 

II 

At first glance, Wieland; or, the Transformation and Ormond; or, the Secret 

Witness seem to be an odd pairing for analysis. Among Brown's novels the 
former enjoys the most critical respect while the latter suffers probably the 

least acclaim. Wieland offered a tone of consistent and spectacular dramat

ic tension; Ormond appeared intellectually speculative and morally didac
tic. The first novel focused on the bizarre actions and psychological moti

vations of three protagonists; the second presented a small army of 

representative characters, each of whom stood rather woodenly for a cer
tain set of ideas. From a purely literary point of view, as a novel Wieland 

worked and Ormond did not. Yet the two books shared a great deal more 
than is evident on the surface. Composed and completed within a few 

months of each other in 1798, they were Brown's first complete novels to 
appear before the public. The books also share a number of thematic, 

emotional, and ideological impulses. 
First, Brown tendered Wieland and Ormond in perhaps his purest 

Gothic style. Replete with mysterious occurrences and concealed motives, 
displaying a dark and brooding tone, and preoccupied with the abnormal 
psychology of characters, these books self-consciously attempted to engage 
and startle the senses. Appropriately, each concluded with a dramatic 
death-suicide in one case, murder in the other-following impassioned 
confrontations between the main characters. Second, both novels utilized a 
female narrator as a lens for viewing and comprehending the willful, de
mented male behavior that propels the stories along. This subtle juxtaposi
tion of gender sensibilities both complicated and highlighted Brown's ex
ploration of human motivation and deception. Third, Wieland and 
Ormond doggedly pursued the theme of "sincerity," posing it as an enor
mously difficult, perhaps paramount, problem in social relations. Finally, 
and most important, these two texts provided the earliest and most direct 
fictional reflection of Brown's ideological concerns as a young man: reli-
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gious delusion in Wieland, political radicalism in Ormond, and sexual poli
tics in both. Converging as stories of unfettered individual agency gone 
awry, these novels began an analysis that would become more complex, 
sensitive, and penetrating in later fictional work. 

In Wieland, Brown unfolded his concerns in a gripping and highly the
atrical style. The plot of the tale derived from an actual occurrence near 
Tomhannock, New York, where in 1781 an intensely religious farmer, 
James Yates, went berserk and ritually murdered his wife and four children 
after hearing the command of religious "voices." The young novelist bor
rowed this terrible event as the premise for his horrifying story of the fic
tional Wieland family. Set in the countryside outside Philadelphia, the 
narrative revolves around Clara and Theodore Wieland, the children of an 
English-born religious enthusiast whose mysterious death had orphaned 
them as children . Reared conscientiously and in some affluence by a maid
en aunt, the pair reached young adulthood with sound educations and in 
close-friendship with Catherine Pleyel and her brother Henry. Theodore 
married the former and sired four children, while Clara and the latter 
came to share an affection that promised matrimony. As the story unfold
ed, however, Theodore began to hear a mysterious voice that first spoke of 
innocuous issues, but then began to intrude more seriously into the lives of 
his friends and family. This strange phenomenon, which elicited much de
bate over its natural or supernatural origins, was accompanied by the ar
rival of a stranger, Carwin, an Irish immigrant of disheveled appearance, 
personal allure, and unknown character, who slowly ingratiated himself 
into the Wieland circle. He alternately charmed and frightened the small 
coterie, especially Clara, with his powerful but erratic personality. After a 
series of traumatic occurrences-Carwin was discovered one night hiding 
in Clara's bedroom closet; Henry Pleyel accused Carwin and Clara of hav
ing a love affair; everyone began to hear the whisperings of unknown voic
es-the tale reached its climax. Theodore, hearing what he believed to be 
"divine" voices urging him to murder, descended into madness and killed 
his wife, children, and a young servant girl. In the throes of a homicidal 
fit, he then confronted Clara and was about to stab her when Carwin ap
peared. He announced his powers as a "ventriloquist" and commanded 
young Wieland to halt, at which point the young madman, lapsing mo
mentarily into sanity, killed himself with a penknife. After this horrifying 
episode of physical carnage and psychological wreckage, the novel drew to 
a close with Clara's rather desolate meditations, after a three-year absence 
and recovery, on human understanding and moral duty.15 
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At one level, the meaning and intent of Wieland emerged clearly. 
Brown had related in the prefatory "Advertisement" for the novel that he 
saw himself as a "moral painter" aiming at "the illustration of some impor 
tant branches of the moral constitution of man." More precisely, he admit
ted a keen interest in "the latent springs and occasional perversions of the 
human mind." In the novel itself, this theme assumed a specific form : a 
devastating critique of eighteenth-century rationalism based on sensory 
impressions . From the time of John Locke's famous Essay Concerning Hu

man Understanding (1690), most enlightened intellectuals in the Atlantic 
world had agreed that human beings were the passive recipients of sensory 
impressions that became the basis for all thought, understanding, and ac
tion. With its emphasis on the lack of innate ideas and the ordering of 
sensory signals as the mind's function, this "sensationalist" psychology 
placed an enormous stress on human reason. As one of Brown's characters 
put it, the senses of sight and hearing were "the most explicit and unerring 
of those which support the fabric of human knowledge." 16 

This entire edifice, however, tottered and crashed under Wieland's 

fictional assault. From the opening pages a series of delusions, misappre
hensions, and irrationalities shredded the neat connection between sensory 
experience and rational behavior. Brown consistently stressed the difficulty, 
if not impossibility, of drawing just and truthful inferences from the raw 
data of the senses. Dangers came from several directions. Deliberate decep
tion by malignant human agency always threatened, as a poem on the nov
el's title page suggested: "From Virtue's blissful paths away/ the double
tongued are sure to stray." Carwin's manipulation of his ventriloquism in 
Wieland graphically illustrated this hazard . The irrational deductions of a 
diseased mind, manifested in the insane machinations of both the older 
and younger Wieland, further menaced the vision of calm human rational
ity. Finally, Brown consistently emphasized the simple inadequacy of 
human faculties for filtering and interpreting experience. Here Clara 
Wieland served as the author's proxy. "The will is the tool of the under
standing, which must fashion its conclusions on the notice of sense," she 
noted. "If the senses be depraved it is impossible to calculate the evils that 
may flow from the consequent deductions of the understanding ." So for 
the young Philadelphia writer, much lay beyond and beneath the human 
capacity for reason. Once again Clara expressed this disturbing conclusion: 
"Ideas exist in our minds that can be accounted for by no established 
laws."17 

Brown's conscious focus on abnormal psychology and the weaknesses of 
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sensationalist epistemology, of course, have long been recognized as an el
ement in Wieland. Less obvious but equally important, however, are sever
al ideological themes that also permeated the text. Expressed at times only 
half-consciously, this trio of motifs-the destruction of patriarchy, the 
dangers of religious fanaticism, the fragmentation of individualism-de
rived only partly from Brown's critique of Lockean epistemology. They 
also flowed from a social source. In his first novel the author drew on his 
encounters with, and misgivings about, the fluid society of liberal individ
ualism arising in post-Revolutionary America . 

The demise of patriarchal authority, along with its troubling conse
quences, haunted Brown's first novel. The spectacular death of the elder 
Wieland-a religious zealot, who dies from spontaneous combustion 
while praying at his rustic "temple"-not only sets the tone for the tale but 
stamps an enduring impression on the thoughts and actions of his chil
dren. By his death they are orphaned and "left to the guidance of our own 
understanding, and the casual impressions which society might make upon 
us." And, as Clara notes ruefully, the novel's ultimate tragedy could be 
traced to "the force of early impressions, and .. . the immeasurable evils 
that flow from an erroneous or imperfect discipline." While the patriarch's 
fiery end preoccupied the daughter, it absolutely obsessed the son. As 
Clara describes Theodore, "His father's death was always regarded by him 
as flowing from a direct and supernatural decree. It visited his meditations 
oftener than it did mine. The traces which it left were more gloomy and 
permanent .... When we sifted his thoughts, they were generally found to 
have a relation, more or less direct, with this incident." 

Here Brown painted a clear picture of social and psychological difficul
ties-an absence of meaningful authority, an isolated and brooding indi
vidualism-coming in the wake of patriarchal decay. In this context it is 
little wonder that when authority reappeared to Theodore it came misrep
resented as a Godly voice, and when individual agency exerted itself 
strongly it did so as the acts of a madman. Thus, Wieland reflected not 
only Brown's own earlier struggles with his family, but also the larger 
struggle in post-Revolutionary America with the disturbing consequences 
of a late eighteenth-century "revolt against patriarchal authority." 18 

If crumbling patriarchal dominion created a vacuum in Wieland, the 
force of religious fanaticism filled it with unfortunate effect. Brown, it 
seems clear, pursued this theme throughout the text as part of a long
standing critique of Christianity and its influence. As earlier letters ex
changed with Joseph Bringhurst demonstrated, the young author ques-
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tioned the validity and efficacy of Christian doctrine in behalf of rational 
inquiry. In Wieland, he implied that a narrow reliance on revealed religious 
duty led almost inevitably to dangerous excess. Again, the elder Wieland 
sets the stage. As a young man he was attracted to the Abigenses-a 
French Protestant sect widely thought to hold bizarre religious and social 
views-and embarked for the New World to serve as a missionary among 
the Indians. Later in life, according to his daughter's description, he grew 
even more restricted and obsessive in his religious sensibility: 

The empire of religious duty extended itself to his looks, gestures, and phrases . 

All levities of speech, and negligences of behavior, were proscribed. His air was 

mournful and contemplative . He laboured to keep alive a sentiment of fear, and 

a belief of the awe-inspiring presence of the Deity. Ideas foreign to this were 

sedulously excluded. 

When the father's compulsive prayers and clenched-jaw devotions led di
rectly to his death, the burden of religious zealotry shifted heavily to his 
children. 19 

In part, Theodore and Clara escaped doctrinaire religious training un
der the lenient tutelage of their aunt . Their education had "no religious 
standard" based on "the weighing of proofs and the dissection of creeds," 
but they did imbibe liberal religious sentiments that were "the product of 
lively feelings, excited by reflection on our own happinesss, and by the 
grandeur of external nature." The younger male Wieland, however, also 
inherited his father's extreme inclinations. While Clara remained content 
to weigh the varying claims of reason and religion in particular cases, 
Theodore became more and more concerned with "the history of religious 
opinions" and the grounds of their claims to validity and merit. "Prepara
tion and provision" for the future steadily crowded out his other interests 
in science and ancient literature until he approached the point of lunacy. 
Even after murdering his family under the influence of divine "voices," the 
young man denounced his accusers as "Impious and rash! thus to usurp the 
prerogatives of your Maker! to set up your bounded views and halting rea
son, as the measure of truth!" This denunciation of flimsy rationality and 
defense of divine revelation reached a climax in Theodore's simple justifi
cation: "I believed that God was my mover!" For Brown, an unquestioning 
allegiance to divine revelation over reason threatened destruction in a 
world where social and moral authority was crumbling, and where the flow 
of sensory impressions seemed to bring delusion as much as understanding 
and stability. Wieland brilliantly exposed such dangers. 20 
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Ultimately Brown's concerns with sensory uncertainty, crumbling patri

archy, and religious illusion converged in Wieland's most pervasive theme: 
an incoherent, fragmenting sense of individual sel£ Writing in the late 
1790s as the American republic was in the early throes of liberalizing 
change, and as he was still personally grappling with problems of career 
choice and success, the young author presented in his first novel a gallery 
of distressed individuals with splintered identities, self-destructive urges, 
and precarious destinies. He established this theme early in the text. The 
spectacular death of the elder Wieland by spontaneous combustion-per
haps the most striking scene in the novel-provided an arresting example 
of a character literally exploding from internal pressure. This revealing 
motif of individual disintegration pervaded, perhaps even dominated, the 
subsequent unfolding of the narrative.21 

The development of Clara and Theodore Wieland offered variations on 
the theme. The son diligently pursued a goal of taut self-control, delving 
into science, literature, and history with grave intensity. Keeping a tight 
rein on his emotions, he evinced an "air of forethought and sobriety" and 
his companions "scarcely ever knew him to laugh." Theodore also took 
shape, however, as a bundle of contradictions. Brooding over his father's 
death-Clara noted the "obvious resemblance" between them, as "their 
characters were similar"-he combined a dark fascination with supernatu
ralism and mysticism with an adulation of Cicero, the classical republican 
and Stoic moralist of ancient Rome. A member of the landed gentry 
whose inherited wealth made diligent labor unnecessary, Theodore none
theless believed that "Power and riches were chiefly to be dreaded on ac
count of their tendency to deprave the possessor. He held them in abhor
rence, not only as instruments of misery to others, but to him on whom 
they were conferred." Although driven by "moral necessity, and calvinistic 
inspiration," he admitted that "Human life, in his opinion, was made up of 
changeable elements, and the principles of duty were not easily unfolded." 
Such contradictory impulses culminated, of course, in Theodore's crazed 
outburst of homicidal violence after which, in a flash of lucidity, he real
ized the gruesome deeds committed by "his own misguided hand." He 
could not resolve his internal confusion, bursting out that "If a devil has 
deceived me, he came in the habit of an angel. If I erred, it was not my 
judgement that deceived me, but my senses." Since it was inconceivable 
that "nature should long sustain this conflict," in Clara's words, her brother 
finally, violently resolved his horrible inner conflict with a self-inflicted 
stab to the neck.22 
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Clara's disintegration was less dramatic but more palpable. As the nar
rative voice in the novel, she faithfully reported the series of strange and 
horrible incidents that led to her family's demise . Her own mental state 
and moral sensibility steadily unraveled in the process. She set this tone at 
the outset when, preparing to tell her tale in an epistolary flashback, she 
grimly confessed a fatalism that was "perfectly indifferent" both to the fu
ture and to a Deity whose guidance over her life "admits of no recall." As 
the story actually began, however, the young woman revealed her earlier 
self to have been quite different: gently idealistic, sympathetic toward vic
tims of misfortune, intellectually curious, interested in music and poetry, 
receptive to religious guidance yet respectful of human reason. Only with 
the mysterious appearance of unknown "voices" and the stranger Carwin 
did her calm, assured existence begin to fall apart. Unable to comprehend 
the accelerating delusion of her senses and rational faculties, Clara began 
to fear that everything was appearance and illusion . Admitting the increas
ingly confused quality of her epistolary narrative, she exasperatedly pro
claimed, "What but ambiguities, a_bruptness, and dark transition can be 
expected from the historian who is, at the same time, the sufferer of disas
ters?" Her dream life became an agony of nightmares in which she was 
"tor-mented by phantoms of my own creation" and hovered on the edge of 
"imbecility." By the denouement of Wieland, where her demented brother 
has pulled back from murdering her and instead ended his own life, Clara's 
inability to confront and understand experience had become almost com
plete and her capacity for meaningful action had been destroyed. She 
stood before Theodore's body utterly devastated, uncomprehending, and 
suicidal: "This scene of havoc was produced by an illusion of the senses. 
Be it so: I care not from what source these disasters have flowed . .. . I ask 
only quick deliverance from life and all the ills that attend it."23 

While Theodore and Clara illustrated a fragmenting self susceptible to 
delusion and debilitation, Brown presented another character whose in
stincts led in a more quietly disturbing direction. Carwin, the mercurial 
Irish immigrant, provided through his appearances and actions a catalyst 
for much of Wieland's story. In fact, the author was so taken with his cre
ation that he began writing "Memoirs of Carwin the Biloquist" while the 
original novel was still in press. He would not publish the "Memoir" until 
six years later, and then only in magazine installments .24 In Wieland, how
ever, Carwin appeared as a walking embodiment of deception and du
plicity. From the time he first appeared at the Wieland household as an 
acquaintance of Henry Pleyel, his erratic conduct both entranced and con-
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fused his hosts. Carwin charmed with his elegant conversation and "mind 
of the highest order" while he carefully hid his character and beliefs. The 

contradictions in his personality and appearance-repellent physical fea
tures along with animal magnetism, claims of innocence and implication 
in evil, a thirst for knowledge in concert with the habits of a vagrant trick
ster-became steadily more striking. By the conclusion of the text, Carwin 
had become "the double-tongued deceiver" of whom Brown had warned 

on the title page. 
Carwin's deceptions involved several complex and fascinating dimen

sions. Q_yite clearly, for example, his strong sexuality generated a pulsating 
psychological charge throughout the narrative . When he first arrived at 
the Wieland household asking for a cup of water, Clara was infatuated not 
with his looks-he was coarse-featured, shaggy, with sallow complexion 
and large teeth-but with his "eyes lustrously black," a passionate voice 
"mellifluent and clear," and a "radiance inexpressibly serene and potent." 
The young woman was so stricken that she burst into tears, and penned a 
sketch of him that she brooded over for days. This sexual dynamic grew 
more complicated, however, when it became known that Carwin had been 
carrying on an affair with Clara's womanservant in the summer-house . 
And it became positively alarming when Clara later discovered the 
stranger hiding in her closet with the admitted intent to "have borne away 
the spoils of your honor." In this fashion a growing awareness of Carwin's 
intense sexual appetite, usually hidden beneath his civilized demeanor, 
gradually subverted a naive reliance on both human rationality and human 
appearance. 25 

In a different sense, however, Carwin's mystery also took on a social 
cast in the novel. As Brown spun out the narrative in Wieland, attempts to 
penetrate the social masks of the visitor became steadily more central to 
the tale. Clara expressed her considerable discomfort shortly after Carwin's 
arrival, noting that "The inscrutableness of his character, and the uncer
tainty whether his fellowship tended to good or evil, were seldom absent 
from our minds." As his actions and explanations became murkier and 
even contradictory, she suspected that "nothing could be discerned 
through the impenetrable veil of his duplicity." Even Henry Pleyel, Car
win's friend, became highly distrustful of "the ambiguous expression of his 
countenance," "the cloud which obscured his character," and "the suspi
cious nature of that concealment which he studied." This growing preoc
cupation with "genuine" character versus mere "appearance" reflected 
Brown's long preoccupation with the issue of social trust: On what basis 
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could ambitious, aspiring individuals be relied upon to act forthrightly and 
scrupulously? In Wieland, Carwin provided disturbing answers.26 

"Ventriloquism"-most critics have seen it merely as a mechanism for 
Brown's Gothic literary machinations-brilliantly symbolized Carwin's 
fragmented self and its capacity for deception. The reader gradually learns 
that the chorus of mysterious "voices" heard by Theodore, Henry, and 
Clara were the product of Carwin 's singular ability to mimic others and 
throw his voice. He confessed to Clara after Theodore 's murderous ram
page, in an attempt to absolve himself of guilt in the killings, that "I have 
handled a tool of wonderful efficacy without malignant intentions, but 
without caution ." Carwin also admitted that he had often abused his tal
ents for verbal manipulat ion . "Unfortified by principle, subjected to pover
ty, stimulated by headlong passions," he related, "I made this powerful en
gine subservient to the supply of my wants, and the gratification of my 
vanity."27 

This ability to assume identities, to bewilder the senses of sight and 
sound, eventually led to a horrifying conclusion. The crazed Theodore, fi
nally grasping that Carwin 's "voices" had contributed to his delusion , de
nounced him as a monster: "If a devil has deceived me, he came in the 
habit of an angel. ... Now he personates a human form; then he was invi
sioned with the lustre of heaven." For Clara, moral responsibility for her 
family's destruction led directly to the stranger as "the grand deceiver; the 
author of this black conspiracy; the intelligence that governed in this 
storm. " His delusory powers as a ventriloquist, and his malleable identity, 
also turned inward and forced Carwin to face his internal turmoil. As his 
involvement in the Wieland tragedy became clearer, he acknowledged that 
he was "self-expelled" from a formerly happy group as "I had warred 
against my peace and my fame . . . [and] the fellowship of vigorous and 
pure minds ." Carwin betrayed this sense of inner fragmentation even more 
clearly when he was earlier discovered hiding in Clara's bedroom . Admit
ting his designs to ravish her, he spoke with great intensity about the 
"voice" that had warned her of his presence (we later learn, of course, that 
Carwin himself had produced this voice by ventriloquism): 

He is my eternal foe; the baffler of my best concerted schemes. Twice have you 

been saved by his accursed interposition. But for him I should long ere now 

have borne away the spoils of your honor ... . The power that protects you 

would crumble my sinews, and reduce me to a heap of ashes in a moment, if I 

were to harbour a thought hostile to your safety.28 
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So Carwin perhaps best illustrated the larger thrust of Charles Brock
den Brown's first novel. As a dealer in illusion, Carwin was a dangerous 
social figure who survived as a kind of psychological "confidence man ." 
With his chameleon-like talent for constantly changing shape and form, 
steadily assuming voices and identities, he embodied the "serial self" of a 
liberalizing culture. Exhibiting the identity diffusion of the personae, Car
win had no hard sense of sel£ With Theodore's lunacy and suicide, with 
Clara's collapse into a long-suffering fatalism, he alone survived as a frag
mented individual standing in the middle of a scene of social and psycho
logical devastation . Carwin suggested what Wieland offered, at various lev
els of authorial intent, in a larger sense: a devastating picture of social 
relations and consciousness in late eighteenth-century America . Brown 
presented a frightening depiction of society crumbling from the collapsing 
supports of religion and the patriarchal family, of human agency choosing 
disastrously under the burden of social deceit, of liberated individuals 
whirling apart under the pressures of sensory delusion. In the last few 
weeks of 1798 the author would frantically paint the same scene in yet an
other novel. This time he used a somewhat different palette of colors. 

I I I 

Brown's second novel, Ormond; or, the Secret Witness, presented a version 
of the standard eighteenth-century seduction tale. Its structure and sensi
bility, however, seemed to pull in different directions. The book's plot un
folded a highly melodramatic story of passion, sexuality, and sociopathy. 
Setting out the standard fare of Gothic storytelling, the novel invited its 
audience to feast on a banquet of murder and mayhem, mystery and 
malevolence, rape and suicide, all accompanied with the familiar condi
ments of foreboding, inscrutability, and gloom. At the same time, howev
er, Brown's text was a rather wooden novel of ideas. Caught up in political 
and intellectual agitation of the late eighteenth-century Atlantic world, 
the author constructed his characters as somewhat mechanical representa
tions of clashing ideas and ideologies. The two features prodding the story 
along-the carrot of melodrama, the stick of didactic intellectualism-ul
timately pointed in different directions. Brown lamely attempted to cam
ouflage this dilemma in the book's introduction, where he claimed to be 
offering "an authentic, and not a fictitious tale" devoid of"artificial or elab
orate order" and based on conclusions "which the facts ... sometimes 
abundant, and sometimes scanty, would permit." This contrariness in the 
novel could be attributed partly to the extreme hastiness of its composi-
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tion. Apparently beginning sometime in October r798, Brown threw him
self into writing with such intensity that he admitted to being "scarcely 

conscious of the lapse of time" and "thoroughly weary and unfit for a 
continuance of the same employment in any new shape." Thematic and 

contextual complexity, more than mere haste, however, explained much of 
Ormond's frustrating divergences. 29 

The novel's plot was deceptively simple. As narrated by Mrs. Sophia 
Westwyn Courtland, it focused on the life of close friend Constantia Dud
ley, a sixteen-year-old girl who had lived a life of hardship, and her en
counters with Ormond, an arrogant and aristocratic political radical. Con

stantia's father had been financially and emotionally ruined by a fraudulent 
business partner, so his daughter had taken over support of the household 
by working as a seamstress. Well-educated, independent-minded, and vir

tuous, Constantia had rejected all suitors and by hard work maintained her 
family in a genteel but honorable poverty. When an epidemic of yellow 
fever swept through the city, she protected her father and nursed her 

friends with admirable benevolence. Constantia gradually became ac
quianted with Ormond, an extreme rationalist devoted to the building of a 
utopian society. As their friendship blossomed, he found himself attracted 
first to the young heroine's moral and intellectual qualities, then to her 

physical features. As Ormond began to pursue Constantia , he gradually 
developed a sexual obsession. When the young woman's father was horri

bly and mysteriously murdered and she prepared to embark for Europe 
with a patroness, Ormond lost all control. Confronting her and prepared 
for rape in the novel's climactic scene, he was stabbed and killed by Con

stantia during a physical struggle . 
As Ormond's story line moved toward this climax of virtue defended 

and evil defeated, it was accompanied by several interposed narratives and 
character sketches. Several of them focused on female characters: Sophia, 
a sentimentalist and worldly-wise woman who became Constantia's pro
tector and religious counselor; Helena Cleves, Ormond's mistress, a beau
tiful and artistic young woman of limited intellect who killed herself from 
grief when her lover's affections turned elsewhere; and Martinette de 
Beauvais, Ormond's sister, a widely traveled and vigorous woman whose 
adventures in revolutionary Europe included military service and political 
assassination. These characters, like the two protagonists, often seemed to 
be little more than abstract representations of self-controlled virtue, self
regarding evil, religious character, shallow sensuality, and extreme femi
nism. The cross-currents and interactions between them, while usually in-
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tense, constituted an artificial and stilted debate of ideas more than any
thing else. 

As critics have noted, several obvious influences underpinned Brown's 
second novel. The eighteenth-century "sentimental romance," for instance, 
was much in evidence. As tendered by authors like Samuel Richardson in 
Pamela and Clarissa, these tales presented highly moralistic treatments 
(usually revolving around the seduction theme) of sensual temptation, eth
ical duty, and rational critiques of religion. Ormond's embroidery upon this 
narrative form was apparent, but so too was its debt to the immensely 
popular Gothic novels of the late 1700s. Like Ann Radcliffe's Mysteries of 
Udolpho or Matthew Lewis' The Monk, it embraced a sensationalist mode 
of supernatural influences and scheming villains, dark houses and mysteri
ous passageways, secret burials and unhinged characters. Finally, the "nov
el of purpose," as practiced by radical writers like Robert Bage and partic
ularly William Godwin in Caleb Williams, heavily influenced Brown's text. 
Enamored with their revolutionary challenges to the moral values of soci
ety, the young American writer attempted a fictional analysis of whether 
man could perpetually improve himself by fulfilling his rational capabili
ties.30 

This melange of literary inspirations, however, never fused into a co
herent artistic whole in Ormond. The various elements too often remained 
disparate and undeveloped, without a lucid intellectual, political, or moral 
thrust. Unintendedly, however, like Wieland this novel displayed a subtle 
underlying unity. Ormond's Gothic, sentimental, and radical dimensions 
all exposed, from various angles of vision, a central problem that had pre
occupied Brown throughout much of his early life: the simultaneous possi
bilities and perversions of liberated human agency in a liberalizing society. 
His chaotic and hastily drawn sketches of characters' fluid values and 
moral incertitude reflected the disarray of both the author's own convic
tions and the social scene they surveyed. 

Brown hinted broadly at this thematic obsession early in the text of Or

mond. The introductory letter that prefaced the novel contained the 
promise that Constantia Dudley's story would illustrate the "modes of life, 
the influence of public events upon the character and happiness of individ
uals in America ." This was important, the author emphasized, because the 
"distinctions of birth, the artificial degrees of esteem or contempt which 
connect themselves with different professions and ranks" in Europe "are 
but little known among us." Later in the story, narrator Sophia Westwyn 
Courtland added a caveat to this portrayal of aspiring American individu-



92 THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

alism. In this New World republic, she asserted, "all things tended to the 
same level. Genius, and virtue, and happiness, on these shores, were dis
tinguished by a sort of mediocrity." The context of individual liberation 
and social leveling opened several interpretive avenues, and characteristi
cally Brown chose a dark and pessimistic one.31 

Indeed, the opening vignette of Ormond clearly mapped the disturbing 
social boundaries of the novel. As background for Constantia's struggle to 
survive, the author related the travails of her father, Stephen Dudley. 
Young Stephen had been trained to be an artist, even traveling in Europe 
to hone his skills as a painter, until the death of his father forced him to 
assume the family's "apothecary" business. There the "drudgery of a shop" 
gradually blunted his sensibility and fostered bitterness. Yearning for "pur
suits which exalt and harmonize the feelings," he developed a conviction 
that "disgrace was annexed to every employment of which the only pur
pose was gain." Brown heightened this critical view of American commer
cial life with two narrative additions. First, Stephen Dudley was betrayed 
and forced into bankruptcy by the fraud of Thomas Craig, a young man 
whom he had befriended and made his partner. Craig's secret embezzle
ment drove the old man into poverty, disgrace, and eventual alcoholism . 
When Dudley went blind later and was unable even to paint, the tragic 
corruption of art by commerce was complete. Second, as Constantia picked 
up the burden of financial support, Brown depicted her rejecting several 
suitors, particularly one named Balfour. This prosperous figure, according 
to the novel, led a life that was "a model of chasteness and regularity." His 
failure, however, lay in banality rather than evil. Balfour's devotion to the 
power of "industry and temperance to confer and maintain wealth" made 
for a rather single-minded existence. This self-made man valued Constan
tia for "her admirable economy of time and money and labor, the simplici
ty of her dress, her evenness of temper." Constantia rejected him on the 
grounds that "riches were not barren of constraint, and its advantages 
might be purchased at too dear a rate" (pp. r20, 82-83) . 

Thus, Brown enveloped Ormond's tale in a disquieting bourgeois envi
ronment in which commercial fraud, bankruptcy, shallow materialism, and 
individual greed seemed to prevail. Against this backdrop of social insecu
rity, he explored several themes that connoted the liberated yet frightening 
aspects of individual agency. Education, for instance, the activity that pre
pared one to cope and survive in a competitive world, garnered consider
able authorial attention. Here gender considerations surfaced, and "male" 
and "female" modes of instruction constantly intruded into the narrative. 
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Constantia circumvented the usual limits of female learning under the in
spiration of her father, who "sought to make her, not alluring and volup
tuous, but eloquent and wise." Like a young man, she studied Latin and 
English, history and literature, mathematics and science. By contrast, He
lena Cleves, Ormond's mistress and Constantia's friend, followed the usual 
female standard . She believed that "women are generally limited to what is 
sensual and ornamental: music and painting, and the Italian and French 
languages, are bounds which they seldom pass." Helena's "feminine and 
fascinating quality" consisted of "voluptuous sweetness of temper and 
mediocrity of understanding." Her education had shaped a mind "inured to 
the discussion of logical points and the tracing of remote consequences ." 
The author's constant juxtaposition of the two young women-Constan
tia's preparation allowed her to survive while Helena's led her to suicide
reflected in part a liberated female model previewed in Alcuin. It suggested 
even more strongly Brown's sense that late eighteenth-century society re
quired for everyone an education geared less to "female" artistic, expressive, 
and ornamental adornments and more to "male" qualities of worldly 
knowledge, individual aspiration, and the rational calculation of costs and 

benefits (pp. 33, n9-21, 146). 
Even more than pedagogy, however, deception provided a major the

matic thrust of Ormond . Brown stretched this issue in various directions 
throughout the text, from the explicit social manipulations of the "confi
dence man" to the more subtle psychological delusions of ambitious indi
viduals. As Sophia shrewdly noted, echoing the youthful author's long
standing concern since his Rhapsodist essays, 

To scrutinize and ascertain our own principles are abundantly difficult. To ex

hibit these principles to the world with absolute sincerity, can scarcely be ex

pected. We are prompted to conceal and to feign by a thousand motives ... . To 

comprehend the whole truth, with regard to the character and conduct of an

other, may be denied to any human being. 

A strong fear of deception, of an inability to penetrate the masks hiding 
the character and motives of others, particularly appeared in the two key 
players in the novel (p. m). 

Ormond himself, of course, was a study in duplicity. With his mysteri
ous political views, his aristocratic elegance shrouding intense animalistic 
instincts, and his wondrous capacity for secretly, almost supernaturally 
penetrating the thoughts of others, this protagonist became a moral 
chameleon to other characters and to the reader as well: "No one was more 
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impenetrable than Ormond, though no one's real character seemed more 
easily discerned .... [His] appearances were merely calculated to mislead 
and not to enlighten." If Ormond's deceptions consistently permeated the 
text, Thomas Craig's jolted it more briefly and spectacularly. When he first 
appeared in Stephen Dudley's shop, young Craig proclaimed devotion to 
the self-made success ideal. Determined to make his own way, this Eng
lish immigrant claimed he had "come to America, in search for the means 
of independent subsistence." His enormous appetite for wealth and status, 
however, eventually led to lying, embezzlement, and murder . Craig be
came the horrifying embodiment of one of Brown's greatest fears: the 
masked individual for whom greed was a habit and mendacity a ritual. 

There were few men who could refuse their confidence to his open and ingenu 

ous aspect .... His temptations to deceive were stronger than what are incident 

to most other men . Deception was so easy a task, that the difficulty lay, not in 

infusing false opinions respecting him, but in preventing them from being 

spontaneously imbibed . He contracted habits of imposture imperceptibly . In 

proportion as he deviated from the practice of truth, he discerned the necessity 

of extending and systematizing his efforts, and of aug-menting the original be

nignity and attractiveness of his looks by studied additions . The further he pro

ceeded, the more difficult it was to return. Experience and habit added daily to 

his speciousness till at length the world perhaps might have been searched in 

vain for his competitor. (pp. u6-17, 8, 99) 

This unveiling of duplicitous confidence games in American private life 
prompted Brown to examine an analogue in public life: politics. Here Or
mond's enigmatic schemes of radical utopianism cast a dark shadow over 
the novel. His political principles came into the open slowly, and then only 
by fits and starts. The young Ormond, it turned out, had been involved 
with a group of radical "schemers and reasoners" in Berlin "who aimed at 
the new-modelling of the world, and the subversion of all that has hither
to been conceived elementary and fundamental, in the constitution of 
man." The "secret efforts" of this clique-Brown invoked here the infa
mous Bavarian Illuminati-had focused not only on plans for revolution 
but on a colonizing effort in some unexplored wilderness area of the New 
World. Although convinced that a "mortal poison pervaded the whole sys
tem" and that the "principles of the social machine must be rectified before 
man can be beneficially active," Ormond remained reticent about his revo
lutionary plans. He would only assert rather vaguely that the wise man 
"carefully distinguished between men, in the abstract, and men as they 
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are." Each individual, he argued, "was part of a machine, and as such had 
not power to withhold his agency." Thus, while benevolence and the "gen
eral benefit" should not be totally disregarded, another conclusion was 
inescapable: "A man may reasonably hope to accomplish his end, when 
he proposes nothing but his own good: Any other point is inaccessible." 
This program-highly rationalistic, self-interested, secretive, incendiary
offered a dark variety of liberal politics, one rooted in an individualism 
twisted toward greed and destruction. Ormond the ideologue carefully 
concealed his political maxims and kept them "exhibited, or hidden, or 
shifted, according to his purpose" (pp. 252, m-12, u2-13). 

Ormond's world of false appearances, hidden motives, and deceptive in
dividualism gained additional credence from a pair of authorial habits, one 
a thematic concern and the other a literary device. Ironically, given 
Brown's anticlerical leanings, religion infused this story in a highly didactic 
way. Constantia 's susceptibility to Ormond's deceit, he explained, would be 
largely traced to her indifference toward "the felicity and excellence flow
ing from religion." Without it, "her principal security and strongest bul
wark" against misfortune was missing. Ormond's evil, at the same time, 
flowed from his active atheism, a "disbelief at once unchangeable and 
strenuous ." Viewing the universe as a physical mechanism with no begin
ning and no end, he dismissed religion as a contemptible irrationality that 
he "not only dissented, but abhorred ." This depiction of a moral void was 
reinforced by characterization in the novel. Practically every character in 
Ormond was an orphan. This included not only several minor players, but 
also Thomas Craig, Sophia, Ormond and his sister, Helena Cleves, and 
eventually Constantia herself Moreover, murder (the death of Stephen 
Dudley and Ormond) and suicide (Helena's, Constantia's threat of it) 
seemed to carry Brown's vision of individual isolation to its logical, if ex
treme, conclusion. As one character anguished, "We must lay aside the 
burden which we cannot sustain. If thought degenerates into a vehicle of 
pain, what remains but to destroy that vehicle?" (pp. 179, 180, 26). 

In such fashion, Ormond's characters could find no solid moral ground, 
could discover no firm basis for coherent selfhood at the very time their 
society was releasing individual agency to pursue its own ends. Stripped of 
family support, religious values, and community commitments, they strug
gled in vain to find solace in ideology or worldly achievement. The inner 
anxiety that resulted found expression in one of Brown's most powerful 
themes in this novel: the collision of rationality and sexuality. Throughout 
the text these attributes fiercely contended with one another, fighting for 
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control of the character and the narrative. Significantly, neither triumphed 
but only succeeded in further fragmenting any sense of human cohesion. 

In the early sections of Ormond, a loyalty to rational principles defined 
both Constantia and Ormond. The aristocratic young gentleman had "a 
mind of uncommon energy," and he valued above all else "intellectual en
ergy." Contemptuous of religion and the opinions of others, he interpreted 
the world according to "the suggestions of his understanding." Mere phys
ical pleasures and love, "in his scale of enjoyments and gratifications .. . 
were placed at the bottom." Ormond's system and manner of calculating 
reason, in many ways, were mirrored in the young woman who became his 
obsession. Constantia's education, as noted earlier, had elevated "serious" 
rational study and downplayed the traditional female emphasis on the or
namental arts. Her family's social privations only encouraged a hardened 
self-reliance. Perhaps out of necessity, the young woman became a keen 
observer of human nature, constantly "examining, comparing, deducing." 
Wary of being swept off her feet by love, eager to contemplate substantial 
ideas, her encounters with Ormond became literally a meeting of the 
minds . Yet rationality ultimately failed both protagonists. Ormond slowly 
but inexorably abandoned reason for physical lust until he was carried over 
the precipice into self-destruction. Constantia, for all her determination to 
rationally penetrate "forms" and discern the validity of "the outward figure 
to exhibit the internal sentiments," fell victim to terrifying self-delusion. 
In both cases, it was no accident that sex lay near the center of things (pp. 

114-17, 76, 77). 
As Brown's second novel unfolded, the erosion of rationality seemed in

creasingly prompted by a surge of aggressive, even deviant sexuality. Or
mond 's case was fairly simple: he "contracted a passion" for Constantia, a 
desire for her "person and affections . .. which it was the dearest purpose 
of his existence to gain." This affliction pushed Ormond to the point of 
rape and led Brown to this meditation : 

Several sensations associating themselves in a certain way with our ideas, beget 

a disease which ... is a case of more entire subversion and confusion of mind 

than any other. The victim is callous to the sentiments of honour and shame, 

insensible to the most palpable distinctions of right and wrong, a systematic 

opponent of testimony, and obstinate perverter of truth . (pp. 178, 160) 

The assault of sexuality on reason was rendered more subtly in the case 
of Ormond's female characters. Helena Cleves, of course, committed sui
cide as a result of her inability to hold Ormond with her sensuality and 
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sexual favors. Constantia followed a more indirect path. It seems no acci
dent that as her rational faculties steadily proved less able to illuminate the 
social and moral atmosphere, she turned to the attractions of female ho
moeroticism. This theme, although muted because of eighteenth-century 
convention, ran deep in the novel. Early on, for instance, Constantia be
came infatuated with Martinette de Beauvais, first hoping that she "would 
prove worthy of her love," and then later becoming daily "more enamoured 
of her new acquaintance." This paled, however, in comparison to Constan
tia's relationship with Sophia Westwyn Courtland. Brown referred frankly 
to their "romantic passion for each other," and described Constantia's 
cries-"O! precious inebriation of the heart! O! preeminent love!"-upon 
meeting Sophia. In one particularly revealing passage, the text presented 
this sketch of a joyful reunion between the two women after a long separa
tion: 

The succeeding three days were spent in a state of dizziness and intoxication . 

The ordinary functions of nature were disturbed. The appetite for sleep and for 

food were confounded and lost, amidst the impetuousities of a master-passion. 

To look and to talk to each, afforded enchanting occupation for every moment . 

I [Sophia] would not part from her side, but eat and slept, walked and mused 

and read, with my own arm locked in hers, and with her breath fanning my 

cheek. 

Ormond's powerful sexual energy-especially with its connotations of loss 
of control and gender confusion-finally collapsed inward upon itself 
With Ormond's murder and Constantia's permanent trauma, it produced 
an orgy of death, suffering, and chaos. Sex and rationality, equally danger
ous and pulling in opposite directions, could only destroy one another in 

the end (pp. 12, 189, 256, 250). 
The burden of Ormond, with its inconsistencies and passions, finally 

came to rest on the shoulders of its three protagonists. Sophia, Constantia, 
and Ormond, for all their abstract qualities and stilted ideologies, embod
ied Brown's vision of willful, yet deeply flawed individuals set loose in a 
mutable world. Sophia, both as narrator and central actor, played, a crucial 
role. The author invested her with qualities of worldly experience, wis
dom, and benevolence and she became an attempted savior of her young 
friend's virtue. Having traveled widely, she was acquainted with much "in
novation and imposture" in human behavior. Moreover, with her mother's 
lunacy and death some years before she had been forced to become "expert 
in the management of all affairs relative to property ... [and] obligations 
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and cares, little suitable to my sex and age." Sophia maintained a strong 
sense of Godliness - "I know that all physical and moral agents, are merely 
instrumental to the purpose that he wills"-as well as a benevolent desire 
to appreciate her fellow human beings and industriously promote their 
happiness . Yet this coherent and purposeful woman, even with her moral 
strength and narrative power, failed in the end. Sophia's piety and benevo
lence proved to be a false interpreter of events, and her friend's escape 
from the clutches of the rapist Ormond came in spite of, not because of, 
her rescue efforts . As she acknowledged in rather subdued fashion at the 
novel's end, she could only hope that the story would provide to others "as 
much instruction, as the contemplation of the sufferings and vicissitudes 
of Constantia Dudley has afforded me" (pp. 252-53, 224, 294). 

Indeed, Sophia 's impotence faded before the inexorable disintegration 
of her close friend . As the narrative of Ormond proceeded, Constantia's 
fate comprised one long fall from innocence, both in a private and public 
sense. In her personal life, the young woman embodied benevolence as she 
cared for plague-stricken friends, accepted responsibility for support of her 
emotionally crippled father, and tried to aid her friend Helena Cleves. 
Moreover, this young woman of"quiet thoughts and steadfast purposes . .. 
yielded nothing to caprice or passion ." Kindness and self-control, however, 
provided no preparation for dealing with the world. As Sophia described 
Constantia near the end of the novel, 

The mind of my friend was wavering and unsuspicious. She had lived at a dis

tance from scenes, where principles are hourly put to the test of experiment . . . . 

Hence my friend had decided without the sanction of experience, had allowed 

herself to wander into untried paths, and had hearkened to positions pregnant 

with destruction and ignominy. 

In the public sphere, Constantia had pursued the goal of industrious indi
vidualism. Rejecting the pecuniary dependence of marriage and toiling 
alone as a seamstress, "she was at least mistress of the product of her own 
labor" and "the profits, though slender, were sure, and she administered 
her little property in what manner she pleased." Yet this self-reliance came 
to nothing in the young woman's struggle with power and deceit. Con
stantia ultimately became an object in a battle of wills between Sophia and 
Ormond, two strong-minded individuals who contended for both her 
mind and her body. She collapsed under the pressure, and saved herself 
only with a desperate act of violence (pp. 21, 252-53, 84). 

Ormond, the driving force of the novel, personified Brown's greatest 
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fear and greatest fascination: the forceful man of genius going beyond all 
social boundaries, pursuing his own vision, and evincing contempt for all 
limits . As the young writer had admitted in early 1798, "Great energy em
ployed in the promotion of vicious purposes, constitute a very useful spec
tacle. Give me a tale of lofty crimes, rather than of honest folly." Ormond 
gave Brown just such a story. 32 

This aristocratic character arrogantly dismissed the opinions of others, 
setting little store by their prejudices and sensibilities; "He, everywhere, 
acted ... as if he were alone." Ormond rationalized his conduct, however, 
with a claim of absolute "sincerity" to which "he refused no sacrifice." His 
"air of ferocity and haughty negligence" flowed from an absolute faith in 
his own rational judgment and its expression . Ormond's life, in fact, was 
one long exercise in deceit. From youth he had developed "a remarkable 
facility in imitating the voice and gestures of others," and he often "as
sumed a borrowed character and guise" that allowed him to accomplish 
many designs. Moreover, Ormond demonstrated a peculiar kind of mental 
telepathy that allowed him to climb secretly into the minds and communi
cations of his acquaintances. Part of his justification for duplicity was utili
tarian: since most people "were in the perpetual use of stratagems and arti
fices, it was allowable, he thought, to wield the same arms." Even more 
important, as he both recognized and relished, duplicity bestowed power: 

Ormond aspired to nothing more ardently than to hold the reins of opinion 

to exercise absolute power over the conduct of others, not by constraining their 

limbs or by exacting obedience to his authority, but in a way of which his sub

jects should be scarcely conscious. He desired that his guidance should control 

their steps, but that his agency, when most effectual, should be the least sus

pected. 33 

Ormond's relentless desire for individual dominion, however, eventually 
turned inward to unhinge and splinter his own psyche. He lost the ability 
even to discern the difference between deceit and integrity in social rela
tions. For Ormond, society quite literally became a stage, and Brown bril
liantly described his use of masks and disguises: 

Compared with thi s the performance of the actor is the sport of children . This 

profession he was accustomed to treat with merciless ridicule, and no doubt, 

some of his contempt arose from a secret comparison, between the theatrical 

species of imitation, and his own . He blended in his own person the functions 

of poet and actor, and his dramas were not ficticious but real. The end that he 
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proposed was not the amusement of a playhouse crowd. His were scenes in 

which hope and fear exercises a genuine influence. 

For this consummate social actor, the playing out of his own desires be

came the only reality, and by the end of the novel he had become dimly 
cognizant of his internal distortions. Confronting Constantia after engi

neering the murder of her father, and preparing to rape her, he asked with 
great agitation, "Catch you not a view of the monsters that are starting 
into birth here (and he put his left hand to his forehead). But you cannot." 

Ormond may have become aware of his own internal "monsters," but he 
had no way to control them. Ultimately, like many of Brown's characters 

and many Americans of the era, his center would not hold. 34 



FIVE 

@l:11 The Major Novels (II): 

Deception and Disintegration 

Both Ormond and Wieland reflected Charles Brockden 
Brown's confrontations with, and entanglements in, a post-Revolutionary 
society of liberation, flux, opportunity, and danger . Like the first stage of 
an archeological excavation, however, the Philadelphian's first two novels 
only identified the project site and uncovered superficial layers that sug
gested deeper treasures. Their sporadic, uneven treatments of religion, pol
itics, sexual tension, and personal d~lusion gave way to a more penetrating 
exploration in his next brace of books . There Brown would expand his ex
cavation in a wider circle to reveal more of the social context of the liberal
izing American republic, and at the same time dig deeper into the self to 
illuminate the hidden mysteries of fragmenting individualism . In his last 
two major novels, the young author would discover more about his soci
ety-and about himself-than he probably ever wanted to know. 

I 

Late one evening as he returned home in 1793, Dr. Stevens, a respected 
physician in plague-ridden Philadelphia, was startled by a sight that had 
become all too familiar. Leaning against the wall a few steps from his 
porch was the desolate figure of a sick stranger. Dressed with rustic plain
ness, the handsome young man was lethargic and emaciated, and felt hot 
to the touch . Overcome by this image of yet another victim of the yellow 
fever epidemic sweeping through the city, the doctor took the unfortunate 
youth into his home and nursed him back to health over the next several 
days. As he recuperated , the visitor began to unfold an astonishing story of 
his adventures and travails as a country boy come to the big city. On such a 
dramatic note began Arthur Mervyn ; or, Memoirs of the Year IJ9J, Charles 

IOI 
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Brockden Brown's third major novel. Published in two parts, the first sec
tion appeared in Philadelphia in May 1799 and the second in New York 
around July 1800. At first glance the text offered a variation on the Frank
linesque success story of a young man from the countryside journeying to 
the city in search of fame and fortune. Yet the "diseased" atmosphere of 
Philadelphia so permeated and overwhelmed the plot that the novel 
quickly took on a darker cast. For Brown, the unrelenting yellow fever 
came to symbolize a pervasive social as well as biological sickness. As he 
suggested at the outset, the horrors of the plague were "fertile of instruc
tion to the moral observer, to whom they have furnished new displays of 
the influence of human passions and motives ." Those passions and mo
tives, particularly in terms of social context and relations, emerged as the 
emotional and intellectual center of the novel.1 

Arthur Mervyn's plot, in typical Brownian fashion, spun a knotted and 
tangled narrative web. In telling his life story to Dr. Stevens, young Arthur 
detailed a boyhood in rural Chester County where his adored mother had 
died, leaving him in the hands of a drunken and abusive father. When the 
elder Mervyn then married a lascivious servant girl half his age, the out
raged son left the farm for the lure of Philadelphia. Upon arriving, howev
er, the young protagonist fell immediately into misfortune . Arthur first 
lost his clothes and money through a swindle, then was abandoned in a 
strange house by a young prankster who pretended to befriend him. Pen
niless and discouraged, the young man was preparing to return home 
when he made the acquaintance of Thomas Welbeck, who appeared to be 
a prosperous and influential businessman. Mervyn's life would never be the 
same. 

Welbeck took his new acquaintance under his wing, made the young 
man his private secretary, and gradually involved him in a series of extraor
dinary occurrences. Mervyn was first put to work plagiarizing a stolen 
manuscript. He then discovered that his patron's "daughter," Clemenza, 
was in fact a young woman whom Welbeck had financially ruined and 
then forced to become his mistress. Shortly thereafter, the youth witnessed 
Welbeck's murder of a rival and helped him bury the body in the base
ment. Arthur also stumbled across $20,000 that Welbeck had embezzled. 
As the young man gradually ascertained that his employer was no less than 
a vicious fraud and confidence man, Welbeck disappeared, and Arthur re
turned to the countryside to work for the Hadwin family. There he be
came enamored of young Eliza Hadwin, but eventually returned to 
Philadelphia at the height of the plague to rescue a friend of the Hadwins' 
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and to return money Welbeck had embezzled. Back in the city, the protag
onist encountered a number of threatening situations that brought the 
novel toward its conclusion: Clemenza was rescued from a house of prosti
tution, Welbeck was found dying in debtor's prison, and Arthur himself 
fell ill with yellow fever and was nearly buried alive. Arthur Mervyn ended 
as the young man abandoned Eliza, gave up his plans to become a doctor, 
became engaged to the wealthy heiress Ascha Fielding, and prepared to 
leave with her for Europe . This enormously complex narrative, filled with 
numerous subplots, false appearances and identities, and incredible coin
cidences, ultimately came together around one central theme: the indi
vidual's lonely struggle for survival in a shifting, threatening commercial 
world. 

Much of Brown's attention focused on the character of Arthur himself 
While Ormond and Wieland had presented an ensemble of characters op
erating in static social settings , this novel concentrated on an isolated indi
vidual scrambling in a fluid, dangerous social world. Indeed, much of 
Arthur Mervyn's interest stemmed from the uncertainty of its young pro
tagonist's fluctuating goals and values. A fundamental and recurring ques
tion concerned Arthur's sincerity. Brown seemed to make his authorial in
tentions clear in a February 1799 letter to his brother. "Arthur is intended," 
he wrote, "as a hero whose virtue, in order to be productive of benefit to 
others, and felicity to himself, stands in no need of riches." At the same 
time, the text itself called Arthur's benevolence and self-sacrifice into 
question . In fact, one of Brown's other characters, a friend of Dr. Stevens, 
made a harsh accusation: "He suspected that Mervyn was a wily imposter; 
that he had been trained in the art of fraud, under an accomplished 
teacher; that the tale which he had told to me, was a tissue of inglorious 
and plausible lies." Somewhere between these two polar images-Arthur 
as virtuous hero, Arthur as villainous confidence man-the protagonist's 
character assumed a complex, malleable, and elusive shape.2 

The young man's isolation and loneliness provided perhaps the first key 
to unlocking his inner nature. Arthur lost all organic connection when he 
left the Chester County farm for Philadelphia-his family had disinte
grated, he had abandoned his community, and neither church nor mar
riage maintained an emotional hold. A short time later, after his father's 
death, Arthur poignantly described his social condition: 

I was now alone in the world, so far as the total want of kindred creates soli

tude . Not one of my blood, nor even of my name, were to be found in this 
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quarter of the world. Of my mother's kindred I knew nothing. So far as friend

ship or service might be claimed from them, to me they had no existence. I was 

destitute of all those benefits which flow from kindred, in relation to protection, 

advice, or property. My inheritance was nothing . Not a single relic or trinket in 

my possession constituted a memorial of my family .... The fields which I was 

wont to traverse, the room in which I was born, retained no traces of the past . 

They were the property and residence of strangers .3 

This alienation was heightened by Arthur's social suspension between 
the countryside and the city. As the novel developed, it became clear that 
its protagonist had no clear sense of place, but fluctuated in his loyalties. 
At times he condemned urban life for its "depravity and danger" and 
claimed that "the city was no place for me." With his old rural life seem
ingly possessed of "a thousand imaginary charms," he reminisced that "the 
trade of plowman was friendly to health, liberty, and pleasure." At other 
times, however, he insisted that farm labor offered little attraction while 
provincial culture had made him "childishly unlearned and raw; a barn
door simpleton; a plow-tail, kitchen hearth, turnip-hoeing novice!" Young 
Mervyn further confirmed his mixed feelings when he observed that "if 
cities are the chosen seats of misery and vice, they are likewise the soil of 
all the laudable and strenuous productions of mind." Simultaneously 
frightened and exhilarated as he sought firm social footing, Arthur finally 
rejected both the country and the city, indeed any kind of social mooring, 
in favor of a creed of individual perception. As we faced the world, he 
argued, 

our own eyes only could communicate just conceptions of human performance. 

The influence of manners , professions, and social institutions, could be thor 

oughly known only by direct inspection .... [T]heir value could be known, and 

their benefits fully enjoyed only by those who have tried all scenes; who have 

mixed with all classes and ranks; who have partaken of all conditions; and who 

have visited different hemispheres and climates and nations. 

This young man sought to encounter the world alone, unencumbered by 
social baggage and with a determination to make his own meaning. 4 

Much of that meaning emerged from a creed of success-seeking indi
vidualism. This faith, as preached by Mervyn, followed in the footsteps of 
Benjamin Franklin with its message of material advancement, moral im
provement, and personal independence. Very early in the text, for example, 
the young man explained his reluctance to take a job as a clerk or day-
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laborer as a matter of controlling his own destiny. In Dr. Stevens' words, 
"he could not part with the privilege of observing and thinking for him
self" Arthur added that wage labor promised "a destiny to which I, who 
had so long enjoyed the pleasures of independence and command, could 
not suddenly reconcile myself" This insistence upon charting his own 
course led the youthful enthusiast to pledge a program of moral self-im
provement. It had become his duty, he stated, both to avoid "mischievous 
or contemptible purposes" and "to cultivate all my virtues and eradicate all 
my defects." In typical Franklinian fashion, Mervyn also claimed the 
mantle of social reformer as he denounced the "capricious" distribution of 
inherited wealth and sought to rectify the cruelty and hardship of the pub
lic hospital . At one point in the novel, he brilliantly conveyed the inner re
solve at the heart of the self-made man : 

My spirits were high, and I saw nothing in the world before me but sunshine 

and prosperity . I was conscious that my happiness depended not on the revolu

tions of nature or the caprice of man. All without was, indeed, vicissitude and 

uncertainty; but within my bosom was a centre not to be shaken or removed. 

This sensibility often prompted Arthur to seek a higher social status, as 
when he first saw Thomas Welbeck as a means to advancement, or Dr . 
Stevens as an opportunity to become a doctor . It also prompted a nagging 
suspicion in the reader of Arthur Mervyn: perhaps the protagonist was pre
eminently a social climber for whom sincerity was a mask and dissembling 
an art.5 

This image of Arthur as manipulator and fraud lurked as a recurring 
subtext in the novel. This seems to have been no accident, since a number 
of Brown's characters leveled flat charges of dishonesty against the young 
man. Wortley, a friend of Dr. Stevens who had been defrauded by Wel
beck, hated young Mervyn as a "young villain" and "accomplice" of the 
older criminal. Mrs. Althorpe, a long-time acquaintance of the Mervyn 
family, presented the most devastating indictment of all. In contrast to 
Arthur's pretensions, she accused, he was notorious in Chester County for 
a "disposition to inactivity and laziness" and an "aversion to school ... as 
great as his hatred of the plough." Moreover, she continued, the young 
man himself had a sexual relationship with the family servant, and only 
later accused her of being a "prostitute" when she married his father. 
Arthur then had been accused of stealing his father's horse and a consider
able sum of money when he angrily left the family farm for Philadelphia . 
Dr . Stevens, reeling under this barrage of accusations, struggled to main -
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tain confidence in his young friend. Arthur 's conduct had been suspicious, 
but the doctor persisted in his belief that the youth's face was "the index of 
an honest mind ." Stevens could reach but one weary conclusion: "If 
Mervyn has deceived me, there is an end to my confidence in human na
ture. All limits to dissimulation, and all distinctions between vice and 

virtue will be effaced."6 

Arthur did not help his case with words or conduct . He admitted that 
things looked bad regarding his relationship with Welbeck and his dal

liance with his stepmother, for instance, but he blamed false impressions 
and coincidences for creating misunderstandings . At other times, he 

proudly owned up to creating false appearances, noting at one point that 
"the stuff that I was made of was damnably tough and pliant. " Even more 
distressingly, Arthur frequently betrayed a flexible, even expedient morality 
that justified any action . "My behavior," he conceded, "was ambiguous and 

hazardous, and perhaps wanting in discretion, but my motives were un
questionably pure ." Mervyn elaborated upon this ends-justifies-the-means 

sensibility that directed his course. "Good intentions, unaided by knowl

edge, will, perhaps, produce more injury than benefit ," he explained . 
"Meanwhile, we must not be inactive because we are ignorant . Our good 
purposes must hurry to performance, whether our knowledge be greater or 
less." Such a creed, while comforting to its holder , did not answer satisfac

torily questions of mendacity raised by his detractors . 7 

Thus, the central problem of Arthur Mervyn-the integrity of the pro
tagonist and the truth of his tale-admitted of no easy resolution. Brown, 

by virtue of Arthur's own explanations, linked much of the difficulty to the 
familiar Lockean dilemma of sensory delusion . The young man only 

seemed to lie, steal, embezzle, plagiarize, seduce, and murder. The vast 
weight of evidence in the narrative itself suggested another answer. The 
novel demonstrated that alienation, not mere misperception, fueled the 
suspicious ambiguity attached to young Mervyn's conduct. Adrift in a dan
gerous and unfamiliar world, he did not so much jettison morality as seek 
it . Arthur Mervyn, pathetically searching for values, moorings, and mean
ings, was more than a biological orphan. He was a moral and social one as 
well.8 

Confusion and vacuity lay at the heart of Arthur' s supposed "unshake
able centre," and they seeped out everywhere in the text. The sympathetic 
Dr. Stevens, analyzing his young friend, noted that "He stept forth upon 
the stage, unfurnished by anticipation or experience, with the means of se
curity against fraud." Another acquaintance confirmed that innocence 
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made Mervyn a "stranger to a deceitful and flagitious world." The protag
onist himself confessed shock when, in his encounters in the city, "a scene 
of guilt and ignominy disclosed where my rash and inexperienced youth 
had suspected nothing but loftiness and magnanimity ." Arthur blamed his 
naivete not only on his provincial upbringing but also on a bent toward 
withdrawn self-reflection that left him open to deceit: "My existence is a 
series of thoughts rather than motions. Ratiocination and deduction leave 
my senses unemployed. The fullness of my fancy renders my eye vacant 
and inactive. Sensations do not precede and suggest, but follow and are 
secondary to the acts of my mind." 9 

Not just innocence, but fluctuation and doubt also marked Mervyn's 
uncertain course through plague-ridden Philadelphia. As the plot took its 
various twists and turns, he veered wildly between virtue and self-interest, 
sacrifice and ambition. In trying to decide whether to marry Eliza Had
win, for instance, he felt guilty when the fact of her modest circumstances 
came to mind, and he scolded himself that "the gratification of boundless 
ambition and inexhaustible wealth were contemptible and frivolous." In 
another case, that of the servant girl who seduced and married his father, 
he refused to utterly condemn her. In her position, he concluded, he 
"should have formed just such notions of my interest, and pursued it by 
the same means." Most of the time Arthur simply felt traumatized by the 
pressures and demands inflicted by the commercial city upon the individ
ual. The dangers of "reasoning loosely on the subject of property" became 
painfully apparent to him . The young man frequently lapsed into self-pity: 
"Is every man, who leaves his cottage and the impressions of his infancy 
behind him, ushered into a world of revolutions and perils as have tram
meled my steps?" Ultimately, however, young Mervyn defined his problem 
bluntly. In the uncertain and deceitful world of Philadelphia, the meaning 
of virtue and vice, right and wrong was simply unclear. "I am incapable of 
any purpose that is not beneficent; but in the means that I use and in the 
evidence on which I proceed, I am liable to a thousand mistakes," he con
fessed ruefully. "Point out to me the road by which I can do good, and I 
will cheerfully pursue it."10 

The treachery of that road, and the alienating environment through 
which it passed, finally carried Mervyn to the precipice of personal disin
tegration. At several crisis points in the narrative, he threatened to crum
ble from within, to fragment his identity into splinters. As Arthur admit
ted early in the text when reflecting on his misadventures, "Nothing, 
indeed, more perplexes me than a review of my own conduct." Somewhat 
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later, he again betrayed a sense of inner confusion when replying to the 
charges of Mrs . Althorpe and other neighbors. It was as if the young man 
had stepped outside his own skin. "It was not me whom they hated and 
despised," Mervyn averred. "It was the phantom that passed under my 
name, which existed only in their imagination, and which was worthy of 
all their scorn and all their enmity." Near the end of the text, as Arthur fell 
under the sway of Ascha Fielding and agonized over whether to marry her, 
he had a terrifying nightmare that brought him face to face with his own 
confusion . Wrestling with nocturnal images of self-destruction, he feared 
that "a latent error in my moral constitution" had boiled up to destroy him. 
Looking inward, the young man cringed before a horrifying vision: "a 
mind lost to itself; bewildered, unhinged; plunged into dreary insanity." 
This pathetic character was no dangerous and conniving manipulator. This 
Arthur Mervyn appeared as a bumbling, traumatized, rootless victim of a 
pestilential social milieu.11 

Brown buttressed this complex image of his protagonist as imperiled 
survivor with a precise and powerful rendering of social setting. In some
thing of a departure for the young novelist, he boldly sketched a social at
mosphere for Arthur Mervyn's travails that pervaded and shaped every as
pect of the narrative. It was a portrait shaped by withering social criticism, 
and the author painted it in a variety of dark tones. The post- Revolution
ary Philadelphia of Brown's third novel was not an attractive place.12 

The first hint of what was to come occurred as Arthur entered the city 
for the first time. Fresh from the rural regions, he fell victim to unscrupu
lous innkeepers who cheated him out of his small supply of money. Then 
tricked into entering a large house by a young man who falsely claimed to 
live there, the abandoned youth fled to a closet where he overheard an 
elaborate plan for fraud unfolded by the real inhabitant of the estate. Reel
ing from these incidents, Mervyn stumbled into the protectorship of 
Thomas Welbeck, who promptly made him an unwitting instrument in 
the swindling of a large amount of money from a wealthy woman. Such 
incidents quickly established the bustling commercial city as an impersonal 
arena characterized by fraud and selfish ambition. Overwhelmed by 
Philadelphia's "discords," "unwholesome labour," and "irksome compan
ions," young Arthur came to feel that every day brought "some new artifice 
to baffle my conclusions and mislead my judgement." He grew so wary 
that meeting a perfect stranger prompted this appeal: "Be not a deceiver, I 
entreat you. I depend only on your looks and professions, and these may 
be dissembled." It is little wonder that Brown borrowed from Milton's 
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Paradise Lost to characterize the city as a hellish place "pendent with many 
a row of starry lamps and blazing crescents fed by naptha and asphaltos." 13 

In delineating this harsh atmosphere of lying and self-seeking, Brown 
focused on the pernicious effects of commercial pursuits. The volatile 
world of buying and selling was, to his mind, a haven for cheating and 
gouging as individuals vied for advantage . In the words of one prosperous 
merchant in the novel, it was an age of "mercantile anxieties and revolu
tions" where at all times one's fortune "an untoward blast may sweep away, 
or four strokes of a pen may demolish." Throughout the text commercial 
exchanges and money were tainted by destruction and death-Watson's 
defrauding, Clemenza Lodi's embezzled inheritance, Welbeck and Thet

ford's swindling scheme. Brown, speaking through the character of Dr . 
Stevens, laid the blame at the foot of greedy citizens 

who employed money, not as the medium of traffic, but as in itself a com

modity .... He thought it a tedious process to exchange today, one hundred 

dollars for a cask or bale, and tomorrow exchange the bale or cask for an 

hundred and ten dollars. It was better to give the hundred for piece of paper, 

which, carried forthwith to the moneychangers, he could procure an hundred 

twenty-three and three-fourths. In short, this man's coffers were supplied by 

the despair of honest men and the stratagems of rogues. 

In such a society of paper speculators and mercantile sharpers, honest men 
and virtuous labor seemed doomed. 14 

The greatest danger arising from this commercial calculus, however, 
went beyond mere fraud and was much more subtle and insidious. 
Throughout Arthur Mervyn, Brown suggested that deception and distrust, 
almost unnoticeably, had become the very stuff of everyday social relations. 
Arthur himself, of course, spent much of the book wandering about 
Philadelphia trying to decipher who was who and what was what in the 
inhospitable city. The novel also abounded-here Brown indulged in one 
of his favorite ploys-in a dizzying array of mistaken identities and alter 
egos. In Mervyn's commercialized Philadelphia, practically nothing and no 
one were what they seemed. Once again, Dr . Stevens cogently expressed 
the novel's disturbed sensibility on this point. "A smooth exterior, a show 
of virtue, and a specious tale, are, a thousand times exhibited in human in
tercourse by craft and subtlety," he explained . "Wickedness may some
times be ambiguous, its mask may puzzle the observer; our judgement may 
be made to falter and fluctuate ." Masked figures lurked everywhere and 
distrust lay heavy in the air as individuals in the mercantile city had to pro-
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tect themselves and approach one another warily. Arthur concluded, "Nev
er, in the depths of cavern or forest, was I equally conscious of loneliness" 

(pp. 229-30, 141). 

This unsettling sense of social disease found its most brilliant reflection 
in the dominant symbol of Arthur Mervyn: the physical disease of yellow 
fever that ravaged Philadelphia in 1793. Brown's descriptions of the plague, 
particularly its horrible devastation of human life and social institutions, 
provided a consistently gloomy backdrop for the action. It also served as a 
vehicle for broader concerns . His sketches of the "confusion and panick" 
caused by the yellow fever uncannily replicated his social criticism of ram
pant individual greed and ruptured community ties. "Some had shut 
themselves in their houses, and debarred themselves from all communica
tion with the rest of mankind. The consternation of others had destroyed 
their understanding," the author related. "Men were seized by this disease 
in the streets; passengers fled from them ; entrance into their own 
dwellings was denied to them; they perished in the publick ways." Such 
scenes of isolation, distrust, and havoc produced a widespread mental state 
of"melancholy bordering on madness" (pp. 128-29, 130). 

Brown's sketches of the Philadelphia pestilence gained particular power 
as they evoked several images. Significantly, one of the most haunting de
scriptions concerned the city's "marketplace," usually bustling but now an 
arena of darkness and death. It was occupied only by a small coterie of fig
ures, "ghost-like, wrapt in cloaks, from behind which they cast upon me 
glances of wonder and suspicion," he wrote. "And, as I approached, [they] 
changed their course, to avoid touching me." In this desolate atmosphere, 
a diseased social intercourse had made even cash worthless. As young 
Arthur reported upon his return to Philadelphia with its hordes of fright
ened and dying citizens, "I had money, but an horse shelter, or a morsel of 
food, could not be purchased." Trapped and terrified, the protagonist fell 
victim to a kind of living death when he was knocked unconscious by a 
looter and nearly interred by exhausted undertakers who were roaming the 
streets . Arthur's "terrors were unspeakable" as he struggled to regain his 
senses. He did so just in time, and saw that "appearances had misled these 
men, and shuddered to reflect, by what hair-breadth means I had escaped 
being buried alive" (pp. 139, 141, 148-49). 

This chilling portrayal of a world nearly devoid of social connection 
reached its greatest intensity in one particular character . Thomas Welbeck, 
one of Brown's most intriguing literary creations, stalked through the 
pages of Arthur Mervyn as the American individual turned sociopath . 
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From the time he rescued a desperate young Mervyn and made him his 
private secretary to his lonely death in debtor's prison, Welbeck operated 
according to his own utterly scurrilous logic. His apparent wealth and 
prestige, along with the mysterious origins of such grandeur, prompted 
Arthur's famous question: "Who and what was Welbeck?" As the young 
man discovered rather quickly, the "order and pomp" of his benefactor was 
actually "the mask of misery and the structure of vice." Welbeck worked as 
a professional confidence man who enriched himself by preying on his fel
low citizens. He was a master of fraud and deception. With an accumula
tion of money from several small-time schemes, he arrived in Philadelphia 
in search of even bigger game. Renting a mansion and retinue of servants, 
Welbeck created the persona of a mysterious man of opulence and power. 
This served as a clever prelude to bilking the wealthy. In discussion with 
his new-found protege, he betrayed a smirking pride in his talents: 

The facility with which mankind are misled in their estimates of characters, 

their proneness to multiply inferences and conjectures will not be readily con

ceived by one destitute of my experience. My sudden appearance on the stage, 

my stately reserve, my splendid habitation and my circumspect deportment 

were sufficient to entitle me to homage. The artifices that were used to unveil 

the truth, and the guesses that were current respecting me, were adapted to 

gratify my ruling passion. (pp. 701 1, 95) 

Brown utilized a vocabulary of "masks," "veils," and "artifice" to de
scribe this man and his remarkable facility for deception . Arthur was as
tonished, for example, when he accompanied Welbeck to a high-society 
party and discovered his mentor's ability to exchange his normal solemnity 
for an animated mask of eloquence and charm. In Mervyn's words, " I 
could hardly persuade myself it was the same person" as Welbeck covered 
his "secret torments and insidious purposes, beneath a veil of benevolence 
and cheerfulness." This capacity for "dissimulation" fueled an array of 
fraudulent schemes. A revealing, if somewhat botched, example of the con 
man's duplicity occurred when he tried to trick Mervyn into returning to 
him a large sum of money found in a book. Welbeck claimed that the bills 
were without value as products of a shameful "scheme of forgery," and in
sisted that they should be surrendered back to him. Arthur, however, swal
lowing Welbeck's tale with its "every token of sincerity," promptly burned 
the forged notes to avoid criminal prosecution. Welbeck exploded: "Mani
ac! Miscreant! To be fooled by so gross an artifice! The notes were gen
uine. The tale of their forgery was false, and meant only to wrest them 
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from you." In this murky moral swamp of tainted money and false appear
ances, Welbeck personified a pressing social problem: Could any ambitious 

individual be trusted, and if so on what basis? (pp. 73, 335, 208-9). 

Beneath the many masks of Welbeck there appeared a more complex 
character. The author, in part, clearly created this villain as a shadowy alter 
ego of Arthur Mervyn. The parallels and connections were too obvious 
and frequent to be mere circumstance. Mervyn and Welbeck, for instance, 
shared both a willingness to circumvent the law and a proclivity for play
ing fast and loose with others' property. From early in their lives they also 
shared an aversion to hard, honest work. In an admission strikingly similar 
to Arthur's, the older man told of his own youthful contempt for the "vile 
and ignominious drudgery" of manual labor, and confessed that "to per
form any toilsome or prescribed task was incompatible with my nature." 
For his part, Mervyn admitted that he had learned much from Welbeck on 
"the principles of human nature; on the delusiveness of appearances; on 
the perviousness of fraud; and on the power with which nature has invest
ed human beings over the thoughts and actions of each other." In turn, the 
wily confidence man believed that his protege had learned his lessons all 
too well. On his deathbed, Welbeck bitterly denounced the young man as 
a villain more artful than himself. "Thy qualities are marvelous," he scorn
fully told Mervyn. "Every new art of thine outstrips the last, and belies the 
newest calculations .... Under that innocent guise there lurked a heart 
treacherous and cruel." In this perverse, twisted father-son relationship, 
Thomas Welbeck made manifest the latent evil within the novel's protago
nist. Shaping deception and self-interest into a way of life, he represented 
a nightmare vision of what a society of ambitious individualism could pro

duce (pp. 89-90 . 137. 258-59). 
To complete its bleak depiction of late eighteenth-century America, 

Arthur Mervyn returned again and again to a final theme. In a compulsive 
subtext, the novel forcefully alluded to an upheaval in family structure and 
gender relationships. By focusing intermittently on the unraveling ties that 
connected the solitary individual to overarching social institutions, Brown 
illuminated the destructive advance of ambition, deception, and isolation. 
In the liberalizing atmosphere of the post- Revolutionary republic, both 
traditional family structures and male/female attachments seemed to be 
crumbling . More powerfully than he ever knew, the young writer revealed 
the convergence of public and private disintegration. 

Arthur's situation provided a beginning . As he related his life story to 
kindly Dr. Stevens, it became clear that family turmoil had prompted the 
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young man's journey to the city. Mervyn's beloved mother had died, leav
ing him intensely lonely and dejected. His sister had been victimized by a 
seducer and had fallen into disgrace. His father's stupidity and licentious
ness so disgusted Arthur that they inspired a desire for escape. Deter
mined to be independent and successful, the son viewed with contempt 
"that feebleness of mind which degraded my father, in whatever scene he 
should be placed, to be the tool of others." Later in the novel the elder 
Mervyn would die an alcoholic. Brown's book, however, was also littered 
with the wreckage of other families: that of Thomas Welbeck and Ascha 
Fielding, among the major characters, and the Hadwins, Watsons, and 
Lodis among the minor actors. The disintegration of these families usually 
involved the death, often by self-destruction, of their paternal figures. 
Such scenes amplified the creaks and groans of the traditional patriarchal 
family as it was stretched to the breaking point by swelling liberal individ
ualism. Once again, Brown utilized the metaphor of the plague to drive 
home this image. In the appalling atmosphere of the Philadelphia yellow 
fever, he wrote, "Terror had exterminated all the sentiments of nature . 
Wives were deserted by husbands, and children by parents." 15 

Scenes of familial failure provided a backdrop for the presentation of 
equally problematic relationships between men and women. The treachery 
of urban marketplace society was replicated in interactions between the 
sexes, and Brown punctuated Arthur Mervyn with incidents of destructive 
gender tensions : the rape of Arthur's sister by the cowardly schoolmaster 
Covill, Ascha Fielding's abandonment by her venal and bigamous hus
band, the elder Mervyn's unhappy coupling with the young milkmaid Bet
ty Lawrence after his wife's death, Wallace's desertion of his fiancee Susan 
Hadwin. The novel's two primary characters, Arthur and Thomas Wel
beck, took the lead once more. The older man's encounters with women 
produced a particularly vicious pattern of abuse, vice, and deceit. On the 
run from a failed marriage, Welbeck seduced a married woman and then 
left her ruined and penniless. He encountered the Lodi family and became 
the guardian of their daughter, whom he promptly made his mistress, im
pregnated, and then abandoned to a house of prostitution. 

True to the larger pattern of the novel, Arthur echoed many of Wel
beck's dastardly acts but in a pale and ambivalent form. Mervyn's sexual 
dalliance with Betty Lawrence brought him no honor, especially when he 
subsequently accused her of being a whore for marrying his father. His 
subsequent love affair with a <2.!iaker farm girl, Eliza Hadwin, also 
smacked of opportunism. The young man's affection varied according to 
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his own whims and opportunities, and also, not coincidentally, to fluctua
tions in her family's fortune. At one point, after a particularly condescend
ing dismissal of her intellect and inexperience, Eliza struck back at Arthur. 
Echoing the sentiments of Brown's Alcuin, she angrily denounced Arthur's 

apparent view 

that no scene is fit for me, but what you regard as slothful and inglorious. Have 

I not the same claim to be wise, and active, and courageous as you are' ... but 

you desire it all for yourself Me, you think poor, weak, and contemptible : fit for 

nothing but to spin and churn. Provided I exist, am screened from the weather, 

have enough to eat and drink, you are satisfied . As to strengthening my mind 

and enlarging my knowledge, these things are valuable to you, but on me they 

are thrown away. I deserve not the gift. 16 

Arthur's curious involvement with Ascha Fielding culminated the nov
el's troubled portrayal of gender relations. In the closing sections of the 
text, the youth fell madly in love with this older widow (age twenty-six), 
whom he came to view as the epitome of female virtue, grace, and intelli
gence. Several peculiar facts, however, muddled this apparently conven
tional sentimental ending. First, Ascha's evident ugliness violated literary 
convention. Even the usually benevolent Dr. Stevens described her as "un
sightly as a night-hag, tawny as a moor, [with] less luxuriance than a 
sharred log, fewer elasticities than a sheet-pebble." Moreover, her un
orthodox background as a Jew of English background did not deter her 
young suitor but only prompted enthusiasm for marriage and residence in 
Europe . Most striking, however, was the fact that Ascha clearly represent
ed for Arthur an Oedipal resolution of his family and gender anxieties. 
"Are you not my lost momma come back again?" he asked her bluntly . 
"And yet not exactly her, I think . Something different, something better, I 
believe, if that be possible .. . . methinks I would be wholly yours ." This 
twisted retreat to the bosom of his "mamma" provided young Mervyn with 
an escape, both from his family problems and from the social pressures de
manding assertive individualism . As he admitted with obvious relief near 
the novel's end, "I was wax in her hand. Without design and without ef
fort, I was always the form she wished me to assume . My own happiness 
became a secondary passion .... I thought not of myself. I had scarcely a 
separate or independent existence." 17 

Arthur Mervyn came to a close with its protagonist reconstituting fami
ly and renouncing self, then joyfully retiring to Europe. Brown's unsettling 
portrayal of social disarray, institutional failure, and personal incoherence 
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in late eighteenth-century America ended on a note of cultural capitula
tion. Broadening his earlier novelistic endeavors, the author had half
consciously ventured into the frightening social territory of liberalizing 
change, and his expedition reached a point of no return. Faced with a 
moral spectacle of rampant fraud, venality, and confusion, young Arthur 
offered a complex vision of the new American individualism: alternately 
well-meaning and self-interested, a mass of insecurities covered by a thin 
veneer of excessive confidence, drifting wildly between greed and benevo
lence with no firm moral bearings. It seemed appropriate that at the nov
el's conclusion he fled almost frantically from this array of dangers, pres
sures, and quandaries into the "motherly" arms of European tradition. For 
Brown, Arthur's tranquility came only with a return-both personally and 
culturally-to the womb. 

II 

In a variety of ways, Arthur Mervyn begat Edgar Huntly. The trajectory 
of flight that concluded Brown's Philadelphia novel continued in his last 
major work of fiction, only this time it led into the natural wildness of the 
frontier rather than the security of Europe. The author's need for an imag
inative exploration of the transforming American republic also persisted. 
While Arthur Mervyn had ventured outward to chart the social parameters 
of liberalizing change, however, Edgar Huntly burrowed inward to gauge 
the psychological resonances of that momentous shift. And if the yellow 
fever metaphor had suggested a "diseased" society for young Mervyn, a 
powerful atmospheric image in the later narrative evoked the "wilderness" 
of the human mind. As the last in a flurry of novels flying from Brown's 
pen in the late 1790s, Edgar Huntly provided a kind of closure as it probed 
deep into the innermost recesses of liberal individualism. Its conclusion 
was a gloomy one. 

In many ways, the plot of Brown's wilderness tale was the most exciting 
and gripping of all his novels. Published in the late summer of 1799 after a 
frenzied burst of composition over the previous few months, Edgar Huntly; 

or, Memoirs of a Sleepwalker was a dark, complex murder mystery set on the 
frontier edge of civilization. The narrative opened in a setting near the 
forks of the upper Delaware River as Edgar Huntly was mourning the vio
lent death of his close friend Waldegrave, to whose sister, Mary, he was 
engaged. Later one evening, Edgar discovered a mysterious young man, 
Clithero Edny, digging and sobbing at the base of the elm tree where the 
murder had occurred. Even more oddly, as they conversed it became clear 
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that the stranger was a sleepwalker who was acting in a nocturnal daze. 
When later confronted by Huntly, Clithero told the strange story of his 
life: his youth in Ireland under the care of his patroness, Mrs . Lorimer; his 
engagement to her niece, Clarice; his accidental murder of Mrs. Lorimer's 
brother; his panic-stricken flight to a remote section of the New World in 
Pennsylvania. Proclaiming his innocence of Waldegrave's death, Clithero 
won Edgar's friendship . Without warning, the Irishman then disappeared 
into the wilderness and eluded his new friend's efforts to track him down. 

At this point, two subplots intervened . First, another stranger named 
Weymouth appeared, claiming that the estate of the late Waldegrave 
(some $8,000) was actually his money and had only been in his friend' s 
hands for safekeeping. Thus, Edgar 's fiancee was threatened with a loss of 
inheritance and impoverishment, as well as an indefinite postponement of 
her marriage. Second , a packet of Waldegrave's early letters mysteriously 
disappeared. These letters, espousing radical Godwinian ideas about mate
rialism and atheism, had been in Edgar's possession and he had promised 
to destroy them. Unnerved by these developments, Huntly became con
vinced that Clithero held the key to these mysteries, and he determined to 
find him. Before Edgar could do so, however, he was forced to embark 
upon an enigmatic and terrifying journey of his own. 

The protagonist awoke one night in complete darkness, bruised and 
disoriented, on the floor of a wilderness cave. He did not know how he got 
there. Dazed and confused, he gradually worked his way to the entrance 
and began a nightmarish trip back to civilization. He became involved in 
several murderous Indian battles, the killing of a ferocious grey panther, 
and the crossing of a wild river in a hail of gunfire from white settlers who 
believed him to be a marauding savage. Upon his return to familiar territo
ry, Edgar was stunned by several discoveries. Friends informed him that 
Indians in the area, under the urging of an aged and revered woman, 
Qieen Mab, had gone on a murderous rampage against white settlers over 
the last several days. Edgar also reunited with Sarsefield, an old instructor 
and paternal patron , who had just returned to the area as the husband of 
Mrs . Lorimer, Clithero 's old patroness. He finally learned, to his dismay, 
that Clithero was in fact a dangerous homicidal maniac . 

Perhaps the greatest shock, however, came with Edgar 's discovery that 
he himself, like Clithero, was a sleepwalker who had unconsciously hidden 
Waldegrave's letters, and then stumbled into the cave on a nighttime ram
ble. The novel drew to a close as Clithero emerged from the wilderness, 
learned of recent events from Huntly, and headed to New York to murder 
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Mrs. Lorimer. The madman was intercepted, but he escaped his guards 
and committed suicide. Edgar was left alone and baffled at the end of the 
narrative, staggered by his consistent misreading of other people and ex
ternal events, and even more disturbed by his own self-deception. 18 

Edgar Huntly offered many familiar Brownian features: the dark tones 
and mysterious textures of Gothic fiction, a preoccupation with human de
ceit and violent obsessions, a focus on abnormal psychology, in this case 
somnabulism, or sleepwalking. The author's own explanation of intent 
with this novel differed from his earlier efforts. In an introductory section 
entitled "To the Public," Brown claimed to be a "moral painter" using a 
fictional palette of colors to depict American sensibility. His comments 
also reflected a nascent cultural nationalism: 

That new springs of action and new motives to curiosity should operate; that 

the field of investigation, opened to us by our country, should differ essentially 

from those which exist in Europe, may be readily conceived. The sources of 

amusement to the fancy and instruction to the heart, that are peculiar to our

selves, are equally numerous and inexhaustible . It is the purpose of this work to 

profit by some of these sources; to exhibit a series of adventures, growing out of 

the condition of our country . 19 

As a moral painter trying to capture the various shadings of American 
motivation, Brown eschewed the biting social criticism of Arthur Mervyn. 
Instead, his treatment of a wilderness theme employed subtle gestures and 
tantalizing references to construct a skeletal critique of liberalizing society. 
Weymouth, for example, with his tales of incredible travail as a merchant 
speculator in the Atlantic world, prompted this commentary from Edgar 
about his fellow Americans : 

Is such the lot of those who wander from their rustic homes in search of for

tune? Our countrymen are prone to enterprise, and are scattered over every sea 

and every land in pursuit of that wealth which will not screen them from dis

ease and infirmity, which, when gained, by no means compensates them for the 

hardships and vicissitudes endured in the pursuit. 

Ironically, given this rhetorical criticism, Edgar never disdained his own 
materialist ambition. When Mary Waldegrave lost her inheritance, he 
concluded rather quickly that their marriage must be postponed because it 
"could not take place while both of us were poor."20 

An inchoate but stronger social theme in Edgar Huntly concerned the 
crumbling of patriarchal authority. Here, as in his earlier novels, Brown 
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deployed the imagery and explored the consequences of paternal decline. 
Most of Edgar's family, including his father, had been massacred by ma

rauding Indians in a frontier war. Along with his surviving sisters, the 
youth had been shuttled to the home of an uncle, whose natural son de

spised these family intruders . Edgar feared that his cousin, upon inheriting 
the uncle's estate, would make his first act of authority "to turn us forth 
from these doors." Thus, Huntly tried to build a father-son relationship 

with an older acquaintance, Sarsefield. The older man treated his young 
friend with "paternal tenderness" and "parental affection" and, in Edgar's 

words, was constantly "consulting for my interest as if he were my real fa

ther." By the novel's end, this relationship too fell apart as Edgar's thought
less actions accidently resulted in Mrs. Sarsefield 's miscarriage . Edgar's 

surrogate father denounced his son's "rashness" in bitter terms. "You acted 

in direct opposition to my council, and to the plainest dictates of propri
ety," he accused. "Farewell."21 

These frayed lines of paternal social authority unraveled even further 

with Clithero. His mysterious appearance among these frontier farmers 
disturbed a social arrangement that was, "for the most part, a patriarchal 
one. Each farmer was surrounded by his sons and kinsmen." As an un

known and possibly dangerous individual, the Irishman represented a sub

versive social threat. The disclosure that Clithero had fled to the New 

World to escape from a murderous Oedipal conflict proved equally dis
turbing. Living under the benevolent care of Mrs. Lorimer, he had been 

violently accosted in the street by a stranger, who turned out to be his 
benefactress' malicious twin brother, Arthur Wiatte. Defending himself, 
Clithero shot the robber only to discover the man's true identity . Over

come with the horror of this symbolic patricide, the killer could only whis
per, "I was impelled by an unconscious necessity. Had the assailant been 
my fath er the consequence would have been the same ... . I have killed the 
brother of my patroness, the father of my love." Thus, Clithero, even more 
dramatically than Edgar, was a young man cut adrift from paternal author
ity, burdened with the weight of isolated individualism, and radiating an 
aura of emotional ill-will and self-hatred. 22 

Brown's most potent social criticism in Edgar Huntly, however, lay be
tween the narrative lines. His last major fiction consistently, if often un
wittingly, evoked the atmosphere and imagery of brutal competition. Es
chewing Arthur Mervyn's skewering of financial intrigue and social 
distrust, this novel provided an even stronger emotional jolt with its out

landish rendering of a vicious Hobbesian world "red of tooth and claw." 



The Major Novels (JI) 

The milieu of Edgar Huntly was one of violent self-preservation, as be
came vividly clear in the middle section of the novel, where the protago
nist emerged from the cave only to endure a series of murderous con
frontations. In the exhausted words of the young man, 

No sooner was one calamity eluded, than I was beset by another . I had emerged 

from the abhorred darkness in the heart of the earth, only to endure the ex

trem- ities of famine and encounter the fangs of a wild beast. From these I was 

delivered only to be thrown into the midst of savages, to wage an endless and 

hopeless war with adepts in killing, with appetites that longed to feast upon my 

bowels and to quaff my heart's blood. 

Struggling to survive in this ferocious context, Huntly concluded that de
struction, mayhem, and greed were the natural stuff of human existence. 
"Such are the deeds," he exclaimed, "which perverse nature compels thou
sands of rational beings to perform and to witness ... [as] zealous and de
lighted actors and beholders" (pp. 223-24, 202) . 

Two particular images, the brutal Indian and the wild animal, recurred 
throughout Edgar Huntly to give particular force to Brown's picture of life 
as a struggle for survival. Deploying a crude anthropology of juxtaposed 
"Civilization" and "Savagery"-it appeared, for instance, in the detailed 
descriptions of the steadily more sophisticated dwellings Edgar encoun
tered as he made his way from the Indian wilderness to the Anglo settle
ments-the author chronicled a series oflife-threatening situations. Blun

dering into several Indian raiding parties, the protagonist found himself in 
several fights to the death. This enemy, he grew convinced, was a barbaric 
murderer who lived to kill and "to drink the blood and exult in the laments 
of his unhappy foes, and of my own brethren ." After one such battle in 
which Edgar killed an Indian attacker, he described a frenzied phallic tri
umph : he "made prize of his [opponent's] tomahawk ... and stuck his 
musket in the ground and left it standing upright in the middle of the 
road." The young man also engaged in a death struggle, on two separate 
occasions, with a ferocious grey panther whose eerie cry, by "its resem
blance to the human voice," sounded especially terrifying . In· the end, 
Huntly survived by imitating his aggressors as he refused "to be outdone in 
perspicacity by the lynx, in his sure-footed instinct by the roe, or in pa
tience under hardship ... by the Mohawk." With this depiction of a sav
age atmosphere of every man for himself, Brown offered a hyperbolic vi
sion of the individualist ethic with which he had contended for much of 
his early life. In the liberalizing American republic with its "new springs 
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of action," this novel suggested, violence lurked just beneath the social sur

face and within every man beat the heart of a beast (pp. 200, 203, 124, 

212). 

This threatening world of hunters and hunted offered little room for 

women. In contrast to earlier Brown novels in which females had played 

leading roles as narrators or protagonists (Clara in Wieland and Constantia 
in Ormond) or functioned as important supporting players in the drama 
(Eliza Hadwin and Ascha Fielding in Arthur Mervyn), Edgar Huntly be

trayed virtually no sign of women. This distinction was even more strik
ing, of course, in comparison to Alcuin, the author's early fictional dialogue 

on the rights of women. Only three females made very brief and shadowy 
appearances in this wilderness novel, and they were pictured either nega

tively or in highly abstract terms. Edgar's fiancee, Mary Waldegrave, was a 

cameo figure of virtue, refinement, and, as the author made clear, laziness. 
Her "love of independence and ease, and impatience of drudgery," Huntly 

reported, were "carried to an erroneous extreme" and detracted from her 

character. Mrs. Lorimer, the benevolent Englishwoman, primarily func
tioned as a foil for the lunatic misapprehensions of Clithero. Finally, 
Qyeen Mab, the eccentric Indian matriarch, flitted in and out of the nar

rative as a witch-like creature. While Edgar had maintained initially a cer

tain affection and sympathy for this peculiar old woman, eventually he, 
like his neighbors, recoiled upon discovering that she had engineered the 

Indian uprising against white settlers. In Brown's description, Qyeen Mab 
had "brooded a long time over nothing but schemes of revenge" against 

Anglo intruders, and after the Indian uprising she had "readily confessed 
and gloried in the mischief she had done." These fleeting, often distasteful 

female images in his last major novel implied that for Brown, the acute so
cial tensions of liberalizing change were creating gender tensions as well. 
In a world of bloodthirsty male competitiveness, female refinement, not to 
mention female equality, seemed somehow beside the point (pp. 155, 200-

9, 280, 281). 

Various fragments of social characterization and criticism, however, ul
timately comprised a preface to the real thematic thrust of Edgar Huntly. 
Edgar's confrontation with the dangers of the wild, his encounters with 
the volatile Clithero, and his struggle to grasp the meaning of his own ac
tions and motivations all pointed in one direction: an exploration of the 
innermost recesses of individual consciousness. As one critic has observed 
presciently, this novel was "not so much written as dreamed." Indeed, 
Brown's compulsive preoccupation with several themes-sleepwalking, al-
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ter egos, dream states, unconscious actions-reinforces the suspicion that 

Brown used this narrative to plunge deep into the unknown regions of the 
human mind. Early in the text, Edgar provided the first of many hints that 
the coming adventure would be internal and psychological as much as ex
ternal and geographical. Sitting at the edge of the forest, looking out upon 
a wild panorama of nature as he prepared to hear Clithero's life story, 
Huntly briefly opened a window into his inner state: 

My stormy passions had subsided into a calm, portentous and awful. My soul 

was big with expectation. I seemed as if I were on the eve of being ushered into 

the world, whose scenes were tremendous, but sublime. The suggestion of sor

row and malice had, for a time, taken their flight, and yielded place to a gener

ous sympathy, which . . . had more in it of pleasure than pain. 

As Brown clearly intimated here, the frontier setting of Edgar Huntly in 
many ways reflected the tangled undergrowth and terrifying grandeur of 
an even more intimidating wilderness: the volatile, unknown human un
conscious. The bulk of the novel would be devoted to uncovering that hid
den underside of rational individualism. 23 

Numerous images reinforced the sense of Edgar Huntly as a fictional 
foray into the unconscious. Throughout the text, for instance, Brown asso
ciated the mystery of the wilderness with dark, unknown dimensions of 
human motivation . Stalking Clithero through an uncharted region of for
est, rivers, and mountains, Edgar described both geographical obstacles 
and the Irishman's enigmatic psyche in terms of wild, impenetrable terrain. 
Pursuing Clithero in a double sense, he related the "maze, oblique, cir
cuitous, upward, downward" through which he was traveling. This path, 
Edgar reported, tended 

to pierce into the deepest thickets, to plunge into the darkest cavities, to ascend 

the most difficult heights, and approach the slippery and tremulous verge of the 

dizziest precipices .... I plunged into obscurities, and clambered over obstacles, 

from which, in a different state of mind, and with a different object of pursuit, I 

should have recoiled with invincible timidity. 

This commingled wilderness/unconscious imagery recurred once again 
when Edgar awoke at the bottom of a cave, suffering "excruciating sensa
tions" and "a species of delirium." Believing that somehow he had been 
buried alive, the protagonist concluded that he "existed as it were in a 
wakeful dream" in which "my state was full of tumult and confusion, and 

my attention was incessantly divided between my painful sensations and 
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my feverish dreams." For Brown, the caves and wilderness mazes of the 
natural world reflected the turmoil seething beneath the surface of rational 

perception in the psychic world . 24 

The author also consistently employed the symbol of a secret box to 

evoke the concealed consciousness of both Clithero and Edgar . Both fig
ures, it turned out, were skilled cabinetmakers who had constructed wood

en containers that were nearly impossible to open. Edgar's was a cabinet 
with a secret drawer "opened by the motion of a spring, of whose existence 

none but the maker was conscious." Given Brown's commitment to dis
covering the "new springs of action" among ambitious Americans, it 

seemed no accident that this secret container became the receptacle for 

Waldergrave's scandalous letters. Significantly, Edgar opened the box and 
removed the letters only when he was in the unconscious state of sleep

walking . Clithero also had built a mysterious wooden receptacle that 
Edgar discovered in the course of investigating the immigrant 's disappear

ance . In Clithero's box, too, "some spring ... secretly existed which might 

forever elude the senses." Within this box, Edgar believed, were discover

ies that would "throw light upon the conduct of this extraordinary man" 
and "his character might assume a new appearance ." Once again, the se

cret compartments of human motivation that so preoccupied the author 

found symbolic expression in artifacts of the physical world (pp. 133-34, 

u5-16, n7) . 
At times Brown averred his fascination with the human psyche more 

directly. For instance, he liberally sprinkled Edgar Huntly with references 
to altered states of consciousness. Upon reuniting with Edgar, for instance, 

an astonished Sarsefield proclaimed, "Am I alive? am I awake? Speak 

again, I beseech you, and convince me that I am not dreaming or deliri
ous." After Weymouth reappeared to rightfully reclaim his money, Edgar 
could only come to grips with this "unexpected and extraordinary inter
view, as if it had existed in a dream ." Waldergrave, a ghostly figure con

stantly hovering at the margins of the narrative, directly entered it only 
once when he appeared in Huntly's sleep as a "half indignant apparition." 
The author constantly returned to the underside of consciousness, noting 
that things "nearly banished from my waking thoughts, occurred, in an in
congruous and half-seen form, to my dreams" (pp. 242, 154, 130). 

Brown's fixation on irrational dream-states found its most theatrical ex
pression , of course, in the prevalent sleepwalking motif of Edgar Huntly . 
Clithero's somnabulism-unconscious motor activity without consent or 
guidance of the will-underlay many of his peculiar actions . Edgar's pa-
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tromzmg attempts to comprehend Clithero's motives also ran aground 
upon the discovery that he shared the Irishman's sleepwalking malady. 
Wandering about with his unconscious in command, Huntly stalked coun
try roads frightening his neighbors, hid Waldergrave's letters, and stum
bled into caves hidden in the forest . Edgar's initial analysis of somnabu
lism returned with a vengeance to haunt him. Upon observing Clithero 
physically moving while sound asleep, he had discerned a "fantastic drama" 
of the mind, a kind of "bewitchment" that bubbled up from "the recesses 
of his soul." In fact, Edgar defined sleepwalking as a species of insanity: 

The incapacity of sound sleep denotes a mind sorely wounded ... [and in] the 

possession of some deadly secret. The thoughts, which considerations of safety 

enables them to suppress or disguise during wakefulness, operate without im

pediment, and exhibit their genuine effects, when the notices of sense are partly 

excluded, and they are shut out from a knowledge of their entire condition. 

Somnabulism, by offering release from repression for wounded minds, 
promoted the dominion of the instincts and threatened to undermine the 
social order. The liberation of "deadly secrets" from the unconscious, 
Brown suggested, would be a gruesome sight (pp. 14, 13). 

Edgar Huntly's obsession with hidden, dangerous dimensions of ratio
nal individualism ultimately focused on a pair of closely drawn characteri
zations. First, Brown's extended analysis of Clithero Edny made this figure 
a barometer of unconscious instincts as they rose to the narrative surface 
throughout the novel. The reader first encountered this enigmatic charac
ter as a ghostly "apparition," a "robust and strange, and half-naked" figure 
digging and crying at the foot of a tree whose activity was both "mysteri
ous and obscure." As Clithero recounted, he could not fully control his ac
tions because of frequent episodes of sleepwalking. "My thoughts found 
their way to my lips without my being conscious of it," he noted about his 
condition, "and ... my steps wandered forth unknowingly and without the 
guidance of my will." Moreover, his ungovernable instincts reflected "a vio
lent internal struggle" that made him unknowable to others. His appear
ances and actions were misleading, he informed an acquaintance, and at
tempts to interpret them comprised "a tissue of destructive errors" (pp. rn, 

89, 34, 35-36). 
Accused of murder before plunging into the wilderness, the fleeing 

Clithero was a tormented man. Having killed before in his native land, he 
carried a heavy burden of guilt as he fled to America "not .. . to accuse 
others but myself." Fearing that "the worm that gnaws me will never per-
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ish," Clithero anguished over his domination by the darker impulses of his 
nature: "My fate is uniform. The demon that controuled me at first still in 
the fruition of power. I am entangled in his fold, and every effort that I 
make to escape only involves me deeper." It is important to note that 
Sarsefield-who demonstrated the superior power of paternal authority
quickly recognized Clithero's lunacy while Edgar never did . As the older 
man warned of this libidinous figure, "here, all remedies are vain. Con
sciousness itself is the malady." Equally significant, Sarsefield perceived the 
sleepwalker's threat of social subversion. In words resonant with the im
agery of declining paternalism, he denounced Clithero as a "madman" and 
"atrocious criminal" whose conduct illustrated a clear principle: "liberty is 
dangerous" for the unfettered individual (pp. 36, 277, 291). 

Brown's fascination with the murky underside of human rationality ulti
mately settled on Edgar Huntly. As both the narrator of the novel and its 
key figure, this protagonist slowly revealed himself as a creature of con
fused perceptions and profound unconscious impulses. Indeed, much of the 
novel's drama stemmed from Edgar's dawning awareness of his intense in
ternal divisions. As the story opened, the young protagonist appeared dra
matically alone. While still a boy, both of his parents and one sibling had 
been murdered by an Indian raiding party. Unable to contemplate "the im
age of a savage without shuddering," he grew up under an uncle's roof with 
a distinct sense of lonely self-reliance. This sensibility flowered into a kind 
of Lockean individualism, as Huntly grew convinced that his own sensory 
experiences would lead to knowledge as a light that would "burst upon my 
ignorance of myself and of mankind!" This confident individualism at 
times slipped into an arrogant solipsism. As Edgar once described himself, 

Few, perhaps, among mankind have undergone vicissitudes of peril and wonder 

equal to mine. The miracles of poetry, the transitions of enchantment, are beg

garly and mean compared with those which I had experienced. Passage into 

new forms, overleaping the bars of time and space, reversal of the laws of inani

mate and intelligent existence had been mine to perform and to witness . (pp. 

173, 6, 239) 

Huntly's self-assurance flowered in a Godwinian creed of materialism 
and reason . Edgar maintained an enlightened commitment "to deify ne
cessity and universalize matter, to destroy the popular distinctions between 
soul and body." This protagonist, for instance, declared his faith in human 
rationality in his initial encounters with Clithero. The Irishman's prob
lems, Edgar mused, "argued phrenzy rather than prejudice; but phrenzy, 
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like prejudice, was curable. Reason was no less an antidote to the illusions 
of insanity like his, than to the illusions of error." He confidently asserted 
that his powers of intellect and sympathy, brought to bear through "the 
perserverance of benevolence," would replace Clithero's desperate impulses 
with "better thoughts" (pp. 132, 133, 95, m). 

This buoyant belief in rationalism and individual efficacy, however, 
rapidly began to capsize in Edgar Huntly as its protagonist embarked upon 
a nightmarish journey of self-discovery. With his terrifying awakening at 
the bottom of a cave, Edgar found himself plunged deep into both the 
wilderness and his own psyche. Subsequent discoveries shocked him. Ly
ing on a rocky floor in the darkness, Edgar concluded that he was either 
experiencing a horrible dream or suffering from some "tormenting vi
sion ... in my own distempered imagination ." Facing his libido for the 
first time, Huntly became aware of a powerful, murderous impulse. Hun
gry and desperate, he anticipated "the delight I should experience in rend
ing some living animal to pieces, and drinking its blood and grinding its 
quivering fibres between my teeth." After killing an attacking panther and 
eating part of the raw carcass, Huntly then murdered an Indian blocking 
the escape route by plunging a hatchet into his chest. Pausing from this 
orgy of killing, he was shocked by a primitive surge of revitalization : "Nev
er was any delight worthy of comparison with the raptures which I then 
experienced. Life, that was rapidly ebbing, appeared to return upon me 
with redoubled violence. My languors, my excruciating heat, vanished in a 
moment, and I felt prepared to undergo the labours of Hercules" (pp. 164, 

180). 

Edgar's regeneration through violence continued through a libidinous 
bonding with his Indian adversaries. On the one hand, a series of brutal en
counters fostered within him "a spirit vengeful, unrelenting, and ferocious" 
and he admitted to developing "the misguided fury of a maniac" regarding 
these aborigines. On the other hand, Huntly claimed a passing knowledge 
of the Delaware language and expressed admiration for the "patience un
der hardship, and contention with fatigue" displayed by Indian warriors. 
This latent, half-conscious attraction to the dark, forbidden values associ
ated with Indian life crystallized in Brown's sensational rendering of one of 
Edgar's battles. Having vanquished his foe and passed out from the in
credible physical exertion, the young man later awoke to this scene: 

My head rested upon something, which, on turning to examine, I found to be 

one of the slain Indians . ... My head had reposed upon the breast of him 
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whom I had shot in this part of his body. The blood had ceased to ooze from 

the wound, but my dishevelled locks were matted and steeped in that gore 

which had overflowed and choked up the orifice. 

Having become an unwitting blood-brother to his dead, savage opponent, 
an exhausted Huntly finally reached a stage of genuine insight into his 
own potential for brutality. He "aspired to transcend the rest of animals in 
all that is common to the rational and the brute," he admitted, "as well as 
in all by which they are distinguished from each other."25 

Thus, Huntly's terrifying wilderness adventures transformed his per
ception of both the world and himself. His earlier love of nature and its 
delights-"my devotion to the spirit that breathes its inspiration in the 
gloom of forests and on the verge of streams"-now gave way to a pro
found distrust of the "mysterious power" lurking in the woods and rivers 
and caves. Moreover, the dark and irrational instincts that had first welled 
up with Waldegrave's murder-Edgar once described them as his "impuls
es of vengeance," "hasty rage," and "fiery sentiment"-grew so large as to 
overwhelm his normal mildness of manner. Somehow the journey through 
the wild had plumbed the depths of his nature and uncovered a heart of 
darkness, and Edgar was stunned to discover that he was not the rational 
creature he had assumed: "All my education and the habits of my life tend
ed to unfit me for a contest and a scene like this. But I was not governed 
by the soul which usually regulates my conduct. I had imbibed from the 
unparalleled events which had lately happened a spirit vengeful, unrelent
ing, and ferocious ."26 

An unsettling feature of this growing self-awareness, however, was 
Huntly's discovery of an obsessive identification with Clithero. In fact, 
Brown depicted the maniacal Irishman as almost an alter ego for the pro
tagonist. Striking parallels and similarities appeared . Both young men grew 
up with adoptive parents . Both shared a common father-figure, Sarsefield, 
an older man who had taught Edgar and then married Clithero's pa
troness. Both disappeared into the wilderness for an isolated testing of 
their will to survive. More important, these linkages began to preoccupy 
Huntly. Early in the narrative, Edgar wondered about why he chose to 
chase down Clithero, "to tread, as closely as possible, in his footsteps, and 
not to lose sight of him till the termination of his career." Conversing with 
the stranger at another point, he extended sympathy and offered the possi
bility of becoming "my best friend." "I am no stranger to your gnawing 
cares," Edgar reassured Clithero; "to the deep and incurable despair that 
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haunts you, to which your waking thoughts are a prey, and from which 
sleep cannot secure you." These strong sentiments of bonding finally 
prompted Huntly to ask a blunt, self-examining question: "why should my 
whole attention and activity be devoted to this man?" (pp 18, 31, 32, 131). 

Edgar's discovery of his own sleepwalking clinched the tie between the 
two characters. Sarsefield, the novel's emblem of paternal authority, had 
first deduced Edgar's somnabulism and offered it as the solution to a num
ber of mysterious occurrences. Instantly accepting this proposition, Edgar 
confessed that he must be subject to "a freak of noctambulation." More
over, he immediately connected this sleepwalking habit to his alter ego. 
"What explanation was more obvious?" he admitted. "What but this solu

tion ought to have been suggested by the conduct I had witnessed in 
Clithero?" This common proclivity, Huntly concluded, bound the two to
gether in a tangle of irrationality and distress. As a shocked Edgar noted 
when he became aware of his own sleepwalking, 

Clithero had buried his treasure with his own hands as mine had been secreted 

by myself, but both acts had been performed during sleep. The deed was nei

ther prompted by the will, nor noticed by the senses of him, by whom it was 

done . .. . By his own hands, is constructed the mass of misery and error in 

which his steps are forever involved. 

For Huntly, this empathy grew so strong that he came to see the lunatic 
Irishman as almost a secret partner in his own unconscious, a dark reflec

tion of his own personality (pp. 241 49, 260, 26!, 278, 263). 

Brown's "doubling" af character in this novel did not restrict itself to 
Edgar and Clithero. Many intertwined or duplicated figures darted in and 
out of the narrative with striking effect. For instance, in Edgar's mind the 
Waldegrave siblings seemed inseparable since, in his words, "connected 
with the image of my dead friend was that of his sister." With Weymouth's 
sudden appearance, another doubling appeared. "I loved Waldegrave," 
claimed this stranger . "With his life, my own existence and property were, 
I have reason to think, inseparably united." Clithero's life history revealed 
still more mirrored images. Mrs. Lorimer and her niece Claire so power
fully resembled each other that "nature seemed to have preeluded every 
difference between them but that of age." Even more important for 
Clithero's plight, his patroness had an actual biological twin, Arthur Wiat
te, and "the resemblance between them was exact to a degree almost in
credible." While Mrs. Lorimer was benevolence incarnate, her twin reveled 
in depravity, wickedness, and "pure unadulterated evil." When Clithero 
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accidentally killed the vicious Wiatte, of course, it triggered his descent 

into madness . Thus, Edgar Huntly presented a pantheon of characters 

that , far from existing in splend id isolation, were stalked by doubled per

sonalities and shadowy alter egos (pp . 130, 141, 49, 45-46) . 

Such themes ultimately converged in the broadest and most unsettling 

motif of Brown's final major novel: the fragmentation of individual identi
ty. For characters whose social roots were torn from the earth, whose ac

tions often seemed inexplicable even to themselves, and whose personali

ties faced grotesque mirrored images at nearly every turn, self-deception 
became the horrible stuff of daily existence. Several spokesmen in the nov

el confirmed this conclusion . The madman Clithero, in a momentary flash 
of lucidity, flatly told Edgar that "You, like others, are blind to the most 

momentous consequences of your own actions." Huntly eventually con
fessed that he had erred "not through sinister or malignant intentions , but 

from the impulse of misguided, indeed, but powerful benevolence ." He 

brooded that perhaps everyone was a subject of destiny wherein each was 

caught in a trap of his own making . Entangled in error and misperception, 
a person 's "efforts to relieve himself are fruitless as those with which he at

tempted the relief of others ." Finally, at the novel's end, when the validity 
of his actions and judgments had collapsed like a house of cards, Edgar let 

loose his anguish and frustration: "Disastrous and humiliating is the state 
of man! By his own hands, is constructed the mass of misery and error in 
which his steps are forever involved ... . How little cognizance have men 

over the actions and motives of each other! How total is our blindness with 

regard to our own performances!" These literary strokes painted a disturb
ing portrait . The vaunted individualism of the expanding liberal republic, 

Brown suggested in Edgar Huntly, was in fact a hollow conceit. Coming 
apart from within under the pressures of social performance, the isolated 
individual disintegrated into a "personae"-a fragmented , splintered crea
ture for whom self-deceit was unavoidable and the deception of others 

natural. An American society of Edgars and Clitheros indeed portrayed 
"new springs of action," as Brown had predicted, but the results were more 
unsettling than inspiring. Individual liberation, it seemed , had only led 
into a new wilderness of social, cultural, and psychological confus ion .27 

II I 

An exhausted Charles Brockden Brown paused wearily at the dawn of 
the nineteenth century . Investing an incredible amount of intellectual and 
psychological energy into the writing of four novels in just two years, the 
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twenty-nine-year-old author had achieved a great deal almost in spite of 
himself. The appearance of Wieland, Ormond, Arthur Mervyn, and Edgar 

Huntly offered a fitting climax to the conflicts and traumas-many of 
them self-imposed-of his early career. These texts composed a kind of 
literary diary that recorded the internal struggles, fluctuations, and dis
placements that had marked Brown's confrontation with the liberalizing 
tendencies of post- Revolutionary America . Relentlessly probing both self 
and society, these novels had depicted erratically but brilliantly the chang
ing social forms and fluid states of mind characteristic of this volatile age. 
They focused on the internal and external travails of individuals swept up 
in the powerful currents of early capitalist culture. They featured young 
male and female protagonists perched on the threshold of maturity, mak
ing life-shaping decisions while under unfamiliar pressures for social per
formance. Ultimately, Brown's major novels helped mediate transforming 
social practice and cultural perception in the early republic. They did so in 
several ways. 

In the manner of Richardson and Rousseau, Brown tried to use the 
novel as a powerful instrument of moral instruction. Combining striking 
Gothic atmospheres, outlandishly emotional literary style, and heavy
handed moralizing, he created a didactic fiction aimed at a popular audi
ence of literate, educated readers. His goal was the promotion of virtuous 
self-control among an ambitious and restless population. In an essay, the 
writer explained the moral thrust of his fiction: 

Those who prate about the influence of novels to unfit us for solid and useful 

reading, are guilty of a double error: for in the first place, a just and powerful 

picture of human life in which the connection between vice and misery, and be

tween facility and virtue is vividly portrayed, is the most solid and useful read

ing that a moral and social being ... can read; and in the second place, the 

most trivial and trite of these performances are, to readers of certain ages and 

intellects, the only books they will read.28 

Less deliberately, Brown also shaped in his fiction a forceful social cri
tique that rested on a rather dark reading of individual human agency. Per
ceiving a cloudy cast to the liberationist atmosphere of the post- Revolu
tionary republic, Brown explored a crumbling of paternal authority and 
hierarchical tradition, and its replacement by a lonely and morally uncer
tain individualism . His characters continuously betrayed strong instincts 
for deception and fraud, masks and manipulation, social ambition and eth
ical fluidity. Stretching from Wieland's religious mania to Ormond's moral 



130 THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

confrontations, from Arthur Mervyn's diseased city to Edgar Hunt!y's vio
lent wilderness, Brown's books illuminated a dark and bloody social ground 

in late eighteenth-century America. 
Brown's frenzied novel writing ultimately penetrated the veneer of so

cial practice and cultural perception to reach the psychological interior of 

liberalizing values. His late 1790s fiction doggedly searched for genuine, 
coherent selves behind the inflated rhetoric of individual aspiration. Such 

figures never appeared. Instead, Brown's novels paraded a collection of 
fragmented characters as they stumbled forth from their hiding places in 

basements and secret studies, closets and caves. Desperately sounding the 
hidden depths of their own personalities while gauging the artifice of oth
ers, these anguished individuals struggled with mirrored images of them

selves and frantically tried to hold together their faltering perceptions and 
splintering identities. In many ways Carwin and Ormond, Clara and Con
stantia, Arthur and Clithero, Welbeck and Edgar were at odds with them

selves as well as their society. 
This uneasy juxtaposition of self and society, this precarious balancing 

of warring elements within the personality, had made for a creative tension 

in this young Philadelphia author. It had provoked and inspired four nov
els in an astonishingly brief period of time as Brown became a skilled in

terrogator of the fragmented "personae" of emerging market society. His 

private struggles had produced a striking analysis of the public pathology 
of the liberalizing republic. Such a pressurized sensibility, however, had 
taken a heavy toll. By 1800 an emotionally spent and frustrated Brown was 

looking for a way out. 



SIX 

~II The Writer as Bourgeois Moralist 

On or about April 1800 Charles Brockden Brown 

changed. In a despondent letter to his brother James, the young author 
confessed that "gloominess and out-of-nature incidents" had tainted his 

early novels. The time had come, he wearily admitted, "for dropping the 
doleful tone and assuming a cheerful one, or at least substituting moral 
causes and daily incidents in place, of the prodigious or the singular. I shall 
not fall hereafter into that strain. Book-making, as you observe, is the 
dullest of all trades, and the utmost that any American can look for in his 
native country is to be reimbursed his unavoidable expenses." This rather 
sullen, forlorn admission seemed to belie the upward trajectory of Brown's 
literary endeavors. The burst of novel writing over the previous few years 
had fulfilled his literary agenda, focused his radical social criticism, and re
lieved his intense adolescent build-up of psychological pressure. The result 
had been a quartet of brilliant, wild, complex fictions that would elicit 
much critical commentary over the next few decades. The Philadelphian 
seemed poised at the threshold of a distinguished literary career, prepared 
to become, perhaps, America's first entry into the pantheon of great writ
ers in the early modern Atlantic world. 1 

Brown's efforts as a professional writer, however, began to collapse al
most as quickly as they had accelerated. His novels sold poorly, and this 
failure sapped both emotional and financial reserves. The inexorable forces 
of marketplace individualism in the expanding republic-the very forces 
Brown had confronted and struggled with in his fiction-seem to have 
cornered him by the end of the century. Economic success as a writer de
pended on sales, which in turn demanded popularity. Both of these eluded 
Brown. Moreover, by 1800 the struggling author's growing desire for a 

131 



13 2 THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

wife, children, and family stability lent even greater urgency to his plight . 
Genteel poverty, if an acceptable condition for an unmarried and aspiring 
author, offered no attraction to any respectable young woman. 

Thus, by the early nineteenth century, Brown began a significant re
trenchment in his life. While earlier pressures of career choice, parental 
expectations, and emotional upheaval had produced the decision to be
come a professional writer, a gradual erosion of those hopes now led to a 
second transformation. Brown began a withdrawal from the literary scene. 
He took one more half-hearted stab at fiction writing with two domestic 
novels that seemed deliberately aimed at a popular audience. As this liter
ary endeavor fell flat, he bitterly rejected fiction altogether-at least for the 
public-and moved in different directions. Brown became involved with 
his family's mercantile business, married the daughter of a Philadelphia 
minister, and became a father. In addition, he entered the world of jour
nalism as editor of, successively, three journals of letters and opinion in his 
native city. In the process, this intense intellectual began to formulate an 
important new public role: cultural critic and defender of bourgeois values. 

Pulling back from radical social criticism, moving away from the 
breathtaking possibilities of the new novel genre, settling into the routine 
of family and business life, by 1805 Brown had remade himself once again . 
He negotiated an uneasy peace with America's expanding market society, 
and with himself as well, and engaged in a process of cultural and political 
redefinition . With his customary emotional cycle of fits and starts, deep 
doubts and utopian enthusiasm, Brown began to reposition himself as a 
bourgeois moralist in an ascending culture of capitalism. Hints of this dy
namic change came in a final, futile attempt at novel writing. Connecting 
the personal upheaval and creativity of the 1790s with the moral consolida
tions of the new century, Brown's last two books of fiction built a cultural 
bridge to the future. 

I 

Charles Brockden Brown's final pair of published novels offered an ob
vious contrast to his earlier efforts. Their titles ( Clara Howard and Jane 

Talbot) indicated a decided shift of gender sensibility away from the male
titled and dominated books of the 1790s. Their content, however, revealed 
this to be but one part of a broader literary and cultural change. As stories 
of domestic maneuver in which virtuous, morally willful female characters 
tamed restless, morally adrift males, these texts fulfilled their author's new 
determination to abandon "prodigious," "gloomy," and "singular" themes. 
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Yet these works were much more than sentimental, didactic tales cynically 
aimed at a popular audience, as many critics have long believed. Instead, 
these domestic novels explored, in fairly complex fashion, the cultural and 
ideological dimension of Brown's early nineteenth-century adjustment. 
The author may have utilized the sentimental form in an attempt to sell 
books, but that form became the vehicle for a more profound reconsidera
tion of American values. These books answered many of the why's and 
wherefore's of Brown's retreat from radicalism and embrace of bourgeois 
moralism. 2 

While a certain amount of overlap probably occurred, Clara Howard 

seems to have been written before its counterpart. Likely begun in the late 
summer of 1800 and finished in the spring of the following year, the novel 
was published in June 1801.3 The highly sentimental plot revolved around 
the romantic and moral entanglements of three primary characters: Ed
ward Hartley, Mary Wilmot, and Clara Howard. Initially, the focus of this 
epistolary novel fell on Edward, a poor rural boy who had been befriended 
and tutored by an English gentleman named Mr. Howard. When Howard 
departed rather suddenly for Europe, his young protege headed for the city 
to become a watchmaker's apprentice and begin the climb to social re
spectability. At this point romance entered the picture. Shortly after his 
arrival, Edward met Mary Wilmot, a plain young woman almost ten years 
his elder whose once-wealthy family had fallen into decline. Mary now 
supported herself and her brother by working as a seamstress, and she fell 
in love with her new acquaintance . Edward did not reciprocate Mary's 
love, but considered marriage because of her virtue. He grew more attract
ed to matrimony, however, when the young woman unexpectedly inherited 
$5,000. Edward and Mary.agreed to wed after a six-month waiting period. 
In the meantime, Howard surprised everyone by returning to America 
with a wife and lovely stepdaughter, Clara. At the same time, a man 
named Morton suddenly appeared and claimed Mary's inheritance. 

Here the novel's narrative became mired in a swamp of complexity. Ed
ward entered Howard's household, was treated as a son, and rapidly be
came infatuated with the beautiful Clara. Mary, believing that her inheri
tance was lost and that Edward should not enter a loveless marriage with 
her, fled the city in the company of friends. When an explanatory letter to 
her fiance was misplaced, her disappearance seemed final. At this point, 
Clara Howard moved to center stage. Although she had fallen in love with 
Edward, her sense of self-sacrifice proved more powerful. She demanded 
that her suitor find Mary and wed her, even offering half her fortune to 
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support the match. Edward, forced to marry a woman he did not love by 
the one he did, dutifully set off in search of Mary. Before finding her, 
however, he fell ill with a near-fatal fever and the saintly Clara rescinded 
his banishment. The overjoyed young man revived and departed to make 
his peace with his former fiancee. The narrative now offered its central, if 
rather stilted, moral dilemma. After accidentally meeting Mary, Clara in
sisted once again that Edward marry the older woman. Mary, in the 
meantime, had fallen in love with a Mr. Sedley, and thus rejected her pre
vious suitor's proposal. Caught in the middle of a tortuous situation in 
which neither woman seemed to want him, a despairing Edward left the 
city for life in the wilderness. Again he fell ill, and letters reached him 
which finally resolved the situation . Mary informed him of her intent to 
marry Sedley, a move that allowed Clara to drop her opposition and de
clare her love for Edward. The novel ended with plans in motion for both 
weddings. 

Without doubt, Clara Howard was the weakest of all Brown's novels. 
As critics have observed, the tale liberally borrowed many incidents and 
situations from the author 's earlier works. Its moral situations were con
trived, its characters stereotyped and artificial, and its language heavy with 
overwrought sentimentalism. In terms of literary merit, the book repre
sented a long step backward for Brown. Even with these defects, however, 
Clara Howard contained much of interest for students of early American 
national culture . Buried beneath the vapid prose and inane plot lay certain 
ideological and cultural treasures that revealed a great deal about Brown 
himself and the transforming era in which he wrote. With its self-con
scious rendering of gender and morality, and its ongoing juxtaposition of 
romantic love and utilitarian profit, the novel illuminated certain aspects of 
the consolidating capitalist culture that its author was coming to embrace. 
This appeared especially in Brown's central trio of characters. 

Edward Hartley, the driving force early in the novel, presented an in
triguing portrait of aspiring individualism . His self-description in the 
book's opening epistle introduced the whole story as a variant on the 
Franklinian success tale: 

You once knew me as a simple lad, plying the file and tweezers at the bench of 

a watchmaker, with no prospect before me . ... I was sprung from obscurity, 

destitute of property, of parents, of paternal friends; was full of that rustic diffi

dence, that inveterate humility, which are alone sufficient to divert from us the 

stream of fortune's favor. 
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Such was I three years ago! Now am I rich, happy, crowned with every ter-

restrial felicity. 

Underlining this theme throughout the text, Edward frequently denounced 

his own rural origins and their quietistic traditions. When his early bene
factor, Mr. Howard, urged him to appreciate the dignified integrity of the 
farmer's life, the young man scoffed. "The rustic life was wholly unsuitable 

to my temper and taste," he recalled, as the prospect of status and money 
lured him to the city. Edward admitted that wealth and social position 
awed him with their "mysterious elevation." Even the friendship of the 

Howards fired his ambition, as the personal attention "from beings invest

ed with such dazzling superiority, almost intoxicated my senses." In fact, 
midway through the novel Edward affirmed a dictum-"to retain humility 

and probity in spite of riches, and to effect the highest good of ourselves 
and others, by the use of them"-which epitomized his ambitious social 
creed.4 

Mary Wilmot provided a study in contrast . In Brown's hands, she be

came a moral counterweight to the impetuous, aspiring Edward. Nine 
years older than the young man from the country and full of benevolence, 

she attracted his intense admiration. Mary fell in love with Edward, but 
slowly realized that his affection contained no passion. Thus, she refused 
to accept Edward's dutiful offer of marriage, and sacrificed her content

ment to his. As she explained to him, "I sought your happiness. To be the 
author of it was an object of inexpressible longings. To be happy without 
you was impossible, but the misery of loneliness, however great, was less 
than that of being the spectator of your misery, or ... defrauding you of 

the felicity attending marriage with a woman whom you could truly love." 
True to sentimental forms, Mary's nobility took a severe toll on her physi
cal well-being. Emaciated and drained from her moral endeavors, she felt 
the steady "progress of death" and believed that "every hour accelerates my 
decay" (p. 16). 

Even the virtues of Mary Wilmot, however, paled before those of the 
novel's namesake, Clara Howard. Combining the older woman's selfless
ness with a strength of will entirely her own, she was an apostle of self-de
nial. Denouncing "selfish regards" and "selfish gratification," she insisted 
that one should derive "more satisfaction from disinterested than selfish 
conduct." As part of her firm moral code, Clara also rejected mere "sensu
ality" and placed the material pleasures of wealth and status far back in the 
rank of values. "Have I not known, from infancy the pleasures of affluence 
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and homage? Cannot I conceive the mortifications to one thus bred up, of 
poverty and labour?" she exclaimed to Edward. Nonetheless, she made 
clear her intent to sacrifice such comforts if necessary. Clara's willingness 
to give up the man she loved seemed to transcend a utilitarian calculus of 
pleasure and pain, gain and loss. She tried to explain to a puzzled Edward 
that his despondency reflected 

an heart incapable of perceiving the possibility of sacrificing my own personal 

gratification to that of another, and of deriving, from that very sacrifice, a purer 

and more lasting felicity. It shews you unable to comprehend that the welfare of 

another may demand self-denial from us, and that in bestowing benefits on 

others, there is a purer delight than in gratifications merely selfish and exclu

sive. (pp. 711 2, 771 8, 20, 24) 

Brown's three primary characters in Clara Howard created a fascinating 
configuration of gender and ideology. Edward suggested that men threat
ened to become victims of the very social instincts that drove them to suc
cess. Lashing out against moral restraints that curbed his passions-"It is 
the system of nature that deserves my hatred and my curses; that system 
which makes our very virtues instrumental to our misery"-he acknowl
edged their validity and his own depravity. Ashamed of his "peasant" back
ground and filled with "self-contempt and humiliation which pertain to 
that condition," he sought the "confidence and self-respect" that accrued 
to wealth and social advancement. Such striving produced great ambiva
lence, however, and Edward frequently chastised himself as a "mere earth
worm" and an "obscure clown." In his bitter words, "all my desires are the 
instigators of guilt, and all my pleasures those of iniquity." Near the end of 
the novel, he had become so frustrated that he threatened to flee into the 
wilderness and "make myself akin to savages and tigers, and forget that I 
was once a man" (pp. r8, 53, 55, rr2, 134). 

Edward's personal incoherence eventually produced a clear result. He 
became a moral cripple desperately searching for healing and guidance. 
Clara Howard happily obliged. Even though in love with the young man, 
she upbraided Edward for his "cowardly and ignoble designs" in abandon
ing Mary and warned of the folly attending his greed: "Thou art fiery and 
impetuous, my friend. Thy spirit is not curbed by reason. There is no out
rage or discretion-no crime against thyself-into which thy headlong 
spirit may not hurry thee." For his part, Edward humbly, even gratefully, 
submitted to Clara's moral dictations. Calling her "an angel" and his 
"heavenly monitor," he surrendered with the declaration, "Clara, thou hast 
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conquered me." Even more important, he credited the young woman with 
healing his inner confusion and putting him on the path to virtue. "I am 
now master of my actions and thoughts," Edward told her, "and will 
steadily direct them to a single purpose" (pp. 21, 26, 90, 144, 22). 

The force of Clara Howard's benevolence took on another important 
dimension in Brown's novel. Her task as moral lion-tamer broadened to 

include women as a group and emerged as a gendered cultural prerogative. 
By the end of Clara Howard, a sisterhood of moral teachers had arisen to 
dominate the text. For instance, Mary and Clara explicitly joined forces to 
guide Edward down the correct course of virtue. Only after consulting 
Mary was Clara prepared to wed Edward and heed "the sweet voice of an 
approving conscience." For her part, Mary reciprocated by telling her new 
female friend, "I exult that my feelings are akin to yours, and that it is in 
my power to vie with you in generosity." As if to underline their sister
hood, Brown disclosed that the two female protagonists were distantly re
lated to one another as second cousins. Most important, perhaps, both 
women made clear to Edward the goal of this female crusade: moral au
thority. Near the end of the novel, Mary warned Edward: "Your Clara, the 
noblest of women, joins me in recalling you ... to virtue and felicity." 
Clara put the matter more bluntly. As she told the young man, his "world
ly knowledge and acumen may be greater, but in moral discernment much 
art thou still deficient; here I claim to be more than equal." In the face of 

this formidable female phalanx, Edward could only retreat while meekly 
acknowledging that Mary and Clara had rescued him from "disease," "anx
iety," and "melancholy," a condition that had made him "half-crazy, shiver

ing and glowing by turns" (pp. 141, 131-32, 96-97, 143, 147, 145). 
Thus, Clara Howards stilted form belied the intriguing cultural content 

within. Adopting sentimental literary conventions, Brown depicted a 
male-dominated public ambition harmonizing with female-dominated 
private self-restraint. Success, wealth, and happiness resulted for everyone: 
Clara and Edward wed riches and benevolence, while Mary did likewise in 
agreeing to marry the affluent businessman, Mr . Sedley. So Brown's first 
fictional foray after his passionate efforts of the 1790s, while doing little for 
his pocketbook and even less for his literary reputation, represented a criti
cal stage in his ideological development. Distancing himself from the po
litical and cultural radicalism of earlier books like Alcuin and Arthur 

Mervyn, the author moved decisively toward the moral consolidations of 
bourgeois society in early nineteenth-century America. 

Jane Talbot, a Novel took an even longer step in the same direction. Al-
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though conceived by Brown as a more dramatic moral battleground-here 
a knot of seduction, religion, and money replaced Clara Howards rather 
insipid moral benevolence as the main theme-the story resonated with 
similar cultural overtones. The Philadelphian's second domestic novel had 
been started probably in early 1801, set aside while Clara Howard was 
rushed to completion and publication, and then resumed in the late sum
mer of that same year. Finished sometime in the fall, the book finally ap
peared from a Philadelphia press in December 1801. Even though the nov
el would see an 1804 publication in England, it received scant critical 
notice and its sales remained quite low. Once again, however, Jane Talbot's 

sentimental strategies and domestic devices disguised its important cultur
al content.5 

The plot of Jane Talbot concerned the frustrated love affair of the nov
el's heroine, a young widow, and Henry Colden, a Godwinian radical. 
While deeply in love and determined to marry, these two characters found 
their plans thwarted by Mrs. Fielder, Jane's strong-willed, adoptive moth
er, and by Henry's father. The resistance flowed from a combination of po
litical, religious, and moral issues. Mrs. Fielder, Jane's mentor and guardian, 
grew outraged when informed of Henry's religious skepticism, moral ra
tionalism, and political nonconformity . To make matters even worse, she 
grew convinced that this profligate had plunged the two into adultery 
while Jane's husband was still alive. Digging in her heels, Mrs . Fielder 
used every power at her command to stop the match. The alleged seduc
tion, of course, had never occurred and most of the novel consisted of long 
epistolary explanations and romantic maneuvers. Jane, caught between 
love for Henry and respect for her mother, anguished over the correct 
course of action. Mrs. Fielder refused to budge. Henry, pulled in different 
directions by his head and his heart, struggled to resolve the situation but 
ultimately began to crack under the pressure. 

Throughout this travail-this is what elevated Jane Talbot several 
notches above the normal run of early sentimental fiction-Brown sus
tained an ongoing discussion of serious moral, religious, social, and episte
mological questions. Arguments over the respective merits of religious 
faith, worldly wealth, reason and emotion, and male and female sensibility 
added a strong intellectual element to the book's rather maudlin love story. 
Such tendencies in the novel were reinforced by its subplots and minor 
characters. Jane's brother Frank, for instance, occasionally appeared in the 
text as a spendthrift, embezzler, and insatiable seeker of wealth. Playing on 
his sister's affection, he successfully overcame her scruples to borrow and 
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waste large sums of money. Jane's late husband, Lewis, also made several 
ghostly appearances as a paragon of hard-working, self-satisfied bourgeois 

habits. And Miss Jessup, a flighty young woman carried away by her secret 

passion for Lewis Talbot, turned out to be a key in the plot: she forged the 
letter falsely implicating Jane and Henry in adultery. So by the time the 
story reached its rather predictable conclusion-the two young lovers sur
mounted all obstacles to finally marry-the novel had ventured beyond 

mere sentiment to engage some interesting cultural issues. 

As in several of his earlier novels, Brown created in Jane Talbot a muta 
ble atmosphere of fluctuating financial and moral values. Here, however, 
the contrast between the stilted, mawkish love story and its fluid social 

backdrop became striking. In a world increasingly driven by market forces 
and individualist ambition, the novel's characters slipped and staggered on 
the shifting cultural ground beneath them. Jane's brother, for instance, 

with his maneuvering and scheming, prompted from her this reflection: "I 
know that those who embark on pecuniary schemes are often reduced to 

temporary straits and difficulties; that ruin and prosperity frequently hang 
on the decision of the moment; that a gap may be filled up by a small ef
fort seasonably made, which, if neglected, rapidly widens and irrevocably 
swallows up the ill-fated adventurer." In such a world of contingency and 
peril, moral fraud seemed even more threatening than financial fraud. As 

Jane pointed out, forgery and embezzlement were public crimes that could 
be punished. A loss of moral character-for example, an accusation that 

"robs a helpless woman of her reputation''-cut much deeper by producing 
enmity between the individual and "those whose affection is necessary to 

render life tolerable." In such a context, it was little wonder that the novel's 

characters frequently fell into agonizing reappraisals of religion and its cor
rect moral principles. All agreed that "true religion" must consist of more 
than piety and doctrine, and must somehow include "rational activity for 
others' good." The precise benevolent principles remained elusive, howev
er, and caused Brown's characters to fear a moral "void." Each struggled, in 
the words of one, "to comprehend mysel£"6 • 

Full of moral flux and social uncertainty, Brown's second domestic novel 
evinced an additional theme: the nature of correct gender roles. This ques
tion centered on the issue of love and morality. Early in the novel, for in
stance, Jane felt compelled to compare males and females in matters of the 
heart. Men, she argued, were "sanguine and confident" while inclined to 
let "their words outstrip their feelings." Those of "ardent temper" could 

easily, and probably sincerely, love several women in one year. Women, by 
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contrast, were naturally creatures of self-restraint . They "feel deeply but 
boast not," Jane insisted, and "their words generally fall short of their sen
timents ." Yet their passion, when aroused, was "hard to be escaped from." 

As if to illustrate the impulsive nature of men, Jane Talbot's male figures 
ran the gamut of unacceptable emotional extremes. Lewis Talbot, Jane's 
first husband, exemplified the sturdy dullness of the bourgeois business
man in the early Republic. His religion was "steadfast and rational" and 
had produced a highly rationalized conduct that was "regular, sober, and 
consistent." "He was addicted to industry, was regular and frugal in his 
manner and economy. He had nothing of that specious and glossy texture 
which captivates inexperience and youth, and serves a substitute for every 
other virtue. While others talked about their duty, he was contented with 
performing it." Lewis's temperament made him an impassive, tedious 
companion, however, and his marriage to Jane had been a dreary one. At 
the other extreme, of course, stood Frank. Even as a boy Jane's brother had 
been "boisterous, ungrateful, imperious," and as an adult appeared "selfish 
and irascible beyond most other men." He displayed an attraction to "ac
tive amusements and sensual pleasures," and had deserted school for the il
licit pleasures of gambling and whoring. Frank's embrace of "idleness and 
dissipation" gradually led him into various speculative schemes that proved 
financially disastrous. His lack of restraint brought ruin to himself, and 
near-ruin to his family before he fled the country for France (pp. 170, 
223-24, 156-59, 172-200). 

Regarding women, Jane Talbot offered a contrasting picture of social 
roles and moral principles. In a liberalizing society in which public activity 
remained regulated by gender, Brown's female characters sought to solidify 
their moral dominion in private life and domestic affairs. Their struggles 
illustrated the complexity of women's cultural plight. As Jane noted early 
in the narrative, even as a young girl she had become convinced that while 
males were ambitious, self-seeking, and aggressive, females were "soft, pli
ant, affectionate." These female qualities could lead to self-destruction, as 
the example of Miss Jessup showed. With an insatiable hunger for love 
and emotional connection, the desperate young woman had displayed a 
"volatile, giddy, thoughtless character." Nearly sick with passion for Lewis 
Talbot, she was driven to acts of forgery, lying, and character assassination 
before recanting in a deathbed confession. Mrs . Fielder, however, compen
sated for the sentimental indulgences of Miss Jessup. As Jane's mother, she 
emerged in the narrative as a massive, unmovable moral force. When in
formed of Henry Colden's radical views on social and religious matters, 
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and after learning of Henry and Jane's supposed adultery, she denounced 
Henry as a sensual "visionary and romantic" who loved "to intoxicate the 
women with melodious flattery." Bitterly opposed to this dangerous ratio
nalist with his agenda for revolutionary social change, she pictured him as 
"the grand deceiver." "How nicely does he select, how adroitly manage his 
tools!" she accused. Both Jane and Henry eventually submitted to this 
"stern and inflexible spirit" and acknowledged her moral dominion . Sig
nificantly, marriage between the two took place after Mrs . Fielder learned 
the truth about the false adultery charge shortly before her own death, and 
after Henry had reformed his character to meet her standards. As a coun
terweight to women like Miss Jessup, this formidable matron became a 
symbol of female moral influence in the domestic realm (pp. 156, 333-35, 

225-29, 303, 376, 326, 394, 431). 
This entire melange of social stresses, religious turmoil , gender defini

tion, and moral struggle settled on the shoulders of the novel's two prima
ry characters, Jane Talbot and Henry Colden . Brown's male protagonist, 
for instance, stepped forward as a seething mass of emotional insecurities, 
half-held convictions, and self-loathing. Describing himself as "sensual 
and volatile," Henry confessed that the "image of myself in my own mind 
is a sorry compound of hateful or despicable qualities." An alienated God
winian intellectual struggling in a utilitarian society, his elevated views of 
science and letters brought spasms of self-doubt : "I cannot labour for 
bread; I cannot work to live .. . . My very nature unfits me for any prof
itable business. My dependence must ever be on others or on fortune . .. . I 
am not indolent, but my activity is vague, profitless, capricious. No lucra
tive or noble purpose impels me. I aim at nothing but selfish gratification." 
Henry's inability to find a purposeful career led to fears that a species of 
"insanity" had destroyed his capacity to act. Desperately seeking to "unfold 
myself to myself," the young man began to believe destiny was slipping 
ever more out of his control. "Let things take their course," he lamented . 
"I can do nothing ." Following its own emotional logic, this internal frag
mentation threatened a dark conclusion. Overwhelmed by "this excruciat
ing, this direful melancholy" and feeling "comfortless and friendless," 
Henry contemplated suicide as a source of relief: "Nothing is sweet but the 
prospect of oblivion" (pp. 204, 266, 267, 382, 383, 378). 

Henry's death wish never came true . Instead of disintegration complet
ing its fatal course, the faltering young man found his cultural bearings 
and righted himself emotionally. The way in which he did so-relying 
upon female morality to restore his shattered persona-proved highly re-
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vealing. Despairing over the direction of his life, Henry frantically sought 
to steady his fluctuating character through "some kind of principle by 
which to regulate my conduct." When his Godwinian principles-enlight
ened self-interest, scientific rationalism, utilitarian morality-failed to 
support him on this count, Jane Talbot stepped into the void . As an advo
cate of benevolence, self-control, and Christianity she became a source of 
"steadfastness and virtue" for Henry. His deep respect for "this feminine 
excellence, this secondary and more valuable self" led him to describe the 
young woman as "my sweet physician." Her influence was slow-working, 
however, for only after a long, meditative overseas voyage could Henry 
truly embrace pious morality as a means to reconnect his fragmented char
acter. Jan e's principles of Christian benevolence, he concluded, had shored 
up his moral framework and "made my mind whole" (pp. 390, 228, 309, 382, 

3n). 
As for Jane herself, moral solidity and virtue had not come easily. This 

heroine had struggled to conquer her own baser instincts as a prerequisite 
for helping Henry overcome his. "I am very far from being a wise girl," she 
admitted at the novel's outset, and acknowledged that "there are bounds 
beyond which passion cannot go without counteracting its own purposes." 
Fearing that her passions threatened to overwhelm moral barriers, she 
vowed to "enjoy the rewards of self-denial and forbearance." Through a 
strong measure of self-control, Jane thus felt able to treat her suitor benev
olently. " I want to act with a view to your interests and wishes," she in
formed Henry in the spirit of self-sacrifice. Jane was so sincere that when 
Henry's father threatened to disinherit him if he became engaged, she 
pledged to give him up for his own material well-being. Her explanation 
summarized the spirit of virtuous self-denial: "What I did was in oblivion 
of self; [it] was from a duteous regard to his genuine and lasting happi
ness." Henry became the ultimate object of Jane's moral crusade, as she 
sought not only to gain his love but to shape his character. The deter
mined young woman envisioned herself as Henry's wife, happily playing 
the role of domestic manager, patroness of the cultivated arts, mother, and 
not least important, moral instructor. His lack of religious belief-"the 
most deplorable calamity that can befall a human creature"-became the 
particular target for her endeavors. What Jane called her "unconquerable 
zeal to rescue him from this calamity" aptly summarized her self-imposed 
task of moral stewardship (pp. 141-52, 255, 317-20, 399, 284-86, 302-3). 

Thus, the conclusion of Jane Talbot, with a newly pious Henry set to 
wed the morally triumphant Jane, reached the same destination as Clara 
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Howard. In both cases, sentimental forms and language masked an impor

tant cultural realignment at the heart of the stories . Intertwined with their 

author's own personal struggles, Brown's last two published novels suggest

ed the emergence of a profound new pattern in early nineteenth-century 
America: the old republican tradition of self-sacrificing "virtue" was be

coming feminized and privatized, while an emerging liberal imperative of 
"self-interest" appeared increasingly masculinized and publicized) Most 

important, these instincts could be, indeed should be, harmonized through 

the mediation of sentimental love and marriage, with liberty and profit for 
all. For Charles Brockden Brown, this process rescued him from the ideo

logical and moral upheaval of early manhood in the 1790s, and pulled him 
into a calming new world of bourgeois stability. It demanded wrenching 

accommodations on his part, but it was a world that would win both his 
emotional loyalties and literary talents. 

II 

Clara Howard and Jane Talbot, in terms of sales, failed miserably. Their 

sentiment and romance did not attract a popular audience, as their de
spairing author had hoped. Ironically, this collapse of literary hope rein
forced the larger cultural accommodations represented in the novels them

selves. Brown's psychological state around the dawn of the nineteenth 

century, for instance, in its evolution from rage to resignation, embodied a 
process of embourgeoisment. So too did his personal life as it became sub

merged in courtship, marriage, and children . In a marked development 
from anguished artist to family man, Brown's own life seemed to mirror 

the social and cultural forces transforming the American republic by the 
early 1800s. 

With the opening of a new century, the Philadelphia author revamped 

his writing activity, slowly abandoning fiction for other genres. Brown had 
been involved in several journalistic enterprises throughout the 1790s. In 

1798, for example, he had been a primary contributor to the Philadelphia 
Weekly Magazine, a journal of opinion and belles letters. Now Brown's 
journalistic endeavors quickened as his novelistic ones faded. From April 
1799 to the autumn of 1800 he served as editor of the Monthly Magazine 

and American Review, a publication backed by his circle of intellectual 
friends in New York City. Then, in 1803, the enterprising writer founded 
another monthly journal in Philadelphia, the Literary Magazine and Amer 

ican Register, and edited it until its demise in late 1807. Finally, he was edi

tor of the American Register, or General Repository of History, Politics, and 
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Science from 1806 to 1810. Brown also contributed generously throughout 
the early r8oos to his friend Joseph Dennie's Port-Folio. 8 

The abandonment of the novel for journalistic enterprises came at a 
heavy personal cost. Brown evinced extreme bitterness about his failed lit

erary career and attempted to dismiss it altogether. In a public confession 
in 1803, he denigrated his earlier writings. "I should enjoy a larger share of 
my own respect at the present moment," he stated bluntly in the first num

ber of the Literary Magazine, "if nothing had ever flowed from my pen, 

the production of which could be traced to me." This self-hatred also 
flared outward into a stinging critique of American cultural values. The 

republic's citizens had become so enamored of the "love of gain" and "the 

main chance," he angrily wrote, that a genuine appreciation of literature 
and science was all but impossible . He continued: 

Perhaps there never was such a theatre for speculation as the United States have 

presented for the last twelve or fifteen years. On this theatre thousands have 

played a part, equally astonishing to the sober calculator and humiliating to the 

moralist . The influence of this system has extended to the remotest corners of 

the union; so that perhaps a more mercenary and speculating nation than our 

own hardly at this day exists. 

The natural and necessary influence of such a state of public taste and public 

sentiment, must be in various ways highly mischievous .... When an idea be

comes prevalent , that wealth is everything, and that nothing can atone for the 

want of property, we may expect to see most men bending their whole attention 

to this object, and neglecting the cultivation of their minds as an affair of sec

ondary moment.9 

Brown's reassessment of his writing and its relation to American society 
also came from deep in his own psyche. Once again, an intense self-ab
sorption boiled to the surface as it had earlier in the 1790s. Now the psy
chological effects remained more muted, and the lashing out was more 
controlled . Brown wrestled with a strong sense of social isolation, observ
ing at one point in 1801 that "we know nobody, and can therefore seek em
ployment and amusement only in ourselves." At other times this solitude 
appeared a mere "wretched possession" far beneath the invigorating "im
ages flowing from society." Such ambiguous reactions eventually settled 
into a pattern of impassive, morose alienation. Describing "the surface of 
his life" as "tolerably smooth," he admitted to getting by in terms of mere 
"food, raiment, and repose ." Intellectual vigor seemed to have evaporated. 

"All the inanimate objects in this city are uniform, monotonous, and dull," 
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Brown wrote a correspondent from Philadelphia in 1800. "I have been sur

prised at the little power they have over my imagination, at the sameness 
that everywhere reigns." Literary fame, he decided, was a despicable thing 
while "obscurity" offered "numberless delights." By 1801 the disgruntled 

ex-novelist presented a persona that was part self-pity, part sullen resigna
tion.10 

In this context Brown gradually came to terms with journalism as a ca

reer that would allow a modicum of both writing and profit. The task 
proved difficult, as economic and ideological pressures pulled in several di
rections. On the one hand, he upheld the journalist's pursuit of gain, albeit 

a bit defensively. In the 1803 inaugural issue of the Literary Magazine, his 
"Editor's Address" offered self-assurances on this point. "The project is 
not a mercenary one," he wrote. "At the same time, he [the editor] cannot 

but be desirous of an ample subscription, not merely because pecuniary 
profit is acceptable, but because this is the best proof which he can receive 

that his endeavors to amuse and instruct have not been unsuccessful." On 

the other hand, however, Brown frequently complained about "the apathy 
and disregard apparently shown by Americans to literature and science," 
an attitude that made serious journalistic writing a risky financial proposi
tion. The typical citizen's concern with material interests, the writer noted 

sourly, did not create a public atmosphere for "estimating the productions 
of genius, taste, and learning." Overall, Brown was forced to admit that 
journalistic success depended on the American proclivity for newspapers. 
This habit was unavoidable in a commercial republic, he granted, where 

political information and market information were necessary for survival. 
The journalistic combination of "literature, lucre, and politics," Brown ad

mitted, must be granted its usefulness. In less sanguine moments, however, 
the editor described popularity as a shallow achievement fleetingly be
stowed by "the veneration of the multitude ." It usually attended a writing 
enterprise "with no moral or beneficial purpose whatever."u 

Such ruminations led Brown to confront head-on a cultural predica 
ment in the expanding liberal republic. The entrepreneurial ambition of 
the middling orders provided the vitality in American society, he admitted, 
yet this fact created tremendous difficulties for aspiring writers and artists. 
The people of the United States, he wrote in 1801, were "more distin
guished than those of Europe as a people of business, and by an universal 
attention to the active and lucrative pursuits of life." This may have been 

politically desirable, but the artistic consequences were troubling. Aristo
cratic wealth, Brown pointed out, traditionally produced a "superfluity" of 
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funds that flowed into the coffers of painters and writers. When wealth 
was more evenly divided in society, however, people concentrated on "a 
provision of absolute necessaries, before they think of conveniences; 
and ... before they can indulge in the agreeable arts." For the Philadelphi
an this brought an obvious dilemma. Aristocracy, of course, was ideologi
cal anathema to this self-proclaimed radical. He also rejected the romantic 
opinion that genteel poverty stimulated literary genius, since a struggle for 
material survival only drained artistic energy. The writer's only alternative 
was to accept the republic's liberalizing society and work within its con
fines, attempting to harness its energy. Brown exposed the foundation for 
his new position in 1805: "Poverty is far from being a spur to genius; 
wealth is far less unfriendly, though its influence is certainly not propitious 
to it. It is the middle class that produces every kind of worth in the great
est abundance. We must not look for fertility on the hill top, nor at 
the bottom of the glen. It is only found in the plains and intermediate 
slopes."12 

Brown's reconciliation to America's growing market society in the early 
nineteenth century appeared clearly in another aspect of his life. After 
nearly ten years of resistance, he fi~ally caved in to family pressure and be
came a partner in his brothers' commercial enterprises. In 1801 he began 
office work in their trans-Atlantic trading company, and particularly fo
cused on problems involved with mercantile and maritime law. In March 
of that year he ruefully told a correspondent, "I write to you in company, 
& with all the sounds, tools, & symbols of the gain-pursuing merchant 
about me." Brown assured friends that his new labors took only part of his 
time, so that many hours could still be devoted to reading and writing. 
Equally important, the business provided more financial security than fic
tion ever had. While mercantile activity certainly had its share of fluctua
tions and disappointments-particularly when intensification of the 
Napoleonic Wars brought maritime harassments and blockades-the prof
its still far outdistanced sales of his books. "This period is eminently pros
perous for all with whom I am bound by the dear ties of relationship or 
friendship," he reported in 1803. "The more so by contrast with ancient 
difficulties and humiliations." 13 

A brief piece of fiction provided a tantalizing glimpse of the emotional 
currents that were sweeping Brown from the world of literature to that of 
business and journalism. Published in the Monthly Magazine of July 1800, 

"The Trials of Arden" was a short story about the tribulations of an intel
lectual wronged by public opinion. The plot involved a young immigrant 
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teacher named Arden who became entangled in a murder mystery. When 

the eldest daughter in the family whom he tutored, Harriet Finch, was 

found murdered, suspicion fell immediately upon Arden . Having arrived 

in this New York town only three months before, the young man had been 
spotted in the area where the killing took place. His nervous behavior and 
abrupt resignation from the Finches' service sealed his fate. Smoldering 

community suspicion flamed into outrage, and Arden was pursued, arrest
ed, and imprisoned. Circumstantial evidence and popular outcry made a 

guilty verdict at his trial all but inevitable. One juror, however, held out for 
Arden 's innocence. An angry mob then attempted to capture and lynch 

the prisoner . When he escaped, their wrath turned upon the isolated juror 

who had insisted on his innocence, and this gentleman also fled the com
munity. Almost a year later, a counterfeiter was arrested in Albany and, 
under interrogation, confessed to the Finch murder. Arden's vindication 

prompted embarrassment and apologies from his former accusers, and 
events reached a happy conclusion. The teacher married a young woman 

from the community whose support had helped rescue him, and their fu
ture prosperity was assured when it was revealed that Harriet Finch had 

bequeathed to Arden her entire estate. 14 

In the context of Brown's early century retrenchment, "The Trials of 
Arden" had fascinating implications. The protagonist was, as the author 

considered himself to be, an outsider in American society. The story's plot 
also involved another issue identified with Brown's own life: the young in

tellectual struggling to maintain his virtue against unpopularity and mind

less persecution. Examining an evil perpetuated upon "the fame, peace, 
and life of one who merited a better fate," this tale pitted a deluded mob 
against a dignified, self-contained, even Christ-like individual: 

Nothing confounded observers more, than the sedateness of the man ... . 

When called upon to defend himself, he complied with apparent reluctance; 

but, when he opened his mouth at the bar, averred his purity with astonishing 

collectiveness and fervency; while, at the same time, he declared his hope

lessness of acquittal, his acquiescence in his fate, and his forgiveness of his per

secutors. 

Brown's sublimation of his own literary fate became even more obvious 
in his depiction of Mayo, the actual murderer. This criminal not only mur
dered, but embodied two other "demons" that Brown saw arrayed against 
him in tum-of-the-century America : the "counterfeiter," who feverishly 
sought wealth immorally, and the manipulator of false appearances who, 
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"being specious and addressful, insinuated himself into Finch 's confi
dence ." In such a society of moral caprice and social distrust, the weary 
writer could wear his alienation as a badge of honor .15 

The conclusion of "The Trials of Arden" provided a final indicator of 
Brown's cultural realignment in the early 1800s. Arden's courtship, mar
riage, and prosperity again paralleled the author's own life. In this period 
the Philadelphian not only embraced business and journalism, but desper
ately grasped for the security of marriage and family. As the financial fail
ure of fiction writing had driven him away from the arena of letters, the 
slow evaporation of his old circle of intellectuals in New York City helped 
drive him back to the bosom of his family in Philadelphia . The death of 
Elihu Smith in 1798 had a particularly powerful impact . In January 1799 
Brown wrote to his brother: "I have neither wife nor children to look up to 
me for food; and, in spite of all refinements, conjugal and paternal cares can 
never be fully transferred to one who has neither offspring nor spouse." 
Around the same time, he confessed to another correspondent that "my 
conception of the delights and benefits connected with love and marriage 
are exquisite." This lonely young man thu s began to search for stability in 
emotional as well as material terms. 16 

In 1801 he began to find it. In that year Brown initiated a serious 
courtship of Elizabeth Linn, the daughter of a prominent Presbyterian 
minister from New York City. He had first met the young woman in No
vember 1800 when she visited her brother-the Rev. John Blair Linn, also 
a minister-at his home in Philadelphia . Taken with her good looks, 
pleasant manners, and shy demeanor, Brown started to call regularly on 
Miss Linn and to correspond with her both at her brother 's home and at 
her regular residence back in New York. The courtship would be an ex
tended one-they would not be married until November 1804-and dur
ing that time the young writer would become close to the whole Linn 
clan. He grew quite fond of Elizabeth's three sisters, Susan, Rebecca, and 
Mary, while a strong friendship evolved with her brother John. The 
Philadelphia minister was a poet and essayist whose literary interests coin
cided with Brown's. The two developed a rich personal and professional 
relationship , with Linn even publishing pieces in Brown's Literary Maga
zine. When the minister died prematurely in August 1804, his brother-in
law wrote a public memorium . 17 

Brown's relationship with Elizabeth Linn proved crucial to his new 
life. The lonely writer had come to yearn for the security of marriage, as 
he revealed in 1803. Gaining a wife, he wrote, "may not be the only species 
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of felicity, and of all kinds of terrestrial bliss, it may be ... [most] precari
ous in possession, but to me, THIS is the highest bliss." With great enthu
siasm, and his usual lack of emotional subtlety, Brown plunged headlong 
into romance and began a barrage of attention and letters. Miss Linn re
mained cautious. Perhaps bothered by religious reservations-Brown's 
family had nixed several earlier love affairs because of the young women's 
non-Qiaker status-she also possessed a reserved temperament and was 
intellectually insecure to the point of self-deprecation. Hence began a long 
process of maneuver between the impetuous, impassioned Brown and the 
chary, discreet Miss Linn .18 

A fascinating record of this romantic minuet has survived in the form 
of a fat cache of letters from Brown to his future wife. Written from De
cember 1800 up through the spring of 1804-most were posted in 1801-
these missives provide much intriguing information about their author's 
state of mind during this period. They also opened another angle of vision 
on Brown's social and cultural readjustments in the early nineteenth centu

ry. More than just declarations of love for Elizabeth Linn, these didactic 
letters formulated gender roles and cultural values in the aftermath of the 
tumultuous, challenging 1790s. Subtly seeking to shape the character of 
this young woman, and simultaneously realigning his own persona in light 
of these gendered prerogatives, Brown clarified some of the outlines of an 
emerging bourgeois culture. 

He compulsively stressed the necessity of self-control. Brown's admoni
tions on this point permeated his letters to "my sweet friend," "my Elisa"
two favorite terms for his correspondent-and most of them focused on 
his own physical passions and moral character. Not unexpectedly, sexuality 
emerged as the primary object of repression. The young man wrote fre
quently of his desire for "that sacred privacy so dear to lovers" and con
fessed that his "imagination was sometimes in danger of becoming too 
strong for me." As he told Elisa, the "passion of the sexes is the source of 
existence and happiness" and it could not be ignored either intellectually 
or emotionally. "I should not be human," Brown argued, "ifl did not muse 
with rapture on the dear privileges of the wedded life." As soon as sex 
raised its head, however, he leaped to restrain it on moral grounds . Reflec
tion, he observed in many letters, was the most powerful "antidqte to pas
sion" and "the mind of genuine force will need no other expedient to re
store its self-possession." Bringing reason to bear on instinct was difficult, 
he admitted, and "I sometimes have need to struggle with the rising gust 
of my impatience . But I shall always effectually struggle with it." While 
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reflection and passion tugged in different directions, they were not com
pletely incompatible . As the Philadelphian vowed to his beloved, "My rea
son, as well as my heart, is thy worshipper ."19 

Brown's search for self-control also transcended the realm of physical 
lust. His flood of letters to Elizabeth Linn suggested a broader impulse to
ward character formation defined by sincerity, forthrightness, and moral 
solidity. This shaping of self involved the regulation of a host of libidinous 
drives and weaknesses - greed, pride, manipulation, anger. Cumulatively, 
such restraints would create a coherent, decisive, self-propelled individual. 
Brown's developing relationship with Elisa, for instance , brought forth an 
emotional defense of his sincerity. Lengthy assertions of "the purity, the 
fervency" of his feelings for her tumbled over one another in his letters . 
An intense struggle to "obtain the victory over my selfishness and vanity" 
prompted this explanation of his moral character: "My inmost soul is not 
to be heard or seen. Into that you cannot enter. You must rely for your 
knowledge on my sentiments , on my words and looks. You have no inter
est in misapprehending these . If they mislead you, who but I am to be 
blamed . .. for my happiness requires that you know me for what I am." 
For Brown, this harnessing of emotion and selfishness created a simple 
imperative: "Self-denial is a wholesome thing." Pronounced with varying 
degrees of enthusiasm or resignation, this emerged as the motto for many 
Americans with the cultural embourgeoisment of the early nineteenth-cen
tury republic. 20 

Brown's "Elisa Letters " also demonstrated, however, that self-control 
became primarily a gendered directive for males. A stern code of emotion
al regulation placed somewhat different demands on women . Brown, like 
other bourgeois moralists in the early nineteenth century, believed that fe
male sexuality was "naturally" less intense and less problematic. Female 
character formation therefore presented other tasks. Women, as Brown 
suggested constantly in his missives to Elisa, should strive to become 
models of genteel sensibility. Less vigorous and willful than men-this was 
"a sexual distinction, a feminine property: to be addicted to misgivings, re
luctances, forebodings"-they were also deficient in the "branches of 
knowledge ." Because of these weaknesses, Brown wrote frankly, "from the 
multitude of women we may turn away with indifference or contempt ." 
Yet compensation could be found in the female capacity for aesthetic, 
moral, and cultural refinement. Ensconced in the private realm with "free
dom from all brutalizing toils, all ignoble wants , all heart-depressing 
cares," women could and should read, paint, write, and converse . Wisdom 
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would come to the cultivated female while "truth, by being coupled with 
delight, shall more easily seduce thee to her side."21 

An ideologically progressive impulse inspired this idealized vision of 
feminine culture. In contrast to earlier moralists who downplayed female 
capabilities, Brown insisted that women did have an important role be
yond childbirth and domestic chores. Influenced by revolutionary republi
canism and his own earlier concern with women's rights, he roundly con
demned John Gregory's A Father's Legacy to His Daughters (1774). Having 
mentioned her reading of this popular American moral primer for young 
women-a highly conservative work that insisted that vitality and learning 
were unfeminine and that passive meekness and strict decorum were most 
appealing in women-Elisa was unprepared for her suitor's outburst. 

Jn. Gregory is an egregious fool, Elisa. Never consign thy conversation and be

havior to his government. Ifl remember rightly, his errors are properly exposed 

in the "Rights of Women ." How remote, indeed, from simplicity and rectitude, 

are the systems of theorists on the laws of sex .. . . Yet in my narrow and indi 

rect experience, I have met with scarcely anything among women but excep

tions to the systems of punctilio. 

For Brown, the theorist of gender, Wollstonecraft had distinct advantages 
over Gregory-but this preference had important limitations. 22 

The writer 's litany of instructions to Elisa unveiled a model of active fe
male behavior that was carefully restricted to the realm of genteel culture. 
Brown urged the young woman to gain confidence, to overcome her ten
dency to view herself as "homely and unlovely" or "stupid and insipid." He 
probably contributed to Elisa's self-denigration, as suggested by the com
ment that "I wish I could cure thee, my love, of thinking thyself a simple
ton & me a fastidious hypercritic ." Nevertheless, Brown relentlessly urged 
her to read and write in order to cultivate "reason, reflection, memory" and 
thus improve herself. He urged her to express emotions frankly, but grace
fully, so that "your pen thus faithfully [ will] depict your character, your 
sentiments." Praising Elisa's talents profusely, he pleaded with her to ex
press her inner moral beauty : "your purity, your good sense, your taste, 
your sensibility, your liberal curiosity, your knowledge, your dignity .. . the 
unaffected delicacy of your feelings." In a letter of April 1, 1801, the 
Philadelphian summarized his vision of Elizabeth Linn as idealized 
woman of genteel learning and discretion: "She will be one whom your 
reason will as zealously revere, as your heart adore. All that your fondest 
imagination can conceive of pure, modest, and engaging: with all the hen-
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efits of education and society; rectitude of taste; freedom from prejudice & 
all frivolous propensities." 23 

As part of the cultural bargain, however, the educated and sensitive fe

male of Brown's imagination was expected to perform important emotion
al tasks. Terming Elisa "my good angel" and "mistress of my destiny," 

Brown elevated her to a position of moral eminence. She served as a source 
of religious direction, as an exemplar of"rational piety," and she calmed his 
libidinous outbursts as a model of "Truth, goodness, virtue, harmony, & 
love." As Brown confessed rather emotionally to her, she had rescued him 
from the "ancient difficulties and humiliations" that had plagued him in 

the r79os and made his past life a "dreary" one. In the eyes of her suitor, 
this young woman was such an icon of emotional calm, moral inspiration, 
and intellectual stability that he must strive to be "not only worthy of you, 
but in your eyes, worthy." 24 

These gender ideals, however, were but part of a larger project of cul
tural construction. In Brown's blueprint, willful, self-controlled males and 
genteel, morally scrupulous females would serve as pillars for a massive ed
ifice of bourgeois respectability. With men striving for success in the com

petitive marketplace while women served as moral managers in the do
mestic sphere, the bourgeois vision offered a picture of gender congruity 
and social harmony. Love, of course, served as the great binder. As Brown 

explained to Elisa, his love for her was part altruism, part self-interest. "I 

shall be soothing my own disquiets, beguiling my own pain, in alleviating 
yours," he observed. Brown elaborated in another letter: "We surely value 

the happiness of those we love, but then we wish them to owe that happi
ness to us. We rejoice that they seek their good in our store ... ; but that 

they can do without us is our woe." This tug between independence and 
interdependence suggested how love mediated tensions over individualism 
in a rapidly growing market society. In the family such fears could be 
calmed and anxieties overcome. Brown, for instance, wrote of the "vehe
ment longing" and "inebriating rapture" attached to his image of "our 
home, our fireside." Typically, the writer revealed his longing for domestic 
happiness by employing a dream motif Asking Elisa for permission to re
main "in quiet possession of my dream," he announced that "my dream 
will be far exceeded by reality." Thus, home and family, love and marriage 
promised to provide a great bulwark against the external dangers and in
ternal stresses of a competitive society. 25 

The domestic bliss of Brown's imagination, however, concealed hidden 
fissures and unrecognized dilemmas. His myriad letters to Elizabeth Linn 
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revealed these clearly. Brown's correspondence, for instance, frequently 
gave glimpses of the emotional turmoil and power relationships behind the 
assurances of gender compatibility and social cooperation. His long-stand
ing insecurities often leaped to the fore as he constantly pleaded with Elisa 
for love and attention. "I will not say you sport with my feelings; but you 
wound them sorely," he admonished her at one point. "I have no security, I 
tell you, against you." Brown accused her of being "full of doubts, mis
trusts, misgivings" and of communicating with him only when she had 
"some request to refuse, some mortification to inflict." Browbeating Elisa 
into making greater effusions of her love-"do you think I can have pa
tience with your silence? No, I shall insist upon your writing as the only 
proof admissible that you have not forgotten me"-the young man fre
quently fell into bouts of whining. His "health of body & peace of mind" 
depended on the young woman's devotion, one letter insisted, and mortifi
cation grew from the fear that he held her "affections by no other tenure 
than incessant supplication." Falling prostrate at the feet of Elizabeth 
Linn, Brown appeared as an emotional cripple in desperate need offemale 
succor.26 

The irony of this situation became clear only in light of Brown's persis
tent claims of intellectual strength and superiority. While bowing to Elisa's 
moral and religious eminence, he saw their relationship as a heuristic op
portunity. Proclaiming himself her "task setter," "monitor," and "instruc
tor," Brown claimed intellectual authority. 

I would fain now be very wise, be very monitory, very lessonful, I would play 

the tutor with you; the elder brother with his head a mere storehouse for the 

harvest of experience; retailing his wisdom with the authoritative air of elder

ship . .. . Have I any influence over you? Yes, I have. . .. What a sacred duty to 

employ that influence in cherishing in you the seeds of excellence. 

He took this sacred duty to rather extreme lengths. Promising to open new 
intellectual horizons for Elisa, Brown announced: "l wish to be a sort of i · 

visible divjnity to my girl, to have all her thoughts, wishes, fears entrusted 
to my keeping." Such overweaning paternalism involved considerable pro
jection on Brown's part, of course, as became evident in a long letter of 
March 18, 1801. Contrasting Elisa's pessimism and insecurity with his own 
supposed emotional confidence, he observed, "Strange, my friend, that 
thou art not as sanguine as I." To one familiar with Brown's own history of 
hysteria, self-pity, and outlandish behavior, this claim must appear rather 
amusing. Clearly concerned with overcoming his own agitated past, the 
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writer seized an opportunity to project those fears onto a "weaker" female 
and thereby establish a newfound emotional dominion. 2 7 

These patterns within the developing private relationship of Brown and 
Miss Linn (at least from his perspective; her letters have not survived) 

replicated larger archetypes in an emerging culture of capitalism . Maneu
vering, accommodating, and defining anew around the onset of the nine
teenth century, the young writer's attitudes toward love and life linked a 

pair of gendered cultural principles. Men, as his many letters to Elisa illus
trated, would likely suffer an emotional buffeting from their competitive, 
assertive roles in the public arena of an acquisitive society. Thus, in the do

mestic sphere, these weary figures required the security of genteel family 
life and the serene guidance of females. Women, on the other hand, were 
to shape themselves as attractive, civilizing public ornaments through 

modest education in the humanities and fine arts. Yet in the home they 

were to function as pillars of emotional strength and morality, busily pro
moting a genteel, religious code of benevolence and self-control. This ide

alized model of complementary gender behavior unfolded by Brown in the 
early 1800s was, of course, gradually developed by many other moralists as 
well. It became the basis of a bourgeois Victorian culture that would slow

ly become dominant by the 1830s and 1840s, a culture in which the private 
cult of domesticity reinforced the public world of marketplace endeavor. 
As the "Elisa Letters" demonstrated with great clarity, Brown's private life 

at the turn of the century had begun to move in the same cultural channels 
as his final pair of domestic novels. 28 

III 

Brown's wooing of Elizabeth Linn came to a happy, if rather delayed, 
conclusion. Elisa's caution, in concert with some serious financial setbacks 
suffered by the Brown family's mercantile business, postponed their mar
riage until 1804. On November 19 of that year the two were finally married 
by the Rev. William Linn, the bride's father, in New York City. Pre
dictably, Brown suffered censure and expulsion from the Philadelphia So
ciety of Friends for marrying a non-Qyaker. Happier events soon fol
lowed. In an interesting twist of fate, given Brown's long-standing 
fascination with doubled identities, the new couple saw the arrival of twin 

sons in 1805, Charles Jr. and William. In 1807 there followed another boy, 
Eugene, and two years later a daughter, Mary. 29 

From all accounts Brown's private life entered a stage of contentment 
and security, in marked contrast to his personal unhappiness as a young 
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man. Shortly before his marriage, he complained of poor health and the 
fact that "the world of business has been darkened by unusual vexations, 
disappointments, and embarrassments." By the end of 1805 the situation 
had brightened greatly. Reporting to his old companion, William Dunlap, 
Brown painted a glowing picture of domestic felicity with his "adored 
wife" and "two healthy and lovely babes." "As to myself, my friend, you 
judge rightly when you think me situated happily," he wrote. "As to my 
own personal situation, I have nothing to wish but that it may last." Eliza
beth Brown seemed to share her husband's sense of joy at their domestic 
life. Upon his death several years later, she composed an obituary that 
stressed her husband's delight in family affairs. "It was in the endearing re
cesses of domestic life," she wrote, "that the character of the deceased 
shone with its loveliest lustre."3° 

Brown's series of early nineteenth -century realignments-his immer
sion in business and journalism, his wholehearted embrace of marriage and 
family-set the stage for an important new public role: bourgeois cultural 
critic. During the 1790s this restless young intellectual had challenged cul
tural, religious, and social traditions as part of his struggles with market
place individualism. Now he moved to occupy a defensive position in pro
tection of bourgeois society. In journals like The Literary Magazine and 

American Register and The Monthly Magazine, Brown appeared increasing
ly in a dual role: articulator of genteel behavior and advocate of cultural 
stability. A code of self-controlled individualism became his moral map for 
both private and public endeavor. A young man's intense frustration with a 
competitive market society, it seemed, developed into a middle-aged man's 
determination to stabilize that society, clarify its principles, and identify its 
transgressors. 

In 1803 Brown made a dramatic appearance in his new role. The open
ing issue of the new Literary Magazine contained an "Editor's Address to 
the Public" that was part public confession, part statement of principle. 
This statement noted somewhat bitterly that the editor took no pride in 
his earlier writings. Then he announced at some length the cultural max
ims that would henceforth guide his work: 

In ages like this, when the foundations of religion and morality have been so 

boldly attacked, it seems necessary . . . to be particularly explicit as to the path 

which the editor means to pursue. He therefore avows himself to be, without 

equivocation or reserve, the ardent friend and willing champion of the Christ 

ian religion .. .. 
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As, in the conduct of this work, a supreme regard will be paid to the interests 

of religion and morality, he will scrupulously guard against all that dishonours 

or impairs that principle. Everything that savours of indelicacy or licentiousness 

will be rigorously proscribed. His poetical pieces may be dull, but they shall, at 

least, be free from voluptuousness or sensuality, and his prose ... shall scrupu

lously aim at the promotion of public and private virtue. 

In the years that followed, the editor attempted to uphold these pnn
ciples.31 

Brown vigorously promoted a moral creed of self-control throughout 
his journalistic essays of the early 1800s. In a startling turnabout from his 
passionate emotional displays of the 1790s, he now denounced those who 
acted "according to their impulses without heeding the restraint of ratio
nality." Rampant emotion, he maintained, created a wealth of private and 
public dangers . It led to widespread mischief and destruction flowing from 
the consumption of "inebriating liquors ." It promoted the perverse blend
ing of honor and violence in the practice of "dueling." It encouraged the 
pernicious activities of gambling, lotteries, and political partisanship. Fi
nally, it prompted that lust "excited by mere sex, .. . a gross appetite dis
tinguished by no humanity, no delicacy, from that which stimulates the 
goat and the bull." These activities, Brown insisted, were particularly dan
gerous in a republic because they enticed "the mechanic and husbandman 
away from their usual wholesome and virtuous employment, to chimerical 
and ruinous visions."32 

The Philadelphia editor leveled some of his sharpest criticism at money 
making, perhaps the greatest passion in a liberating society of individual
ism. For too many ambitious Americans, profit had become "the one thing 
neeijul " in life, and its pursuit had overwhelmed many virtues with "de
pravity and selfishness." In a Monthly Magazine piece entitled "A Miser's 
Prayer," Brown presented a satirical sketch of the greedy citizen offering 
his hopes to the Almighty: 

Give humility to the poor and beggarly, and make them contented ... so they 

may not pester thy faithful and thrifty servants with their outcries for charity . . . . 

Save us, we pray thee, from perishing by fire . . . and let a particularly large 

share of thy regard be bestowed upon the buildings on Third Street, between 

Vine and Sassafras .... Have compassion on all those who are sick and in 

prison . ... Have an eye of special regard to Richard Harris, and give him 

wherewithal to pay thy servant what he oweth him , to wit the sum of three 
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hundred dollars and sixteen cents due, with interests thereon, since the fourth 

instant.33 

Such dangerous passions lurking in the shadows of the early nine
teenth-century republic led Brown to search for instruments of restraint. 
He found one in the civilizing influence of women. While tempted by cer
tain cravings-particularly fashion, with its frippery and temptations to 
physical immodesty-females nonetheless had a unique capacity for self
control. Adopting the model of Lockean psychology, he argued that 
women were more susceptible to sensory impressions than men because of 
their worldly inexperience, lack of education, and emotional sensitivity. 
Yet this was also their greatest source of moral strength. Women, Brown 
contended, were attuned to the noble sentiments of music and painting 
and thus were able to promote their "laudable and generous emotions." 
These activities, however, threatened to degenerate into sensuality or idle 
amusement, so females needed to engage in serious reading and religious 
study. Moreover, the editor contended, women should maintain a strict 
"chastity" in order to control the animal desires of men. While males 
should seek an "inward conviction of rectitude," women best monitored 
their conduct through a code of sexual virtue, something that would be "a 
more effectual preservative against licentiousness, than any penal statute." 
So while Brown concluded that social equality between the sexes was 
"quite impossible," he proposed an important public role for women in a 
bourgeois republic: paragons of self-restraint in a society constantly se
duced by self-interest.34 

In Brown's new cultural ideology, literature emerged as another impor
tant means for inspiring sensual repression and social stability. The genre 
of the novel appeared especially rich with possibilities. While Brown 
granted that a large number of immoral, insipid, and frivolous stories had 
come forth under this heading, he insisted that many fictions of "merit and 
genius" stood out from "the promiscuous crowd." Novels had the capacity 
to gain an emotional grip over their readers, and then drive home a moral 
of "virtuous and noble sentiments." Through "the principles they have in
culcated, and the sensibilities they have exercised," Brown wwte in 1804, 

fictional narratives had reached a pinnacle of cultural influence. While the 
"profligate novel" was a fact of life, Brown focused on the many "novels 
that may be read with benefit and pleasure by persons of good morals and 
good taste."35 
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Brown's old hero, Samuel Richardson, stood foremost in the ranks of 
virtuous novelists. Other fiction writers like Rousseau and Defoe had mer
it, of course, but in the early 1800s the Philadelphian sang the moral prais
es of Richardson loudest and longest. Defining the English author as "the 
father of the modern novel of the serious or pathetic kind," Brown lauded 
his ability to combine emotional, gripping stories with "salutary maxims" 
and "dignity of the sentiments." Like no other author, Richardson demon
strated "the beauty and the usefulness of virtue ." This figure of "moral 
grandeur," in Brown's adoring eyes, was like a skillful preacher "in intro
ducing useful maxims and sentiments of virtue ... and he has besides the 
power of pressing them upon the heart through the best sensibilities of our 
nature."36 

For Brown the bourgeois critic, literature provided only a prelude to his 
larger movement for cultural stability. From the editor's chair in Philadel
phia, he used the Literary Magazine in particular to advocate an array of 
morally uplifting projects . Brown promoted, for instance, a national plan 
to develop "the fine arts of painting, sculpture, and architecture" in the 
United States. Urging both a private subscription drive and a congression
al grant of public money, he maintained that the construction of art gal
leries and public monuments would help cohere a "civilized, peaceful, free, 
industrious, and opulent nation ." In addition, by the early 1800s Brown 
had become a firm advocate of religious instruction . Abandoning his own 
youthful skepticism, he now insisted that religion must be instilled early in 
children to "balance the counter-impulse of the passions." If their impres
sionable minds encountered religion "at a time when the passions are most 
violent," impulsive behavior could be restrained. Religion, if it was to have 
social utility, must avoid the extremes of "enthusiasm," on the one side, 
and "dull conformity" on the other. It "must be taught rationally," drawing 
upon the individual's reason for comprehension. This cultural critic now 
saw religion as "the best safeguard against the impulses of the passions."37 

Given the restless ambition of early nineteenth -century America, edu
cation loomed equally large in the Brownian blueprint for stability. He be
gan to address the subject in numerous essays which argued that schooling 
was critical to the shaping of a virtuous, hard-working citizenry. Educa
tion, Brown maintained, worked to "form the mind of youth, ... to mold 
the disposition of a new generation." It served as an agent of cultural 
transmission by handing down "the acquisitions of our forefathers." It 
helped "produce a virtuous and enlightened race," a necessity in an Ameri
can society given to licentious temptation. Yet Brown was no simple reac-
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tionary on this matter. Granted, he did oppose reformers like Noah Web
ster who sought to create an American language with its own grammar, 
spelling, and vocabulary. Instead, he favored an Anglo-American cultural 
imperialism with a "diffusion of the English lineage and language" 
throughout the entire New World. Brown also denounced advocates of a 
"classical education" for American children, arguing that the study of 
modern languages and science was more appropriate to a utilitarian, mar
ket society. As he wrote in the 1805 essay "On Classical Learning," in a 
voice filled with bittersweet experience, 

If a boy be intended for trade or business, a classical education will be injurious 

to him .... [M]en, who have been educated at the university, seldom make it as 

active, expert, and successful merchants or tradesmen .... Habits of indolence, 

or of studious industry, are formed at college, which are inimical to the mechani

cal processes of trade, and to the activity and bustle of a man of business .. .. 

The dull uniformity and confinement of a shop or accounting room, are irk

some to men of genius and studious mind . 

Overall, Brown envisioned an educational process that would socially 
channel and morally restrain the activities ofliberated individuals.38 

As this process of cultural logic unfolded, "taste" emerged as its most 
intriguing dimension. As a bourgeois critic seeking anchors of stability in a 
gathering storm of social competition, Brown increasingly formulated 
principles for correct aesthetic judgment and cultural practice. Such stan
dards, he hoped, would encourage mental stability and moral restraint. In 
an 1806 essay entitled "On Standards of Taste," Brown made the argument 
clearly. The laws of taste were partly "natural," in that writing, painting, 
and music inevitably raised emotional associations and affections in an au
dience. Yet they were also "partly arbitrary" because of the necessity for 
"observance of those rules with which critics are conversant." Here Brown 
minced no words: "As there are rules of taste, which are absolute and uni
versal, and founded only on the common nature of human beings; so the 
rules of ethics are universal, and obligatory on all intelligent creatures who 
have received the same constitution as ourselves."39 

Brown suggested several axioms in elaborating this unbreakable con
nection between "rules of taste" and morality. First, he demanded a sober
minded sensibility. The habit of witticism was entertaining, but it was also 
a foolish and "childish practice." Moreover, "the wit" usually proved to be a 
trite and superficial figure unable "to discuss any subject soberly, to reason 
or to speculate, or to moralize." Second, the Philadelphian demanded not 
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only seriousness, but realism. The American writer or painter should strive 
to accurately present "a picture of his age and country, by minutely and 
faithfully portraying himself." Nature's abundance in the New World pro
vided particular opportunity here. By realistically presenting the "pic
turesque beauty" of natural landscapes, Brown suggested, the artist could 
evoke "a gratification the nearest akin and most friendly to the ennobling 
and domestic virtues." 

Turning to his own province of writing, the essayist issued several di
rectives after the turn of the century. In "The Difference Between History 
and Romance," published in the April 1800 Monthly Magazine, Brown set 
out his mature critical position . The writer should strive to be both a real
istic "historian" (one "who carefully watches, and faithfully enumerates the 
appearances which occur" in life) and an imaginative "romancer" (one 
"who adorns these appearances with cause and effect, and traces resem
blances between the past, and future, with the present"). The narrow scope 
of history, with its attempts to affirm "what is known by the testimony of 
our senses," required enrichment from the vast scope of romance, which 
maintained an "empire absolute and undivided over the motives and ten
dencies of human action ." The result of tasteful artistic endeavor would be 
an audience of individuals whose "observations are as diligent as their the
ories are adventurous." The ideal person of"taste"-this included not only 
producers but consumers of culture, men and women-advanced sober 
reason against the barriers of mindless custom and tradition . He or she did 
so calmly and rationally, avoiding wild speculation and unfounded theoriz
ing. Brown envisioned a cultured individual who could fight off "the 
caprice and instability of human nature" with a wide-ranging curiosity and 
synthesizing intelligence. Such citizens, he hoped, would bring a forbear
ing, rational realism to the cause of moral stability in America, and thereby 
save a volatile market society from its own worst instincts.4° 

One episode, more than any other, illustrated what might happen if hu
man passions were left unrestrained: the French Revolution . Like many 
American intellectuals and politicians, Brown anguished over the meaning 
of this upheaval in the life of the Western world. Although he found the 
course of events in France to be deeply disturbing, he was no reactionary . 
In fact, by the early nineteenth century Brown developed a reading of the 
Revolution that was carefully in line with his broader cultural principles. 
The revolt in France had been initiated by philosophers and moderate re
publicans, he argued, whose activities were driven by "a love of liberty and 
a desire of reform." Moreover, the turbulence of the Revolution was no 
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cause for automatic denunciation . Human nature demanded "the exercise 
of freedom, and the indulgence of a liberal and beneficent temper" rather 
than "mere tranquility," Brown insisted. The political disputes, angry 
meetings, attacks on the monarchy, and general public contention in revo
lutionary France were to be expected as "the collisions of free society."41 

However, the Revolution had plunged into disaster, Brown believed, 
and for specific reasons. Passions had gradually gained the upper hand 
over reason and sent the French into an abyss of "massacre, confiscation, 
and exile." Restless popular anger had produced "a reliance on force" and 
the machinations of demagogues. "Virtuous and enlightened" judgment 
had been crushed by "acclamations of the mob" and monarchy had given 
way to "military despotism." Society, Brown believed, was organic in na
ture with a "natural aristocracy" of leaders who were "the natural organs of 
a great living body." Such figures, because of their education, status, and 
wealth, embodied the restrained and rational judgment of the whole. By 
ignoring this leadership class and indulging themselves in wild political 
and social experimentation, French revolutionaries had abandoned all 
hope for reforming the profound "properties and powers" of civil society. 
For Brown, the triumph of "misguiding passions" in France since 1789 had 
seriously injured "the cause of rational freedom." This nightmarish scene 
was one that ambitious Americans ignored only at their peril.42 

So by the early years of the nineteenth century, Charles Brockden 
Brown had traveled far on his intellectual and emotional journey. In part, 
his path reflected a growing conservatism that often typifies the human 
life cycle. Challenges to the social order had marked his adolescence and 
early manhood as issues of personal ambition, gender definition, economic 
pursuit, and cultural performance tormented the young individual. In the 
same way that American revolutionaries had defied the sovereignty of 
Great Britain, Brown had worked to undermine traditional paternalism 
and its restraints. Even in 1800 Brown still emphasized that filial duty was 
in fact a contractual relationship: "our treatment of parents must be regu
lated by their characters. When vicious, our duties lie in rejecting their de
mands." Such freedom, however, could be frightening as well as exciting. 
The implications of unfettered individualism-its demands and possibili
ties, pitfalls and liberations-had provided the raw material for his fren
zied fiction writing up through the 1790s. After a long struggle, Brown ar
rived at middle age a different and sobered man. No longer the brash 
intellectual maverick, he had become a persistent, articulate spokesman for 
social stability, cultural authority, and self-discipline. 43 
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The meaning of this writer's evolution went far beyond personal devel
opment . It replicated a broader process of historical change in post- Revo
lutionary America. First, like many other citizens of the republic, Brown 
had gradually come to terms with a growing individualism. Fully recogniz
ing the danger of this powerful social and economic force rampaging 
through the early modern Atlantic world, he grudgingly came to view it as 
an instrument of progress. This reluctant admission, however, was made 
possible only by a second crucial proposition. If individual agency was al
lowed free play in the social arena, the potent forces of "culture" must be 
mustered out to prevent anarchy and brutality. The passions, in Brown's 
words, arose from "the deplorable imperfections of human nature, absurd 
and pernicious." The incredible diversity of the United States-its vast 
"motliness, the endless variety of habits, ranks, and conditions"-present
ed additional perils of incoherence and instability. Given these assump
tions, Brown the moralist concluded that a culture of self-control provided 
the strongest barrier to chaos. Genteel standards of conduct, stern moral 
codes that repressed sexual and violent impulses, and civilizing habits 
closely tied to the arts stood the best chance of throttling individual licen
tiousness and its horrors.44 

Ultimately, the thrust of Brown's social and cultural maneuvers veered 
in the direction of irony. By elevating "culture" to a level above the tawdry 
impulses of competitive social and economic life and granting it civilizing 
powers, Brown in fact helped legitimize a society of marketplace individu
alism. His promotion of an abstract cultural aesthetic advanced the notion 
that creativity and imagination had been rationalized out of everyday life 
and into a specialized realm of human activity. Implicitly, but powerfully, 
this implied that the social world must be accepted as driven by competi
tion, profit, and productivity. By 1803, for example, Brown had concluded 
that the typical "poor author" was someone who abandoned steady work 
for "habits of improvidence and heedlessness, as to all economic matters" 
and sunk into "the refuge of idleness and poverty." A more admirable kind 
of writer was one "who devotes to composition the leisure secured to him 
by hereditary affluence, or by a lucrative profession or office." This artistic 
role, which clearly disassociated work from creativity, he deemed "the pin
nacle of human elevation." Brown's crusade for cultural coherence thus 
furthered, in unintended fashion, the very social fragmentation that had 
unsettled him for so many years.45 

Brown's willingness to don the mantle of cultural "critic" completed this 
significant historical odyssey. In a public sphere that idealized marketplace 
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social relations-free and equal exchange, debate, and decision making 

among autonomous individuals-the critic acted as referee. His task of es

tablishing genteel guidelines of rationality and taste was a complex one. 
The critic sought, in part, to uplift an energetic but provincial mercantile 
and entrepreneurial class; in part, to defend the social and property inter

ests of that class; in part, to soothe the pressures and heal the wounds in
flicted by expanding market competition. Within this culture, Brown be
lieved, the critic would shape a true "paradigm of reason" inspired yet 
restrained. As he instructed his countrymen in his 1806 essay "Standards of 
Taste," 

Criticism is a science, and taste can only be rendered accurate by much study 

and attention .... Nothing is more truly cant, either in morals or in criticism, 

than the language of those who profess to decide from the impulse of their im

mediate feelings, without listening to so cold an arbitress as reason .... The 

imagination is the source of all error; and it is hard for taste to keep a rein over 

so festive a faculty. 46 

In its blending of enlightened reason and genteel repression, this writer's 
gradual evolution into an arbiter of cultural taste was part of a vast realign
ment in early modern America. By the early nineteenth century, he was 

helping validate the hegemony of liberal capitalism by clothing it in the 
sober, respectable garb of bourgeois civilization. In his final years, Brown 
would explore his new role, uncovering its capacity both for achievement 
and self-destruction. 



SEVEN 

~II The Writer and the Liberal Ego 

By 1805 Charles Brockden Brown seemed to withdraw 
into a cocoon of personal and professional quiescence. This Gothic novel
ist turned bourgeois cultural critic had abandoned almost completely his 
innovative, emotional fiction of the 1790s, while journalism, his second ca
reer, also fell increasingly by the wayside. More and more he devoted him
self to less provocative work as a geographer, compiler of statistical and lit
erary information, and serializing historical novelist. Turning his back on 
the cultural and ideological dissent of his earlier career, Brown fell back 
upon the genteel standards of social order and personal self-control that 
he had articulated in the early 1800s. With a certain sense of weary be
musement, he now presented himself to the public as a mere "scribbler." 
The fledgling writer, he confessed with chagrin in 1809, imagined that 
"every reader will find as many charms in his performance as he has found . 
. . . This error will, however, have had a very short reign ." Experience had 
taught a hard lesson to this man of letters : in the long run "public appro
bation" was far less important than the affirmation of one's "own feelings."1 

This stance suggested complacency on the part of this middle-aged 
Philadelphian . In fact, Brown's attitude evinced a more complex sense of 
disengagement, one with emotional as well as intellectual dimensions. As 
the first decade of the nineteenth century wore on, his imagination stood 
ever more remote from the social, cultural, and ideological questions that 
had preoccupied him over the previous two decades. He retreated, in large 
part, into an involvement with technical, abstract subjects. After 1805, for 
instance, Brown apparently spent much time composing a massive geo
graphical work. Entitled A System of General Geography: Containing a Topo
graphical, Statistical, and Descriptive Survey of the Earth, this 1,200-page 
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text prompted the issuing of a prospectus in 1809, but it remained unfin
ished at Brown's death and the manuscript subsequently was lost. In 1806 
he also moved to downgrade the Literary Magazine , which had enjoyed 
only modest success, into a semi-annual compendium of historical, liter
ary, scientific, and political information called The American Register, or 

General Repository of History, Politics, and Science. Brown's imagination con
tracted even further. Withdrawing to the "seclusions of the closet," he be
came enamored of architectural drawing, according to close friend William 
Dunlap. Spending long hours measuring and drawing "plans of Grecian 
temples, of Gothic cathedrals, monasteries or castles," the writer became 
"addicted to every kind of abstraction and ... reverie."2 

The writing that Brown did attempt in this period, both fiction and 
nonfiction, only reinforced a sense of emotional distancing. He spent 
much of the period from 1803 to 1807 engaged in the composition of what 
one observer has termed "a massive historical novel." Typically left incom
plete and published only in fragments, this fictional work dug deep into 
the ancient and medieval Western past to present a mythical picture of 
historical development. For the first time, Brown also made several forays 
into partisan politics as a pamphleteer. Jettisoning any Jeffersonian senti
ments that he harbored from the 1790s, he now mixed skepticism of de
mocratic tendencies with an imperialist vision of America's expansionist 
future. The market and its profit-seeking ethic, this critic recognized 
grudgingly, had become the driving force of the young republic. His old 
instinct for social reform and cultural radicalism, it became ever clearer, 
had receded before a new respect for wealth and power, stability and re
sponsibility) 

Brown's personal life undouptedly fed this process of shrinking imagi
nation and intellectual retraction. In the years following his marriage, the 
writer celebrated the birth of four children and the development of a se
cure domestic life. At the same time, however, he suffered a steady emo
tional buffeting from a series of family deaths and financial setbacks. The 
years from 1804 to 1808 saw the deaths of his sister Elizabeth, his brother 
Joseph, his father-in-law, and his brother-in-law and close friend, John 
Blair Linn. Then in 1806 the Brown brothers' mercantile firm went under. 
Charles was forced to establish a small retail business selling pots and 
pans, the income from which he supplemented with small earnings_ from 
subscriptions to the American Register. Failing health completed this 
cloudy picture. Always rather frail, by 1806 he began to exhibit a steady 
cough, physical weakness, and other signs of "consumption," or tuberculo-
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sis. Increasingly unable to work for extended periods, he sought relief in 
brief vacations to New Jersey and New York. By the summer of 1809, a 
worsening condition prompted increasing despair. As he wearily asked a 
friend, "When have I known that lightness and vivacity of mind which the 
divine flow of health, even in calamity, produces in some men? ... never; 
scarcely ever; not longer than half an hour at a time, since I have called 
myself man ." Brown's withering powers of imagination seemed mirrored in 
his steady physical degeneration. 4 

Yet an emphasis upon this writer's evident resignation by 1805 paints a 
somewhat misleading picture . A shrinking of moral fervor, a pronounced 
ideological retrenchment, and a lingering bitterness about his authorial 
fate certainly tainted his attitudes and pronouncements . Beneath the sur
face, however, an even stronger impulse shaped his endeavors. Permeating 
his historical fiction, geographical commentary, belles-lettristic essays, and 
political pamphlets in the early nineteenth century was a quietly desperate 
search for sociocultural unity and personal grounding. Having finally rec
onciled himself to the dynamic energy of a liberalizing society, Brown per
sisted in one final, protracted struggle : to escape the confines of lonely in
dividualism and find a secure sense of place. 

After the radical challenge of fiction writing in the 1790s, followed by 
an outpouring of stern bourgeois moralizing in the early 1800s, Charles 
Brockden Brown half-consciously began a period of synthesis. During 
what turned out to be the last half-decade of his life, he labored to fuse a 
mature, coherent vision of culture and society that somehow brought to
gether divergent tendencies in his earlier career. While not fully articulat
ed, deliberate, or systematic, this attempt was more successful than Brown 
ever knew. Coming from several directions and filtering through different 
genres, a central impulse moved his intellectual work forward by 1805. 
Brown haphazardly, often awkwardly, attempted to merge the expansionist 
ethos of the liberalizing American republic with a creed that elevated and 
glorified genteel culture and the individual artist. This mentalite, with its 
taut internal bracing of assertion and restraint, ambition and repression, 
would become the ideological framework for liberal culture in nineteenth
century Victorian America.S 

Brown's moves in this direction became evident in an 1804 project . 
Urged on by intellectual companions like playwright William Dunlap, the 
Rev. Samuel Miller, and geologist Samuel Latham Mitchill, the Philadel-
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phia writer completed a translation of C. F. Volney's A View if the Soil and 

Climate if the United States if America. In addition to translating the origi
nal French into English, he also appended numerous footnotes to the text 
that comprised in themselves brief essays. This running commentary 
proved highly revealing. For Brown, the American republic offered a wealth 
of praiseworthy features in the early nineteenth century. Its energy and 
vigor elicited admiration, especially in terms of geographic expansion. 
Brown strongly endorsed American growth, and the recent purchase of the 
Louisiana Territory caused him to anticipate "the extension of this em
pire ... east and west from sea to sea, and from the north pole to the Isth
mus of Panama." The prospect of annexing territory in South America 
provided even greater "cause of pride and exultation ." The author also saw 
much to commend in the American proclivity for "working diligently," 
widely educating its citizens, and pursuing trade and commerce. 6 

Brown's footnote essays in the Volney volume mixed ample chastise
ment with such praise. American drunkenness, violence, bad hygiene, and 
tradition-bound thinking came in for severe censure. The translator sug
gested that overindulgence in food and liquor was the "great curse of the 
country." Such crude habits fed an appetite for physical assaults and licen
tiousness, and served as a "most effectual method of shortening and de
stroying life." Brown's attack on the "ferocious passion" of his countrymen 
prefaced a general critique of tradition and its pernicious effects. The typi
cal American, in his view, appeared practically immune to reason and sci
entific principle; "no reasonings could have changed his inclinations, al
ready moulded and fixed irrecoverably by the force of habit." Tradition, 
Brown ruefully concluded, "reconciles us to everything ." As he was fond of 
pointing out-reflecting, perhaps, a latent fear of the barbarizing impact 
of the wilderness-the American Indian illustrated the dangers inherent in 
this amalgam of tradition and unrestrained passions. Endorsing the domi
nant anthropology of this period, the author argued that American aborig
ines were given to savage outbursts of sex and violence, or what he de
scribed as "excessive indulgence of the appetites." They approached the 
world as creatures bound by superstition and custom while remaining 
nearly oblivious to reason and science. Given the fact that Indians were 
"hastening to extinction with a much quicker pace than to civilization," 
the lesson for licentious, irrational Americans was obvious) 

This ambivalent view of American society-equal parts approval of en
ergetic expansion and disapproval of crude profligacy-ultimately led 
Brown to a larger issue in his shaping of Volney's Soil and Climate if the 
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United States. He used the volume to proselytize for a coherent, genteel 
civilization in the restless republic. In many ways, he perceived this as a 
crusade transcending national boundaries . Brown disapproved of Ameri
cans' fervent cultural nationalism, terming it a "positive, dogmatic spirit 
which is so generally inculcated by the popular modes of education ." The 
infant United States, he pointed out, often reproduced the social and in
tellectual forms of Europe, "especially of England and Germany ." For 
Brown the Volney tome offered an opportunity to postulate that religion, 
self-control, and gentility were parts of a unifying impulse in civilization . 
Spiritual ideas about moral "rewards and punishm ent " and "the notion of a 
future state, " he argued, were natural to the human mind. In turn, the 
"regulation of the passions and discipline of the manners" sprang from 
such religious instincts and only required nurture to flower. This critic 
drew his conclusion near the end of the text: "The only just theory of the 
physical, moral, and religious condition of mankind is founded upon this 
solid truth, that all nations are derived from a common stock, and that the 
dispersion of nations did not take place until after the seeds of those reli
gious truths and prejudices, which are everywhere to be met with, had 
been implanted in their minds." 8 

Other essays on literature and morality further developed Brown's ad
vocacy of cultural cohesion . Toward the end of the nineteenth century's 
first decade, he published several short pieces in his own American Register 

and in the Port-Folio, A Monthly Magazine, a Philadelphia journal edited 
by his friend Joseph Dennie, which buttressed the structure of a dynamic, 
yet genteel liberal society. By 1805 Brown repeatedly insisted that the pur
suit of wealth must be accepted as the mainspring of American life. He 
implored intellectuals to grasp this salient fact. His 1807 "Sketch of Ameri
can Literature," for instance, argued that the state of literature could not 
be traced abstractly to the "constitutional genius" of the people. Instead, he 
insisted that it lay "in the common and obvious circumstances on which 
the fruits of literary genius and industry, like all other commodities [my ital
ics], depend for their abundance and scarcity. Authors will, in fact, be al
ways found, and books be written , where there is a pecuniary recompense 
for authors, and a ready sale for books ." This market view of literary pro
duction contained a considerable ideological element . An 1809 essay in the 
Port-Folio maintained that while many moralists denounced the pursuit of 
"wealth and power," most citizens sought them feverishly. As Brown noted 
rather sharply, intellectuals had contempt for wealth because they "are 
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generally unqualified to get rich ... [and] are naturally prompted to de
preciate what is unattainable." Additionally, they failed to realize that 
wealth "may be employed to the lasting benefit of others," that its power 
may be made "subservient to the public happiness," that it could be put to 
"beneficial purposes." The prosperous should be taught, Brown argued, 
that their riches might be wisely employed to elevate American society 
through promoting "pictures and books, music and conversation."9 

Here Brown took a crucial step in his cultural theorizing. If the market 
was an unavoidable fact of life, the man of letters must use culture as a tool 
to civilize its excesses and channel its energies. This required a strong, 
even bitter, dose of reality for the typical early nineteenth-century Ameri
can intellectual. The United States, Brown insisted, was still little more 
than "a province of the British empire" in terms of its culture and litera
ture. Very few "original books" could be found since most writing ap
peared in daily newspapers and gazettes. While these tabloids were un
questionably valuable in practical terms-their mercantile information 
about "what is to be bought and sold, is useful to everyone who buys and 
sells; and that is the case of every member of society"-their cultural con
tent paled in comparison. Newspapers, Brown noted sourly, cultivated co
pious, shallow, glib writers whose fame may "be of short date, yet ... it is 
very wide and very noisy while it lasts." Moreover, to the extent that liter
ary culture existed, the professional classes-lawyers, doctors, and minis
ters-absolutely dominated it. In short, America's cultural context of 
provincialism and gain seeking demanded that the purveyor of literature 
prepare stoically for a career oflonely, frustrating struggle. Facing a society 
of "frivolous readers" pandered to by "trivial or worthless" writers, serious 
men of letters could only seek from the typical American the "acknowl
edgement that our pursuits are as meritorious as his own." Meritorious 
writers might attempt to ameliorate the miseries of mankind through gen
teel moral appeals, rather than by exciting ridicule through satirical wit 
and "the sting of derision." Most of all, the artist should muster his tran
scendent abilities to uplift, inspire, and civilize his rough-hewn country
men. Brown described the artist's burden in 1809: 

Common objects he [the artist] frequently groups in an uncommon manner . 

Though he pictures an ordinary scene, he selects and holds forth these linea

ments and features which the eye or the ear is apt to overlook. It is like viewing 

the morning star through a telescope, by which we are enabled to see, what 
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we never saw before, as often and as intensely as we have gazed at it. The 

world that we look at through the poet's optics is so much our world that we 

recognize it easily again, but it is still in many respects a world different from 

ours. 10 

A distinct cultural politics gradually emerged from such scattered rumi
nations in the early 1800s. Brown's attempts to fuse a dynamic, energetic 
market society with a genteel culture of self-restraint colored his diverse 
literary efforts throughout this period. In particular, his vision of a civiliza

tion of striving, noble individualism began to permeate two major projects. 

It prompted Brown's entry into the contentious partisan world of political 
pamphleteering. It appeared even more clearly, however, in a huge histori
cal novel that purported to chart the development of Western civilization. 

I I 

It has been described as "one of the most ambitious and one of the 

most eccentric works" in American literary history. It is unclear whether 

the author abandoned the project, continued to work on it sporadically 
throughout the early 1800s, or simply decided to break up the whole and 
publish the fragments separately. In any event, Charles Brockden Brown's 

massive Historical Sketches marked a fascinating departure in his career as a 

writer of fiction. Rather than abandoning the novel altogether after 1801, 
the author apparently reoriented his efforts into a modified genre more in 
tune with his developing ideological sensibilities: historical fiction. The 

historical novel provided more fertile ground for the nurture of a unified 
cultural vision of stability and self-restraint. n 

Coming to grips with this mysterious work is no easy task. No outline 
or general description of the unfinished novel has been found, and it can 
only be reconstructed through combining some ten printed, but scattered, 
fragments. Brown's intentions nonetheless seem fairly clear. The Historical 

Sketches was to have chronicled the fictional history of a prominent Eng
lish family from the conversion of its ancient patriarch by St. Paul up to 
the nineteenth century. The fragments that came to light-some appeared 
in the Literary Magazine, others in William Dunlap's 1815 biography of 
Brown-focused on two ancestral branches of the family, one in Sardinia 
and the other in England, throughout the medieval and early modern 
ages. Dunlap described these loosely connected tales as "works of imagina
tion in which historical facts are mingled and the air of history imitated." 

Moreover, he believed that Brown intended "an Utopian system of man-
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ners and government ... to complete the whole." A utopian impulse may 
have been at work, but the texts suggest that it was of a particular sort. 

With its nostalgia for certain organic, medieval social forms, this grandi
ose work ventilated Brown's lingering dissatisfactions with the flux and 
ambitious individualism of post- Revolutionary America. By opening a 
wide avenue for grand historical interpretation, the project allowed its au
thor to define and promote a particular vision of civilized progress. Brown 
seized the opportunity. 12 

As a whole, this saga presented a complex reconstruction of the me
dieval past. The author consistently denounced the corruption and super
stition, the cupidity and oppression of traditional European society. His 
treatment of events in Sardinia, or "Carso!," as he terms it, focused on re
curring episodes of religious strife. Sympathy for the Reformation trig 
gered the terror of the Counter- Reformation, as Catholic fanatics moved 

to stamp out the influence of Protestants, Jews, and Moslems. For Brown, 
the Church of Rome was a study in corruption: 

The injurious effects of this [Roman Catholic] system, the venality, tyranny, 

and negligence of the prelates and their delegates, may be easily imagined. The 

continual draining away of money was of ruinous tendency . The administration 

of justice, among the vassals of the clergy, was totally neglected or perverted; 

poverty, depopulation, and depravity were the consequences of this system. 

Brown's account of feudal conditions in England continued the theme of 

degradation, but substituted a social critique for a religious one. The set
ting for this story, an estate of some 25,000 acres in the northern region, 
featured an absentee aristocratic landlord who lived in London and his 

avaricious manager who collected rents from the impoverished inhabitants. 
While those in authority operated only by "pecuniary calculations," those 
who lived on small farms and in tiny hamlets harbored no ambitions and 
struggled along in a system of "negligent and slovenly cultivation." The 
entire scene was one of"vexations and oppressions."'3 

At the same time, however, Brown's attacks on the religious supersti
tions and social perversions of feudal society often yielded to a more posi
tive assessment. As the Carril story frequently revealed, he found the secu
rity of tradition to be very appealing. The stable government and social 
order of Carso!, he argued, protected its people from internal commotion 
and external threats and rendered the island "the best possible for persons 
or property." The Philadelphian also approved the "love of literature and 

the arts" displayed by Sardinian feudal aristocrats and their avoidance of 
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"that restless, turbulent, ambitious spirit so common among contemporary 
princes." More pointedly, Brown described with thinly disguised enthusi
asm the cultural cohesiveness of life in Carsol. He insisted that "religious 
uniformity was a national blessing" and even offered the dictum that "uni
formity, even in error . .. is better than dissension." Brown went so far as 
to approve the establishment of a theocratic tribunal. In his words, within 
this unified Carsolian culture 

all diversities of language and religion had entirely vanished, the distinction be

tween freedom and servitude, between foreigner and native among residents, 

with all the jarrings and diversities of jurisdiction flowing from this motley as

semblage, were no more . The new generation were as flourishing and numerous 

as the former, but they formed one body infinitely more compact and simple, 

and their harmony and energy ... [were] much greater. 

Thus, Brown presented an ambiguous fictional depiction of the medieval 
past . His denunciation of its narrow-mindedness, confinement, and privi
lege betrayed an equally passionate longing for its security and coherence. 
This nostalgic willingness to crush diversity and dissent, to create "one 
body," suggested more than mere fantasy. It revealed the author's lingering 
alienation from the separations and competition of a liberalizing market 
society, a society that he ostensibly accepted. 14 

Brown's complex recreation of premodern society in the Historical 

Sketches ultimately served a prefatory purpose. It set the stage for the far
sighted efforts of the narrative's heroic reformer, Sir Arthur Carril. This 
idealized English aristocrat, who dominated the two fragments of the nov
el published in the 1805 Literary Magazine, was the most compelling of 
Brown's characters in this unwieldy tale. Sir Arthur, the product of a long 
line of British feudal nobility, united the novel's far-flung fictional families 
in the late seventeenth century by marrying the female head of the Carso
lian clan, a woman who also maintained large landholdings in northern 
England. He then embarked on his life's work: the overhaul of the massive 
estate over which he had gained control by marriage. His wide-ranging ef
forts comprised something of a blueprint for Brown's mature vision of 
modernizing progress. 

Pursuing his task over a thirty-odd year period from roughly 1680 to 
17w, Sir Arthur Carril set in motion a comprehensive reform program de
fined by reason and efficiency. After surveying the vast acreage and numer
ous inhabitants of his new estate, he banished all feudal retainers-"official 
vermin who had hitherto preyed upon the vitals of the people"-and re-
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placed them with his own intelligent and honest "agents." Carril then de
termined to provide each tenant farmer or laborer a means to "secure 
refuge from poverty," "enlarge his comforts, promote his health, and in
crease his independence." No mere altruist, he hoped reform would en
large his own revenue in the bargain. After careful thought and planning, 
Sir Arthur moved in several directions.'5 

Agricultural reform spearheaded the effort. According to Brown's de
scription, the new estate owner and his men began to drain swamps, fence 
pastures, import livestock for regulated breeding farms, plant trees on land 
that could not be cultivated, establish crop rotation and fertilization pro
grams, and arrange for the marketing of surplus production. In the villages 
and towns on the estate, Sir Arthur moved decisively to revamp existing 
arrangements. Discarding the haphazard design of the typical "old crazy 
town," he worked from a plan that was "elegant, homogeneous ... simple 
and uniform." In a kind of urban renewal project, this aristocratic reformer 
tore down many old and dilapidated structures and replaced them with 
neat rows of"contiguous buildings." He built broad avenues with trees and 
footpaths between the rowhouses. He tapped new water sources to create a 
steady supply for townspeople. He strengthened fortifications for defense. 
Finally, Sir Arthur created a "college" in the estate's old abbey where stu
dents could study the productive arts, the fine arts, and scientific subjects 
in an atmosphere tightly controlled by "sobriety and temperance." To knit 
together this complex system of reform, he established a well-ordered bu
reaucracy of "head stewards" and "substewards," all of whom were well
paid representatives of the estate owner's authority. Brown's appreciation of 
Carril's project was indicated by the titles of two stories that described it in 
the 1805 Literary Magazine: "Specimen of Agricultural Improvement," and 
"Specimen of Political lmprovement." 16 

Beneath the flurry of practical activity on this English estate, however, 
several motivating principles were at work. Fueling this social reorganiza
tion, they represented Brown's new ideological position in the early r8oos. 
A creed of work-discipline and personal self-control appeared most pow
erfully. Sir Arthur sought to "introduce sober and industrious habits 
among a race of tipplers and idlers." He cracked down on gin shops and 
whiskey manufacturers, and demanded of farmers and craftsmen a rigid 
standard of hard work. The brunt of his effort, however, went into re-edu
cating children. "Old habits he deemed incurable," Brown wrote, "and [he] 
believed that there was no safety for the common weal but in new model
ling the rising generation." 17 
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This culture of self-discipline, in turn, rested upon a clear conceptual
ization of wealth seeking. For Brown, speaking through his characters, it 
had become axiomatic that "the grand object of human activity is fortune 
or wealth. How to employ talents and industry so as to convert a little 
money into a great deal is the subject which employs the faculties of the 
greater part of mankind." At the same time, however, the author insisted 
that profit often went for "vulgar" uses: a mindless consumption of goods 
where people sought to increase "the splendour and variety of their dress, 
furniture, and equipage"; or a "passion for money for its own sake" where 
funds were accumulated simply to make more money. The appropriate ap
proach to profit, Brown argued, was demonstrated by Sir Arthur Carril. 
While reform unquestionably augmented his personal property and wealth, 
he deemed them of "no value but as they were subservient to the public 
good." Carril's motives may have been selfish in part, but his endeavors 
"essentially produce the good of the whole society." As Brown explained, 
the crucial link between profit seeking and communal virtue was "produc
tivity." One's own wealth could not be "built upon the poverty of others," 
but must be of a generative, compounding kind aimed at "exalting their 
condition; improving their morals; enlightening their understanding; and 
enlarging their comforts." In the case of his fictional aristocratic reformer, 
the key to creating the public good out of the sum of private ambitions 
"was to make the ground more productive." 18 

A theory of social relations provided a complement to productive self
discipline in the Historical Sketches. Once again, Sir Arthur Carril repre
sented the author's reforming calculus. While respecting the instinct for 
advancement, this powerful magnate was determined to tame the spirit of 
ambition among his tenants by "keeping them stationary." Allowing some 
to raise themselves above the others, he believed, would undermine the 
harmony and productivity of his scheme. Sir Arthur's control over all 
property on the estate, Brown explained, did not discourage industry and 
independence among the inhabitants . Instead, it exchanged a measure of 
mobility for a larger measure of security. While there were limitations 
placed on individualism in Carril's plan, 

these disadvantages were amply counterbalanced by the cheapness, conve

nience, and luxury of personal provision and accommodation, by the invariable 

equity with which the great power of the landlord was exercised, and the facili

ty, among the middling and lower class of adventurers, of acquiring compe

tence, of accumulating stock in goods and money. 
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Stability and modest prosperity for all, Brown suggested, more than com
pensated for the restrictions of opportunity and advancement for the few. '9 

This vision of modernizing progress based upon efficiency, self-disci
pline, productivity, and stability came at a steep price. Simply put, Brown's 
system depended upon a benevolent dictator. Sir Arthur Carril-an ideal
ized projection of the author's ideological fantasy life-was as a man above 
all restraints. Those who challenged his will on the estate were subject to 
complete banishment : "In judging his people he was bound by no laws, ei
ther written or prescriptive ." In fact, the extent of his improvements re
quired "an unlimited authority" and this imposing figure did not hesitate 
to exercise it. His absolute power was justified, Brown contended, because 
"to restrain the uses of spirituous liquors , to convert the ignorant, idle, and 
profligate into diligent, sober, and enlightened" citizens was an enormous 
task. Thus, the reformer of this tale took shape as a heroic individual, a su
perman who burst the chains of tradition and irrationality to realize his 
fantasy of the public good. Confident that he could create happiness for 
others, he mustered such great energy and sagacity that it enabled this 
"single man to perform what will vulgarly be deemed impossible." Brown 
admired Sir Arthur Carril's final product : a "new race ... as different in 
their minds and morals as in their external condition from those who pre
ceded them." 20 

The Historical Sketches, even in their unfinished and fragmentary state, 
offered a fascinating prognosis of Charles Brockden Brown's ideological 
condition in the early nineteenth century. This historical morality tale was 
highly ambivalent in its overt reformist simplicity and covert bitterness . 
The author's long struggle with liberalizing individualism gave rise to a 
fictional hero whose unrestrained power imposed order upon chaos. The 
irony in this vision-which combined extreme market individualism with 
premodern authoritarianism-influenced Brown's entire reconstruction of 
the past. The organic connections of medieval society, the author suggest
ed, could be reconstituted to control, not reject, the flux and growth of the 
present. This ambiguous, nostalgic reformism-one scholar has described 
it as "antimodern modernism" in its later nineteenth-century form-re
flected not so much utopianism as a profound frustration with the public 
separations and private dislocations of developing market society. It sug
gests that Brown's reconciliation with a transforming America by 1805 was 
more superficial than real. Desperately seeking to overcome the isolation 
and strife that often colored the social relationships of emerging liberal 
capitalism, he envisioned the creation of an efficient, rationalized social or-
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der melding productivity with security. In its enlightened totalitarianism, 
this somewhat chilling historical novel sought to locate personal rooted 
ness in a structure of enforced social uniformity. 21 

Brown's other great writing project of this period-a series of political 
commentaries-transported this deeply ambivalent sensibility into the real 

world of the early nineteenth century. From 1803 to 1809 he composed a 
trio of long, polemical pamphlets, along with several briefer magazine es
says, which plunged headlong into political controversy. Brown's An Ad 

dress to the Government of the United States on the Cession of Louisiana (1803) 
appeared amidst the American uproar over the Spanish transfer of the 

Louisiana Territory to France. His Monroe's Embassy; or, The Conduct of the 

Government in Relation to Our Claims to the Navigation of the Mississippi 

(1803), published a few months later, urged a vigorous policy of American 
expansion into the trans-Mississippi west. Over the next few years, the 
fledgling political writer pursued his new interest with several pieces in the 

American Register. Then in 1809 Brown responded to President Thomas 
Jefferson's embargo policy with An Address to the Congress of the United 

States, on the Utility and justice of Restrictions upon Foreign Commerce, a 

pamphlet that criticized commercial restrictions and stoutly defended 
principles of free trade. In part, the turbulent Atlantic world of the 
Napoleonic Wars triggered this explosion of political rhetoric. Issues of 

political rights, territorial integrity, and national survival preoccupied most 
American men of affairs by the early 1800s. Once again, however, an ideo
logical logic crept beneath the surface of Brown's practical politics. He 
staked out a position that was vigorously expansionist yet sharply critical 
of American values, and then defended it with a message of disciplined 

unity and productivity. 22 

Throughout these pamphlets, Brown's advocacy of American commer
cial activity and geographic growth was striking. His countrymen, the 
Philadelphian asserted, were "remarkably addicted to trade , and ingenious 
in all its stratagems and artifices." An exchange of goods had woven exten
sive ties between the nations of Europe and their New World colonies. In 
fact, the American republic's commercial connection with nations all over 
the globe brought "the wonderful power of annihilating, in its usual and 
natural effects, even space itself" As Brown perceptively noted, these com
mercial proclivities also had pushed market networks deep into the Ameri
can interior. The exchange of goods between east and west within the 
United States now involved "the whole mercantile class, throughout 
America." This web of commodity exchange entangled not only farmers-
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still a great majority in American society-but "the whole chain of arti

sans, dealers and carriers, near or remote, who subsist by supplying his 
wants." 23 

This enormous swelling of commercial activity, in concert with a 
steadily increasing population, made expansion of the American republic 

almost inevitable . As early as 1798 Brown had calculated that vast expanses 
of cheap land, along with an explosive increase in population, would create 

a polity of great strength and magnitude. By 1807 he had grown convinced 
that "changes in the last twenty years" would increase "for at least another 

century." The scope of American development was breathtaking, he wrote, 
because since the Revolution "the American nation has increased in num

ber and opulence, in a degree far beyond any known example ... [and] it 
is not easy to set the due limits on it. We can discover no material obstacle 
to the continued extension of our settlements to the Pacific Ocean, nor can 

the increase be less than double in every twenty years."24 

As a result, Brown became an ardent expansionist in the early 1800s, 

promoting American growth into "the property which God and Nature 
have made ours." Addressing the issue of the Louisiana Territory in 1803, 

he insisted that the United States had "a right to the possession" of it by 
virtue of the "reign of peace and concord" that American dominion would 

inaugurate. He even advocated war if necessary. Serious financial, moral, 
and human costs would accompany armed conflict, but the writer insisted 
that the benefits were worth it: access to the Mississippi River and western 

territories, protection of profit from free trade, extension of Republican 
sentiments. "Seasonable war," he assured readers, "is ... the surest way to 
peace."25 

Brown's deep-dyed expansionism, however, concealed a complicated 
ideological logic. His boisterous rhetoric of manifest destiny barely cov

ered a stinging critique of American factionalism, unrestrained passions, 

and money grubbing. In these political writings of the early nineteenth 
century, expansion and war were as much an antidote for American weak
ness as a triumphant expression of strength. 

The author provided a fascinating clue to his reasoning in the 1803 Ces

sion of Louisiana pamphlet. In a clever literary ploy, Brown adopted the 
persona of a French counselor of state as a way to criticize American val

ues without risking personal attribution. This fictitious French diplomat, 
advising the government in Paris as an expert on the Louisiana Territory, 

offered a clear critique of the United States and its proclivities in this situ
ation. His remarks, written in a dispatch, supposedly fell into American 
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hands and Brown presented them to his countrymen . The report was far 
from flattering . The Frenchman told his superiors that while the United 
States had grown immensely over the past two decades, internal weakness
es hindered its capacity for further development. The North American re
public, he argued, presented a "motley character" and its citizens were 
moved by "forward passions." Only a "precarious authority" bound togeth
er the various hostile interests of this restless society. The American popu
lation was widely dispersed, the French counselor continued, while fully a 
fifth of it was composed of disgruntled black slaves. The most damaging 
weakness, he believed, was the American obsession with money. 

This is a nation of peddlars and shopkeepers. Money engrosses all their pas

sions and pursuits .. . . Their ruling passion being money, no sense of personal 

or national dignity must stand in the way of its gratification . These are an easy 

sacrifice to the lust of gain, and the insults and oppressions of foreigners are 

cheerfully borne, provided there is a recompense of a pecuniary nature. Insults 

and injuries that affect not the purse, affect no sense of what they possess. 

Expressed through this fictional mputhpiece, Brown's conclusion sounded 
clearly: America's greed would lead them to sacrifice long-term stability 
and strength to short-term profit. 26 

This scathing criticism of American profit-mongering prefaced an even 
broader attack on American civic values. In a number of published essays 
from 1803 to 1809 Brown bitterly denounced certain political and social 
trends . American public life, he asserted, had produced many contentious 
groups who marched "under the banners of faction." In fact, the young re
public had become a "hot bed for faction and sedition" as Jeffersonians and 
Federalists, pro-English and pro-French groups, New Englanders and 
Southerners accused one another of wickedness and folly. This spirit of 
faction was not especially ferocious, but rather moved by "subtlety and 
stratagem, . .. duplicity and artifice." The effects were poisonous . Dema
gogues and character assassins fanned the flames of public passion and 
gained acclaim. Public discourse was degraded through flamboyant 
rhetoric, "personal altercation and abuse," and partisan finger pointing. 
Factionalism even threatened to undermine the Constitution, the Phila
delphian believed, since warring factions would likely assault the fabric of 
government and "portions will be cut out, and replaced by patch after 
patch, till no remnant of the original cloth shall remain." Perhaps the 
greatest danger lay in the likelihood of foreign intrigue. With American 
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factions comprising "obvious and convenient tools," European powers 
could maneuver them into confrontation and easily "set this heterogeneous 
mass into commotion. "27 

Brown's lamentations about the demise of American virtue and the as
cendancy of greed and factionalism did not dampen his enthusiasm for 
American expansion . In fact, those fears fueled his enthusiasm. The 
prospect of American movement into the Mississippi Valley, the author 
argued, would create a powerful unifying impulse within the American 
republic. Westward growth would bring together "the merchant, the arti
san, [and] the planter" in common interest to work toward "ensuring the 
harmony and union of these states ... [by] removing all obstacles to the 
future progress of our settlements." A "unity of manners, laws, and gov
ernment" would emerge under pressure from opposing forces and obsta
cles. Brown's hopes for forging unity through geographic and economic 
conquest was reinforced by a barely concealed enthusiasm for war. If ex
pansion brought armed conflict, so much the better . In war "we gain ad
vantages, not to be bought by mere money," he wrote, and foremost 
among them was a strengthening of American character. The trials of war 
encouraged fortitude , moral focus, resilience, and a concern for the com
monwealth. For proof, Brown returned to the American Revolution as a 
heroic example of martial virtue: "It was then evident that the ploughman 
and the mechanic at either end of the continent, would recognize a com
mon interest with each other; could sacrifice their ease, their fortunes, 
their lives, to secure a remote and general benefit; that the passion for gain 
could not deter us from repelling encroachments on our liberty, at the cost 
of every personal advantage." 28 

Brown's position, significantly, did not demand a wholesale rejection of 
market values and commercial activity. Instead, it sought to tame the ma
terialistic, self-interested impulses of a market society by administering 
temporary doses of purifying virtue and intermittent injections of noble 
purpose . Moreover, it promoted "productivity" as the healing balm for all 
stresses and strains in the body politic . The protection of American com
merce and its future expansion, by force if necessary, would insure the re
public's prosperity. As Brown took great pains to point out in his 1809 Ad
dress to the Congress, such protection would hasten the day when "we shall 
become the manufacturers of other nations." This economic development, 
in turn, would bring even greater social stability and economic security to 
the growing republic. The possibilities for unity were nearly endless. A 
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protected American commerce would be free "to enlarge that circle which 
each man calls his country; to take away the grounds of dissension and ri
valship; to create one nation out of many."29 

Brown's political writing of the early 1800s ultimately envisioned an 
American imperial republic. His bellicose defense of the United States' 

commercial rights and territorial claims from 1803 to 1809 flowed in part 
from a simple sense of national self-interest. The real power and emotion 
of his sentiments came from a broader, deeper conviction of his country's 
"progress to greatness." This prediction of an "extended empire" linked to
gether his hopes and fears in an ideology of geographic growth, commer
cial freedom, social coherence, and resolute, self-controlled character. 
Brown's future American republic would be "occupied by one language, 
one people; one mode of general government; one system of salutary laws." 
This productive, unified market empire promised to be the most magnifi
cent in history. For Brown, it was the logical political expression of the 
bourgeois ideology he had forged early in the new century.3° 

I I I 

By 1809 Charles Brockden Brown's life entered its final, unhappy stage. 
His literary endeavors faded in the face of a dominating new factor: rapid
ly failing health. Growing weaker by the summer of that year, he took to 
his bed for growing stretches of time. Physically drained, he quit writing 
almost entirely. Then in November 1809 he suffered a violent pain in his 
side, according to close friend William Dunlap, and was bled before retir
ing to his chamber. Brown stayed there for the next three months, often 
suffering great pain from what was probably an advanced case of tubercu
losis. Finally, on February 22, 1810, the author died, at age thirty-nine. It 
seemed almost a final scene from one of Brown's own Gothic tragedies: 
the sensitive, misunderstood artist whose heroic literary efforts produced 
only popular apathy and a truncation of talent, dies from consumption at a 
relatively young age.31 

Overall, Brown's career in the early nineteenth century was not so 
much a story of tragic decline-the standard story from most literary his
torians-as a tale of escape and reformulation. It seems clear that the au
thor's post-1800 reconciliation with bourgeois individualism had relieved 
the painful psychological and ideological tension of the q9os. The cost 
had been high, however. This became partially evident, of course, in 
Brown's atrophied creativity as he pulled away from the innovative, force
ful writing of his early career and struck a public stance as cultural 
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schoolmarm. It also appeared, however, in a deeper, even more wrenching 
process within the psyche. Brown's struggle with a half-conscious but pow
erfully enervating impulse-a fragmentation of self, a splintering of psy
chological coherence-pervaded his life as he contended with the pres
sures of a consolidating market culture. A strong sense of fragmentation 
had colored his writing and intruded into his personal experience as a 
young man. It may have come to light most clearly in two extended pieces 
of fiction with a somewhat curious history.32 

In an 1827 review essay of the first edition of Charles Brockden Brown's 
collected novels, writer and critic Richard Henry Dana found much to 

support in the project. Yet he lamented the omission of two little-known 
works: Memoirs of Carwin, the Biloquist and Memoirs of Stephen Calvert. 

These novelistic fragments were incomplete, the reviewer admitted, but 
they deserved inclusion as the most autobiographical, and hence most re
vealing, of all Brown's tales.33 Much evidence supports Dana's insight. 
Both protonovels were begun in the heart of Brown's most productive pe
riod, the year 1798, only to be abandoned and later picked up early in the 
nineteenth century. Neither was published as a whole, but appeared only 
in serialized and fragmentary form. Moreover, some kind of creative link 
between the two works seemed to exist in the author's own mind, since he 
set aside Carwin in September 1798 to begin work on Stephen Calvert. 

Most strikingly, these two fictions shared an introspective, psychological 
theme that indeed seemed drawn from Brown's own life. Each story fea
tured a desperate, floundering individual set loose in a society of confusing 
possibilities and terrifying choices. Each character seemed to splinter apart 
under the pressure. Frank Carwin and Stephen Calvert, two literary fig
ures cast in the mold of their creator's experience, presented a ghostly 
spectre of the fragmented liberal ego of early capitalist culture. It is little 
wonder that Brown half-consciously tried to evade or repress their realiza
tion. 

Apparently the Philadelphian began writing Memoirs of Carwin, the 
Biloquist in the summer of 1798 and worked on it for several weeks . The 
manuscript then sat untouched for several years before appearing in ten in
stallments in Brown's Literary Magazine from November 1803 to March 
1805. During publication their author seems to have composed additional 
sections for the narrative until it reached some sixty pages in its entirety . 
The story itself grew out of the novel Wieland, where Carwin, the mysteri
ous ventriloquist, had been the catalyst for much of the action and psycho
logical dynamics of that Gothic mystery. Believing that this fascinating 
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character could stand as the centerpiece of a separate novel, Brown began 
composing an intriguing tale based on Carwin's life but deserted the man
uscript just as it reached an emotional crisis that hit a little too close to 
home.34 

Frank Carwin's memoirs comprised a twisted tale of success seeking. 
The youth, reared in the western wilds of frontier Pennsylvania, grew up a 
study in provincial frustration. His boyhood saw an intense chafing against 
patriarchal power and traditional expectations. The Carwin family farmed 
a small plot of ground in the western district of the state. Frank's older 
brother was content to be a farmer, while his father exercised a stern pater
nal authority. In contrast to the restricted vision and willful ignorance of 
these two men-they were unwilling to consider "the possibility that to
morrow could differ from today"-the younger son described himself as an 
individual with "a restless and unconquerable curiosity," a deep "thirst of 
knowledge," and a focus on "visions of the future." Frank's love of books 
and hatred of manual labor clashed with his family's belief in a "thousand 

superstitious tales" and their dogged work ethic. His father determined to 
break his will. As a result, for several years the boy suffered the heavy hand 
of paternal punishment: physical beatings, destruction of his books, forced 
labor, oppressive sibling supervision. By mid-adolescence, a revolt was in 
full flower as the young man desperately sought an opportunity to escape.JS 

Frank found his first chance when a prosperous aunt living in Philadel
phia-who had always been fond of her bookish nephew-invited him to 
live with her and receive an education. His reluctant father eventually re
lented from a desire to get a hand on the old woman's inheritance. After 
three delightful years, however, Frank suffered a great shock. Upon his 
aunt's death, he discovered that she had bequeathed him absolutely noth
ing. The penniless youth found himself perched on the threshold of man
hood with no means of support, and only a vague ambition to get ahead 
and a contempt for mere money making. This career crisis, much like 
Brown's own, featured an intense young intellectual with a passion for 
books and geography seeking an arena for displaying his talents . Carwin 
cogently expressed the commingled anxiety and hope, determination and 
loneliness of the aspiring individual: "Without profession or habits of in
dustry or sources of permanent revenue, the world appeared to me as an 
ocean on which my bark was set afloat, without compass or sail. The world 
into which I was about to enter, was untried and unknown, and though I 
could consent to profit by the guidance, I was unwilling to rely on the sup
port of others." This drama of self-made success took a sharp narrative 
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turn when the youthful protagonist encountered by chance an intelligent 

and sophisticated, but enigmatic European (pp. 258-62, 297, 298, 268-69). 
Even in this novelistic fragment, the character of Ludloe made an ar

resting impact . Taking young Frank under his wing, this ambitious and vi

sionary Irishman convinced the boy to return with him to his homeland as 
a step toward fame and fortune. First, Ludloe converted his new protege 

to his philosophy of utilitarian radicalism. This doctrine, according to the 
young parvenu, aimed "to lay the foundations of virtue in utility." Since 
people "in their natural state are infirm and deceitful," Ludloe taught, "a 

just estimate of consequences may sometimes make dissimulation my 
duty." The Irishman frequently denounced "the artificial impediments of 
government" and proselytized his belief that a reordering of circumstance 

would improve human nature. He constantly discussed a "scheme of Utopi
an felicity, where the empire of reason should supplant that of force," 

where justice would be understood and practiced, where labor and wealth 

would be equally distributed, and where "the interest of the whole and of 
the individual should be seen by all to be the same." It slowly became clear 
to Carwin that his mentor belonged to an elite secret society-Brown's 

fascination with the fabled Bavarian Illuminati surfaced once again
whose members stood above "minds ordinarily constituted." Seeking to 
implement "a new model of society," this group demanded absolute fidelity 

and secrecy among its members. It also instructed each member to disclose 
to his fellows "every fact in his history, and every secret in his heart." Lud

loe invited Carwin to join, and the young American leaped at the chance 

(pp. 263, 273;4, 276;7, 280-85). 
This radical creed fed a reformist hunger in both the Irishman and his 

young friend . More immediately, however, Ludloe's radical utilitarianism 
found a less elevated target.· With his hatred of manual labor looming in 
the background, and his new teacher's message of unscrupulous self-inter
est ringing in his ears, Carwin became a confidence man. Under Ludloe's 

tutelage, he sought "the straightest and surest avenues to wealth and pow
er." A disregard for truthfulness and sincerity became his guiding princi
ple: "Ludloe had taught me to model myself in this respect entirely with a 
view to immediate consequences. If my genuine interest, on the whole, 
was promoted by veracity, it was proper to adhere to it; but, if the result of 
my investigation were opposite, truth was to be sacrificed without scruple." 
Mrs. Bennington, a wealthy widow in Ireland, became the first object of 
the con game. Ludloe formulated plans for Carwin to seduce and wed her, 

thereby gaining access to her fortune (pp. 262-63, 285-86, 288). 
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In many ways the confidence schemes, the career crisis, and the revolt 
against paternalism in Memoirs if Carwin only set the stage for the real 

emotional drama of the story: Frank's remarkable talent for ventriloquism 
and its critical connection to his identity. This "biloquism," as late eigh

teenth-century usage termed it, was offered neither as a freak of nature nor 

as a flamboyant literary device. For Brown, it emerged instead as a kind of 
ideological motif that encapsulated the deceptions and fluidities of bour

geois individualism. Frank had discovered a talent for throwing his voice 
as a young boy, and had cultivated it innocently as a source of adolescent 

amusements. He flabbergasted acquaintances by having his spaniel, "Da
mon," conduct conversations in English. At an outdoor party in Philadel

phia, guests were amazed to hear a ghostly "invisible figure" singing sweet 
songs from somewhere above the garden wall. Frank's thwarted ambition, 

however, gradually turned this skill toward a new object: the achievement 

of prosperity and status. This tendency first appeared when the young boy, 
furious at his widowed father's initial refusal to send him to Philadelphia, 

snuck into the older man's bedroom in the middle of the night to imper

sonate his dead mother's voice and urge permission for the trip. When 
Frank was left out of his wealthy aunt's will, he determined to terrorize the 

lucky heir-a working-class servant woman-by having his dead aunt's 

voice demand that the money be given to her nephew. The young man ac
quired a vague sense that somehow his "biloquial faculty" could be an in

strument of ambition and "superior power" (pp. 252, 259-60, 261, 254-66, 

259). 
Ludloe, however, unintentionally convinced Carwin that his talent 

could be systematically utilized for deception and gain. The Irishman had 

observed the incident of the singing spectre at the garden party, and he 

told Frank his conviction that someone had performed the trick by verbal 
manipulation. Unaware of his young friend's agency in the matter, he 
mused on the possibilities of this skill. This "powerful engine" could mold 
"the ignorant and the credulous" to one's own purposes, Ludloe speculat
ed, and thereby open new pathways to wealth and power: 

A voice coming from a quarter where no attendant form could be seen would, 

in most cases, be ascribed to supernal agency, and a command imposed on 

them, in this manner, would be obeyed with religious scrupulousness. Thus, 

men might be imperiously directed in the dispersal of their industry, their prop

erty, and even of their lives . . .. If it were his desire to accumulate wealth, or in

stitute a new sect, he should need no other instrument. 
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To the ambitious but down-on-his-luck American, this was music to his 

ears (pp. 268, 264). 

By the end of this story, however, Frank Carwin's verbal dexterity had 
evolved into something else entirely: the crux of a ferocious struggle for 
identity. The entire last section of the tale focused on Ludloe probing Car
win for every detail of his past, his beliefs, and his character as a prerequi
site for joining the radical secret society. Frank confessed everything to his 
mentor except his precious powers of ventriloquism. As he explained, 

Some fatal obstinacy .. . got possession of me, and I persisted in the resolution 

of concealing one thing . We become fondly attached to objects and pursuits, fre

quently for no conceivable reason but the pain and trouble they cost us. In pro

portion to the danger in which they involve us do we cherish them . Our darling 

potion is the poison that scorches our vitals. 

Demanding an absolute subjugation of will, a godlike Ludloe insisted that 
his protege could find no peace "till you are what I am." For his part in this 
psychodrama, Frank resisted and literally held on to his biloquism for dear 
life. This power to deceive and manipulate others, no matter how self-de
structive, had become the essence of his individual being. It was the only 
thing he had, and on this unresolved note the tale ended suddenly (p. 304) . 

In some ways, this picture of the psychologically torn and socially des
perate ventriloquist captured the plight of Brown himself, for whom 
speaking through other voices comprised the act of writing fiction. In a 
larger sense, this dramatic portrait of multi-voiced incoherence reflected 
the inner turmoil of the fragmented self of early capitalist culture. The 
abrupt conclusion of Memoirs of Carwin only heightened the intense psy
chological and cultural tension it had created. The author could find no 
way out . The emotional theme of fragmented selfhood and its discontents, 
however, would bleed into another story to which the writer now hastily 
turned. 

In September 1798 Brown began working on Memoirs of Stephen Calvert 
after abandoning the Carwin tale. As usual, he seems to have written at a 
frenzied pace but then was interrupted by an outbreak of yellow fever in 
Philadelphia. It is not clear when he picked up the story again, but even
tually it appeared in serialized form in Brown's Monthly Magazine. Run
ning in eight installments from June 1799 to June 1800, the "novel" eventu
ally totaled some two hundred printed pages. The plot of Stephen Calvert, 

like many others from this author, combined romance, Gothic mystery, 
and a fascination with abnormal behavior to make an uneven psychological 
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thriller. Moreover, the story's protagonist was another study in autobiogra
phy, complete with Brownian inner doubt, social angst, and paralysis of 
practical action . 

Stephen Calvert was the offspring of family turmoil. His grandparents 
and parents had been deeply involved in religious and political disputes in 
England between Protestants and Catholics. When his Protestant parents 
fled to Pennsylvania, more trouble followed. Stephen's father died prema
turely, forcing his mother to open a boarding school to support the family. 
The rest of the tale revolved around Stephen's clumsy, frustrated attempts 
to find his way in the world. First, he became the unwitting heir of a sig
nificant estate from a distant branch of the Calvert family. Then he be
came romantically involved with his cousin Louisa Calvert, daughter of 
Stephen's family benefactor, and Clelia Neville, a beautiful young woman 
whom he met by accident. All the while, the youthful protagonist grew in
creasingly erratic and impulsive in his behavior. As Stephen's passions en
tangled him in a knot of accusations and compromised principles, the sto
ry finally came to a surprising and rather dramatic conclusion.36 

At the outset, Stephen Calvert established a narrative point of view with 
clear social and historical dimensions. It opened with a solitary, lonely in
dividual living a reclusive life on the far western shores of Lake Michigan. 
Having fled to the edges of the frontier, Stephen Calvert harbored a dis
gust with society as a place of "temptation and calamity." He had devel
oped "habits of corruption and idleness" in this bustling, competitive 
world and lost his integrity . The only alternative to an ignominious fate, 
Calvert had concluded, was withdrawal from "the haunts of mankind." An 
emotional cripple full of "guilt and remorse," this antisocial individual told 
his story and as it unfolded, it became evident that his isolation had been 
forged in a world of social and psychological disintegration. For Stephen 
Calvert, shifting values and constant deception had created an atmosphere 
where nothing was what it seemed.37 

The demise of a paternal social order had played a key role in the mak
ing of this volatile world. Brown persistently used the early sections of 
Stephen Calvert to metaphorically portray a crumbling of patriarchal au
thority . A long chain of betrayal began when his grandfather, also named 
Stephen, engaged in plots to overthrow the Protestant king of England. 
When the protagonist's father, yet another Stephen, rejected his sire's re
actionary Catholicism for Protestantism and emigrated to America, the 
grandfather promised revenge. Accusing his son of patricide, the older 
man bitterly vowed vengeance. According to the narrator, his father's mind 
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became "distinguished by some degree of imbecility," a situation only exac
erbated by his mother"s "masculine and daring spirit ." The narrator's fa
ther eventually died from sheer fright, possibly as a suicide. Thus, this 
novel, written and set in the revolutionary upheavals of the late eigh
teenth-century Atlantic world, painted a backdrop of collapsing patriar
chal tradition . The protagonist, the last in a line of angry and frightened 
Stephens, wandered alone into a world of uncertain expectations and dan
gerous possibilities (pp. 91, 92). 

From such moral and social materials Brown reproduced an environ
ment of flux, false appearances, and normlessness. At the very beginning 
of the novel, Stephen Calvert noted "the evils of society" in America and 
announced that he had grown "disgusted with its iniquities." The narrative 
subsequently illuminated a dark mosaic of selfishness, trickery, and expedi
ency. Little escaped the author's denunciation . With males, according to 
young Calvert, claims to virtue were but "impostures which men practice 
on themselves. Such are the folds under which selfishness and passion hide 
themselves, and so easily are their boastful and arrogant pretensions to dis
interestedness and magnanimity admitted by their fond slave." Women 
appeared little better, with the typical female practicing "a thousand strata
gems and frauds, and cloaking her hypocrisy under the specious names of 
dignity, self-respect, modest reserve." In public life, eloquent and princi
pled debate had sunk into the babble of "a market-place, and advocates 
and statesmen were supplanted by butchers and herb-women." Calvert's 
republic was an exercise in collective deception, where a malleable charac
ter could proclaim, "How invisibly faint are the boundaries of truth and 
falsehood!" (pp. 73, 165, 129, 162, 196). 

Trapped in this fluid and frightening social milieu, Stephen Calvert un
accountably stumbled upon the means to success. As the young man was 
awkwardly plotting the course of his life, he learned that Ambrose Calvert , 
a distant uncle of fierce temperament, had willed him, as the nearest male 
relative, a mansion and estate of over three hundred acres. Brown, signifi
cantly, placed this good fortune in a highly problematic light . First, 
Stephen's success was as undeserved as it was unexpected. Second, Am
brose's position as a slaveowner who passed along fifteen black chattel 
morally tainted this inherited wealth and status. Finally, Stephen's fond
ness for Louisa, the disinherited daughter of Ambrose, made him hesitate 
to take the property out of her hands . The protagonist's agonized attempts 
to untangle this knot of issues produced only more confusion. Eventually 
they led him straight into a larger difficulty: a confrontation with himsel£ 



188 THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

This bewildered young man gradually became lost in the maze of his own 
psychological impulses. 

As the Memoirs of Stephen Calvert told its tale, the narrator's intense, 
uncontrolled passion gradually became the driving force of the story. He 
slowly exposed himself as a mass of raw nerves and instinctual desires. 

Stephen's fantasies of wealth and status led him to concoct a half-baked 
plan: he would marry his cousin Louisa, a young woman he knew only by 

reputation, and thus hold on to his inheritance with a clear conscience. 
Louisa's homely appearance and pox-scarred face caused him to waiver, 

however, and he became attracted to Clelia Neville, a beautiful young 
woman of refinement and taste. Stephen first proposed marriage to one, 
then to the other. Louisa at first agreed to wed and then pulled back, while 
Clelia was forced to tell her impetuous suitor that she was already married 

to an Englishman. Careening between one young woman and the other, 
the frantic young man found that self-gratification had created a puzzle of 

conflicting desires. Wanting everything, he gained nothing. 

Stephen's surging passion became especially evident in sexual terms. 
Fantasizing about the as-yet-unseen Louisa, the youth excited his physical 
ardor through "golden dreams and delicious palpitations." "I did not be
lieve her exempt frotn sexual impulses," Calvert declared. "I believed her 

capable of being dazzled and seduced by a demeanor, characterized by all 
the impetuosity and tenderness of passion." Clelia, his other love interest, 
was described by another as a sensual woman eager for the "gratification of 
her passion" and prone to "forgetfullness of virtuous restraints." Offered as 

a warning, this only drove the hot-blooded young man in her direction . 

He became sexually aggressive. "Thou art mine," Stephen told Clelia flatly 
at one point. "It will be vain to refuse or hesitate . ... I hearken not to 
scruples. Denials I will not hear." This forceful undercurrent of hungry, 
dangerous sexuality in Memoirs of Stephen Calvert was underscored by 
Clelia's tale of her estranged husband, Belgrave. He had married the young 
heiress only to get her money. Belgrave then rejected Clelia's affection and 
contemptuously allowed her to witness his sexual union with other men. 
The horrified young woman fled from these "savage pollutions" and "hor
rid images of voluptuousness and insensibility" (pp. 108-9, no, 224-25, 188, 

204-5). 

Significantly, Brown traced Stephen 's libidinous outbursts to a clear 
source. Books, he asserted, had made the young man "a slave of phantasies 
and contradictions" and corrupted his view of the world with passionate 
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"imbecility and folly." A particular kind of book, the novel, especially 
stained Stephen's character. A romance by the seventeenth-century French

woman Madeleine de Scudery, he admitted, had been "the most powerful 
of all the agents who made me what I am." "If I am fickle and fantastic, 
not a moral or rational, or political being, but a thing of mere sex, this it 
was that fashioned me. I almost predict that I should owe an ignominious 
life, and a shameful end, to this book." For Brown the novelist, such an 
admission constituted a kind of self-denunciation in which vocation and 

corruption had become tightly joined (pp. 124-25, 192). 

Stephen Calvert's uncontrolled passion eventually got the best of him. 
His avaricious libido began to devour his character from within, while his 
desperate attempts to restrain it became increasingly ineffective. Subse
quent tensions and internal contradictions began to tear Calvert's psycho
logical fabric. An escalating conflict between "the dictates of desire and the 
injunctions of reason'' drained his energy and confused his aspirations. 
Driven by passion yet obliged by genteel restraint, his moods became "per
petually varying, ... tranquil or stormy, torn by regrets or soaring into 
tranquility." Within Calvert's psyche "illusions of poetry" collided with 
"practical notions of happiness and dignity" to warp his very perceptions of 
reality. Much like his literary creator, the embattled protagonist even 
sought refuge in altered states of consciousness. His libidinous reveries 
with Clelia Neville, for instance, appeared as "the tissue of some golden 
dream" and a comforting source of "bewitching influence." Struggling un
successfully to gain mastery over himself, Stephen Calvert gradually suc
cumbed to a fragmentation of self (pp. no, 190, 124-25, 176). 

This portrait of psychological disarray gained particular clarity through 
a central drama of the narrative: the clash between Calvert and Sydney 
Carleton, a stern male figure who demanded self-control. Carleton, a close 
friend of Louisa Calvert, befriended her impulsive suitor and vowed to 
save the young man from his own lust for "temporary gratification." He 
counseled Louisa to refuse marriage until Stephen had reformed his im
petuous ways. Carlton then detailed a list of character weaknesses to 
Stephen's face. In the older man's blunt words, the youth was 

raw, inexperienced, with principles untried and unsettled, impetuous, versatile, 

liable each day to new impressions, and enslaved by a thousand romantic and 

degrading prejudices .... You have hitherto dreamed away your life in soli

tude .... You have nothing but distorted and crude conceptions, and passions 
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lawless and undisciplined. You are governed by the present impulse, rebel 

against all restraints, shrink from all privations, and refer nothing to futurity . 

This withering indictment demanded a clear program of reform. Carlton 
insisted that his young friend resolutely assert self-control, and struggle "to 
discover and exterminate the suggestions of self-interest ."38 

Stephen's reaction mirrored his internal fragmentation. Sometimes he 
perceived Sydney Carlton as a kind of alter ego. This demanding voice of 
restraint-he had the same initials, SC, as the protagonist-appeared as a 
"secret conscience" whispering truths that Calvert could not ignore . Syd
ney was right, he admitted, as his actions indeed appeared "more allied to 
the impulses of sense and to the instigations of vanity, than to any better 
principle." At the same time, however, Stephen resisted reform . Carlton's 
injunctions triggered resistance as Calvert's emotional impulses "acquired 
new strength from this unexpected opposition. These desires dictated my 
opinions and my language." The central character in this novel became, in 
his own words, a thoroughly "ambiguous being" whose external struggle 
with the creed of Sydney Carlton replicated an inner struggle with his 
conscience. The story of Stephen Calvert came to center on a dynamic 
clash of instinctual drives and civilized restraints within himself. (p. 139). 

Brown's study of character disintegration in Memoirs ef Stephen Calvert 

finally reached its crisis point when a submerged theme in the story finally 
burst to the surface. Stephen, of course, had become aware of his own in
ternal divisions. He grew troubled, perhaps even frightened, by "the rapid 
transitions which my feelings had undergone from indignation and horror, 
to complacency, and even rapture. Is there an human heart, said I, fash
ioned like mine; susceptible to such extremes; shifting guises and forms 
with such celerity, and delivering itself up to such opposite emotions with
in the same short period?" This psychological volatility finally threatened 
to erupt, however, when the author reintroduced at story's end a crucial 
fact: Stephen was, in fact, an identical twin (p. 212). 

As an infant, with religious and political turmoil assaulting the Calvert 
family, Stephen's twin brother, Felix, had been left with friends and then 
presumed lost and dead through a series of misfortunes. When distraught 
parents began to call their surviving son Felix, the germ of identity confu
sion first appeared. The lonely, bookish Stephen began to fantasize about 
this "sacred and tender" bond with another person "coeval in age, and alike 
in constitution and figure." In his mind, Felix took shape as almost a hid
den, unknown part of himself. This identity confusion created the ultimate 



The Writer and the Liberal Ego 

drama of the novel when the long-lost brother, completely by accident and 

unknown to Stephen, showed up in Philadelphia. His presence prompted 

several incidents of mistaken identity and entangled the already trouble

prone protagonist in further mysterious difficulties. While Stephen was a 
young man of "restless, changeful, and impetuous temper," his look-alike 
brother radiated a "benign complacency" and demonstrated a calm voice 

and steady character. After being informed of Felix's existence, an amazed 

Stephen anticipated that their meeting would recover "an essential part of 
myself," provide "a passage into a new state of being," and somehow make 

him whole. Appropriately, Sydney Carlton unraveled the mystery and set 
up a reunion. He prepared to lead Felix into a room to see the waiting 
Stephen, thereby establishing an image common to later depth psycholo
gy: a highly symbolic confrontation of Id, Superego, and lost Ego in a 

maelstrom of psychological confusion (pp. 88, 97, 267, 2701 2). 
Before describing the actual meeting, however, Memoirs of Stephen 

Calvert ended abruptly. The meeting of Stephen, Felix, and Sydney never 

took place as Brown was unable to formulate a resolution of individual 
fragmentation. In a brief postscript, the author suggested lamely that the 
"reader's fancy ... will easily imagine to itself the consequences of such a 

meeting." Brown clearly could not bring himself to such an act of imagina
tion. His protagonist would remain frozen in a state of fragmentation and 
frustration. As with our final glimpse of Frank Carwin desperately hang
ing on to his hidden power as a verbal chameleon, Stephen Calvert was 
last seen standing at the threshold of a solid identity structure, yearning 

for a coherence that would never be realized (p. 272). 

IV 

Charles Brockden Brown, both in his writing and his life, embodied 
the fluctuations and shifting alignments so characteristic of post-Revolu
tionary America. His fiction had captured the malleable nature of social 
relationships in an emerging market context, and it had gauged the pres 
sures, both internal and external, which were descending upon its unfet
tered individuals. Meanwhile, Brown's personal life fueled his literary 
exploration of liberalizing change. His notorious preoccupation with ab
normal psychology-too long this has been written off as mere bizarre 
Gothic excess-clearly reflected the sense of danger accompanying the 
disintegration of an older order and the emergence of a new one. Wander
ing on the new terrain of a competitive society, struggling with its unfa
miliar valuations and demands, this novelist had come face to face with a 
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fragmentation of identity and purpose in early liberal America. 
A man of heightened sensitivity and exorbitant emotionalism, Brown 

had sensed early on the internal fluidity at the core of liberal society's con
fident individualism. Chameleon-like characters, drawn from the felt ex
periences of historical transformation, emerged from his imagination to 
people all of his novels. In Memoirs of Stephen Calvert, Brown pinpointed 
this sense of widespread personal volatility in early modern America: "The 
wisest and soberest of human beings is, in some respects, a madman; that 
is, he acts against his better reason, and his feet stand still, or go south, 
when every motive is busy in impelling him north. He cannot infer from 
his conduct, on one occasion, how he shall act when the same or a similar 
occasion hereafter occurs."39 

Such divided instincts and motivations, of course, had plagued the 
writer 's own life. Close observers of Brown's personality and conduct 
throughout his life were struck by its incoherent quality. Boon companion 
William Dunlap, for instance, described the young novelist as a creature of 
"perfect opposites. " Brown, straining for success while shuffling the com
peting demands of reason and passion, appeared so inconsistent that Dun
lap could hardly believe that "so much eccentricity, and so much regularity 
were the productions of one man." Another contemporary observer react
ed in similar fashion when faced with the schizoid character of the novel

ist's private manuscripts . In Brown's journals and notebooks, this aspiring 
biographer noted with amazement, "to all appearances, two persons are 
present." Swinging wildly between "gloom and dejection" and "gay and 
cheerful feelings," the young author had relentlessly engaged in "a grave 
colloquy and examination of himself" Playing both indolent "criminal" 
and "inexorable judge" in an ongoing psychological trial, he had imposed 
moral and social demands upon himself that he could never meet. Brown 
himself, however, gave perhaps the clearest indication of his own splin
tered identity. Just a few years before his death, he provided a brief self
revelation in an interview with a British traveler. A revealing glimpse of 
inner turmoil appeared in this description: 

I am conscious of a double mental existence. When I am sufficiently excited to 

write, all my ideas flow naturally and irresistible through the medium of sympa

thies which steep them in shade . .. . This I term, therefore, my imaginative be

ing. My social one has more of light than darkness upon it, because, unless I 

could carry into society the excitement which makes me write, I could not fall 

into its feelings. Perhaps ... the difference of the two may be thus summed up: 
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in my literary moods I am aiming at making the world something better than I 

find it; in my social ones I am content to take it as it is.40 

This divided self of market society powerfully influenced Brown's life 
and writings from the late 1780s through the early 1800s. It was not merely 
a singular, peculiar, neurotic trait. The spectre of the fragmented "person
ae" haunted the roads and waterways, the libraries and parlors, the mar
ketplaces and churches of the early American republic. Many of Brown's 
fellow writers snared this figure and examined it in different forms. Hugh 

Henry Brackenridge's huge novel Modern Chivalry (1792-1815), for in
stance, juxtaposed the conflicting psychological characters of Captain John 
Farrago and his servant, Teague O'Regan, across hundreds of pages and 
years of serialization. The latter, an ebullient Irish confidence man, en
gaged in one scam after another in his determined search for success. His 
employer, a stuffy republican gentleman of paternal habits, denounced his 
servant's "preposterous aiming and stretching at promotion" and demand
ed virtuous self-restraint. Brackenridge, the authorial presence between 
the irascible Teague and the repressive captain, never resolved their con
flict. The novel ultimately became a sketch of the troubled inner world of 
the liberal sel£ 41 

Philip Freneau, the noted American poet and essayist of the late eigh
teenth century, commented in similar fashion on the fragmented character 
of his ambitious countrymen. In his view, America's "darling commerce" 
had created a society of manipulators where masked motives and purpose
ful performances predominated. If a stranger appeared before the typical 
man of business as a prosperous and influential individual, Freneau noted, 
"he smiles upon you as a bone of his bone and the flesh of his flesh; if not, 
he bids you adieu, and walks off with as little ceremony as possible." Ac
cording to this critic, the typical American "market man"-the title of one 

of his essays-functioned as a lifeless "perambulating machine, till he 
comes to the scene of action, his counting house or his law shop," and only 
then did he spring to life. This eventually produced a typical "mental mal
ady" among American social-climbing individuals: "a man, instead of ap
prehending he may fall, becomes anxious to go higher, until everything 
becomes so indistinct below .. . that he has no correct ideas, his head is 
full of notions-a man in this condition is mad." In a post-Revolutionary 
society of appearances and manipulation, Freneau seemed to conclude, a 
solid and dependable core of self had vanished.42 

This preoccupation with social flux and fragmented selves, moreover, 
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was not peculiar to the community of American intellectuals . It reverber
ated throughout much of the early modern Atlantic world. In England, 
for example, the pathbreaking novels of the mid-eighteenth century
Daniel Defoe's Robinson Crusoe (1719), Samuel Richardson's Pamela (1740) 
and Clarissa (1748), Henry Fielding's Joseph Andrews (1742) and Tom Jones 

(1749)-had charted the vagaries and contingencies of individual indepen
dence. By the turn of the century, early stirrings of the romantic move
ment had intensified this trend. Consistently juxtaposing self and society, 
it trumpeted the triumph of individual creativity. On the one hand, this 
emergence of the "romantic artist" brought explicit criticism of laissez
faire liberalism . On the other, the persistence of a fairly rigid class system 
shaped a genre that examined individual autonomy within the context of 
hierarchical social restraints. Here the mature novel appeared most clearly, 
perhaps, in Jane Austen's Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Emma (1816). All in 
all, English literary culture in what has been described as a "decisive peri
od" from 1750 to 1830 delineated several profound separations: the division 
of knowledge, the division of labor, the division of culture and aesthetics 
from society and production, the division of the self into role-playing frag
ments . As Henry Fielding had observed as early as the mid-17oos, the 
performative ethic of market society had made individual purpose un
knowable. The world and the theater had become so alike, he wrote, that 
the same words were used "when we speak of life in general as when we 
confine ourselves to dramatic performances."43 

Many intellectuals on the Continent pursued similar themes. Jean
Jacques Rousseau, for example, wrote widely throughout the late eigh
teenth century on the fragmentation and alienation that seemed to accom
pany commercial growth . His Discourses on the Arts and Sciences (1749~50) 
and Discourses on the Fundamental Inequality among Men (1753....:54) argued 
that modern society had brought not progress but a host of artificial needs 
and desires. These included a frantic search for wealth and status, an ethic 
of competitiveness and treachery, and a personality type where greed and 
deception smothered the true self His Letter to M . D'Alembert (1758) bit
terly complained that "acting" had become a metaphor for commercial life 
in which one made "a traffic of oneself" and perfected "the art of counter
feiting himself, of putting on another character than his own." His novels, 
however, confirmed that Rousseau was no simple reactionary. Both The 

New Eloisa (1760) and Emile (1762) advocated liberation from paternal 
despotism and education of the individual based on conditioning of "nat
ural" inclinations. This would be no easy task, however, as Rousseau 
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acknowledged with this description of the modern individual in Emile: 

"The man of the world is entirely covered with a mask; he is so accus
tomed to disguise, that if, at any time he is obliged for a moment to as
sume his natural character his uneasiness and constraint are palpably obvi
ous .... Reality is no part of his concern, he aims at nothing more than 
appearance."44 

In Germany, the poet and philosopher Friedrich Schiller echoed many 
of the same social and psychological fears. His Letters Concerning the Aes

thetic Education of Humanity, published in 1795, analyzed at considerable 
length the divided identity of the modern individual. Schiller argued that 
the development of profit-oriented economic structures, bureaucratic insti
tutions, and a rationalized work ethic had created a complex, mechanical 
society of "innumerable but lifeless parts." Corroding the "inner unity of 
human nature, " this process had shaped a modern individual whose "fac
ulties ... [are] as separate in practice as they are distinguished by the psy
chologist in theory." Pressures for success had produced specialized talents 
while "the remaining aptitudes of the psyche are neglected in order to give 
undivided attention to the one which will bring honour and profit." This 
internal division, Schiller eloquently wrote, had seen "enjoyment divorced 
from labour, the means from the end, the effort from the reward. Everlast
ingly chained to a single little fragment of the Whole, man himself devel
ops into nothing but a fragment; everlastingly in his ear the monotonous 
sound of the wheel that he turns, he never develops the harmony of his 
being." For this German intellectual, political reform was chimerical "as 
long as the split within man is not healed, and his nature so restored to 
wholeness that it can itself ... guarantee the reality of this political cre
ation of Reason."45 

Brown's analysis of fragmenting society and selfhood thus resonated 
widely in the late eighteenth-century Atlantic world . His solution to the 
problem-a repressive bourgeois ethic of self-control-proved equally re
vealing. An ideal of "culture" became his means to accept yet control out
bursts of social selfishness and animal instinct. Enlisting under the banner 
of gentility and refinement, by the early 1800s he marshaled his literary 
force into the cause of genteel restraint and beauty. An elevated culture of 
self-control, Brown hoped, would compress the individual's warring inter
nal instincts into a whole . The writing of fiction, he once noted of himself, 
often "has blunted my vexations; hushed my stormy passions; turned my 
peevishness into soothing; my fierce revenge into heart-dissolving pity."46 

Brown became the prototype of a new figure in nineteenth-century 
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American life. As a "gentleman of culture," a genteel bourgeois moralist 

preaching the virtues of restraint and taste, he represented a significant de

parture from the earlier "gentleman of letters." In the colonial era, gentle

men had dominated both intellectual life and the social structure as part of 
their paternal exercise of authority. Ministers, magistrates, lawyers, and the 

gentry, as custodians of learning, had comprised a self-conscious elite. 
They ritualistically displayed a culture of devotional literature and scientif

ic treatise, classical allusion and rhetorical skill, law and history. These 
eighteenth-century tribunes of this "republic of letters," as one scholar has 

termed it, expected and received deferential respect from below. Learning 

was a function of the gentleman's social position. After the American Rev

olution, however, market expansion and popular politics increasingly 
transformed the cultural atmosphere. In this climate the cultural authority 

of an older paternal elite gradually eroded. Many gentlemen intellectuals 
like Brown, faced with a volatile republic of ambition and factionalism, in

dividualism and public opinion, newspapers and novels, reshaped the tra

ditional position. Discarding deference for persuasion, they increasingly 
articulated a didactic morality and a standard of genteel aesthetics as a 
means to influence. "Taste" and "self-control," the watchwords of new cul

tural arbiters, promised not only to internalize authority rather than de

mand crude submission to it, but to weld together fragments of society 
and self These early nineteenth-century "gentlemen of culture" perceived 

their roles as heroic ones. As architects of stability in a tumultuous age, 
they shaped learning and literature as a counterweight to dominant social 

trends rather than, in the tradition of their paternal forefathers, displaying 
it as a natural product of social authority.47 

This cultural agenda proved attractive to many others beside Brown. By 
the early nineteenth century, other "gentlemen of culture" were rushing to 
join a broad crusade promoting bourgeois values. Benjamin Rush provided 
a notable example. This wide-ranging American philosophe-doctor, edu
cator, evangelical Christian essayist, and political writer-became known 
as the "Father of American Psychiatry" and mounted a multifront cultural 
campaign for self-control by the early 1800s. While firmly committed to 
moral free agency, Rush became convinced that avoidance of anarchy de
manded the individual development of self-restraint through several tech
niques: a "virtuous education," "the principles and obligations of religion," 
the utilization of"shame and guilt" in childrearing, and a regimen of"con

stant labor." He sought to institutionalize these principles. Criminals, for 
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instance, could best be reformed through a "penitentiary system" that in
culcated restraint through "pain, labor, watchfulness, solitude, and silence." 
For the insane, Rush devised the ultimate instrument of self-control: his 
famous "tranquilizer chair" that restrained agitated individuals for days at a 
time while supposedly encouraging calm and self-regulation. Such devices 
seemed necessary to a man who believed that "in the United States, mad

ness has increased since the year 1790." Social change-"an increase in the 
number and magnitude of the objects of ambition and avarice"-demand
ed cultural solutions.48 

Others joined Rush and Brown in swelling the ranks of an American 
army of genteel moralists. Lyman Beecher, the New England minister and 
lecturer, proclaimed a consistent message throughout the early nineteenth 
century. There was great need for a "disciplined moral militia," he insisted, 
to spread the message of temperance, steady industry, and religious benev
olence in a foot-loose society of "men freed from restraint." Judith Sargent 
Murray, in her famous collection of essays in The Gleaner (1798), urged 
American females to combine independence and self-reliance with stern 
"habits of industry and order." This idealized cult of "republican mother
hood" established women as moral guardians, responsible for promoting 
virtuous conduct in their husbands and demanding it of their children. 
"Parson" Mason Locke Weems used his immensely popular Life of Wash

ington to temper the gospel of success seeking with a message of self-re
straint. The Founding Father's belief that industry was "the queen mother 
of all our virtues," the author maintained, went hand-in-hand with his de
termination to stand foremost among those who have "command over 
their passion." Weems' didactic pamphlets like God's Revenge Against 

Gambling, and The Drunkard's Looking Glass popularized the same message 
of internal regulation. This array of early nineteenth-century pronounce
ments would converge by the 1830s to create a culture of American Victo
rianism. Its repressive creed of firm moral character, genteel conduct, and 
an unrelenting work ethic would apotheosize a double-edged notion of 
self-control as regulator of both destiny and passion. This mentalite, like 
the concern with fragmented selfhood, also crisscrossed the Atlantic to 
shape nineteenth-century European bourgeois culture. 49 

Charles Brockden Brown's dual significance in post- Revolutionary 
America-as a barometer of psychological convulsions caused by the 
growth of market society and as a "gentleman of culture" urging restraint 
and taste-proved to be a heavy burden. At some level he sensed the error-



198 THE ROMANCE OF REAL LIFE 

mous tension between these two roles, and predicted that the liberal indi
vidual's struggle to reconcile culture and passion would be long and vexing. 
Doubtless writing from a sense of his own profound divisions, Brown cau
tioned in one of his novels that "the world is eternally producing what, to 
our precipitate judgement, are prodigies, anomalies, monsters . Innate, das
tardly, sordid wickedness frequently springs up where genial temperature 
and wise culture had promised us the most heavenly products."5° 

This earliest of American novelists uncovered the schizoid quality of 
liberal bourgeois civilization even in its formative stages. In both his writ
ings and his life, he gauged the enormous tension generated by its dark, 
hidden springs of passion desperately held in check by the moral force of a 
genteel, repressive culture . More clearly than most, Brown illuminated the 
"liberal ego" as the psychological type called into being by that civilization . 
This early modern formulation of self featured inner-directedness, self
control, and calculating force of will as a thin shell covering a painfully 
fragmented personality structure beneath . With this Philadelphia man of 
letters, the vaunted image of confident liberal individualism seemed hol
low and brittle. 

Brown's foreshadowing of this theme would gradually preoccupy nine
teenth-century culture . In 1837, for example, Ralph Waldo Emerson would 
use his "American Scholar" address to describe the United States as a soci
ety enshrining "the single individual" whose isolated "members have suf
fered amputation from the trunk, and strut about as so many walking 
monsters-a good finger, a neck, a stomach, an elbow, but never a man." 
By mid-century, popular and sensationalist Gothic novels regularly depict
ed human passion as a dangerous force hidden from rational view but al
ways ready to burst to the surface. Evil, in a repressed Victorian society, 
took shape as submerged deviant impulses held in check by internal mech
anisms of guilt. It appeared, according to one recent description, in an 
imaginative underworld of "gamblers and prostitutes, Mormons and 
Catholics, slave-holders and rum-sellers, the very poor and the very rich, 
the criminal and the insane," all of whom were subject to the social disci
pline of the penitentiary, the asylum, and the benevolence of genteel 
Protestantism. This American concern with the splintering of both society 
and private consciousness reached a climax with Herman Melville. In 
Moby Dick, Captain Ahab personified the divided self as a monster of 
"narrow-flowing monomania" whose massive, uncontrolled rage made him 
a "formless, somnambulistic being." A few years later Melville's The Confi

dence Man presented a gloomy, biting, even surrealistic picture of a fluid 
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society completely filled with formless beings whose masks shifted con

stantly according to the demands of ambition.51 
Across the Atlantic, a similar cultural preoccupation arose everywhere. 

It gave rise to popular nineteenth-century texts like Mary Shelley's 
Frankenstein, where scientific expertise summoned forth a half-human 
monster of libidinous instincts, or The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. 

Hyde, Robert Louis Stevenson's tale of the horrible double-identity of a 
Victorian physician. A theme of fragmentation became central to the great 
European critics of bourgeois liberalism. Alexis de Tocqueville argued that 
liberated Americans were ambitious yet seemingly never happy. The con
stant tension produced by success seeking and material pursuit, he argued, 
wearied the mind and brought on "a strange melancholy." Believing that in 
America "madness is commoner than anywhere else," Tocqueville conclud
ed that within the imaginative parameters of liberal society, self-absorbed 
individuals "abandoning truth and reality, create monsters." Max Weber 
came to the gloomy belief that bourgeois culture's "most urgent task [was] 
the destruction of spontaneous, impulsive enjoyment" and the construc
tion of an "iron cage" of repression . Karl Marx, castigating self-denial as a 
doctrine where "the less you are , the more you have," analyzed liberal cap
italism as a system undermining the very notion of fixed meanings and 
identities. ''All that is solid melts into air" in this world, Marx insisted, as 
relationships and beliefs "become obsolete before they can ossify." Like 
"the sorcerer who can no longer control the powers of the underworld," 
bourgeois society had created a fragmented and "partially developed indi
vidual, who is merely the bearer of one specialized social function." Sig
mund Freud represented, perhaps, the culmination of this entire trend. 
His depth psychology of the Id, Ego, and Superego posited fragmentation 
as the very essence of the human condition . It further insisted that repres
sion of instinct, with its attendant discontents, unavoidably accompanied 
more complex social formations. "Civilized man has exchanged a portion 
of his possibilities of happiness for a portion of security," Freud argued, 
and he insisted that little could change that.52 

While Charles Brockden Brown stood below Melville and Marx, 
Weber and Freud, Tocqueville and Emerson as an observer of the society 
and psyche of the early modern West, he anticipated much of their criti
cism. He registered the historical reverberations that they would later ana
lyze. In many ways his intellectual and emotional instincts were the same: 
to penetrate the ideology of liberal capitalist culture with its mask of ratio
nal, calculating self-interest, to reach the instinctual heart pulsating deep 
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within, and to somehow reconcile the two. As this American writer and 
critic had suggested in a brilliantly erratic career from r790 to r8ro, Ameri

can individualism had enshrined industry and artifice, gentility and ma
nipulation as social and cultural practices. With ultimate irony, Brown 

demonstrated that in this new age, even bourgeois liberalism itself was not 

quite what it seemed to be. 



Notes 

INTRODUCTION 

r. On Charles Brockden Brown's nearsightedness, see Deborah Bingham, "The 
Identity Crisis of Charles Brockden Brown" (Ph.D . diss., Bowling Green State 
University, 1977), 31-32, where she quotes a recollection of Brown's close friend, 
William Dunlap. Brown's comment on his own name can be found in William 
Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (Philadelphia , 1815), 2:120. 

2. Raymond Williams' metaphor is cited in E. P. Thompson, "Last Dispatches 
from the Border Country," Nation (Mar. 5, 1988): 3ro-1r. For general discussions of 
recent cultural theory, see, for example, Dominick LaCapra and Steven L. Kaplan, 
Modern European Intellectual History: Reappraisals and New Perspectives (Ithaca, 
N.Y. 1982); Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis, 1983); 

Michael Ryan, Marxism and Deconstruction: A Critical Articulation (Baltimore, 
1982); H. Aram Veeser, The New Hisloricism (New York, 1989); and George Lip
sitz, "Listening to Learn and Learning to Listen: Popular Culture, Cultural Theo
ry, and American Studies," American Quarterly 42 (Dec. 1990): 615-36. For my own 
critical assessment of much of this recent theory, see Steven Watts, "The Idiocy of 
American Studies: Post-Structuralism, Language, and Politics in the Age of Self
Fulfillment," American Quarterly 43 (Dec . 1991): 625-60. 

3. See Paul Allen, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (1814 MS; reprint Delmar, 
N.Y., 1975); William Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (Philadelphia, 
1815); Harry R. Warfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American Gothic Novelist 
(Gainesville, Fla., 1949); David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown: Pioneer Voice of 
America (Durham, N.C ., 1952). 

4. See Alan Axelrod, Charles Brockden Brown, An American Tale (Austin, 1983); 

Norman S. Grabo, The Coincidental Art of Charles Brockden Brown (Chapel Hill, 
N.C., 1981); Donald A. Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown (New York, 1966) . Broader 
assessments of Brown have appeared more recently as part of larger works on the 
literary culture of late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century America . See, for 
example, Cathy N. Davidson, Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in 
America (New York, 1986), 236-53; and Michael Warner, The L etters of the Republic: 
Publication and the Public Sphere in Eight eenth-Century America (Cambridge, Mass., 
1990), 152-73. For a discussion of my own assessment of the existing literature on 
Brown, see the Bibliographic Essay at the end of this book. 

5. For recent provocative assessments of change in the early modern West, par-

201 



202 Notes to Pages xvi-xviii 

ticularly with regard to cultural transformations, see Jean-Christophe Agnew, 
Worlds Apart: The Market and the Theater in Anglo-American Thought, I550-I750 
(Cambridge, 1986); Jay Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims: The American Revolu
tion against Patriarchal Authority (Cambridge, 1982); and Michael McKeon, The 
Origins of the English Novel, 1600-1740 (Baltimore, 1987). 

6. See, for instance, Joyce Appleby, Capitalism and a New Social Order: The Re
publican Vision of the I79os (New York, 1984); Nancy F. Cott, The Bonds of Woman
hood: "Woman's Sphere" in New England, q80-I835 (New Haven, 1977); Joseph J. El
lis, After the Revolution: Profiles of Early American Culture (New York, 1979); Paul E. 
Johnson, A Shopkeeper's Millennium: Society and Revivals in Rochester, New York, 
18I5-I8]7 (New York, 1978); Michael Paul Rogin, Fathers and Children: Andrew 
Jackson and the Subjugation of the American Indian (New York, 1975); Sean Wilentz, 
Chants Democratic: New York City and the Rise of the American Working Class, 
I788- I850 (New York, 1984); and Steven Watts, The Republic Reborn: War and the 
Making of Liberal America, I790- I820 (Baltimore, 1987). 

7- See Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Minneapolis, 1983), 
rr5- 18, for a compelling discussion of"discourse" and its theoretical implications . 

8. On hegemony, see T. J. Jackson Lears, "The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: 
Problems and Possibilities," American Historical Review 90 (June 1985): 56J-93. An 
introduction to the Frankfurt School can be found in Martin Jay, The Dialectical 
Imagination (Boston, 1973). A fuller and more precise discussion of my theoretical 
orientation in this book can be found in Chapter 1. 

9. See Agnew, Worlds Apart', R. Jackson Wilson, Figures of Speech: American 
Writers and the Literary Marketplace from Benjamin Franklin to Emily Dickinson 
(Baltimore, 1989); Michael T. Gilmore, American Romanticism and the Marketplace 
(Chicago, 1985); Robert Shulman, Social Criticism and Nineteenth-Century American 
Fictions (Columbia, Mo ., 1987); Susan Coultrap-McQ_yin, Doing Literary Business: 
American Women Writers in the Nineteenth Century (Chapel Hill, N .C., 1990); 
Michael Anesko , "Friction with the Market": Henry James and the Profession of Au
thorship (New York, 1986); and Christopher P. Wilson, The Labor of Words: Literary 
Professionalism in the Progressive Era (Athens, Ga ., 1985). For a discussion of this 
line of analysis, see C. Deirdre Phelps' review essay, "Market Studies and Book 
History in American Literature," Review 12 (1990): 273-301. 

ro. The phrase "structure of feeling" has been borrowed from Raymond 
Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York, 1977), 128-35. 

11. Several sources have eased the process of research for this book. Over the 
past decade and a half, the Kent State University Press has issued a bicentennial 
edition of Brown's major writings . These beautifully edited volumes, complete with 
historical and textual essays, have provided authoritative versions of his novels and 
made them wonderfully accessible. In addition, the bulk of Brown's other pub
lished writings-particularly his shorter fiction, newspaper and magazine essays, 
and political pamphlets - has become available on microfilm . Several fat caches of 
private correspondence, which most of Brown's biographers have overlooked in fa
vor of his novelistic writing, also have proved highly useful. In particular, his mid 
r79os letters to close fri.end Joseph Bringhurst, held at the Longfellow-Hawthorne 



Notes to Pages I-5 203 

Library at Bowdoin College, and his early nineteenth-century missives to fiancee 
Elizabeth Linn, on file at the Humanities Research Center at the University of 
Texas, have shed great light on Brown's developing cultural views. 

CHAPTER I. THE NOVEL AND THE MARKET IN THE 

EARLY REPUBLIC 

r. Paul Allen, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (1814 MS; reprint Delmar, 
N.Y., 1975), II; Harry R. Warfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American Gothic Novelist 

(Gainesville, Fla., 1949), 22, 17; Thomas R. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enter

prise: Merchants and Economic Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (New 
York, 1986), 34-35. 

2. Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 10-II; the letter from Brown is quoted in 
David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown: Pioneer Voice of America (Durham, N.C., 
1952), 38-39, while the other quote appears on p. 60. 

3. For a more extensive discussion of my interpretation of this transformation, 
see Steven Watts, The Republic Reborn: War and the Making of Liberal America, 

q90-r820 (Baltimore, 1987), xv-xxiii, 1-107-
4. See Raymond Williams, Culture and Society: q80-r950 (1958; reprint New 

York, 1983), for a brilliant analysis of the modern idea of "culture." 
5. For various perspectives on the emergence of a market society in post-Revo

lutionary America, see the following works: James A. Henretta, The Origins of 
American Capitalism : Collected Essays (Boston, 1991); Christopher Clark, The Roots 

of Rural Capitalism: Western Massachusetts, q8o-r86o (Ithaca, N.Y., 1990); Allan 
Kulikoff, "The Transition to Capitalism in Rural America," William and Mary 

Quarterly 3rd Series, 46 (Jan. 1989): 120-44; Daniel Vickers, "Competency and 
Competition : Economic Culture in Early America," William and Mary Quarterly 

3rd Series, 47 (Jan. 1990): 3-29; Nancy Grey Osterund, Bonds of Community : 

The Lives of Farm Women in Nineteenth-Century New York (Ithaca, N.Y., 1991); 
Jeane Boydston, Home and Work: Housework, Wages, and the Ideology of Labor in the 

Early Republic (New York, 199·0); Michael Merrill, "Cash Is Good to Eat : Self
Sufficiency and Exchange in the Rural Economy of the United States," Radical 

History Review 4 (Winter 1977): 421 1; and Steven Watts, Republic Reborn, 2-16, 
6418. 

6. See Doerflinger, Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, 283-364, and Watts, Republic 

Reborn, 2-9, and the extensive bibliography listings on pp. 326-27 and 336-39. 
7. See, for example, Joyce Appleby, "Commercial Farming and the 'Agrarian 

Myth ' in the Early Republic," journal of American History 68 (Mar. 1982): 833-49; 
Diane Lindstrom, "American Economic Growth before 1840: New Evidence and 
New Directions," journal of Economic History 39 (Mar. 1979): 289-301; and Thomas 
C . Cochran, "The Business Revolution," American Historical Review_ 79 (Dec. 
1974): 1449-66. 

8. For surveys of the vast literature on republicanism, see two articles by Robert 
Shalhope in the William and Mary Quarterly: "Toward a Republican Synthesis : 
The Emergence of an Understanding of Republicanism in American Historiogra
phy," 29 (Jan. 1972): 49-80, and "Republicanism and Early American Historiogra-



204 Notes to Pages 5-13 

phy," 39 (Apr. 1982): 334-56. See also a special issue of the American Quarterly enti
tled "Republicanism in the History and Historiography of the United States," 37 
(Fall 1985). 

9. See the historiographical literature mentioned above, as well as the discus
sion in Joyce Appleby, Capitalism and a New Social Order: The Republican Vision of 
the q9os (New York, 1984); James T. Kloppenberg, "The Virtues of Liberalism: 
Christianity, Republicanism, and Ethics in Early American Political Discourse," 
journal of American History 74 (June 1987): 9-33; Rowland Berthoff, "Independence 
and Attachment, Virtue and Interest: From Republican Citizen to Free Enterpriz
er, 1781 1837," in Richard Bushman et al., Uprooted Americans: Essays to Honor Oscar 
Handlin (Boston, 1979), 99-124; and Watts, Republic Reborn, n-14, 211 63. 

ro . Doerflinger, Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise, 3-5, 283-334, and Watts, Republic 
Reborn, 8-n . 

rr. Jay Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims: The American Revolution against Pa
triarchal Authority, q50-I800 (Cambridge, 1982), presents the best discussion of 
"patriarchalism" and its demise in eighteenth-century America. 

12. This rhetoric of self-reliance has been discussed in Robert E. Shalhope, The 
Roots of Democracy: American Thought and Culture, I760-I800 (Boston, 1990), 

139-68; Jean V. Matthews, Toward a New Society: American Thought and Culture, 
I800-I830 (Boston, 1991), II3-52; and Watts, Republic Reborn, 641 0. 

13. On the Second Great Awakening, religion, and culture, see Nathan 0 . 
Hatch, The Democratization of American Christianity (New Haven, 1989); Henry F. 
May, The Enlightenment in America (New York, 1976), 337-57; Donald G. Math
ews, "The Second Great Awakening as an Organizing Process, 1780-1830," Ameri
can Qyarterly 21 (Spring 1969): 23-43; and Watts, Republic Reborn, II3-22. 

14. See May, Enlightenment in America, 301 62; Matthews, Toward a New Soci
ety, 31 39; and Emory Elliott, Revolutionary Writers: Literature and Authority in the 
New Republic, I725-I8ID (New York, 1986), 30-35. 

15. "The Rising Glory of America" is discussed in Joseph J. Ellis, After the Revo
lution: Profiles of Early American Culture (New York, 1979), 9-ro, while much of this 
text discusses insightfully the tense cultural situation of the post- Revolutionary era. 
See also Shalhope, Roots of Democracy, 53-82; Elliott, Revolutionary Writers, 19-54; 
and Steven Watts, "Masks, Morals, and the Market: American Literature and Ear
ly Capitalist Culture," Journal of the Early Republic 6, no. 2 (1986): 121 49. 

16. See the broad discussions in Elliott, Revolutionary Writers, and Cathy N . 
Davidson, Revolution and the Word· The Rise of the Novel in America (New York, 
1986). 

17-See Lewis P. Simpson, ed., The Federalist Literary Mind (Baton Rouge, La., 
1962); and Elliott, Revolutionary Writers, 55-91. 

18. See the essay on Parson Weems in Watts, Republic Reborn, 141-51. 
19. See Ellis, After the Revolution, 73-112; David Simpson, The Politics of Ameri

can English, q76-I850 (New York, 1986), 52-90; and Watts, Republic Reborn, 42-58, 
I!2. 

20. See Davidson, Revolution and the Word, vii, 41-44, 551 9, on the "reading 
revolution'' in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth -century America. 

2r. Fine discussions of popular reading habits and the implications for culture 



Notes to Pages IJ-23 205 

can be found in Bernard Bailyn et al., The Great Republic: A History of the American 
People (Lexington, Mass., 1977), 358; Russel B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New 
Nation, q76-I830 (New York, 1930), 251-52, 240-41; Gordon S. Wood, ed., The 
Rising Glory of America, I760-I820 (New York, 1971), 253; Davidson, Revolution and 
the Word, 160, 13; and Elliott, Revolutionary Writers, 19-54. 

22. See Davidson, Revolution and the Word, vii, ro; and Fliegelman, Prodigals 

and Pilgrims, 26-29, 80, 144, 240. 
23. See Lionel Trilling, The Liberal Imagination: Essays on Literature and Society 

(New York, 1976), 222; Davidson, Revolution and the Word, 44; Dominick LaCapra, 
History and Criticism (Ithaca, N .Y., 1985), u5. 

24. The dominant interpretive text in this school is Ian Watt, The Rise of the 
Novel· Studies in Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding (Berkeley, Calif., 1957), II, 12, 13, 
14-30, 49-52, 60. The block quote appears on p. JI. See also Michael McKeon, The 
Origins of the English Novel, I600-I740 (Baltimore, 1987) for a highly sophisticated 
revision of the Watt thesis that ties the rise of the novel to cultural, social, and 
epistemological instability in early modern English life. 

25. See Davidson, Revolution and the Word (the quotation appears on p. ro) for a 
masterful development of this thesis. 

26. On cultural hegemony, see Raymond Williams, "Base and Superstructure in 
Marxist Cultural Theory," New Left Review 82 (Nov.-Dec. 1973): 3-16; T. J. Jack
son Lears, "The Concept of Cultural Hegemony: Problems and Possibilities," 
American Historical Review 90 (June 1985): 561 93; and Watts, Republic Reborn, 
XIX-XX!. 

27. See Watt, Rise of the Novel, 31-32, 34, 294; Fliegelman, Prodigals and 
Pilgrims, 26; Rhys Isaac, The Transformation of Virginia, q40-I790 (Chapel Hill, 
N .C ., 1982), m-22; Patricia Meyer Spacks, Imagining a Self Autobiography and 
Novel in Eighteenth-Century England (Cambridge, Mass., 1976), r. 

28. See Tony Tanner, Adultery and the Novel (New York, 1979), 3-4 . 
29. Davidson, in Revolution and the Word, offers abundant and compelling evi

dence for the di,;senting role of early American novels, but I offer a rather different 
assessment of the thrust and significance of that dissent in historical and political 
terms. 

30. See Fliege!man, Prodigals and Pilgrims, 26-27; Davidson, Revolution and the 
Word, 51; Tanner, Adultery and the Novel, 15. 

3r. See Agmw, Worlds Apart, 14, 73, 82-83, 94-95, 91 98, 182-83, for a brilliant 
analysis of this twin crisis in emerging liberal culture. Carl Schorske, in his Fin-de
Siec!e Vienna: Pclitics and Culture (New York, 1981), offers an interpretation of simi
lar issues at work in late nineteenth-century liberalism. 

32. See Agnew, Worlds Apart, 91 98, 73. 
33. See McK ~on, Origins of the English Novel;, 20- 21, and Spacks, Imagining a 

Self, 4-6, 310. 
34.See Watt, Rise of the Novel, 200-201, 1751 6; Terry Eagleton, Literary Theory: 

An Introduction ,:Minneapolis, 1983), 18-19; and Agnew, Worlds Apart, 188-90. 
35. See Fred ·Weinstein and Gerald M. Platt, The Wish to Be Free: Society, Psyche, 

and Value Change (Berkeley, Calif., 1969), 191 226. 
36. See Spades, Imagining a Self, 1, 2-3, 8, ro-u, 22, 314-15. 



206 Notes to Pages 24-33 

37. Agnew, Worlds Apart, 82-83, 1or-2, r85-86. 
38. See Max Horkheimer, "The Lessons of Fascism," in Hadley Cantril, ed., 

Tensions That Cause Wars (Urbana, Ill., r950), 230; Philip Rieff, The Triumph of the 
Therapeutic: Uses of Faith after Freud (New York, 1966), 2-3. 

39. See Spacks, Imagining a Self, 304-6; and Watts, Republic Reborn, 49-55. 
40. The phrase "liberal ego" has been borrowed from two brilliant studies: 

Schorske, Fin-de-Siecle Vienna, 4-5, 22, 208- 9; and Christopher Lasch, The Mini
mal Self Psychic Survival in Troubled Times (New York, 1984), 205-23. 

CHAPTER 2. THE LAWYER AND THE RHAPSODIST 

r. See David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown: Pioneer Voice of America 
(Durham, N.C., r952), 13-16; Harry R. Warfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American 
Gothic Novelist (Gainesville, Fla., 1949), 16-17; Deborah Marie Bingham, "The 
Identity Crisis of Charles Brockden Brown" (Ph.D. diss., Bowling Green State 
University, 1977), 8-u. 

2. Ibid. 
3. Paul Allen, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (1814 MS; reprint Delmar, 

N.Y., 1975),10-11. 
4. Clark, Pioneer Voice, 18-r9; Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 22-25; Allen, Charles 

Brockden Brown, 10- xr; Bingham, "Identity Crisis," 24-28. 

5. Charles E . Bennett, "The Charles Brockden Brown Canon," (Ph.D. diss., 
University of North Carolina, 1974), 59; Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 18, 23-24, 

26, 25, 30, 22. 
6. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," 1-3, 6-9, u-12. 

7. Ibid., 51-52, 145, 152; and Clark, Pioneer Voice, 17. The quotations are from two 
letters written by Brown to his close friend Joseph Bringhurst, Jr . A large collection 
of these letters is held by the Bowdoin College Library in Brunswick, Maine. 
Charles E. Bennett has provided an annotated census of them in his "The Letters 
of Charles Brockden Brown: An Annotated Census," Resources for American Liter
ary Study 6 (Autumn 1976): 164-190, and citations to the Brown-Bringhurst Let
ters hereafter will also refer to the Bennett census. For the material in this para 
graph, see Brown to Bringhurst, July 29, 1793 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #48; 
and ibid., May 20, 1792, Bennett census #21. 

8. William Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (Philadelphia, 1815), 1:27; 

Jay Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims: The American Revolution against Patriarchal 
Authority (Cambridge, 1982), 247; Bennett, "Brown Canon," 52, 151, 60-61; and two 
letters from Brown to Bringhurst, May 1792 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #12, 

and Dec. 21, r792, Bennett census #36. 
9. Bingham, "Identity Crisis," 52-54; Alexander Cowie, "Historical Essay," in 

Charles Brockden Brown, Wieland; or, the Transformation, An American Tale (Kent, 
Ohio, r977), 313; Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 31-39; Bennett, "Brown Canon," 
57; Dunlap, Life of Brown, 1:53-54; and Clark, Pioneer Voice, 33. 

10. See Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 29-30; and Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 
12-13, r5-16. 

II. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," 10- u, 24- 25; Brown to Debby Ferris, May 28, 



Notes to Pages 34-42 

1795 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #58; Clark, Pioneer Voice, 195; Warfel, Gothic 
Novelist, 96. 

12. See discussion in Bennett, "Brown Canon," 21-24; Brown to Bringhurst, 
May 1792 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #12, and May 20, 1792, Bennett census 
#2r; Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 52-53; Clark, Pioneer Voice, 26. 

13. Brown to Bringhurst, Dec. 9, 1792 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #35; 
Clark, Pioneer Voice, 84; Brown to Bringhurst, 1793 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census 
#45; Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 12-13. 

14. See Bingham, "Identity Crisis," 19-20, 23-24, 54-55, 1 8, 48-49; Clark, Pio
neer Voice, 101; Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 19-20. On the revolt against paternalism in 
Revolutionary America, see Edwin G . Burrows and Michael Wallace, "The Amer
ican Revolution: The Ideology and Psychology of National Liberation," Perspec
tives in American History 6 (1972): 266-303 and Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims. 

15. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," 2r; and Bennett, "Annotated Census," 164-65. 
16. See several letters from Brown to Bringhurst (Bowdoin MS): July 29, 1793, 

Bennett census #48; May 30, 1792, Bennett census #23; and July 20, 1796, Bennett 
census #77. 

17. Ibid. : June u, 1793, Bennett census #46; May 30, 1792, Bennett census #23; 
and July 29, 1793, Bennett census #48. 

18. See Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 20; several letters from Brown to 
Bringhurst: Dec. 9, 1792, Bennett census #35; July 29, 1793, Bennett census #48; and 
May 20, 1792, Bennett census #21; Clark, Pioneer Voice, 102. 

19. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," u-12, 12-14; Clark, Pioneer Voice, 92; and 
Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 97. 

20. See several letters from Brown to Bringhurst (Bowdoin MS): Dec . 9, 1792 , 
Bennett census #35; May 1792, Bennett census #12; 1793, Bennett census #42; June 
u, 1793, Bennett census #46; July 25, 1793, Bennett census #47; n.d., probably 1792, 
Bennett census #8. 

21. Ibid. : 1793, Bennett census #45; May 1792, Bennett census #14; n.d., probably 
1792, Bennett census #9. For a superb discussion of the historical shaping of 
adolescence and identity formation in the early modern West, see Philip Aries, 
Centuries of Childhood: A Social History of Family Life, trans . Robert Baldick (New 
York, 1962). See Joseph Kett, Rites of Passage: Adolescence in America, 1790 to the Pre
sent, (New York, 1977), 14-50; and Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims, 3, 9-35, for 
equally insightful analyses of the eighteenth-century struggle with such issues in 
America . 

22. Ibid. : July 25, 1793, Bennett census #47; Dec. 9, 1792, Bennett census #35; 
May 30, 1792, Bennett census #23. 

23. Brown recounted this dream in a long 1793 letter to Bringhurst, Bennett 
census #42, while the earlier comment appeared in another letter to Bringhurst, 
May 30, 1792, Bennett census #23. 

24. Ibid .: 1793, Bennett census #42. 
25. Clark, Pioneer Voice, 55, for example, has argued that the "Henrietta Letters" 

involved a real romantic incident in Brown's life. This caused Leslie A. Fiedler to 
comment rather caustically that such an interpretation merely reflects how "con-



208 Notes to Pages 43-51 

fused do sentimental life and sentimental literature become." See his Love and 

Death in the American Novel (New York, 1966), 98-99. The manuscripts of the 
"Henrietta Letters" are now at the Humanities Research Center at the University 
of Texas at Austin. Clark, however, has presented a reasonably complete reprinting 
of them in his Pioneer Voice, 55-107, and all citations to them hereafter will refer to 
the Clark volume . 

26. "Henrietta Letters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 60-61; Bennett, "Brown Canon," 
31; Brown to W.W. Wilkins, Jan. 22, 1793, quoted in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 35. 

27. "Henrietta Letters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 58-59, 95, 89, 79-80. 
28. Ibid., 64-67, 104. 
29. Ibid., 81 89, roo, ror. 
30. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," 68. The "Rhapsodist'' essays have been 

reprinted in Charles Brockden Brown, The Rhapsodist and Other Uncollected Writ

ings, Harry R. Warfel, ed. (New York, 1943), 1-24. Citations from the "Rhapsodist" 
will refer hereafter to the Warfel edition, and this particular quote appears on p. 5. 

31. Warfel, ed., "Rhapsodist," r, 1-2, 5. 
32. Ibid., r3-r5, 1 8, 12, 61 . 
33. Ibid., 6, r6, n, 7. 
34. See two letters from Brown to Bringhurst (Bowdoin MS): July 29, 1793, 

Bennett census #48; and Aug. 16, 1793, ,Bennett census #49. See also "Henrietta 
Letters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 105, 98, 711 2, 56-57. 

35. Brown to Wilkins, Jan. 22, 1793, quoted in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 34; Brown to 
Wilkins, quoted in Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 51; Brown to Bringhurst, 1792 Bowdoin 
MS), Bennett census #ro; Bennett, "Brown Canon," 151 158, 148; letters from 
Brown to Bringhurst Bowdoin MS), on Aug. 9, 1792, Bennett census #30, and 
May 20, 1792, Bennett census #21; Elihu Smith's comment quoted in Alan Axelrod, 
Charles Brockden Brown, an American Tale (Austin, 1983), 171; and "Henrietta Let
ters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 104. 

36. See Bingham, "Identity Crisis." 
37. See Charles Brockden Brown, "Belles-Lettres Club Address" in Allen, 

Charles Brockden Brown, 25; and "Henrietta Letters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 103. 

CHAPTER 3. THE YOUNG ARTIST AS SOCIAL VISIONARY 

r. The literature on early national politics is enormous. For two syntheses of the 
period, see Richard Buel, Jr., Securing the R evolution: Ideology in American Politics, 
q89-I8I5 (Ithica, N .Y., 1972), and Steven Watts, Republic Reborn: War and the 
Making of Libera/America, q90-I820 (Baltimore, 1987). 

2. See Thomas M. Doerflinger, A Vigorous Spirit of Enterprise: Merchants and 
Economic Development in Revolutionary Philadelphia (New York, 1986). 

3. See Russell B. Nye, The Cultural Life of the New Nation, I776-I830 (New 
York, 1930); Daniel J. Boorstin, The Lost World of Thomas Je.fferson (Boston, 1948); 
Joseph J. Ellis, After the Revolution: Profiles of Early American Culture (New York, 
1979); and Charles C . Sellers, Mr. Peale's Museum (New York, 1980). 

4. See William Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (Philadelphia, 1815), 
2: 92, and Harry R. Warfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American Gothic Novelist 

(Gainesville, Fla., 1949), 88-91. 



Notes to Pages 52-59 209 

5. See Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 40, 46-50; David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden 
Brown: Pioneer Voice of America (Durham, N.C., 1952), w8-w, 126-31; Charles E. 
Bennett , "The Charles Brockden Brown Canon," (Ph .D. diss., University of 
North Carolina, 1974), 183-84. The quote is from a letter reprinted in Clark, Pio
neer Voice, 129. 

6. Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 86-88. 

7. Ibid., 54-55; Clark, Pioneer Voice, 157, 322-23, 325; Bennett, "Brown Canon," 
175-81; Charles Brockden Brown, "A Series of Original Letters," (Feb.-Apr. 1798), 

reprinted in Harry R. Warfel, ed., The Rhapsodist and Other Uncollected Writings 
(New York, 1943), w4; Charles Brockden Brown, "A Lesson on Sensibility," Weekly 
Magazine 2 (May 19, 1798): 711 2. 

8. Smith's letters of May 7 and May 27, 1796 are largely extracted in Warfel, 
Gothic Novelist, 56-60, 60-64. These quotes appear on pp. 58 and 62. 

9. Ibid ., 56-57, 60-61, 60, 63-64, 64. 
IO. This view of Brown's nascent "radicalism" runs contrary to the view of 

scholars like Jane Tompkins and Robert D. Arner, who see the author as more 
conservative throughout his career. Tompkins, in her Sensational Designs: The Cul
tural Work of American Fiction, r790-r860 (New York, 1985), argues that Brown de
veloped in his writing a Federalist sensibility that insisted on the virtues of social 
order, commercial growth, and urban life. Arner, in his "Historical Essay" in the 
Kent State edition of Brown's Alcuin: A Dialogue (Kent, Ohio, 1987), suggests in 
parallel fashion that Brown's views on gender relations and women's rights were 
quite traditional from the beginning. While it perhaps would be a mistake to over
play the intensity of Brown's radical impulses, I believe that his fervent attacks on 
Christianity, his attraction to writers like Godwin and Rousseau, and his recurring 
critique of commercial values make it impossible to see him as a conservative cul
tural or political figure at this stage of his life. Later, of course, the story would be 
different . 

II. See Clark, Pioneer Voice, 323, 321. 

12. See several letters from Brown to Joseph Bringhurst, Jr. (Bowdoin MS) : 
Oct. 24, 1795, Bennett census #63; 1795, Bennett census #62; Dec. 21, 1792, Bennett 
census #36 . 

13. Ibid.: June II, 1793, Bennett census #46; 1795, Bennett census #62. 
14. Ibid . Dec. 21, 1792, Bennett census #36. 

15. Bennett, "Brown Canon," 1641 1, has skillfully pieced together Brown's "El
lendale" novel in terms of its composition and its surviving segments . 

16. See Charles Brockden Brown's "Ellendale Letters " (Humanities Research 
Center, University of Texas at Austin), Aug. 29 and 31, 1793; Bennett, "Brown 
Canon," 1691 0. 

17. See the "Harry Wallace" fragment reprinted in Allen, The Life of Charles 
Brockden Brown (1814 MS; reprint Delmar, N.Y., 1975), 222-42 . See the "Adini" 
fragment reprinted in the same volume, pp. 350-87, especially pp. 382 and 369. 

18. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," 27-28, 32-33; and Brown's "Devotion: An 
Epistle," reprinted in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 329. 

19. See, for instance, Mary Beth Norton, Liberty's Daughters: The Revolutionary 
Experience of American Women, q50-r800 (Boston, 1980); and Linda K. Kerber, 



2 IO Notes to Pages 60-67 

Women of the Republic: Intellect and Ideology in R evolutionary America (Chapel Hill, 
N .C ., 1980). 

20. See Brown, "Henrietta Letters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 93, 94; Charles 
Brockden Brown, "Review" of Mary Wollstonecraft's A Vindication of the Rights of 
Women, in Philadelphia's Ladies Magazine (Sept. 1792): 190. On Wollstonecraft's 
reception in America , see Kerber, Women of the Republic, 222- 25. 

21. See Brown's comments as "The Essayist" in the Philadelphia Ladies Maga
zine: (Nov. 1792): 255; (July 1792): 60-61; (June 1792) "Address to the Ladies." 

22. For insightful and informative discussions of Alcuin, see Cathy Davidson, 
"The Matter and Manner of Charles Brockden Brown's Alcuin," in Bernard 
Rosenthal, ed., Critical Essays on Charles Brockden Brown (Boston, 1981), 71-86 ; and 
Robert D . Arner, "Historical Essay," in Charles Brockden Brown, Alcuin: A Dia 
logue and Memoirs of Stephen Calvert (Kent, Ohio, 1987), 273- 98. 

23. For depictions of Brown as a radical protofeminist, see Lee Edwards, "Af
terward," in Charles Brockden Brown, Alcuin: A Dialogue (New York, 1970), 

92- 104; and Clark, Pioneer Voice, u3-25 . A more conservative portrait can be found 
in David 0. Tomlinson, "Women in the Writings of Charles Brockden Brown: A 
Study in the Development of an Author's Thought" (Ph.D . diss., University of 
North Carolina, 1974). 

24. All subsequent citations to Brown's Alcuin will refer to the Kent State Uni 
versity edition (Kent, Ohio, 1987). For "Mrs . Carter's" views, see pp. 24-33; for "Al
cuin," see pp. 43, 13-14, 17, 37, 41-42, 26, u - 12. 

25. "Alcuin's" views appear on pp. 44-5 6, while "Mrs. Carter's" can be found on 

PP· 6610. 
26. See, for example, Davidson, "Manner and Matter of Brown's Alcuin," 82-83. 

27. Brown, Alcuin, 61 , 7-8. 

28. Ibid ., 14- 15, 20-21, 19-20. 

29. Ibid., 61-62, 15. 

30. Ibid., 681 0, 71, 751 6, 78, 82. 

31. Ibid ., 82-83 , 71, 84-88. 

32. See Dunlap, Life of Brown, 1:57; Brown to Bringhurst, 1795 (Bowdoin MS) 
Bennett census #62; Robert Arner, "Historical Essay," in Alcuin (Kent, Ohio, 1987), 

301, ff #16; Brown, Alcuin, 27-28. 
33. Charles Brockden Brown, "Review" of William Robertson's The History of 

America, in Monthly Magazine 1 (June 1799): 131; Charles Brockden Brown, "Por
trait of an Emigrant," Monthly Magazine 1 (June 1799): 164. 

34. "The Man at Home" series has been reprinted in Warfel, ed., Rhapsodist, 
27- 98. 

35. Ibid., 27-30, 43, 33-35, 94-98 . 
36. Brown's "Series of Original Letters" has also been reprinted in Warfel, ed., 

Rhapsodist, 1or-31. The quotes in this paragraph appear on pp. 109, u4-15, 102-03. 
37. See Henry May, The Enlightenment in America (New York, 1976), 172, 225, 

234, 251; Cathy N. Davidson, Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the Novel in 
America (New York, 1986), 231; Staughton Lynd, Intellectual Origins of American 
Radicalism (New York, 1969), II4- 16. On Godwin, see Peter H . Marshall, William 
Godwin (New Haven, Conn., 1984). 



Notes to Pages 68-75 2II 

38. See William Dunlap, Life of Brown, 2:15; Allen, Charles Brockden Brown, 
w6; Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 54-55; Brown to Bringhurst, Oct . 30, 1795 (Bowdoin 
MS), Bennett census #64; Brown letter quoted in Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 64. 

39. Brown to Bringhurst, 1795 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #6z; Brown, 
"Lesson on Sensibility," 73; Charles Brockden Brown, "The Essayist," Philadelphia 
Ladies Magazine (Oct. 1792): 213 and (Aug. 1792): 159-60. 

40. Charles Brockden Brown, Letter to Susan Goldophin, July 2-3, 1793 (Hu
manities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin), 2-3. 

4r. Ibid., 4. 
42. Charles Brockden Brown, "On the Nature and Essential Qyalities of Poet

ry, as Distinguised from Prose," Ladies Magazine 1 (Sept. 1792): 156. 
43. Brown, Alcuin, 7-8. 

CHAPTER 4 . THE MAJOR NOVELS (I) 

1. Brown's letter to close friend William Wood Wilkins, written sometime in 
the early 1790s, is quoted in David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown: Pioneer 
Voice of America (Durham, N.C., 1952), 38-39. 

2. See Charles E. Bennett, "The Charles Brockden Brown Canon" (Ph .D. diss., 
University of North Carolina, 1974), 195-208, for a clear and convincing analysis of 
the chronology of composition and publication for these four novels. Carwin and 
Stephen Calvert will be discussed in Chapter 7 of this book . 

3. For a discussion of Brown's influence on nineteenth-century authors, see 
Alexander Cowie, "Historical Essay," in Charles Brockden Brown, Wieland; or, the 
Transformation, An American Tale and Memoirs of Carwin, the Biloquist (Kent, 
Ohio, 1977), 341-45. All subsequent citations for Wieland in this chapter will refer 
to this Kent State University Press bicentennial edition of Brown's novel. Michael 
Warner, in his recent book The Letters of the Republic: Publication and the Public 
Sphere in Eighteenth-Century America (Cambridge, Mass., 1990), has suggested that 
Brown's novels were not "novels" at.all in the modern sense, but transitional texts 
lying halfway between a republican, public "print discourse" of the eighteenth cen
tury and a modern, privatized "literary textuality" of the nineteenth. While there is 
a germ of truth here, I believe that Warner exaggerates the republican qualities of 
this author's fictional texts. Brown's Gothic sensibility did not lend itself easily to 
the traditional gentleman's ethos of civic virtue, nor did his inclination from his 
earliest days as a writer to insist on the absolute integrity and self-reliance of the 
individual writer. In my view, Brown's books, although crudely structured and of
ten bitterly critical of liberalizing society, were clearly early versions of the modern 
novel. 

4. See Charles Brockden Brown, "On the Nature and Essential Qyalities of Po
etry, as Distinguished from Prose," Philadelphia Ladies Magazine 1 (Sept. i792), 
154, 153, 157, 155, 158, 151. 

5. Brown's letter to Susan Godolphin, July 2-3, 1793 (Humanitites Research 
Center, University of Texas at Austin), 5-6. 

6. Brown to Joseph Bringhurst, Jr., probably in 1795 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett 
census #62; Charles Brockden Brown, Alcuin: A Dialogue and Memoirs of Stephen 
Calvert (Kent, Ohio, 1987), 13; Brown, "Advertisement," in Wieland, 3; "Advertise-
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ment" for Sky-Walk, Mar. 17, 1798, quoted in Harry R. Warfel, Charles Brockden 
Brown, American Gothic Novelist (Gainesville, Fla., 1949); Brown, "Henrietta Let
ters," in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 99. 

7- Charles Brockden Brown, "The Essayist," Ladies Magazine, 1 (June 1792): 

16-17; Brown, "The Man at Home" in the Weekly Magazine, reprinted in Harry R. 
Warfel, ed., The Rhapsodist and Other Uncollected Writings (New York, 1943), 46, 32; 

Brown to Bringhurst, Dec. 21, 1792 (Bowdoin MS), Bennett census #36; Brown 
quoted in Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 7. 

8. See Charles Brockden Brown, "Walstein's School of History" from the 
Aug.-Sept. 1799 Monthly Magazine, reprinted in Harry Warfel, ed., Rhapsodist, 
145- 46. For useful commentaries on this text, see ibid., xi; Bennett, "Brown 
Canon," 228; and Deborah M. Bingham, "The Identity Crisis of Charles Brockden 
Brown" (Ph.D. diss., Bowling Green State University, 1977), 87-

9. Brown, "Walstein's School," 147, 150, 146-47, 152. This connection between 
capitalist development and sexual regulation would reach its high point in the ide
ology of nineteenth-century Victorian America, where market growth and erotic 
repression became flip sides of the same developmental coin. See, for instance, the 
essays in Daniel Walker Howe, ed., Victorian America (Philadelphia, 1976). This 
connection also has deep roots in theoretical interpretations of the development of 
Western capitalism, particularly among the Frankfurt School. For a good example, 
see Herbert Marcuse, Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud (New 
York, 1955). 

IO . Brown, "Walstein 's School," 148- 49, 150, 151, 148. 
11. Ibid., 153, 150, 151-52. Brown's expressed view in "Walstein's School" lends 

credence to a view of him as an Enlightenment reformer of radical sympathies, at 
least early in his career. 

12. See William Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (Philadelphia, 
1815), 1:54; Paul Allen, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (1814 MS; reprint Del 
mar, N.Y., 1975); Bingham, "Identity Crisis," rn-12, u5; Dunlap, Life of Brown, 2:8, 
10-11. 

13. Dunlap, Life of Brown, 2:56, 94- 95; Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 90. 

14. John Bernard, Retrospectives of America, q97-I8n (New York, 1887), 253; 
Clark, Pioneer Voice, 160. 

15. See Brown, Wieland . 
16. Ibid., 3, u4. For discussions of Brown and sensationalist psychology, see 

Donald A. Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown (New York, 1966), 27, 31-34; Larzer Ziff, 
"A Reading of Wieland," Publications of the Modern Language Association ofAmerica 
77 (1962): 51-57; and Arthur Kimball, Rational Fictions: A Study of Charles Brockden 
Brown (McKinnville, Oreg., 1968). For a treatment of Lockean psychology and its 
general cultural impact, see Henry F. May, The Enlightenment in America (New 
York, 1976), 7-10. While such works correctly point out Brown's dark critique of 
the psychology of sensation, they also tend to overplay his skepticism about reason. 
Not only did Brown attempt to salvage reason by placing it on a more realistic 
foundation, but he also probed beyond the mere philosophical dimension of this 
issue. His novels like Wieland also contained a powerful critique of liberal individu
alism. For an insightful discussion of this text that parallels mine in certain ways, 
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see Jay Fliegelman, "Introduction," Wieland and Memoirs of Carwin the Biloquist 
(New York, 1991), vii-xiii. 

17. Brown, Wieland, 1, 35, 87. 
18. Ibid., 22, 5, 35. See the brilliant discussion of declining paternalism in Jay 

Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims: The American Revolution against Patriarchal Au
thority, 1750-1800 (Cambridge, 1982). 

19. Brown, Wieland, 8-9 . 

20 . Ibid., 22, 23, 176, 224. For a provocative discussion of the religious themes in 
this novel, see Bernard Rosenthal, "The Voices of Wieland," in his Critical Essays 
on Charles Brockden Brown (Boston, 1981), 104- 25. 

2r. Brown, Wieland, 14-19, describes the shocking death of Clara and 
Theodore's father. I would note that this focus on internal privations and pressures 
is not just a question of Enlightenment epistemology and sensationalist psycholo
gy, as many literary treatments of the novel have implied. It also has social, politi
cal, and material roots in the liberation of the individual in post- Revolutionary 
America . These issues also preoccupied Brown throughout his life. 

22. Ibid., 23, 38, 25, 22, 224, 230-31. 

23. Ibid., 147, 83, 233. 
24. On the chronology of the composition and publication of Carwin, the Bilo

quist, see Alexander Cowie's "Historical Essay" in Wieland, 335, 361. This text, 
which is crucial for understanding Brown, will be treated in Chapter 6 of this 
book. 

25. Brown, Wieland, 50-53, 90. 

26. Ibid., 76, 93-94, 124. 

27. Ibid., 198, 199. 
28. Ibid., 224-25, 190, 2rr, 90-91. 

29. Ibid ., 3; Dunlap, Life of Brown, 2:93. See also Russell B. Nye's discussion in 
his "Historical Essay," in Charles Brockden Brown, Ormond; or, the Secret Witness 
(Kent, Ohio, 1982), 301 09 . All subsequent citations for Ormond will refer to this 
bicentennial edition from the Kent State University Press. 

30. Ormond remains the least studied of Brown's major novels. For discussions 
of the literary influences at work on this novel, see Nye, "Historical Essay," Or
mond, 313-21, and Ernest Marchand, "Introduction," Ormond (New York, 1937), 

ix-xliv. Norman Grabo, The Coincidental Art of Charles Brockden Brown (Chapel 
Hill, N.C., 1981), 30-55, argues for Brown's artistry in twisting the familiar form of 
the sentimental romance . My interpretation veers away from these in its emphasis 
on Brown's exploration of individual agency and social opportunity in the post
Revolutionary republic. 

3r. Brown, Ormond, 3-4, 195-96. 
32. Brown, "The Man at Home," in Warfel, ed., Rhapsodist, 711 2. 

33. Brown, Ormond, II3-14, rr4-15, rr5-16 , 177. 
34. Ibid ., n6, 254. See Jean-Christophe Agnew, Worlds Apart : The Market and 

the Theatre in Anglo-Am erican Thought, 1550-1750 (Cambridge, 1986) for a brilliant 
analysis of the connections between theatrical imagery and market social relations 
in the early modern West . 
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CHAPTER 5. THE MAJOR NOVELS (II) 

r. Charles Brockden Brown, Preface, in Arthur Mervyn; or, Memoirs of the Year 
I793 (Kent, Ohio, 1980), 3. All subsequent citations to this novel will refer to this 
bicentennial edition from the Kent State University Press. 

2. William Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (Philadelphia, 1815), 
3:97; Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 226. The secondary literature on Arthur Mervyn is 
quite laige, and much of it revolves around the key question of Arthur's sincerity 
and character. See, for example, James Russo, "The Chameleon of Convenient 
Vice: A Study of the Narrative of Arthur Mervyn," Studies in the Novel II (1979): 
381-405, in which Arthur is pictured as an outright liar and fraud; Warner 
Berthoff, "Introduction," Arthur Mervyn (New York, 1962), which presents Arthur 
in more ambiguous terms as a "moral sharper"; and James H. Justus, "Arthur 
Mervyn, American," American Literature 42 (1970): 304- 24, an essay that reads the 
young protagonist as a typical, ambitious young individual seeking self-definition 
and success. My own view leans toward the interpretation Justus proffers, but with 
two amendments. First, I would emphasize the importance of the socioeconomic 
context of the market revolution in the late 1700s. Second, I would stress that the 
very question of Arthur's character underlines the increasingly protean, malleable 
quality of the self in this fluid commercial setting. 

3. Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 394. See Daniel E. Cohen, "Arthur Mervyn and His 
Elders : The Ambivalence of Youth in the Early Republic," William and Mary 
Quarterly 43 (1986): 362- 80, for a penetrating discussion of how this novel depicts 
the "volatile social world" of the late eighteenth century, particularly its genera
tional conflicts and sense of crisis accruing to individuals' search for "personal inde 
pendence ." 

4. Ibid., 154, 46, n, 341-42, 434, 293. Jane Tompkins, in her Sensational Designs: 
The Cultural Work of American Fiction, q90-I860 (New York, 1985), sees Arthur 
Mervyn as a Federalist political plea in behalf of "civic virtue" and an urban com
mercial order. This reveals only half of the picture in the novel. While Brown cer
tainly unfolds a virtuous critique of rampant individualism, he also bitterly attacks 
a "diseased" urban and commercial life as part of that very problem . His alienation 
and uncertainty are more pervasive than Tompkins admits, and in total they do not 
really comprise a Federalist political agenda . 

5. Brown, Arthur Mervyn, ro-n, 21, 214-15, 58, 57, 47, 174,312. 
6. Ibid., 14,226,250,248, 232- 36, 285-89, 248-49. 
7. Ibid., 308, 322, 323. 
8. Cathy Davidson's treatment of Arthur Mervyn m her Revolution and the 

Word· The Rise of the Nov el in America (New York,1986), 236-53, discusses with 
great insight the connection between public and private decay in this novel. 
Arthur, in her words, strains to probe "the limits of individualism" and posits "an 
intriguingly modern concept of personality ." While this strikes me as accurate, I 
disagree with her further assertion that the novel represents a Bakhtinian "carniva
lesque performance" that invites an undermining of traditional proprieties and 
constraints. Brown's self-consciously tragic, alienated, and intellectualist sensibility, 
it seems to me, do not quite fit the "carnivalesque" mode of playful, ritualistic sub
version. 
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9. Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 219, 85, rn7, 265. 
IO. Ibid., 125, 237, n9, 332, 330. 
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n. Arthur Mervyn as quoted in Emory Elliott, "Narrative Unity and Moral 
Resolution in Arthur Mervyn," in Bernard Rosenthal, ed., Critical Essays on Charles 

Brockden Brown (Boston, 1981), 142; Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 340, 436. 
12. Emory Elliott, in his Revolutionary Writers: Literature and Authority in the 

New Republic, r725-r8IO (New York, 1982), 234-65, provides a succinct and shrewd 
portrait of social and cultural disarray in the post-Revolutionary period. He cor
rectly notes, in my opinion, that Brown's novels, particularly Arthur Mervyn, offer 
"explorations of the impact of the social and economic order on the lives of indi
viduals." 

13. Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 24, 195, 328. On the connection to Milton, see Alan 
Axelrod, Charles Brockden Brown, An American Tale (Austin, 1983), 142, 191. 

14. Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 227. 
15. Ibid ., 18, 129. Shirley Samuels, "Plague and Politics in 1793: Arthur Mervyn," 

Criticism 27 (1985): 225-46, argues persuasively that this novel ties family tensions to 
broader social upheavals in the late eighteenth-century Atlantic world . See Cohen, 
"Arthur Mervyn and His Elders," for a parallel analysis; and Jay Fliegelman, Prodi

gals and Pilgrims: The American Revolution against Patriarchal Authority, r750-r800 

(Cambridge, 1982), for a broader treatment of the breakup of the patriarchal model 
of the family. 

16. Brown, Arthur Mervyn, 296. 
17. Ibid., 432, 429-30, 428. 
18. For insightful interpretations of this novel, see Dennis Berthold, "Charles 

Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly, and the Origins of the American Picturesque," 
William and Mary Quarterly 41 (1984): 62-84, which stresses Brown's utilization of 
"picturesque aesthetics" from eighteenth-century landscape painting; Beverly R. 
Voloshin, "Edgar Huntly and the Coherence of the Self," Early American Literature 

23 (1988): 262-80, which sees the novel as a reflection of an early modern question
ing of "the coherence of the perceiving self"; Norman Grabo, The Coincidental Art 

of Brown (Chapel Hill, N.C ., 1981), which analyzes Brown's "doubling" technique 
in the book as central to his fictive art; and Richard Slotkin, Regeneration through 

Violence: The Mythology of the American Frontier, r6oo-r86o (Middletown, Conn., 
1973), 382-90, which sees this novel as an embodiment of "archetypal myth pat
terns" in America in which individuals seek to locate and destroy the dark side of 
their own nature in animal and Indian representations. My own view of the novel 
tends to submerge these thematic and structural tendencies within a broader con
text of liberalizing culture and fragmenting individualism in the post-Revolution
ary American republic. 

19. Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly; or, Memoirs of a Sleepwalker (Kent, 
Ohio, 1984), 3. All citations for this text will refer to this bicentennial edition from 
the Kent State University Press. Sydney J. Krause's "Historical Essay" in this vol
ume shows how Brown gathered together many sources on irrational, abnormal 
human behavior and funneled them into this tale. 

20. Ibid ., 154, 155. 
21. Ibid., 156, 279, 259, 292. Once again, see Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims; 
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Cohen, «Arthur Mervyn and his Elders"; and Samuels, "Plague and Politics in 
1793," for skilled analyses of changing modes of family authority in late eighteenth
century America . 

22. Brown , Edgar Huntly, 14, 74. 
23. Leslie A. Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel (New York, 1975), 

157; Brown, Edgar Huntly, 33. Other works that focus on this novel's exploration of 
the unconscious include Slotkin, Regeneration through Violence; Voloshin, "Edgar 
Huntly and the Coherence of the Self"; and David Brion Davis, Homicide in Amer

ican Fiction, I798-r860: A Study in Social Values (Ithaca, N.Y., 1957), 94-rno. 
24. Brown, Edgar Huntly, 23, 161-62. 
25. Ibid ., 192, 185, 197, 212. Slotkin, in his Regeneration through Violence, has 

made the most compelling argument for a persistent violence in American culture, 
a trait that is reflected in its literary expression. He has linked violence to a desire 
within the American individual to purge his darker instincts and get on with the 
business of mastering the New World. According to Slotkin, this cultural process 
of objectifying libidinous urges in images of Nature, particularly Indians and ani
mals, and then eliminating them has constituted "the myth of regeneration 
through the violence of the bout" (p. 557). 

26. Brown, Edgar Huntly, 94-95, 171, 15, 16, 192. 
27. Ibid ., 35-36, 290, uo, 278. See Grabo, Coincidental Art of Charles Brockden 

Brown, 160-85, for a sophisticated analys.is of Brown's deployment of "doubling" in 
his fiction writing . 

28. See Charles Brockden Brown, "Novel-Reading," Literary Magazine and 

American Register, 1 (Mar. , 1804): 405. 

CHAPTER 6. THE WRITER AS BOURGEOIS MORALIST 

r. Brown's letter of April 1800 to his brother James is quoted in David Lee 
Clark, Charles Brockden Brown : Pioneer Voice of America (Durham, N .C., 1952), 195. 

2. My reading of the two novels has been influenced particularly by Sydney J. 
Krause, "Clara Howard and Jane Talbot: Godwin on Trial," in Bernard Rosenthal, 
ed., Critical Essays on Charles Brockden Brown (Boston, 1981), 184-2u, who suggests 
that these novels tested and pulled back from an earlier engagement with radical
ism. In general, Brown's last two completed books remain far less studied than his 
four "major" novels of the 1790s. A few exceptions exist. Paul Witherington's 
"Brockden Brown's Other Novels: Clara Howard and Jan e Talbot," Nineteenth - Cen

tury Fiction 29 (1974): 251 72, argues that these two "domestic novels" were linked 
to his earlier novels in thematic terms of "chastened individualism." Both Clark, 
Pioneer Voice, 181- 85, and Charles E. Bennett , "The Brown Canon" (Ph .D . diss., 
University of North Carolina, 1974), 98-rno, 224-25, suggest that Brown knuckled 
under to sentimental, female, popular literary values in these novels. Norman 
Grabo, The Coincidental Art of Charles Brockden Brown (Chapel Hill, N.C. 1981), 
129-57, analyzes the texts as superficial tales that, having abandoned all sense of 
"complexities and ambiguities," became "trivial and silly." Deborah M . Bingham, 
"The Identity Crisis of Charles Brockden Brown" (Ph .D. diss., Bowling Green 
State University, 1977), presents a convincing picture of Brown's retreat from "pub
lic" literary and intellectual life into a «private" realm of security and family-orient-



Notes to Pages r33-r48 217 

ed endeavors during this period, a process that was fed by these two domestic nov
els. Overall, I have tried to examine these themes and resituate them as parts of a 
broader process in Brown's life and, indeed , in American culture as a whole: the so
lidification of a bourgeois sensibility with its moral code based on restraint, gentili
ty, and self-control. This process, I maintain, was part of a response to the disloca
tions accompanying rapid market growth in the post-Revolutionary decades. 

3. See Donald A. Ringe, "Historical Essay," in Brown, Clara Howard, in a Series 
of Letters and Jane Talbot, a Novel (Kent, Ohio, 1986), 441. All subsequent refer
ences to these two novels will refer to this bicentennial edition from the Kent State 
University Press. 

4. Brown, Clara Howard, 3, 38, 40, 64, 89. 
5. For a persuasive account of Jane Talbot's publishing history, see Ringe, "His

torical Essay," 443-52. 

6. Brown, Jane Talbot, 188-89, 314, 305, 307. 
7. For several sophisticated analyses of gendered notions of virtue and self-in

terest as they developed in the several decades after the American Revolution, see . 
the following works: two articles by Ruth H. Bloch, "American Feminine Ideals in 
Transition: The Rise of the Moral Mother, 1785-1815," Feminist Studies 4 (1978): 
ro1-26, and "The Gendered Meaning of Virtue in Revolutionary America," Signs 
13 (Autumn 1987): 37-58; Jan Lewis, "The Republican Wife: Virtue and Seduction 
in the Early Republic," William and Mary Quarterly 44 (Oct . 1987): 6961 21; and 
Linda K. Kerber's comments on "republican motherhood" in her Women of the Re
public: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill, N.C. 1980), 

269-88. 

8. See Bennett, "Brown Canon," 83-84, 88-92, 98-99, 121-22. 
9. Charles Brockden Brown, "Editor's Address," Literary Magazine (Oct. 1803): 

4; "On the State of American Literature," by "M," Monthly Magazine 1 (Apr. 1799): 

16. The latter essay has been identified as Brown's by Sydney Krause in Rosenthal, 
ed., Critical Essays, 209, n. 8. 

ro. Brown quoted in Bingham, "Identity Crisis," 173; William Dunlap, The Life 
of Brown (Philadelphia, 1815), 2:49; Brown, quoted in Harry R. Warfel, Charles 
Brockden Brown, American Gothic Novelist (Gainesville, Fla., 1949), 187, 201. 

n. Charles Brockden Brown, "Editor's Address," Literary Magazine (1803): 5; 

"Preface," Monthly Magazine (Oct. 1800): 259- 60, 262-63; "Student's Diary," Liter
ary Magazine (1803): 327. 

12. Charles Brockden Brown, "Preface" to American Review (1801), quoted in 
Robert E. Spiller, American Literary Revolution, r783- r837 (Garden City, N.Y., 
1967), 32; "Why the Arts Are Discouraged in America," Literary Magazine 6 (July 
1806): 77; "Alliance between Poverty and Genius," Literary Magazine 3 (May 1805): 

333. 
13. See Bingham, "Identity Crisis," 144-47; Brown's letters to Elizabeth Linn 

(Humanities Research Center, University of Texas at Austin) : Mar. 30, 1801; May 
25, 1804; and Dec. 2, 1802. 

14. Charles Brockden Brown, "The Trials of Arden," Monthly Magazine 3 (July 
1800): 19-36. 

15. Ibid., 20, 24, 21 28. 
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16. See the insightful analysis in Bingham, "Identity Crisis," 129, u6-17, 133-34. 

See also Dunlap, Life ef Brown, 2:50 . 

17. See Clark , Pioneer Voice, 197- 98, 214-15, and Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 229. 

18. Charles Brockden Brown, "A Student's Diary," Lit erary Magazine 1 (1803): 

85; and Clark, Pioneer Voice, 197-98. 

19. See Brown's letters to Elizabeth Linn (MS , University of Texas): Apr. 4, 

1801; Mar. 17, 1801; Apr. 29, 1801; undated letter; Apr. 13, 1801; Mar. 30, 1801. 

20 . Ibid., "Tuesday afternoon" (n.d.); undated letter; "Tuesday afternoon" 
(n.d.); Feb. 28, 1801. 

21. Ibid., Mar. 27, 1801; Dec . 15, 1800; Apr. 14, 1801. See Carroll Smith-Rosen 
berg, Disorderly Conduct: Visions ef Gender in Victorian America (New York, 1985); 

Ann Douglas, The Feminization ef American Culture (New York, 1977); and Karen 
Halttunen, Confidence M en and Painted Women: A Study ef Middle - Class Culture in 

America, I830-I870 (New Haven, 1982), for discussions of gender and the develop
ment of a bourgeois code of self-control in the nineteenth century. 

22. Ibid ., Mar. 30, 1801. See Cathy Davidson's discussion of John Gregory in her 
Revolution and the Word: The Rise ef the Novel in America (New York, 1986), 126-27-

See Mary Beth Norton, Liberty's Daughters: The Revolutionary Experience ef Ameri

can Women, I750-I800 (Glenview, Ill., 1980), and Linda K. Kerber, Women ef the 
R epublic: Intellect and Ideology in Revolutionary America (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1980), 

for two superb overviews of transforming gender formulations regarding women in 
the early American republic. 

23. Brown's letters to Elizabeth Linn (MS, University of Texas): Apr. 29, 1801; 

Apr. ro, 1801; Mar. 31, 1801; Apr. 1, 1801. 

24. Ibid., undated (probably Mar . or Apr . 1801); Apr. 1, 1801; Apr. 9, 1801. 

25. Ibid., Mar. 6 , 1801; Mar . 10, 1801; Apr. ro, 1801; Mar. 27, 1801; Mar. 7, 1801. 

See Christopher Lasch, Haven in a Heartless World· The Family Beseiged (New 
York, 1977), and Edward Shorter, The Making ef the Modern Family (New York, 
1977), for broad treatments of the development of the bourgeois family. 

26. Brown's letters to Elizabeth Linn (MS, University of Texas): Feb. 20, 1801; 

Mar. ro, 1801; Feb. 17, 1801; Mar. 2, 1801; Apr . 9, 1801. 

27. Ibid ., Mar. 23, 1801; Apr. 27, 1801; Apr. 9, 1801; Apr. n, 1801; Apr. 29, 1801; 

Mar. 18, 1801. 

28. On Victorian culture in America, see, in addition to other works cited in 
nn. for this chapter, Daniel Walker Howe , ed., Victorian America (Philadelphia, 
1976); Mary Kelly, Private Women, Public Stage: Literary Domesticity in Nineteenth
Century America (New York, 1984); and John F. Kasson, Rudeness and Civility : 
Manners in Nineteenth-Century America (New York, 1990). 

29. See Warfel, Gothic Novelist, 189, 227-29. 

30. See Brown's letters in William Dunlap, Life ef Brown, 2:m-12, n3; and his 
letter in Clark, Pioneer Voice, 213. Elizabeth Brown's obituary can be found in ibid., 
292-94. 

31. Charles Brockden Brown, "Editor's Address to the Public," Literary Maga 
zine I (Oct . 1803): 5. 

32. Charles Brockden Brown, " On Standards of Taste," Literary Magazine 6 
(Oct . 1806) : 294; "A Student's Diary," Literary Magazine 2 (1804): 85 and 1 (1803) : 
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164; "Death of Hamilton," Literary Magazine, 2 (Aug. 1804): 337; "Editor's Ad
dress," Literary Magazine 1 (Oct . 1803): 5; and "Dialogues of the Living," Monthly 
Magazine 1 (Apr. 1799): 19-21. 

33. Charles Brockden Brown, "A Miser," Lit erary Magazine 2 (July 1804): 246; 

"A Miser's Prayer," Monthly Magazine 3 (Dec. 1800) : 412-13. 

34. Charles Brockden Brown, "Female Clothing, " Literary Magazine 6 (July 
1806): 22-23; "On Novel Writing," Literary Magaz ine 2 (Dec. 1804): 697; "On Mu
sic as a Female Accomplishment," Port-Folio 2 (1802): 292, 307; "On Painting as a 
Female Accomplishment," Port-Folio 2 (1802): 332; "Thoughts on Religion as a 
Branch of Female Education," Literary Magazine 2 (June 1804): 168; Dunlap, Lfe 
of Brown, 2:n9-20 . 

35. Brown, "Novels," L iterary Magazine 3 (Jan . 1805): 16-17; "Novel Writing ," 
Literary Magazine (1804): 694, 693; "A Student's Diary," Literary Magazine 1 (1803): 

404-5 . 
36. "Student's Diary," 323-24; "Novel Writing, " 696-97, 694; "Original Papers 

for the Port-Folio : The American Lounger," Port-Folio 2 (June 1802): 185-86 . 

37. Charles Brockden Brown, "Plan for the Improvement and Diffusion of the 
Arts, Adapted to the United States," Literary Magazine 3 (Mar. 1805): 181-83; 
"Thoughts on Religion as a Branch of Female Education," Literary Magazin e 2 

(June 1804): 166-167; Brown's final statement, made in 1807, is quoted in Bingham, 
"Identity Crisis," 169. 

38. Brown, "Religion and Female Education," 166; "On the Scheme of an 
American Language," Monthly Magazine 3 (July 1800): 1-2; "On Classical Learn
ing," Literary Magazin e 3 (Apr. 1805): 256-57-

39. Brown, "On Standards of Taste," Literary Magazine 6 (Oct. 1806) : 294-95. 

40 . Brown, "Student's Diary," 6, 81, 408, 328; "On a Scheme for Describing 
American Manners," Monthly Magazine 3 (July 1800) : ro; "On a Taste for the Pic
turesque," Monthly Magazine 3 (July 1800) : 12; "The Difference between History 
and Romance," Monthly Magaz ine 2 (Apr. 1800): 251, 253, 252. 

41. Charles Brockden Brow(), "On the Merits of the Founders of the French 
Revolution," Literary Magaz ine 6 (Nov. 1806): 352; "Is a Free or Despotic Govern
ment Most Friendly to Human Happiness?" Literary Magazine 3 (Mar. 1805): 180. 

42. Brown, "Free and Despotic Governments," 178; "Of the French Revolu
tion," 353-55, 358-59, 356, 354, J5I-5 2. 

43. Brown's comments on paternalism appeared in the 1800 Monthly Magazine, 
and they are quoted in Jay Fliegelman, Prodigals and Pilgrims: The American Revc
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Charles Brockden Brown has been the subject of many 
monographs, book chapters, and articles over the years, especially during 
the past two decades. Many of these analyses are quite insightful and shed 
considerable light on this multifaceted writer and his career in the early 
republic. Nonetheless, from the viewpoint of the student of American cul
ture, much of this scholarship presents distinct limitations. A variety of 

problems flowing from the literary emphasis of most of these studies
narrow textual analysis or old-fashioned narrative naivete in some, elitist 
cultural assumptions in others, abstract philosophical treatment in a few
prove troublesome to the historian of ideology and values. Thus, what fol~ 
lows is a critical commentary on the Brown literature . It reflects my own 
sense of its strengths and weaknesses, and is meant to be suggestive rather 
than exhaustive since a fair number of the more technical literary studies 
of Brown have been omitted . Most important , this essay suggests the loca
tion for my own interpretation in The Romance of Real Life. 

Several older, full-length treatments of Charles Brockden Brown pro
vide the basic biographical information on which subsequent studies have 
been based. Paul Allen's The Life of Charles Brockden Brown (1814 MS ; 
reprint Delmar, N.Y.: Scholars' Facsimiles and Reprints, 1975) was origi
nally commissioned by Brown's family shortly after his death. It was never 
completed and published, although one copy of a large fragment apparent
ly found its way to print. Rediscovered in 1912 in the H istorical Society of 
Philadelphia's archives, this crude copy consisted of a few biographical de
tails strung together with lengthy transcribed chunks from Brown's stories, 
essays, and journal entries. William Dunlap, a close friend of the late nov
elist, was called in to complete Allen's work. After a year and a half, his 
The Life of Charles Brockden Brown : Together with Selections from the Rarest 

of His Printed Works, from His Original Letters, and from His Manuscripts be

fore Unpublished (Philadelphia : James P. Parke, 1815) was produced. Long 
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the standard account of Brown's life, Volume 1 reprinted Allen's manu

script while Volume 2 reprinted even more of Brown's letters and many of 
his fictional fragments. Both Dunlap and Allen are useful for gleaning ba
sic information about Brown's life and writings, but their interpretive value 

is practically nil. 

Shortly after World War II, the first modern biographies began to ap
pear. Harry R. Warfel, in his Charles Brockden Brown, American Gothic 

Novelist (Gainesville : University of Florida Press, 1949), offered a solid, 
gracefully written narrative treatment of the author's life and times. Basi

cally a nontheoretical analysis, the book did not dig deeply. It summarized 
Brown's novels, short fiction, and political pieces and focused on his Goth
ic techniques and status as a fledgling cultural nationalist. Shortly there
after, David Lee Clark published Charles Brockden Brown, Pioneer Voice of 
America (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1952), a somewhat ram
bling study noteworthy for two things. First, it contributed additional bio

graphical details derived from newly discovered sources, and printed a few 

barely known Brown stories along with large selections from the novelist's 
private correspondence. Second, Clark presented his subject as a disciple of 
the French Enlightenment and William Godwin, an advocate of democra
cy and women's rights who gradually became "a child of the individualistic, 

democratic nineteenth [ century ]-a romanticist." While containing a 
germ of truth, this overdrawn contention would later require careful modi
fication. Donald A. Ringe's Charles Brockden Brown (New York: Twayne 

Publishers, 1966; rev. ed. 1991) comprised the last full-scale treatment of 
Brown's career that we have. A brief, utilitarian examination, the book dis

played compact summaries of both the writer's life and his literary efforts. 
It presented a useful breakdown of most of Brown's major writings in 
terms of content, structure, and style and traced his literary influence in 
terms of Gothic devices and "psychological" characters. Ringe 's book, like 
its predecessors, stressed narrative description and literary classification at 
the expense of critical cultural analysis. 

Ironically, perhaps the fullest exploration of Brown and his work has 
never been published. Warner Berthoff's doctoral dissertation, "The Liter
ary Career of Charles Brockden Brown'' (Harvard University, 1954), has 
never found its way to print, even though it has become a staple of Brown 
scholarship. This "romancer" of the early republic, Berthoff argues, used 
narrative as a "means of exploring ideas and dramatizing ideological con 
flicts." Here was a liberal man of letters whose work revolved around a 
"testing-out of moral ideas." He demonstrated a loyalty to American 
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"progress" and "cultural nationalism" and moved from an early attachment 

to "a purgative moral excitement" toward a stance of "practicable social 
compromise." For all of its breadth of scope, judicious judgments, and so
phisticated analysis, this work nonetheless carries the burden of 1950s lib
eralism. Berthoff's Brown is a forerunner of the Cold War progressive in
tellectual, struggling for cultural stability and moral meaning in a world in 
flux. 

In succeeding years, a growing number of studies have unfolded sophis
ticated new interpretations of Brown the writer. A rough indicator of this 
upsurge of interest can be seen in the appearance of several bibliographic 
efforts. "A Census of the Works of Charles Brockden Brown," Serif 3 
(1966): 27-55, by Sydney J. Krause, reflected the desire for an authoritative 
knowledge of Brown's published works. A few years later Paul Withering
ton's "Charles Brockden Brown: A Bibliographic Essay," Early American 

Literature 9 (1974): 164-87, provided a comprehensive list of interpretive 
literature on the novelist to date. Around the same time, Charles E. Ben
nett contributed two very useful pieces. His Ph.D . dissertation, "The 
Charles Brockden Brown Canon'' (University of North Carolina, 1974), 
not only surveyed the writer's literary career as the broad, multifaceted en
terprise of a "man of letters" but also helped identify many of Brown's po
etic and journalistic pieces. Bennett's "The Letters of Charles Brockden 
Brown: An Annotated Census," Resources far American Literary Study 6 
(1976): 164-90, constructed a convenient, annotated listing of Brown's pri
vate letters and their repositories throughout the United States. Bernard 
Rosenthal's edited collection, Critical Essays on Charles Brockden Brown 

(Boston: G. K. Hall and Co., 1981), combined nineteenth-century reviews 
of Brown's novels with a number of critiques from contemporary literary 
scholars. These anthologies and bibliographies mirrored a heightening 
critical interest in the literary significance of this early national writer, an 
interest that had begun to crop up in several areas. 

In the aftermath of Brown's full-scale biographies, considerable atten
tion began to focus on this early national writer as a literary artist and 
craftsman. Warner B. Berthoff took the lead with several articles drawn 
from his unpublished Ph.D . dissertation. His "'A Lesson on Conceal
ment': Brockden Brown's Method in Fiction," Philological Quarterly 37 
(1958): 45-57, suggested that Brown improvised as he hurriedly wrote, 
"testing" ideas as he pursued their motivations, actions, and consequences 
among his characters. In "Adventures of the Young Man: An Approach to 
Charles Brockden Brown," American Quarterly 9 (1957): 421-34, Berthoff 
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went on to argue that many of Brown's stories utilized the eighteenth-cen

tury literary trope of the young man's "initiation." Norman S. Grabo, in 
The Coincidental Art of Charles Brockden Brown (Chapel Hill : University of 

North Carolina Press, r98r), countered with a "New Critical close read

ing." He contended that Brown's obsession with doubling and coincidence 
was the centerpiece of his "fictive art," and portrayed this author as a so

phisticated "conscious craftsman" in touch with German romanticism and 
sensitive to American cultural "biformity ." Paul Witherington's "Brockden 

Brown's Other Novels: Clara Howard and Jane Talbot," Nineteenth-Century 

Fiction 29 (r974): 2571 2, argued for the importance of the last two "domes
tic novels," linking them with the earlier "major novels" both thematically 

(the victory of society over the chastened individual) and stylistically (an 
ongoing search for narrative technique that culminated here in "comedies 
of manners"). 

More recent versions of Brown as literary craftsman have focused on 

language, aesthetics, and poetics. Dennis Berthold, for instance, has of

fered one view in his "Charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly, and the 

Origins of the American Picturesque," William and Mary Quarterly 4r 
(r984): 62-84. According to Berthold, this early national author consistent
ly and consciously utilized a "picturesque aesthetics" drawn from eigh

teenth-century landscape painting to promote a moral balance between 
civilization and the wilderness. Mark Seltzer, in his "Saying Makes It So: 

Language and Event in Brown's Wieland," Early American Literature r3 
(r978): 8r-9r, argues that the inconsistencies and fluctuations in Brown's 

novels flowed from his uncertain attitude toward language. Wieland, in 
particular, demonstrates "an equivocation regarding the process of utter
ing" and presents "an uncertain causal relation between speech and re

sponse." Michael Kreyling moves this linguistic analysis into the realm of 
poststructuralist theory with his "Construing Brown's Wieland: Ambiguity 
and Derridean 'Freeplay,"' Studies in the Novel r4 (r982): 43-54. He con
tends that the subtitle of this novel, "The Transformation," connotes 
Brown's creation of a "decentered universe" that prefigured the darker work 
of Poe, Melville, and Hawthorne. William C. Spengemann, in a section of 

his The Adventurous Muse: The Poetics of American Fiction, I789-I900 (New 
Haven : Yale University Press, r977), 98-ro6, sees Brown working within a 
tradition of "the poetics of domesticity," one of the main influences on the 
emergence of American romanticism . Arthur Mervyn, for instance, shows 
Brown straining to use conventions of the domestic novel to restrain an 

adventurous individualism. This struggle is only partly successful, Spenge-
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mann concludes, because the author's imagination constantly goes beyond 
the point where "he could control its moral direction." 

This entire group ofliterary studies, while useful for considering the in
terior dimension of Brown's work, suffers from a central weakness. It tends 
to divorce that work from the social and political reality of the early Amer
ican republic. While aesthetic influences are certainly important, neither 
literary texts nor their writers exist in a historical vacuum. The absence of 
a social context mars these analyses, as it does many other interpretations 
of Brown as well. 

Both the scholarly skill and narrow scope of these literary/genre studies 
have been replicated in what might be termed "epistemological" studies of 
Brown's writing . Larzer Ziff's "A Reading of Wieland," Publications of the 

Modern Language Association of America 77 (1962): 51-57, established a foun
dation for this approach. Brown's first novel, Ziff argued, undermined 
both "enlightened psychology" and the "sentimental novel" by recalling a 
Calvinist sensibility stressing human beings' innate depravity and deluded 
senses. Arthur Kimball, in Rational Fictions: A Study of Charles Brockden 

Brown (McKinnville, Ore.: Linfield Research Institute, 1968), followed 
with a more extensive exploration of this entire area. Brown's novels, this 
scholar insisted, were best understood in terms of "Lockean epistemology" 
and its "sensationalist psychology." Brown took Locke's notion that all 
knowledge could be traced to simple sensations, and, by introducing in his 
stories a "manipulator of the senses," subverted the process. Thus, a con
cern with the irrationality and savagery of the mind shaped Brown's liter
ary assertion that "human nature has more dark corners and hidden di
mensions than Enlightenment philosophy could account for." James 
Russo, in a brace of articles, followed this lead. His "'The Chimeras of the 
Brain': Clara's Narrative in Wieland," Early American Literature 16 (1981): 

60-88, contended that the female narrator was not only the center of the 
tale, but also a figure who flitted between reality and insanity. This provid
ed a dramatic illustration of the central theme of Brown's fiction: charac
ters are "incapable of making rational judgments based on sense percep
tions." In "The Chameleon of Convenient Vice: A Study of the Narrative 
of Arthur Mervyn," Studies in the Novel n (1979): 381-405, Russo extends 
this analysis to argue that Arthur is neither ambiguous nor divided, but an 
outright seducer, fraud, liar, imposter, and criminal, and hence another 
manifestation of Brown's attack on the reliability of Enlightenment episte
mology. 

In one sense, this group of studies is useful for re-creating, at least in 
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part, the philosophical context for Brown's thinking and correctly recog
nizing him as a "novelist of ideas." For these epistemological scholars, as 
for the literary group mentioned earlier, however, ideas themselves are 
construed in highly abstract and idealized terms. One gets little sense of 
the fluid material, social, and political environment of late eighteenth-cen
tury America in which they developed. Moreover, two other problems 
linger. First, this school exaggerates Brown's preoccupation with Locke 
and his rejection of Enlightenment psychology. In fact, this early national 
intellectual tried to shape a complex accommodation with "reason" both in 
his novels of the 1790s and in his journalistic and political essays after 
1800. Second, the epistemological school attributes to Brown a clearer and 
more focused literary intellect than the evidence supports. Brown's en
counter with Lockean psychology was at best haphazard, and it mingled 
with a host of other influences-Richardson's didactic novels, Godwinian 
radicalism, Rousseau's romanticism, republican ideology, pressures of the 
marketplace-in molding his eclectic fiction . 

Such problems of narrow focus have prompted some scholars to broad
en their scope of inquiry by relocating Brown's writings in their cultural 
context . One variation of this enterprise has described his literature as an 
expression of an eighteenth-century search for cultural "identity." Alan 
Axelrod, for instance, in Charles Brockden Brown, An American Tale 

(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1983), has argued that Brown's fiction 
represents a larger struggle between Old World "civilization" and New 
World "wilderness" as part of a search for an "American identity" during 
the early national decades. In a pair of articles that focus on one novel, A . 
Carl Bredahl has pursued a parallel path . His "Transformation in 
Wieland," Early American Literature 12 (1977): 77-91, anticipated Axelrod 
with an emphasis on the novel's "transformation," emerging from New 
World imagination and its demonic energy. "The Two Portraits in 
Wieland," Early American Fiction 16 (1981): 54-59, casts a wider cultural net. 
It suggested that this text mirrors a broad cultural shift in this period from 
an "allegiance to the abstract" toward "a fascination with the concrete." 
Drawing on Foucault's notion of the "episteme," the author contends that 
this shift moved away from a sense of organic kinship toward a discrimi
nating ethos based on "identity" and "function." Two other articles under
lined this cultural preoccupation with identity . Both "Arthur Mervyn, 
American," American Literature 42 (1970): 304-24, by James H . Justus, and 
"Studied Ambiguities : Arthur Mervyn and the Problem of the Unreliable 
Narrator," American Literature 42 (1970): 18-27, by Patrick Brancaccio, de-
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pict this novel as the story of a young man on the make in a competitive 
society. Such works, of course, are at least partly rooted in an older version 
of this theme found in R. W . B. Lewis, The American Adam: Innocence, 

Tragedy, and Tradition in the Nineteenth Century (Chicago : University of 
Chicago Press, 1955), 90-98. Brown's character Arthur Mervyn, according 
to Lewis, was an early prototype of "the hero in space," standing outside 
time in an unbounded "area of total possibility." This venturous, solitary 
American Adam "has no past and no inheritance to help or hinder him; he 
brings with him nothing but a pure and empty heart and a mind like a 
tabula rasa." As these critics have suggested, several persistent themes in 
Brown's novels-suspicions about personal character, social manipulation, 
misappropriation of money and goods-reveal a larger cultural dilemma of 
the individual seeking self-definition and success in a fluid social milieu. 

Within the cultural identity school, a pair of studies has focused in par
ticular on Brown's relationship to an American proclivity for violence. 
Richard Slotkin's eloquent Regeneration through Violence: The Mythology of 
the American Frontier, 1600-1860 (Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan Universi

ty Press, 1973), has presented Brown's Edgar Huntly as emerging from a 
long tradition of American frontier tales. As a "drama of evolving con
sciousness" in the early romantic era, this novel explored the "wilderness" 
of the human mind and its hidden impulses to evil as the protagonist 
searched for his identity. Edgar's quest, Slotkin argues, reflected "archetyp
al myth patterns" in this New World culture as Americans consistently 
sought the dark side of their own nature in animal and Indian representa
tions . An earlier study of similar issues can be found in David Brion 
Davis, Homicide in American Fiction, 1798-1860: A Study in Social Values 

(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1957). Fictional deployments of homi
cide, Davis argues, served as a barometer of American cultural values in 
the period between Independence and the Civil War. Charles Brockden 
Brown's notoriously violent novels, depicting sensual indulgence, indo
lence, and seduction, demonstrate a broader concern in the post-Revolu
tionary republic. With liberation from traditional authority, Brown and 
many of his contemporaries believed, freedom might take a dark turn and 
lead to a triumph of the passions. 

Another cultural interpretation has specifically linked Brown's literary 
innovations to larger cultural traits in America. Two classics in American 
literary criticism have led the way. Richard Chase, in his famous The 

American Novel and Its Tradition (Garden City, N .Y.: Doubleday Anchor 
Books, 1957), argued that "melodrama," or the depiction of "tragedy in a 
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vacuum," characterized Brown's fiction. This trait helped initiate the "ro
mance" tradition at the heart of the American novel. For Chase, the writ

ings of this early national author offered a prototype for what became a 

typically schizoid way of looking at the world: Americans "tend to ideolo

gy and psychology; they are adept at depicting the largest public abstrac
tions and the smallest and most elusive turn of the inner mind. But they 
do not have a firm sense of a social arena where ideology and psychology 

find a concrete representation and are seen in their fullest human signifi
cance." In Love and Death in the American Novel (New York: Stein and 
Day, 1960; rev. ed. 1966), Leslie Fiedler reads Brown in a somewhat differ

ent light. Attempting to define what is "peculiarly American" in our books 

and culture, this critic argues for the prominence of the "Gothic" mode, 
and describes Brown in terms of"The Invention of the American Gothic." 

By successfully shifting the focus of the genre from the ruined castles of 
Europe to the forests and caves of the New World, this early novelist 

helped shape an American sensibility that was "nonrealistic and negative, 

sadist and melodramatic-a lit~rature of darkness and the grotesque in a 
land oflight and affirmation." More recently, Michael Davitt Bell has built 
on the insights of Chase and Fiedler. His '"The Double-Tongued Deceiv

er': Sincerity and Duplicity in the Novels of Charles Brockden Brown," 

Early American Literature 9 (1974): 143-63, argues that Brown's major nov

els, as the epistemological interpreters insist, indeed turn on a contest be
tween "sincerity" and "duplicity." Rather than indicating an attack on 
Lockean rationalism, however, this suggests the subversive force of "liter

ary art and literary imagination" in late eighteenth-century America, an 
age when the novel itself is associated with a revolutionary assault on social 

order. In his The Development of American Romance: The Sacrifice of Relation 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980), Bell broadens the argument 
to consider the development of imaginative "romance" as a manifestation 
of "imagination" in a culture that deified realism and facts. Brockden 
Brown, he believes, was a precursor of American romanticism "as the first 

American romancer to respond seriously and profoundly to the antific
tional hysteria of his culture ." As a literary champion of"imaginative pow

er" who eventually faltered, this author embodied what would become a 
pattern in the lives of nineteenth-century romancers: writing as alienation 
from a utilitarian society of sober truth, as a "deviant career" based on a 
personal "sacrifice of relation" to social normalcy. 

In one sense, these "cultural" readings represent a critical advance in 
their determination to move beyond Brown's texts with their philosophical 
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ideas and literary techniques into a contextual analysis of his writing. This 
helps relocate Brown in his cultural setting and provides a much fuller un

derstanding of his ideas and labors as a writer. In another sense, however, 

this interpretation disappoints because of an excessively abstract and dis
embodied vision of American culture. The same difficulties emerge here 
that once troubled the "myth and symbol" scholarship of the early Ameri
can Studies movement: a habit of conflating elite culture with all culture, 
an eagerness to avoid the material context for ideas, a tendency to ignore 

the actual historical environment of texts in order to establish connection 
with highly generalized cultural abstractions. In other words, the Brown 

emerging from such studies appears in a fuller context, but is obscured by 
the cloud of a cosmic "American Mind." 

Over the past couple of decades, some scholarship on Charles Brock
den Brown has taken a happy turn for the historical. On a number of 

fronts, criticism has attempted to combine literary and cultural analysis 
with a sensitivity to the unsettled historical conditions of the late eigh
teenth-century American Republic. William Hedges, in "Charles Brock

den Brown and the Culture of Contradictions," Early American Literature 

9 (1974): 107-42, sounded a clarion call for this kind of research. Most 
studies of this author, Hedges noted, gave "no very clear sense of Brown as 
a person who lived in a particular time and place." The Atlantic world of 

the late eighteenth century was torn by numerous conflicts and "contradic
tions," and Brown's notorious torment and alienation as a writer need to 

be explained in terms of their relation to the intellectual, social, and politi
cal instability of this particular era. A number of earlier works, of course, 

had offered brief and oversimplified attempts at a kind of political analysis. 
Charles Cole's "Brockden Brown and the Jefferson Administration," Penn

sylvania Magazine of History and Biography 72 (1948): 253-63, contended 
that Brown had changed from a "Jeffersonian radical" in the 1790s to a 
quasi-Federalist, caustic critic of the Jeffersonians by the early 1800s. 
Warner Berthoff offered a more sophisticated revision of this thesis in a 
pair of articles. This end-of-the-century author, he argued in "Brockden 

Brown: The Politics of the Man of Letters," Serif 3 (1966): 3-n, actually 
shifted from an early concern with "the metaphysics of spiritual transfor
mation" to a sense of "practicable social compromise" after 1800. This 
shift, as Berthoff had noted in "Charles Brockden Brown's Historical 

'Sketches': A Consideration," American Literature 28 (1956): 141 54, was 
especially evident in the conservatism of his major (and only partially 
published) attempt at fiction late in life. Much more recently, John Seelye's 
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essay, "Charles Brockden Brown and Early American Fiction," in Emory 

Elliott, ed., Columbia Literary History of the United States (New York: Co
lumbia University Press, 1987), 168-86, has updated this kind of analysis. 
Brown's literature, he writes, was not so much a precursor of romanticism 

as a "reflection of the political temper of his age," especially in terms of si
multaneously borrowing and subverting the genre of the "Jacobin novel." 

This general trend toward a historicized rendering of Brown's career 

has gone in several parallel directions. One group of studies has focused on 
the theme of cultural "identity," but not in the highly generalized terms of 
the "New World" or the "American Mind" of earlier mentioned texts. In
stead, the emphasis has fallen on the specific dynamics of late eighteenth
century culture. Lawrence J. Friedman, for instance, has linked the evolu
tion of Brown's writings to the consolidation of a nationalist "patriotic 
crusade" in America by the early nineteenth century. In a chapter of his 

Inventors of the Promised Land (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), 79-ro5, 
he argues that Brown underwent a "conversion" around 1803 by rejecting 

literature, philosophy, and criticism in favor of commerce, politics, and 
"doctrinaire patriotism." This switch, Friedman suggests, derived from 

Brown's unsatisfying critique in the 1790s, which was full of"abstract intel
lectual analysis" but little sense of real "social action." Brown ultimately 
gravitated toward conservative nationalism because "the dogmatic patriot 

was at least a vigorous social animal-much more so than the isolated dis
sident." Deborah M. Bingham has seen a different cultural dynamic at 
work. Her "The Identity Crisis of Charles Brockden Brown" (Ph.D. diss., 

Bowling Green State University, 1977), has drawn on the theories of Erik 
Erikson to assert that Brown's writing was largely a response to an adoles

cent "identity crisis" conditioned by the breakdown of a "patriarchal" fami
ly model in the post- Revolutionary era. In a more literary treatment, Bev
erly R. Voloshin, in her "Edgar Huntly and the Coherence of the Self," 
Early American Literature 23 (1988): 262-80, addressed Brown's work as 
part of an eighteenth-century cultural crisis, in which there was a growing 
proclivity to question "the coherence of the perceiving self" Challenging 
Lockean psychology by probing the "subconsciousness" of the human psy
che, Brown's writings intimated that both the "linear self" and the orderly 
world to which it was connected constantly threatened "to elude the net of 
self-presence and representation." 

Similar works have focused on Brown's struggle to shape his identity as 
a writer under adverse cultural circumstances. Maurice J. Bennett, in "A 
Portrait of the Artist in Eighteenth-Century America: Charles Brockden 
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Brown's Memoirs ef Stephen Calvert ," William and Mary Quarterly 39 

(1982): 492-507, argues that Brown's writings, particularly this long novel
istic fragment, comprised an effort to shape through literature a "produc
tive exercise of the imagination" in a skeptical, materialistic American so
ciety. This social and cultural struggle helped produce a body of writing 
that became a prototype for "the romantic convention of the Divided 
Self" Robert A. Ferguson suggests a similar theme. His article, "Literature 
and Vocation in the Early Republic: The Example of Charles Brockden 
Brown," Modern Philology 78 (1980): 139-52, promotes the notion that "vo
cational anxiety" in the late 17oos-a period in which the traditional mod
el of the "gentleman of letters" was falling into disrepair-beset Brown in 
terms of an anguished career choice between being a respectable lawyer or 
a dubious author . As Ferguson elaborates in his book Law and Letters in 

American Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1984), the 
author's writings became a focal point for this struggle between "the artist 
and republican culture ." In novels that took shape as a "fantasy world for 
projecting occupational difficulties," characters such as Arthur Mervyn, 
Stephen Calvert, and Theodore Wieland were figures representing "the 
desire to appear useful in an age of utility." 

Another recent group of historical studies of Brown has focused not so 
much on identity issues as "authority." In the turbulent world of post- Rev
olutionary America, traditional authority structures of all kinds seemed to 
be transforming or crumbling and the writings of this prolific author, some 
scholars have suggested, embodied this sea change. Jay Fliegelman, for 
example, in his brilliant book Prodigals and Pilgrims: The American Revolu

tion against Patriarchal Authority, I750-I800 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni
versity Press, 1984), has addressed Brown in a section entitled "Ventrilo
quists, Counterfeiters, and the Seduction of the Mind." He suggests that 
Brown, especially in Wieland, was part and parcel of a late eighteenth-cen
tury assault on patriarchal authority. Brown's vision of liberation was not 
an optimistic one: in a post- Lockean world in which the "seduction" and 
"licentiousness" of the French Revolution seemed to be running amok, au
thority had become subject to wild imagination and misrepresentation. 
Fliegelman has embroidered upon this theme in his "Introduction" to a re
cent edition of Wieland (New York: Penguin Books, 1991), vii-xiii, where 
he notes that the novel explores "the conflicting claims of authority and 
liberty" and the "question of agency" that perplexed Americans during the 

1790s. 

Other scholars have explored various dimensions of this "crisis of au-
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thority." Mark R. Patterson, in a chapter of his Authority, Autonomy, and 

Representation in American Literature, I776-I865 (Princeton: Princeton Uni

versity Press, 1988), 61-78, contends that the volatile, overwrought quality 
of Brown's fiction can be traced to a particular version of this issue. Just as 
the central political issue of the late 1700s and early 1800s concerned the 
location and character of civic authority, a central cultural issue for writers 
was the definition of their own authority through new forms of literary 

representation. Thus, Brown explored how democratization shifted public 
authority into the realm of "private judgment," and his characters repre
sented the disturbing possibilities inherent in this "internalization of polit

ical issues." Robert S. Levine has moved to rehistoricize Brown's fiction by 
stressing its close ties to "countersubversion" in the explosive atmosphere 
of the late eighteenth-century Atlantic world. In Conspiracy and Romance 

(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), he argues that the French 
Revolution destabilized traditional notions of authority and community, 

thus creating in the infant New World republic a frightening picture of 
"conspiring villains and vulnerable Americans." Brown engaged this "con
spiratorial discourse" in novels with plots that teemed with mysterious, 

nefarious reformers associated with the Bavarian Illuminati, and with 
structures that linked "social and narrative uncertainty." Ormond, Levine 

contends, provides the best dramatization of this cultural theme through 
its blending of the seduction novel's sexual anxiety and the countersubver
sive novel's "fear of conspiracy." Brown, as a "connoisseur of conspiracy," 

presents "a dark picture of America's political and social precariousness" in 
an age of upheaval. Jane Tompkins, in two sections of her Sensational De

signs: The Cultural Work of American Fiction, I790-I860 (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985), 40-61, 62-93, offers yet another version of the "au
thority" thesis. Brown, she insists, shaped his fiction not in terms of artis
tic creation but as "political tracts" aimed at reining in individual licen
tiousness. Thus, Wieland was intended as a "plea for the restoration of civic 
authority" while Arthur Mervyn promoted a Federalist vision of "civic 
virtue" based on benevolence, urban life, and commercial growth. 

Feminist scholarship over the past two decades has provided a special 
look at the gendered relationship between Brown's writings and fluid 
structures of authority in America during the late 1700s. Judith Ann Cun
ningham's "Charles Brockden Brown's Pursuit of a Realistic Feminism" 

(Ph.D. diss., Ball State University, 1971) offers a typical reading of Brown 
as an early advocate of women's rights and challenger of traditional male 
authority. Lee R. Edwards, in an "Afterword" to an edition of Brown's Al-
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cuin: A Dialogue (New York: Grossman Publishers, 1970), 92-104, de
scribed this work as "the first sustained and earnest argument for the rights 
of women to appear in this country." Fritz Flieschman took this argument 
even further . In his essay "Charles Brockden Brown : Feminism in Fic
tion," which appeared in his edited volume American Nov elists Reconsid

ered· Essays in Feminist Criticism (Boston : G. K. Hall, 1982), 6-41, Fleis
chman asserted that Brown's advocacy of female rights in Alcu in extended 
through all of his novels, even the domestic tales of the early nineteenth 
century, because of their special emphasis on "strong, independent women ." 
Cynthia S. Jordan, in a chapter of her Second Stories: The Politics ef Lan

guage, Form, and Gender in Early American Fiction ( Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1989), has complicated these rather simplistic 
renderings of Brown the protofeminist. Brown's sympathy for female 
equality, she argues, was shaped by a larger loyalty to "his predecessors' pa
triarchal world view." Thus, his feminism "consisted of the belief that 

women are equal to men in their capacity to experience and to act upon 
the full range of human passions." These essays, however, tend to exagger
ate Brown's protofeminism. His views on women and social authority were 
highly ambiguous throughout the 1790s, before taking a bourgeois turn in 
the early 1800s. Moreover, he consistently struggled with, rather than con
fidently defined, the very notion of "feminine " and the place of women in 
the American social structure. This balanced view is probably best sug
gested by Cathy N. Davidson's "The Matter and Manner of Charles 
Brockden Brown's Alcuin ," in Bernard Rosenthal, ed ., Critical Essays on 

Charles Brockden Brown (Boston: G . K. Hall, 1981), 71-86. 
In many ways, these various historicized studies of Charles Brockden 

Brown and American culture have greatly enhanced our understanding of 
this author and critic . Many of the essential, but previously obscured, con
nections between his writing and the fluid values and perceptions of his 
age have been clarified. Certain limitations, however, persist . These works 
tend to be too focused thematically and insufficiently synthetic . By isolat
ing problems of identity, authority, or gender, one overlooks the fact that 
such issues were thoroughly entangled in a post-Revolutionary society in 
flux. In addition, this scholarship often oversimplifies the political dimen
sion of Brown's work. He demonstrated, for instance, a complex, ambiva
lent, and developing attitude about patriarchal authority during his matu
ration from the late 1780s through the early nineteenth century. Moreover, 
Brown was neither a devotee of internalized political agency nor a com
mitted Federalist upholder of civic authority in the face of individual licen-
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tiousness . He spent much of his post-adolescent life wrestling with such 

issues, and the life-long ambiguity of his politics surfaced clearly in the cu
rious political pamphlets and "historical" fiction of his final years. Finally, 

once again, these cultural studies of Brown suffer from excessive abstrac

tion . Their portraits of this intellectual figure, while compelling and in
structive in many ways, present a picture that is removed, in certain cases, 
from the ongoing vicissitudes of his private life and, in many cases, from 

the actual socioeconomic and political transformations of this tumultuous 
age. In other words, while Brown's career and writings have been histori
cized, he still seems to be free-floating in a world of ideas removed from 

their material moorings. 

Recent renderings of Brown have produced a handful of analyses that, 
in my view, present the fullest understanding we have of the writer, his 

texts, and his context. Their reconstruction of the connections among 

identity, ideology, social milieu, and cultural currents in the world of late 
eighteenth-century America make these pieces enormously suggestive and 
insightful. Emory Elliott's "Charles Brockden Brown: The Burden of the 

Past," in his Revolutionary Writers: Literature and Authority in the New Re

public, 1725-1810 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1982), 2181 0, sketch
es a compelling general picture of a crisis of authority in the decades fol
lowing the American Revolution . Brown the writer, he argues, was caught 

up in two traumatic and intertwined developments . Civic turmoil in the 

1780s and 1790s created an uncertain vacillation between Federalist fears of 
mobocracy and Jeffersonian hopes of republican liberalism, while social 
upheaval in the Atlantic world had brought a collapse of faith in "reason" 

and Enlightenment epistemology. Brown's writings reflected this sense of 
political and cultural fluidity and his novels emerged as "explorations of 
the impact of the social and economic order on the lives of individuals." 
Arthur Mervyn particularly summarized this thematic thrust, as Arthur 
came to symbolize the individual struggling to survive "in the social tur
moil of the post- Revolutionary age." 

Three other works have followed Elliott's lead to delineate other im

portant aspects of the social and cultural flux characterizing Brown and his 
world. Daniel E. Cohen, in "Arthur Mervyn and his Elders: The Ambiva
lence of Youth in the Early Republic," William and Mary Quarterly 43 
(1986): 362-80, attempts to resituate Brown in the generationally riven cul
ture of the late eighteenth-century republic . Faced with a "volatile social 
world," Brown struggled with the problems of his age: generational con
flict over the transfer of "liquid wealth" in a commercializing economy, a 
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shift in childrearing and education toward the ideal of "rational indepen

dence," the problematic transition from childhood dependence to adult 

self-reliance, the tension between "vocational subordination" and "personal 

independence." Brown, especially in his novel Arthur Mervyn, illustrated 
"the transition period of the Early Republic," standing midway between 
the patriarchal authority of traditional colonial society and the internalized 
moral autonomy of Jacksonian America. Shirley Samuels has identified a 
similar theme in terms of family authority, ideology, and the novel genre in 

a disconnected and threatening era. In "Plague and Politics in r79J: Arthur 

Mervyn," Criticism 27 (r985): 225-46, she asserts that the Philadelphia "yel
low fever" plague in this novel represented fears of sickness in the Ameri
can body politic: a conflation of social licentiousness, rampant sexuality, 
and political upheaval associated with "the contagion" of Jacobin princi

ples. Brown, however, uses this tale to pose both the family and the novel 
as "restoratives" to bring order out of chaos. Drawing upon Foucault's no
tion of "disciplinary institutions," Samuels contends that the self-destruc

tion of Welbeck's corrupt family, Arthur's attempts to insinuate himself 
with the Hadwin family, and his ultimate marriage to Ascha represent a fi
nal triumph of "family order." And the novel itself-she terms it an "edu

cational tool"-becomes part of the solution as it teaches readers "what to 
fear" and "to desire home and family." In this reading Brown emerges as 

an important figure in making "the institution of the novel" a centerpiece 
of nineteenth -century bourgeois life. Larzer Ziff 's treatment of this novel

ist in his Writing in the New Nation: Prose, Print, and Politics in the Early 

United States (New Haven: Yale University Press, r99r) parallels Cohen 
and Samuels. American political culture and print culture, he argues, were 
"twins born from the same conditions." Issues of "political representation" 

and "literary representation" paralleled one another and both, in turn, were 
wrapped up in "a shift in the economic sphere from real to personal-or 

represented-property." Focusing on Arthur Mervyn, Ziff argues that 
Brown depicts the United States as a mobile land of opportunity where 
social, and economic manipulation predominate and where there is no re
ality beyond representation. "Success lies in the ability to construct a repu
tation and capitalize on it rather than remaining within a self unaugment
ed by representation; personal property has greater influence than real." 

Finally, a pair of brilliant books by Michael Warner and Cathy N. 
Davidson have utilized language theory to penetrate the cultural meaning 
of the novel as "discourse" in a volatile social setting. Warner has explored 

the emergence of a "bourgeois public sphere" in The Letters of the Republic: 
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Publication and the Public Sphere in Eighteenth-Century America (Cam
bridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1990). This cultural realm, he ar
gues, stood separate from both the state and private life, and depended on 
"print discourse"-newspapers, pamphlets, broadsides, coffeehouses, liter

ary salons, magazines-to formulate a notion of "the people" as an entity 
reading and acting on the same information. Thus, the public sphere and 
republicanism "jointly made each other intelligible." By the late 1700s, 

Warner continues, this civic print discourse was coming into contact with 
"liberal values of literary textuality" that emphasized reading as a private 
experience. Thus, early American novels, like those of Charles Brockden 
Brown, became a "hinge" between an older republican model of civic print 
discourse and a newer one of "modernity." Arthur Mervyn embodied this 
tension as a novel that "resists being a novel." The text offered an old-fash

ioned republican anxiety about the possibility of "virtue " in a world of 
credit, capital, and fluid social relations, while at the same time it under

mined the paradigm of republican literature by using a genre of "privatiz

ing discourse." Thus, Brown's writings led a tense coexistence between a 
civic/republican mode and an individualist/liberal one . 

Cathy Davidson's analysis of the rise of the novel in America adds yet 
another dimension to this portrait of discursive meaning. Her study of late 

eighteenth-century fiction, entitled Revolution and the Word: The Rise of the 
Novel in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), posits that 
the novel spearheaded a "reading revolution" that undermined the "gentle

man's" literary sphere. Appealing to marginalized groups in American so
ciety-women, the lower classes, the barely educated-this genre cultural

ly and politically subverted older modes of authority by radically extending 
literary participation. Brown's novels, Davidson believes, appeared at just 
this historical moment of cultural transition and employed Gothic tech
niques to probe "the limits of individualism." Tales like Arthur Mervyn 
used horror to depict the outward decay of an established order, while also 
burrowing deep into the psyche to show a decay within from irrational 
urges. Such ambiguity also appeared in the character of Arthur, whom the 
author deployed to challenge the notion of "rational choice" and to show 
the vicissitudes of "modern personality" in an age of growing individual
ism. Overall, according to Davidson, Brown displayed in his fiction a "car
nivalesque performance" in which determined ambiguities of character and 
plot sustain a spirit of "revolt" against social constraints and proprieties . 

Even with this group of essays, there remains considerable room for in
terpretive addition and synthesis. We catch tantalizing glimpses of Charles 
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Brockden Brown and his cultural world, but a certain narrowness and 
fragmented quality accruing to this work-understandable given the re
strictions imposed by article or chapter-length studies-suggest that sever
al vital tasks remain. First, there is need for a study that looks at the whole 
of Brown's career and the entire corpus of his writing, not just bits and 
pieces here and there. The kind of analysis that recent historicized studies 
have made of Arthur Mervyn needs to be extended both forward and back
ward to gain a full picture of this author's entire career. Moreover, such 
analysis should branch out into the great variety of Brownian texts: fiction, 
non-fiction, extensive private writings. Second, there is need for a study of 
Brown that links the volatile and emotional literary productions of his 
"public" life with the notorious disarray of his "private" life. The various 
crises of the late eighteenth-century American republic had psychological 
as well as civic resonances, and recovering the links between the two is 
crucial. Finally, there is need for a synthetic cultural study of Brown that 
examines his ideas and their expression, yet firmly grounds those issues in 
the socioeconomic and political transformations of post- Revolutionary 
America. Such a study would reconnect problems of identity, ideology, 
discourse, and social change as they came together in one individual's ex
perience. By recreating as fully as possible the historical context binding 
writer and context, text and subtext, The Romance of Real Life attempts to 
fulfill these tasks. 
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