Novels of Transition: From Sentimental Novel

to Domestic Novel

WINFRIEED FLUCK

I

When American writers finally began to write novels of their own in the Eatly
Republic, some fifty years after the gente’s arrival in the colonies, the
sentimental tale of seduction emerged as the most popular form. It seems
reasonable to assume that this had something to do with the dominance of
female readers among the novel-reading public. However, the exact nature of
the gratification the sentimental novel provided for these female readers is still
in need of further clarification. It would be reductionist to natrow down the
imaginary appeal of the sentimental tale of seduction to the motive of a
displaced sexual wish-fulfillment. In fact, in American sentimental novels of
the period this aspect hardly dominates the level of representaton. Even
Charlotte Temple, in many ways the most explicit and, in Lillie Loshe’s words,
“sensationalist” of the early novels, deals with the guilty pleasures of its tale
only in passing. The attraction the seducer Montraville holds for the innocent,
still rather child-like Charlotte clearly lies in another area: In the sentimental
tale of seduction, the seducer is a man of the wotld. Often, he is the only
impressive man or, at least, the only one who is not dull (as, for example, in
The Coquerté).! What makes the offer of the seducer so tempting is that to be
“chosen” by such a man for a companion is a moment of distinction for the
heroine.2 Through this choice, the heroine receives an acknowledgment of her
person as “something special” that she never experienced before. The fact that
the sentimental heroine is frequently father- or mothetless, or that she is an
orphan, must increase the attractiveness of this recognition. The crucial scene

1 CE, for example, the comments of the independent-minded Eliza Wharton on Sanford
in The Coguette: “What shall I say about this extraordinary man? Shall I own to you, my
friend, that he is pleasing to me? His person, his manners, his situation: all combine to
charm my fancy and, to my lively imagination, strew the path of life with flowers”
(1970:148). Before, she had alteady praised Sanford as a man of fortune and fashion.

2 At one point of the novel, Eliza expresses her pleasure to be the companion of the
nototious Sanford: “My partner was all ease, politeness, and attention; and your friend
was as much flattered and caressed as vanity itself could wish” (146).
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of a novel like Charlotte Temple is therefore not the seduction itself but the
clopement. This elopement is not an acting out of sexual desire. Its major
“temptation” lies in the prospect that, by eloping, the heroine becomes a
“different” and important person because she has been asked by an elder,
more experienced, and more worldly man to become his companion.

In the wortld of the sentimental novels, sexual desire is thus always linked
to an act not only of moral but also of social transgression. The promise of
individual distinction leads to renewed acts of disobedience. Although the
melodrama of seduction and victimization implies being overpowered and led
astray into a state of helpless dependency, it still, and ironically enough, holds a
promise of imaginary individualization. The sentimental nartative dramatizes a
struggle between moral norm and desire, between obedience and transgression,
in which an individual has to make a crucial choice. Her story thereby assumes
a dimension of exemplaty importance. The unusual popularity of the genre
which was obviously consumed eagerly despite the often hysterical warnings of
personal and cultural guardians has something to do with this challenge to
existing social and cultural hierarchies and with an act of cultural
empowerment. For the young female reader, the sentimental novel, probably
for the first time in literary history, put her own fantasy life at the center of the
literary text and thus acknowledged her as a potential “heroine.” The fact that
the novel could be taken to one’s room and read privately must have
nourished this sense of importance, because it contained a promise of control
over the mental processing of the novel's imaginary elements without
interference of parents or other representatives of the reality principle. This
increase in control seems to have been one of the major soutces of irritation
for critics of the new genre, on the other hand, so that the harm caused by the
reading of sentimental novels is usually attributed to their “untutoted” use, that
is, to the dangers and risks of independence which the young female reader
cannot yet handle.

At the center of a sentimental novel like Charlotte Temple we find thus a
struggle for self-esteem.? The seducer can tempt the virtuous heroine, because,
as the supremely independent person of the novel, he promises an alliance
which would elevate the heroine to a new level of importance. It is a promise,
however, which can only be realized on the condition of giving up traditional
sources of recogniton and security. It therefore also evokes strong feats of
loss and self-destruction. In these stories of a sexual and soctal fall, it is ctucial
to show that the heroine has been betrayed by the seducer and that she is

3 1 use the word in the German meaning of Se/bstwert, that 1s, as having or developing a
sense of one’s self-worth, and not in the “Californian” sense of feeling good about
oneself.
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misjudged by the world, so that her status as a virtuous heroine and
exceptional individual can be preserved. In fact, this is the reason why it
becomes necessary to tell the tale in the first place, because the misunderstood
individuals called Clatissa Harlowe, Chatlotte Temple or Eliza Wharton must
be absolved from the stigma of having transgressed the moral boundaries of
society in unprincipled self-indulgence. While the sentimental novel claims to
teach a moral lesson and submits the heroine to a symbolic punishment for her
transgression, it is actually on the side of the heroine by skillfully linking ele-
ments of desite, fear, and shame with stories of imaginary self-enhancement.
Although it already contains some elements that go beyond the
sentimental formula of the time, Hannah Foster’s sentimental novel The
Coguette (1797) can illustrate some of these points. In contrast to Charlotte
Temple, the novel avoids the latter’s clever sensationalism and retains the
epistolary form; still, it was one of the most popular novels of its period. The
reason may lie in the fact that of all the sentimental heroines of the time, The
Coquette’s heroine Eliza Wharton is one of the most daring. While Chatlotte
Temple is still 2 somewhat confused child, Eliza is presented as a young
woman with considerable social experience and a mind of her own. In a
striking subversion of genre conventions, the death of her future husband
(and, by implication, guardian) at the beginning of the novel is not seen as a
disaster by her but as an unexpected chance for individual freedom and
independence. This independence can only be gained at a risk, however,
because it leads to the attribute of a coquette. This ominously “French”
attribute is not an entitely negative term in the context of the novel, but it is
one that already reflects a tension between individual self-empowerment and
its social stigmatization. In the novel, to be a coquette carties associations of a
sympathetic hunger for life, and yet it also points to a tisky gamble over which
the heroine may lose control. The conflict between the lure of self-
empowerment and the fear of self-destruction is thus already expressed in the
unstable semantics of the key word of the book. The novel’s resemanticization
of a painful separation into a welcome liberation is intensified by the fact that
the family appears as a relatively weak institution, so that the sentimental novel
of seduction, at least in its first half, moves in the ditection of a novel of
manners, in which the drama of seduction is replaced by the problem of
finding the right suitor and safeguarding her reputation. However, matriage

4  In this tespect, The Coquette already reveals an almost Jamesian sense of the fact that
individuals are social beings and cannot escape social definition. As one female
character advises the heroine: “Slight not the opinion of the world. We are dependent
beings; and while the smallest traces of virtuous sensibility remain, we must feel the
force of that dependence, in a greater or lesser degree. No female, whose mind is
uncorrupted, can be indifferent to reputation” (1970:240-241).
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pet se is not a positive value in The Coguette. Consequently, Eliza Wharton does
not show any inclination to accept the martiage proposals she receives,
because she cherishes her independence too much.

In its transformation of the sentimental heroine from mere victim to a
character who is actively struggling for independence, The Cogueste already
anticipates the transition from the sentimental tale of seduction to the novel of
manners and the domestic novel as the two dominant novelistic genres of
women’s literature in the first half of the 19th century. This transition took
place soon after the belated beginnings of the Ametican novel and ended the
relatively short reign of the sentimental novel. The reason, I suggest, is that
these genres opened up new possibilities for the project that also lay at the
center of the sentimental novel, namely the struggle for individual recognition
and self-esteem. For this search, the sentimental novel is of considerable, but
ultimately limited use. Its limitations become obvious if one poses the question
how the heroine can protect herself against the fate “worse than death” that
may be the result of het act of transgression. The only answer the sentimental
novel seems to offer is to return to the fold of parental guardianship, that is, to
reaffirm the dependency from which the hetoine wanted to escape. In this
way, a vicious circle is established: The only protection against betrayal and
deception is provided by complete trust in, and dependence on, the judgment
of one’s guardian. However, it is exactly this lack of independence which puts
the heroine in constant danget of falling prey to the deceptive maneuvers of
the seducer as she lacks any social experience of her own.

In the long run, this limited choice between two forms of dependency
could not provide a satisfactory model in the search for seif-esteem and
imaginary self-empowerment. Once the sentimental tale of seduction had
established the novel as a privileged medium for imaginary self-empowerment
in the new tepublic, it was thetefore replaced in the favor of its readers by
literary forms and gentes that promised to be more useful and effective for the
task. In the following essay, I want to provide three examples for this gradual
emergence of new novelistic forms out of the conventions of the sentimental
tale of seduction, Chatles Brockden Brown’s Jame Talbot. A Novel (1801),
Rebecca Rush’s Kelwy. A Novel (1812), and Susanna Rowson’s sequel to
Charlottz Temple, published first under the title Charlotse’s Daughter; or, The Three
Orphans in 1828, before readers and critics came to prefer the title Lucy Temphe.
All three of these novels draw on the cult of sensibility, and on conventions of
the sentimental tale of seduction. They are, in this sense, still sentimental
novels. But all three also provide intetesting departures from the convention or
vatiations of it. Bach, in its own way, transforms the sentimental formula and
pushes it in a direction that reveals new needs and new possibilities. Each,
therefore, also changes the balance between seducer and guardian, dependence
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and independence on the level of representation, as well as the relation
between imaginary self-empowetment and social risk, between participation
and observation on the level of reception.

II

Brown’s last two novels Clara Howard and Jane Talbot, both published in 1801
and using the epistolary form, have been habitually dismissed by literary ctitics
as an unfortunate return to the sentimental formula and thus as “sell-out” of a
writer who had become thoroughly disappointed and frustrated at this point of
his career.> Not only does this verdict ignore the fact that sentimental forms
and formulas can be found throughout Brown’s writing (most notably in
Wieland and Ormond). It also fails to register that a novel like Jane Talbot is much
more interesting and fascinating than quick dismissals on the grounds of
conventionality suggest. This holds true especially for the first part of the novel
which seems to derive directly from Laclos and uses the epistolaty form to
great effect in order to dramatize the utter vulnerability and dependency of the
stoty’s heroine Jane Talbot. In a skillfully managed dramaturgy of unanswered
letters, Brown creates an image of complete emotional dependency on the side
of his heroine, in which her extreme agitation is contrasted with the
indifference and cool reserve of the apparent seducer figure Colden. During
this first part, Jane’s incessant requests for affection receive only one answer
from Colden who remains, as his name suggests, cold and distant. It is as if the
“unspeakable act” had taken place alteady and that stage in their relation has
been reached where the heartless seducer tries to get rid of his innocent victim
who, in tum, clings even more desperately to him.

Brown manages to create the impression of a frightful imbalance in the
relation between the two main characters by leaving Colden almost a blank.
Since Colden hatdly writes any letters at the beginning, we do not know what
he thinks and who he is — which, in tutn, compels us to use the sentimental
formula as a pattern of explanation. The worst feats activated by this formula
seem to be confirmed when Jane writes a confessional letter about a night
spent togethet in the same house:

You went away this motning befote 1 was awake, I think you
might have staid for breakfast, yet on second thoughts, your early
departure was best. Perbaps, it was so. — You have made me very
thoughtful, to day. What passed last night has left my mind at no

5 See, for example, Leslie Fiedler: “The later books, however, portray a world of female
interests regarded through female eyes, perhaps partly as a bid for the alluting female
audience that had already made Mrs. Rowson’s fortune” (1966:99).
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liberty to read and to scribble as I used to do. How your omens
made me shuddet! — I want to see you. Can’t you come again this
evening? but no, you must not. I must not be an encroacher. I
must judge of others, and of their claims upon your company, by
myself and my own claims. Yet I should be glad to see that
cteature who would dare to enter into competition with .
(1986:234)

At this point in the novel, all indications lead in the direction of another
sentimental tale of seduction. The little information we initially get about
Colden seems to confirm this impression. Brown patterns him after the model
of a Godwinian intellectual who recklessly defies social convention and social
norms.S Thus, we encounter a familiar character constellation: On the one side,
we have a young, “innocent” (both in the sexual and social sense of the term),
emotionally dependent heroine, on the other side, an uncompromisingly
rational, emotionally reserved Godwinian intellectual, obviously without
scruples, who promises to be another Ormond.” In his transformation of this
model, however, Btown creates a deliberate, almost programmatic
“intellectualization” of the sentimental formula which has its own
consequences. Both of his late sentimental novels, Clara Howard and Jane

6 For a description of Godwin’s influence on American intellectual debates of the time
and, particularly, the issue of marriage, see McAlexander: “Godwin argued that, because
the average individual’s reasoning power was strong, he could be truly virtuous only
when completely free; thus any institution which limited individual freedom should be
dissolved — not only Church, class, and King, but the ‘sacred’ institution of mattiage
and family. Tt is absurd,” he writes, ‘to expect the inclinations and wishes of any two
human beings to coincide, through any long period of time. To oblige them to live and
act togethet, is to subject them to some inevitable [..] thwarting [..] and unhappiness.’
The long-range promises of marriage, the intimate, enforced partnership, the family
obligations were all, in shott, opposed to the spirit of freedom due the rational individu-
al” (1975:257). In a letter to Jane, an extremely agitated Mrs. Fielder “unmasks™ Colden
as a2 Godwinian: “These appreheasions were raised to the highest pitch by moze accu-
rate information of Colden’s chatacter which I afterwards received. I found, on enquir-
ing of those who had the best means of knowing, that Colden had imbibed that pemni-
cious philosophy which is now so much in vogue. [...] These letters showed Colden as
the advocate of suicide; a scoffer at promises; the despiser of revelation, of providence
and a future state; an opponent of matriage, and as one who denied (shocking!) that any
thing but mere habit and positive law, stood in the way of marriage; nay, of intercourse
without marriage, between brother and sister, parent and Childl” (1986:226) According
to Mrs. Fielder, the source of these views is Godwin’s Politzcal Justsce.

7  Cf. Fiedler’s description of Colden’s initial characterization: “Here is Lovelace returned
to life (‘an opponent of marriage’), with Werther (‘the advocate of suicide’), Chesterfield
(‘a scoffer at promises’) and Diderot (‘one who denied, etc., etc.”) thrown in to complete
the composite portrait of a villainous libertine™ (1966:101).
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Talbot, are philosophical novels in which the permanent interaction between a
natrow cast of characters is staged as an expetiment in mutual education.

For this ongoing dispute on morals or the limits of disinterested
benevolence, Brown cannot use characters who merely act out their formulaic
toles, as is the case, for example, in Charlotte Temphe. Instead, all three of the
main characters are affected by his shift to the level of intellectual debate. At
the beginning of the novel, the sentimental heroine Jane Talbot is completely
in the grip of her own strong emotions. Even though she sees through the
manipulations of her brother, for example, she is helpless when he appeals to
her sympathy. Her heart, she writes, “is the sport, the mere plaything of
gratitude and pity. Kindness will melt my firmest resolutions in a moment”
(182). Similarly, Jane is incapable of tesisting

the opposite emotional pulls of either Colden or Mrs. Fielder.
Even as a grown woman and widow, Jane is unable to form a
tesolution and stick to it in the face of appeals of feelings. At the
urging of Mrs. Fielder, she vows ‘an etemnal separation from
Colden’; yet, a word from him destroys her determination. ‘No
will, no reason, have I of my own,” she writes. (Ringe 1966:124)

However, by arguing incessantly with the seemingly supetior intellectual
Colden, Jane begins to develop guidelines for her behavior on religious
grounds, because these alone offer a consistent and principled defense against
Godwin’s rationalism. By doing so, she learns to justify herself and thus to find
a rational basis for her beliefs.? And “just as Jane is brought to mote humane
and mote rational views” as a result of her correspondence with Colden, “so
also is he led towards faith by Jane and the others he associates with in the
story” (Ringe 1966:125).9 All three of the main characters are humanized
through the experience of intellectual exchange.!9 Mrs. Fielder overcomes her

8 To act merely on the basis of “strong emotions” is, of course, already a perversion of
sentimentalism in which sensibility is an instrument of discrimination in the service of
moral judgments. Feelings thus do not replace principles but help interpreting them
better. This, in fact, is also the movement in Jane Ta/bot where Jane learns to put feelings
and principles in the right relation.

9  See also Ringe’s description of this development in his “Historical Essay” of the Bicen-
tennial Edition of the novel: “Jane becomes aware that her association with Colden has
given her piety a rational basis, and Colden is awakened to a living religious faith by a
long process that culminates during his voyage to the Pacific. Through the letters they
exchange, Brown is able to suggest how their positions have gradually come together”

473).

10 éf. 31e excellent description of this process by Ringe: “In Jane Talbot, on the other hand,
the function of the epistolary method is more obvious. There is no character like Clara
Howard to dominate the others with her philosophic theordes. We find instead three
petsons in conflict who differ markedly in attitude and opinion and who reveal through
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uncompromising rejection of Colden and leamns to accept him as a
correspondent and intellectual antagonist, while Colden is “socialized” by these
revisions of traditional melodramatic patterns and turns from reckless libertine
into sensitive suitor. In all three cases — and in striking contrast to Brown’s
Gothic novels —, strong emotions are thus finally brought under rational
control.

Brown still takes his point of departure from a sentimental epistemology
but he also emphasizes and employs its potential for deception and self-
deception. This links Clara Howard and Jame Talbot to his eatlier novels.
However, the special task Brown seems to have set himself for his latter two
novels is to find a way in which the characters would not fall prey to such
deceptions. This, in fact, must have constituted one of the attractions of the
sentimental novel for Brown: “The period’s most popular literary
entertainment, the novel of seduction, strikingly embodies society’s pervasive
suspicion that deceit is latent in every relationship” (Ziff 1991:56). Ultimately,
both Jane and Colden successfully defend themselves against such deceitful
appearances. One reason is that both, the libertine and potental seducer and
the female struggling for recognition, come to accept limitations on theit
wishes.!! Jane overcomes her own emotional self-indulgence and dependency
by keeping distant from Colden in the second part of the novel, while Colden
exchanges the role of Godwinian intellectual with that of a patent suitor.
Brown thus stimulates a seduction plot in the reader’s imagination in the first
part of the novel only to domesticate it in the second.!? As Fiedler points out,

their letters their personal limitations. The religious Jane is too emotional, too pliant,
too volatile; the skeptical Colden is too cool, too rational; the strict Mrs. Fielder too
stern and inflexible in her judgments on them. Through the many letters they write, the
charactets explain their positions, respond to the others’ statements, and react to their
replies. In the course of time all ate forced to alter their opinions” (1986:473).

11 This stands in striking contrast to the beginning of the novel. Cf. Jane’s opening letter
to Colden: “I am very far from being a wise gitl. So conscience whispers me, and
though vanity is eager to refute the charge, I must acknowledge that she is seldom
successful. Conscience tells me it is folly, it is guilt to wrap up my existence in one frail
mortal; to employ all my thoughts, to lavish all my affections upon one object; to doat
upon a human being, who, as such, must be the heit of many frailties, and whom I
know to be not without his faults; to enjoy no peace but in his presence, to be grateful
for his permission to sacrifice fortune, ease, life itself for his sake. — From the
humiliation produced by these charges, Vanity endeavours to relieve me by insinuating
that all happiness springs from affection; that nature ordains no tie so strong as that
between the sexes; that to love without bounds is to confer bliss not only on ourselves
but on another” (151).

12 Ttis one sign of this domestication of the sentimental tale of seduction that the compro-
mising letter about the night spent together finally turns out to be a forgery after all
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the dramatic change can best be assessed in comparison with Colden’s double
Ormond:

Ormond is, indeed, the mirror image of Henry Colden, Colden
seen in reverse: at first, appartently an attractive though fanatically
radical young man, he is tevealed at last as a rapist and murderer.
Colden, on the other hand, begins by seeming a thoroughgoing
scoundrel, but turns out to be no more than the headstrong
exponent of abstract nonconformism. For the latter, there is the
reward of marriage and financial security, salvation by the female;
for the fottet, death at the hands of his beloved, destruction by
the female. (1966:102)

This successful domestication of the melodrama of seduction (something Eliza
Wharton does not yet manage to achieve) should not be misunderstood as a
meek compromise on Brown’s part. What it indicates is a reorientation in the
search for self-esteem and self-empowerment. To base recognition on the
power of strong feelings, as Jane does, also means to create a state of utter
dependency:

What is it, my frend, that makes thy influence over me so
absolute? No resolution of mine can stand against your
remonstrances. A single word, a look, approving or condemning,
transforms me into a new creature. [...] So easily swayed am I by
one that is the lord of my affections. No will, no reason have 1 of
my own. (1966:256)13

In place of those infantile longings for fusion, linked with melodramatic fears
of separation,'* that shape the sentimental novel, self-esteem is now gained
through a process of social interaction and socialization that does no longer
derive recognition from emotional intensity, including appeals of vulnerability
and dependency, but from the strength to assert oneself as individual (and thus
to withstand seduction). Elopement is replaced by communicative exchange,
seduction by endless dispute, dependency by successful self-assertion, so that,
in the happy ending of the novel, the relation between the former would-be
seducer and the heroine is put on a new level of mutual tecognition.’s It is a

13 See also the following passage from a letter by Jane to Colden: “Never was a creature so
beteft of all dignity; all steadfastness. The slave of every impulse: blown about by the
predominant gale; a scene of eternal fluctuation” (357).

14 To give but one example: After she has been separated from Colden for only one day,
Jane writes: “It is but a day since I determined to part with you; since a thousand
tormenting images engrossed tmy imagination; yet now I am quite changed: I am bound
to you by links stronger than ever. No, I will not part with you™ (256).

15 As Fiedler describes their relation: “Without a Lovelace there can be no Clarissa; and
without Colden, Jane would have seemed as incomplete as Clara Howard. It is no tragic
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recognition that does not detive from “daring” acts of self-abandonment but
from assertions of individual strength in a complex social web of conflicting
claims for which the question/answer pattern of the epistolary novel provides
an ideal format.

In this changed script for self-esteem, the epistolary form provides a
special potential for self-assertion: The heroine deals with the threat of
separation by staying in touch with those others even in her most desperate
moments, by arguing, defending herself, and by developing individual strength
in the process: “The protagonists of Jane Talbot, in spite of their differences,
still find it possible to communicate with one another. They attempt reasoning
and persuasion, and it is therefore not necessary for them immediately to
resott to force or ruse” (Petter 1971:192). One measure of Jane’s success at
self-assertion is that the initially completely one-sided correspondence between
het and Colden, but also between her and Mts. Fieldet, gradually turns into a
real exchange of opinions, and, eventually, into a genuine dialogue.!¢ It is not
her religious faith per se that saves her but the ability she develops to discuss
her views and convictions on rational grounds. In the novel of manners, this
idea of exchange will become the central soutce of self-esteem and will
therefore move to the center of representation. In contrast, The Coguette still
moves into exactly the opposite direction: We know that Eliza Wharton will
“fall” when her letters get shorter and communication between her and her
friends breaks off.

III

Rebecca Rush’s Kefoy offers another striking variation and transformation of
the sentimental formula that, among other things, reveals the literary
convention’s inadequacy for grasping social experence in the New World.
What still links the novel with the sentimental tradition, apart from numetous
intertextual echoes and a focus on the world of affections, is the heart-

opposition, however, which they provide one another, but rather an educational one”
(1966:101).

16 This also entails a breakdown of the melodramnatic dichotomy between guardian and
seducet-figure. As Petter points out, Jane evidently “feels there is something to be said
for and against both Mrs. Fielder and Colden, neither of whom, to Jane’s mind, is doing
full justice to the other side” (1971:193). This uncertainty is one of the reasons why Jane
keeps up contact between both of them even in moments of apparent final rejection.
Cf. also Petter’s final assessment of the novel: “The colotless to and fro of the tale,
which reflects the heroine’s refusal to decide rashly in face of complex views and
attitudes, sttikes the reader as the most characteristic featuse of Jane Talbo?” (195).
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breaking victimization of its heroine.!” But the reason for the sorry fate of the
fair, lovely, and almost perfect Emily Hammond no longer resides in the clever
and cunning designs of a seducer. Thete is no seducer-figure far and wide in
the novel. Rather, Emily’s fate must be attributed to that person who still
functioned as the heroine’s only unwavering soutce of support and protection
in the sentimental novel, the guardian-figure. In Kelroy, this guardian-figure is
the heroine’s overly ambitious mother, Mrs. Hammond. There is no
uncontrolled “desite” on the part of the heroine (thus also no desite for
elopement) which finally leads to her death. What proves much more powerful
as a source of separation than desite is the unfettered matetialism of the
mothet and her willingness for social manipulation which she exetcises in an
alliance with a Chatles-Brockden-Brown-like villain and forger.® Mrs.
Hammond’s motives give the novel an almost Balzacian dimension and
anticipate some of the most cruel moments of Henry James.!?

The sentimental heroine of Ke/my may be able to guard herself against her
own overheated imagination. Emily is almost blameless in this respect. But she
cannot protect herself against the power of deception. These deceptions ate no
longer “supernatural,” however, as they still are in Brown’s Gothic novels.
They are of an eminently social nature.0 What the innocent Emily cannot

17 See also the following characterization of the heroine of the book: “Emily is an
enthusiast;’ said Walsingham, ‘she puts her head out of the question, and reasons only

from her heart” — Because,’ replied Emily, ‘I find it the best counsellor. My head
sometimes takes half an hour to decide a question; but my heart unerringly says yes, or
no in 2 moment” (85). Although the novel repeatedly points out the vulnerability of this
sentimental epistemology, it has no altemative to offer for its heroine,

18 The crucial ole of the figure of the mother in eatly American novels is pointed out by
Cathy Davidson in her foreword to the recent reedition of Ke/ruy. In novels like Charlotte
Temple, The Coguette, ot Female Quixotism, “mothers ate either weak or absent. Through a
mother’s laxity ot her death, a daughter is left vulnerable to a variety of ills ranging from
seduction to novel reading [..]” (vi). All of this pales in compatison, however, to the
duplicity of Mrs. Hammond. The other two novels under discussion here also follow a
recurring pattern of “orphaning” theit hetoines. Jane Talbot’s mother died when she
was five years old, and Lucy Temple’s mother Charlotte Temple died when Lucy was
bormn. .

19 The conspiracy of Mrs. Hammond and Matney anticipates that of Mme. Metle and
Osrmond.

20 This is why Davidson’s classification of the novel as “eatly American Gothic” in her
Rewlution and the Word is not convincing and obfuscates Rush’s achievement of social
analysis. Davidson’s argument is based on a simple rhetorical equation of social injustice
with “horror’”: “What 1 find particularly interesting in the novel is the way in which
Rush, a year after the publication of Jané Austen’s Sense and Sensibility (1811) and before
Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Emma (1816), alteady Gothicizes the novel of social
manners by turing the Austenesque plot of arranging suitable mardages for the
suitable into a grim matrimonial poker game” (234). Apart from certain associations
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possibly know and take into account in her own behavior is that deception is
exercised even by her mother, or, to put it differently, that her mother is driven
by the same forces on which the organization of this society is based, so that
money and status turn out to be more important than morals ot love. As a
consequence, Rush’s novel establishes an entitely new attitude toward the
“seductive” It is no longer the illusory nature of temptations that lead to the
heroine’s “fall,” but the people who know these illusions and can manipulate
them for their own purposes. In this new wotld of almost invisible, “civilized”
fotms of deception and manipulation, protection for the heroine can no longer
come from reliance on her guardian who is, on the contrary — and again in
anticipation of James — one of the master manipulators herself.2! It can only
come from the development of a “social imaginatdon” and social skills that
would enable the heroine to imagine the possibility and the scope of such
deceptions.

Yet, clearly Emily Hammond is no Isabel Archer or Maggie Verver. There
is nothing in her charactetizaion — which sill follows sentimental
conventions to a tee — that would allow Rush to get Emily involved in a social
apprenticeship designed to develop adequate defenses. Worse, while social
interaction “saves” and socializes the main characters in Jane Talbo?, society
becomes the source of 2 new and entirely unezpected vulnerability of the good
and vittuous in Kelrgy. Although the book goes in the direction of a social
novel of manners, it thus stops half-way.2 In a wotld in which even the

raised by the forger Matney, there is little in the novel, however, to warrant such a genre
classification. ‘The “villainy” of Mrs. Hammond has no “supernatural” dimension. It
remains entirely within the possibilities of the sentimental novel and the novel of
manners. Oz, to put it differently: A socially “horrible” behavior is not enough to
classify a book as a “hotror story,” as Davidson does again in the foreword to the
recent reedition of the novel: “[..] Kefwy is one of the grimmest of early American
novels and requires none of the blood and gore of Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland
to qualify as a horror story” (Davidson 1992wv).

21 Derounian describes Mts. Hammond as “approaching Henty James’ definition of a ‘true
agent.”” She “stands supreme as the prototype of the Great American Bitch, and one of
the few genuine female villains in all of American literature” (1980:120). One should
add, however, as Derounian herself does at another point of her essay, that Mrs.
Hammond is by no means a one-dimensional character.

22 For a discussion of Kekgy as a novel of manners, cf. the essay by Derounian: “Rush’s
only work, as far as we know, Kefrgy is a novel of manners which not only meets but
fulfills generic possibilities” (1980:117). Quite rightly, Derounian emphasizes the novel’s
“vast and varied set of characters” (120) and its satirical focus on eccentric characters.
Howevet, in contrast to the typical novel of manners, the central characters, and, above
all, the heroine, undergo no social apprenticeship- and no development. In a hybrid mix
that is characteristic of many works of transition, the novel places a traditional

sentimental heroine in a new, emergent genre — which Derounian finally has to

Novels of Transition 109

guardian-figure has turned into manipulatot, Rush, obviously, could not
envision an “innocent” individual that could be shown in productive and
mutually enriching interaction with society.? In a typical novel of mannets of
the Jane Austen-school, the ups and downs of social interaction have the
eventual effect of regenerating the social body by readjusting social balances,
reintegrating the mildly deviant, and expunging the unredeemable. As a result,
the model character of the inner circle of exemplary characters can be
successfully reaffirmed in the end. In contrast, Ke/my punishes and eliminates
not only its villains, but also its model chartacters. What temains are characters
to whom the natrator never paid special attention and who never had any
identificatoty potendal for the teader.

v

Surprisingly, it is Susanna Rowson, the often tidiculed writer with little or
hardly any literary prestige, who offets a solution to the problematic relation
between female self and society that points to 2 new and stable generic
convention. One of the remarkable aspects about Luzy Temple, Rowson’s sequel
to Charlotte Temple, is how fatr the novel is already removed from the
sentimental formula, although it seems to promise yet another version in the
intertextual echo of its title. Its sendmental hetoine “is by circumstance,
training, and temperament shockproof; Lucy is a gitl who laughs ‘when I hear
of love at first sight.” Where her mother found 2 depopulated wotld of disastet,
she finds a populous but ordered social scene. [...] Lucy’s body undezgoes no
otdeal; het lesson — and she learns it — is one of the mind and conscience”
(Douglas 1991:xxxvi). One of the consequences is that Rowson “skips the big
love sequences, the encountets of shock and rapture, as ‘dull in detail’ ot best
left to be ‘imagined by readets™ (xzxix). However, the teadets’ imagination
does not receive much noutishment or stimulation from the book. As in The
Power of Sympathy, the seduction plot is moved away from the hetroine and

acknowledge herself: “As traditional hero and heroine, Kelroy and Emily are essentially

romantic figures — more abstract and less rounded than the one true protagonist in
Kelroy, Mts. Hammond” (123).

23 As Petter points out, the “cruel parents”-motif can be found in a number of early
American novels. Howevet, in its uncompromising denial of 2 happy ending, Kelroy goes
beyond other novels of the period: “With the partial exception of 5z Herbers, this is the
only novel using the ‘cruel patents’ pattern that does not offer a happy ending”
(1971:201). Cf. also Davidson: “Stoicism is the only consolation at the end of 5. Herbert,
but the ending of Rebecca Rush’s Ke/wy offers even less than that. Indeed, the grim
conclusion of each novel well might explin its early unpopuladty and virtual
disappearance from the literary scene” (1986:232).
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ptesented with almost ironical distance. As it would do in Jane Austen’s
novels, Mary Ann’s elopement reflects her vanity. It thetefore catries no longer
the extreme melodramatic force as in Charloste Temple. Rather, it is presented as
a foolish act for which the conceited and supetficial Mary Ann has to suffer
the bitter consequences. And although these consequences teach a cruel and
painful dimension, the novel’s demonstrative de-melodramatization is
confirmed by the fact that Mary is not deserted but eventually allowed to
return to the happy family circle. She is thus successfully reintegrated into the
social world whose norms she has violated.

That it is no longer the novel’s purpose to indulge in the seduction plot
becomes even more obvious in the love story of Lucy Temple which is long
delayed and for which the other stories seem to function as 2 kind of overture.
But when the story finally unfolds and it turns out that her lover Franklin is
actually her half-brother, this unhappy ending never develops its melodramatic
potential, as it still does in The Power of Symparhy2* Instead, the loss is soon
tumed into a gain. It teaches Lucy to devote het enetgies to socially more
important and morally more respectable matters. All the drama in Lucy’s life
tums out to be pseudo-drama, not more than an intertextual echo of the past.
What would have destroyed the sentimental heroine of the past, an unhappy,
“impossible” love, thus becomes part of an exemplaty story of female
education:

Lucy will never be caught up in a living dénouement of passion;
Rowson always provides her the time and distance needed to take
thought, to leam, to develop and mature. The thitd-hand news of
the full meaning of her mothet’s story is swiftly converted into the
motive fot a prosperous, happy, and selfless life as the teacher of
young gitls. (Douglas 1991:xxxiv)25

24 In The Power of Sympathy, the discovery that they are brother and sister leads to the tragic
death of the lovers. In Lugy Tempk, the heroine falls ill but soon tecovers and then
shows remarkable strength: “What was his joy to find that she received the disclosure
which he had so much dreaded to make, not with resignation metely, but with satisfac-
tion. It brought a balm to her wounded spirit, to know that she had not been voluntarily

abandoned — that the man on whom she had placed her affections had yielded to a
stern necessity, a terrible fate, in quitting her without even a last farewell” (239-240).

25 “Active benevolence” is not only “The Best Remedy For Affliction” (239), but also of
great usefulness in the search for self-esteem. This is already pointed out at the begin-
ning of the novel: “Dear me, ma’m,” interrupted Lucy, ‘it was to make myself of conse-
quence that I did it; for Lady Maty, hete at home, says I am nobody, an insignificant
Miss Mushroom, but sergeant Blandford calls me his guardian angel, his comforter; and
I am sute those are titles of consequence™ (136). At the end of the novel, Lucy has
“learned the great secret of woman’s happines, to enjoy the happiness of others. Selfish
gratification was no concemn of hers” (260). “Various and comprehen-sive schemes of

Novels of Transition 111

The strength which Lucy demonstrates comes out of her successful
socialization in the family circle of the Reverend Mr. Matthews, a world full of
“humdrum daily-life talk of cakes and ale, its birthday feasts of hams and pies
and plum puddings {...]” (Douglas 1991:xxxviii). This is the world of the novel
of manners, or, more precisely, of the domestic novel in which social learning
replaces the exclusive focus on the cultivation of affect which is still typical of
the sentimental novel.? This generic shift offers solutions to two major
problems that already stood at the centet of the sentimental tale of seduction.
One is the problem of independence: How can the heroine manage to find
resources that help her to overcome an ill-fated dependency on others which
leaves only a choice between obedience ot self-destruction? The other is the
problem of self-esteem: How can the heroine gain recognition and self-respect
in a wotld in which acknowledgment of het “wotth” is not yet established and
in constant jeopardy?

As we have seen, in the sentimental tale of seduction the heroine tries to
gain recognition and “distinction” by a dramatic act of separaton — and
thereby only renews and reinforces her complete dependency. In the novels
which gradually transform the gentre without being able to put a fully devel-
oped generic alternative in its place, independence cannot be gained by separa-
ton but only by a slow, continuous process of social learning. In Ke/roy, this is
only implied yet.2? For Rush, society creates a new and even more terrifying
soutce of wvulnerability.?? However, the logic of Rush’s analysis already
indicates that this vulnerability cannot be safeguarded by withdrawal but only

benevolence formed the work of her life, and religion shed its holy and healing light
over all her paths” (265). We have arrived in the world of the domestic novel.

26 Although both the novel of mannets and the domestic novel are genres which are
especially popular with female readers and often tell stodes of the social apprenticeship
of a heroine, thete ate two major differences between the two genres. To start with, the
novel of manners focuses on a larger range of social relations, whereas the domestic
novel often remains restricted to the description of a telatively narrow social circle such
as the family. As a consequence, the major soutce of self-esteem is different for the
heroine in the two genres: In the novel of mannets she has to acquire the right balance
between social skills and moral fortitude, in the domestic novel she has to leam to
discipline herself. In the novel of manners she is primarily a social being (so that her
story becomes part of a moment of regeneration of the social body), in the domestic
novel, due to its origin in religious fiction and evangelism, she is primarily a moral being
who is measutred by her capacity for self-sacrifice.

27 Lillie Loshe captures this transitional quality quite aptly when she puts the novel in the
context of the didacticism of the eatly novel and then says: “In a somewhat later work
by Rebecca Rush, Keduy (1812), the didactic novel, while retaining its moralizing tone,
shows the influence of the novel of social manners” (1970:15).

28 As Davidson points out, “metaphors of hazard and chance (particularly references to
cards and fottery) pervade Kelroy” (1986:234).



112 Winfred Fluck

by moving into the world where power is exercised. And while the epistolary
structure of Brown’s Jane Talbot can only provide a glimpse of this society,
Rowson already provides a scenatio of social apprenticeship in which
independence, strength, and self-esteem are derived from the individual’s
increasing competence and assurance to master the codes of society and to
regulate her own behavior accordingly.” As recent feminist interpretations of
the domestic novel have shown, the domestic world can become a realm
whete such training can take place. In Kelroy, society is revealed as a new threat,
in Lugy Temple, society becomes a potential source of self-esteem.

A%

The highly interesting aspect about the novels “in transition” discussed here is
that they move in the direction of a novel of social apptenticeship but have not
arrived there yet. This can be seen in their difficulties to come up with a
convincing and consistent conceptualization of society and social experience as
sources of insight and “growth.” To be sure, in Jane Talbot, society reconstitutes
itself successfully in the end, instead of falling apart as it still does in
sentimental novels like The Power of Sympathy ot Charlotte Temple. However, in
Brown’s novel society is still a small community of correspondents. In
contrast, the world of Kelroy is pervaded by destabilizing forces such as money
and credit which can no longer be. controlled Since fortunes undergo
constant changes, society constantly rearranges itself and reptesents itself in
ever new constellations of power. Chatacters can be “in” or “out” of society at
the spur of the moment. Such an unstable environment can only produce a
“negative” socialization. It will destroy those who are not willing or capable of
going along. There is nothing Emily Hammond can or should learn from her
mothet3! In Lugy Temple, on the other hand, we finally encounter a view of
society approaching that of the novel of manners in the style of Jane Austen:

29 In contrast, the seduced and deserted Mary, “a young woman of strong imagination and
ill regulated feelings,” (190) “never made that mental exertion which is necessary when
persons mean to judge and decide for themselves™ (203).

30 Very aptly, Gilmore calls the novel “a book obsessed with economic and social
disorder” (1994:635).

31 The only “lesson” of the book is voiced by Walsingham in conversation with Emily and
presents “a frightful picture” (to Emily) indeed: “Experience will teach you the real
characters of the beings who chiefly compose your species. You will find them a set of
harpies, absurd, treacherous, and deceitful — regardless of strong obligations, and
mindful of slight injuries — and when yout integrity has been shocked, and evety just,
and native feeling, severely tred, the sensibility which you now so liberally bestow on
others, will then be absotbed in lamenting its own cruel disappointments, and
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Transgtessors are expelled from the social body, but they are taken back into
society after they have leamed their lesson, so that, at the end of the novel,
each of the three orphans of the original title of the book has finally found her
place in society. The continuing stability of that society in the next generation
is thus secured. This stability is only gained by retreat, however, not by
venturing out into society. When Edward has to make a choice between a
political career and retreat to the country-side, he chooses the latter. Seclusion
and domestic enjoyment are the social ideals of the novel because they provide
the best basis for self-regulation and self-cultivation.32

These different views of society are reflected in the different ways in
which the relationship between guardian, seducer, and developing subject is
reconfigured in the three novels. As was already pointed out in the discussion
of Jane Talbot, “Brown is doing more than writing a love story. Jane Talbot and
Henty Colden, the reader soon perceives, have intellectual as well as romantic
roles to play in the novel, and their final union tepresents the solution of a real
philosophic question” (Ringe 1966:122). The problem of intellectual and
religious incompatibility which the two face at the beginning is in the end
dissolved in a figure of complementarity which also includes the guardian-
figure Mrs. Fielder. Such a complementarity, however, depends on small social
units. As metaphor of a regenerated society it is of limited use. What it
promises is the possibility of individual development. Such development is
impossible in Ke/ry, because, in a striking and daring inversion, Rush has
moved deception from the seducer-figure to the guardian-figure. The novel’s
lovers cannot respond to this threat simply because they have no adequate
conception of it. The struggle for money and success has infected the idea of
guardianship, but since the developing subject cannot possibly be aware of this
change, it is defenseless against it. In Lucy Temple, finally, there is no final union
either, but also no melodramatic fall. The impossibility of a union is no longet
considered a disaster, because self-esteem is now derived from the inner
discipline and strength of the developing subject, whereas guardian and
seducer become increasingly de-melodramatized and domesticated family
membets.

The transitional quality of our three novels can be most clearly seen,
however, in theit uncertain handling of the question of aesthetic effect. If the
individual is to be empowered, then this project has to be extended to the
literary text and its effect on the reader. This, in turn, must affect the novel’s

inefficacious tenderness; and you will gladly consult the dictates of your understanding,
to prevent being preyed on by continual depravity” (86).

32 Cf. “the regular well conducted family of Mr. Matthews, whete a kind of sedate cheer-
fulness went hand in hand with rational amusement and mental improvement” (201).
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attitude towatd its own seductive nature. Or, to put it differently, it must imply
a new function and form of ficdon. Novels can no longer pretend to be
guardians but are in danger of becoming “seducers.”?? All three novels of
transition are therefore characterized by a distancing of its seductive aspects,
although to varying degrees. The seductive elements are still most strongly
ptesent in the first part of Jane Talbot, which, both in form and theme, comes
closest to the tradition of the sentimental tale of seduction. Accordingly — and
in keeping with its epistolary form — the book is characterized by erratic
waves of emotional agitation which threaten to overpower the reader and to
produce strong feelings of helplessness. The reader may therefore be relieved
when the novel takes a rather sudden turn, moves away from its strategy of
strong emotional stimulation and shifts to the level of a moral and intellectual
debate. By doing this, the novel loses its center for imaginary participation,
however, since the struggle of the converted Godwinian radical begins to
become more interesting than that of a heroine who is no longer in distress.
This, in fact, may explain the lukewarm, unintetested reactions to the
novel. In terms of aesthetic effect, the lack of a center of imaginary
participation poses its actual problem. Because of its shifts in theme and
movements between characters, we do not have a clear focus for imaginary
patticipation in Jame Talbot. Similarly, Kelroy offers an uneven and irresolute
version in this respect. On the one hand, we have a perfect embodiment of the
fair and sweet sentimental heroine. But this heroine does not act, not even
falsely. Because she is not aware of the deception of which she is a victim, she
cannot struggle and defend herself. Instead of a conflict or struggle, the only
expetience the novel offers is a grim picture of utter betrayal and desertion.
There even exists a possibility, especially from the point of view of today’s
reader, that Mrs. Hammond, in her monstrous schemes and ambitions,
becomes the novel’s “sectet” heroine.3 While Emily is still a sentimental stock
character, her mother is almost a strong Balzacian individual.®® It is the

33 For a closer analysis of the movement between guardian and seducer as a mse en abyme
for two conflicting possibilities of fiction, see my essay “Sentimentality and the
Changing Functions of Fiction” (1990/1991).

34 Meserole emphasizes “the complexity of Mrs. Hammond’s character” (1977:11) in
contrast to the lifelessness of her daughter Emily and even goes on to predict: “Her

[Rush’s] characters are lifelike, and for the most part, exceptionally well drawn —
particularly the character of Mrs. Hammond, who will become, once Ke/rmy is mote
widely known, one of the memorable characters in American fiction” (12).

35 The tone is alceady set by the first characterization of her offered in the novel: “She was
a woman of fascinating manners, strong prejudices, and boundless ambition {...]” (3).
Cf also Meserole’s characterization: “The dominant mode is tragic, and at the center
from beginning to end is the powerful figure of Mrs. Hammond. Hers is a consuming
ego that must try to control all: people, situations, events, even destiny” (1977:11).
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problem of the novel that it has moved the sentimental novel to a new world
of social manipulation but that it has not been able to provide a fitting heroine
for the reader’s confrontation with this world. By giving the novel the title of
Emily’s lover, Kelroy, the novel may even suggest that, as in Jane Talbof, the
male seducer figure undergoes the novel’s actual learning process. As a
character, however, Kelroy is hardly developed.? Thus, the issue of imaginary
participation is further complicated by the book’s title, not least because
Kelroy remains such a bleak, ineffective, and ultimately pathetic figure who is
unable to protect Emily in any way.

In both cases, Jane Talbot as well as Kelroy, the demelodramatizing and
domestication of seduction leads to an uneven, uncertain, and unfocused
structure of aesthetic effect. In Ly Temple, Rowson, too, does no longer base
her strategy of effect on a sequence of melodramatic shocks, as she still did in
Charlotte Temple, but on the model character of the social apprenticeship Lucy
undergoes. In this apprenticeship, disappointments in love ate just one element
among others. The seductions of Lucy’s mother and of Mary do no longer
stand for “fates worse than death,” but for social lessons to be leatned. In this
nascent novel of social apprenticeship something is taken away — a structure
of strong effects — but something is also offered in return, namely the
strength and self-assertion shown by the hetoine which provides a stable and
reliable focus for acts of imaginary self-empowerment. Such imaginary
participation may nevertheless have its limits, because the “model” character of
the story (and the heroine) is so strongly emphasized that there is little room
for a narrative representation of the heroine’s individuality and interiority. The
result is a distance which wotks against the novel's own invitation for
identification.

If they are successful, sentimental novels can be overpowering. The
problem they pose therefore for the reader is how to “get out” at the right
time. This, in fact, is one of the major functions of the death-bed scene in
novels like Charlotte Temple which provide the reader with an opportunity to

36 Meserole calls Kelroy “an impetfectly conceived character”: “He is clearly more than a
stereotype, but just as clearly, Rebecca Rush has not fully succeeded in her
characterization” (1977:6-7). Derounian notes: “We might expect, then, that she would
create protagonists in her hero and heroine. Yet this is not entirely true, especially in
Keltoy’s case, where Rush prefers to be mysteriously incomplete” (1980:122). Petter
emphasizes the romantic reference (“Kelroy is obviously meant to be an exceptional
being. He is very much a romantic conception.”), but then also has to admit: “Yet he
remains a shadowy creation” (1971:204).

37 The complication of imaginary participation which the novel presents is well captured
by the following characterization Derounian makes in the context of het discussion of
the figure of Kelroy: “Despite the title, the novel focusses primarily on Mrs. Hammond
and secondarily on her daughter Emily, rather than on Kelroy” (1980:123).
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move back to the position of someone who looks at the hetoine from the
outside.*® Because of their undecided movement between different characters
and scenarios, the novels of transition, on the othet hand, pose a problem of
“getting in.” In their uncertain search for a form of fiction that would
successfully modermize fiction’s potential for imaginary self-empowerment, all
three of the novels discussed hete compsise elements of the sentimental novel,
the novel of manners, and the domestic novel, without being able to establish a
convincing new generic pattemn and a consistent structure of aesthetic effect.39
None of the novels solves the problem of imaginary participation successfully;
none finds a convincing balance between patticipation and observation; none,
consequently, managed to secure a central place in American literary history.0
But their transitional quality is instructive because it indicates a major shift in

38 1In The Power of Symparhy and The Coguette, this same function is fulfilled by gravestones
and their inscriptions which stand at the end of the two novels and offer the reader the
tole of the “weeping friend.” Cf. the end of The Coguette. “This Humble Stone, in
Memory of ELIZA WHARTON, Is Inscribed By Her Weeping Friends To Whom She
Endeared Herself By Uncommon Tenderness and Affection. Endowed With Superior
Acquitements, She Was Still More Distinguished By Humility and Benevolence. Let
Candor Throw A Veil Over Her Frailties, For Great Was Her Charity To Others. She
Sustained The Last Painful Scene Far From Every Friend And Exhibited An Example

Of Calm Resignation. Her Departure Was On The 25th Day of July, AD.— In The
37th Year Of Her Age. And The Tears Of Strangers Watered Her Grave” (271).

39 A fine description of the hybridity of Ke/roy is given by Dana Nelson in her introduction
to the novel: “Variously characterized as ‘sentimental,’ ‘didactic,’ and ‘novel of manners,’
Kelroy, catefully fead, defies any easy categorzation of plot or character, and
demonstrates the value of catefully assessing novels ceitically on an individual basis for
their artistic, cultural, and historical merit” (1992:xv). Unfortunately, Nelson then
proceeds to offer her own formula, derived rather mechanically from current
“complicity”-criticism: “The novel does not acknowledge, though, how the boutgeois
class already exists in a condition of surplus of wealth that implicates all of them in
‘avarice,’ and, more important, how that excess is derived from the labor of the working
classes” (xx). “In the margins, servants (especially Black ones) give their services and
bodies to make possible the leisure and society of their masters. But the fact of their
invisibility, both to the characters and within the novel generally, plots Kelroy’s unwitting
complicity with the system that it critiques” (xxi). What have we really achieved when
we point out that writers like Rebecca Rush or Jane Austen did not yet have the political
awareness of the 1980s? I find it much more productive to focus on what they managed
to achieve within the intellectual and literary system in which they were operating and
which they could not possibly transcend all on their own.

40 Although one should add that there may have been other factors at work as well, as
Derounian points out with reference to Kelryy, the most interesting of the three novels
discussed here: “[..] Kehuy may have been overlooked untl recently because critics
assumed its female author was a forerunner of Hawthorne’s mob of scribbling women.
In other words, Kekroy may bave suffered from the misconception that it is just another
sentimental novel, which it is not” (1980:125).
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the pursuit of imaginary self-empowerment and, linked with it, in the use of
fiction. Because of theit own unevenness these novels of transition could not
establish a new genetic model for this transformation. But they provided an
important transition to the novel of social apptenticeship that opened up
entirely new possibilities for fiction and the self.
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