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INTRODUCTION 

Born shortly before the American Revolution, Charles 

Brockden Brown spent a number of years preparing to enter 

the field of law, a profession he never practiced. Instead, 

during a time when the public was not very. receptive to 

writers of fiction, he became the country•s first novelist 

and published six novels before ending his career as a 

fiction writer. Afterwards, he turned to non-fiction, but 

before doing so, he produced four novels which established 

him as a fiction writer of merit: Ormond, Edgar Huntly, 

Wieland, and Arthur Mervyn. 

Although Brown decided to leave the law profession, he 

never disregarded either his training as a lawyer or his 

education in classical rhetoric. These, in fact, became 

the basis for his fictional composition. In Wieland and 

Arthur Mervyn, Brown presents the defenses of his main char

acters and the testimonies of witnesses who either refute 

or affirm the innocence or guilt of the accused. 

By creating in Wieland and Arthur Mervyn an atmosphere 

similar to that of the courtroom, Brown reveals the com

plexities of the human character and creates a world in 

which appearance is often mistaken for reality and in which 
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it is often difficult to distinguish between good and evil G 

His characters, skilled in rhetoric, often appear to be 

what they are not. 

In the two novels Brown portrays victims and villains, 

but to discover these, the reader has to analyze the evi

dence by comparing what the characters say and what they 

actually do. For Brown--the man who preferred a tale of 

"lofty crimes"--the mystery, the unraveling of the tale, 

and the verdict of innocence or guilt are his primary 

motives for writing Wieland and Arthur Mervyn. Thus, the 

purpose of this dissertation is to illustrate that through 

the matic development and revelation of character Brown does 

create unity in both novels. 
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CHAPTER I 

Charles Brockden Brown: 

The Development of Themes and Villains in His Novels 

Although Charles Brockden Brown published his first 

novel in 1798, as late as the 1960's only a few literary 

critics had undertaken detailed analyses of his novelso 

Considering Brown primarily as a minor novelist and a 

primitive, clumsy one at that, most critics have concen

trated on other authors whose works are well known and more 

generally accepted than those of Brown. During the decade 

of the 1970's, however, Brown received more attention than 

in the previous two hundred years. Whatever the reasons 

for this interest, the interest itself confirms at least 

one conclusion: some modern students of literature are 

now reading Brown and are discovering in him subjects and 

qualities that most previous critics did not discern. 

Usually regarded as the 11 Father of the American 

novel , 11 Brown produced four novels which earned him this 

reputation: Wieland, Arthur Mervyn, Edgar Huntly, and 

Or mond. His work anticipated later works of Poe and 

Hawthorne in subject, style, mood and intellectual 

achievement. Further, his writing proved that Americans 
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could write fiction and could use their native scenery 

effectively. His was an American point of view, a view that 

dismissed transatlantic systems of ethics as not applicable 

to America. As a critic, Brown called for the production 

of books and magazines that reflected American values. 1 

Brown's plea to develop American literature met with 

considerable resistance and with some success. As Harry 

Warfel confirms, "The days of the 1770's that tried men's 

souls in civil strife altered in the 1790's to days that 

fired men 's imaginations with conceptions of a limitless 

future glory in American action , art, learning, technology, 

and expression." 2 During that time Americans set about 

creating a national literature and culture and began to 

use native American materials . 3 

Y e t , ~J a r f e 1 ' s o p t i m i s t i c vi e v-1 o f c r e a t i v i t y i n Am e r i c a 

in the 1790's does not reflect other powerful forces. Many 

Americans who still harbored deep religious prejudices 

viewed as immoral the development of the novel . Summariz-

ing this attitude, Ernest Marchand declares that in order 

1Harry R. Jarfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American 
Gothic ovelist (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 
1949) , p. 4 

2 arfel, p. 2. 
3 arfel p. 2. 
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for the novel to survive, "it had to surround itself with 

a thick coating of moral sugar, not always with success, 

for the alert godly frequently detected the bitter pill 

of sin underneath." 4 In fact, r.tagazines of the period 

contained a number of discussions both pro and con regard-

ing the religious, mo ral, and social effects of the craze 

for nove 1 reading . 5 "Nove 1 s , 11 said a w r i t e r i n the Week 1 y 

Maga zine, March 10, 1798, "not only pollute the imagina-

tions of young women, but li kewise give them false ideas of 

1 . f 116 
1 e. 

Thus, for Brown and the novel, "it was the best of 

times ; it was the worst of times ." Perhaps to counteract 

any suggestion of immorality, Brown often claimed that his 

fiction was a way of imparting wholesome lessons. Warfel 

dec 1 a res t hat 8 row n , 11 a c hi 1 d of the Eng 1 i g h ten men t , 11 i n-

tends his writings "to clarify the springs of human action 

and to give wholesome interpretations of the duties of men 

and women i n a r a tiona l w or l d . 1,7 

4 E r n e s t t1 a r c h a n d , " T h e L i t e r a r y 0 p i n i o n s o f C h a r 1 e s 
Brae den Brown," Studies in Philology, 31 (1934), 550 . 

5 archand, p . 550 . 

6cited by archand, p. 550~ 
7 arfel, p. 6. 
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Although he acknowledges Brown's talent and motives, 

W. B. Berthoff says of his novels, "there is not one of 

them that does not betray haste and carelessness of com

position."8 Wieland and Ormond were probably written in 

little more than a month, and apparently, at times Brown 

worked on three or four novels at once. Thus, Berthoff 

conc ludes that "Brown's fiction has not been neglected 

without reason, and comes down to us as the work of a 

considerabl e ta lent imperfectly fulfilled." 9 Yet, Berthoff 

admits to being puzzled because of the admiration Brown re

ceived in the late nineteenth century by the next genera-

tion: Shelley , Hazl itt, Keats, Poe, Hawthorne, Margaret 

Fuller, W. H. Prescott , and Edward Tyrrel Channing. 10 

Several other crit ics document the assessment of Bro wn 

by the next generation of writers. Eleanor Sickels, for 

example , examines Shelley's debt to Brown and documents 

that Mary Shelley read Arthur Mervyn and that Shelley 

probably did too . Sickels goes on to draw parallels 

between scenes created by Brown and scenes in Shelley 's 

8 
·J • B • Be r t h o f f , " A L e s s o n o n C o n c e a 1 m e n t ; B r o c k d e n 

Brown's ethod of Fiction," Philological Quarterly, 37 
(1958) , 45. 

9serthoff, p 45. 

10serthoff, p. 45. 
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1 1 work. Not all of the writers of the time, though, sub-

scribed to Shelley's admiration of Brown. On November 16, 

1823, Samuel G. Goodrich sailed from New York to Europe, 

and in May he met Sir Walter Scott. Goodrich reported that 

Scott significantly condemned Brown. 12 

In his 1910 review of American novelists, John Erskine 

declares that Brown was not typical of American literature. 

He refers to Brown's "individual though immature genius." 13 

Labeling Brown as primarily a psychologist interested in 

mora l problems, Erskine places him in the Age of Reason 

and aligns him with figures like Benjamin Franklin. 

Erskine also declares that 

in his moral investigations Brockden 
Brown often illustrates the disadvantages 
of detached reason as compared with imagi
nation in dealing with 1 ife; for him 
morality is standardized, and all departures 
from the normal have a kind of pathological 
interest . For this reason what he observed 
had a tendency to fall into preconceived 
relations; his reasoning sometimes prevented 
him from seeing true ••. Though he was 

11 Eleanor Sickels , "Shelley and Charles Brockden 
Brown," P LA , 45 (1930), 1116-1119. 

12 Tremaine cOowell, 11 Scott on Cooper and Brockden 
BrO'vln ," odern Language 45 (1930), 19. 

13 John Erskine, Leading American ovelists (New York; 
1910· rpt Freeport, . Y.: Libraries Press, Inc ., 1966), 
p 3. 



a pupil of Godwin and wrote in the age of 
Shelley, Brockden Brown had the moral con
servatism of the new world.l4 

6 

Accordingly, Erskine concludes that Brown does not reflect 

the tradition of American literature and that "He would 

be a solitary figure in it if he were not so largely a 
1 5 forgotten one." 

Until recently, most twentieth-century critics have 

agreed with Erskine's assessment of Brown. Even recent 

critics who view Brown more positively seem to accept him 

nervously and to spend considerable space apologizing for 

per ceived errors in his novels. Perhaps, then, the time 

ha s come to explore thoroughly two of Brown's novels, 

Wieland and Arthur Mervyn, and to look closely at the in

f lu ences that shaped his fiction. These two novels have 

be e n selected because they have similar themes. 

Befo r e the publication of Wieland, only four or five 

nat ive novels had appeared, all of which were clumsy at

tempts by the auth ors to pacify Puritan sentiment. Primar-

ily ta l es of seduction, none of them were models for Brown, 

nor did t hey in s pire hi m. They did, however, prepare the 

14E k . r s 1 ne 

1 5E k . rs 1ne 

p . 4 . 

p . 4 . 



way for American fiction. 16 

Naturally, European models were available, but as 

Archibald Macleish notes, 

the history of American letters is pre
cisely the history of a long and difficult 
apprenticeship in the adaptation of an in
herited art of letters to an experience for 
which that inherited art of letters was in 
no way devised--an apprenticeship in the 
adaptation of an art of letters developed 
in Europe to the experience of life in a 
country geographically, meteorologically, 
socially, psychologically, and otherwise 17 unlike the cou ntry and the life of Europe. 

7 

In fact, Brown had only a few fictional forms avail-

able to him in the la te part of the eighteenth century. 

Only three of these forms were really suited to his pur-

poses : the sent i mental romance, the Gothic tale, and the 

novel of purpose. He used all three forms to a degree, but 

his novels are difficult to classify. 18 

In most respects Brown worked in virtual isolation and 

can perhaps be best understood as an artist by an attempt 

16David Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown, Pioneer 
Voice of America {Durham, N. C.: Duke Univers ity Press, 
1952), p. 155 

17 Archibald Macleish, "The American Writers and the 
ev1 ~Jorld ," Yale Review, 31 (1941), 64. 

1 8 0 o n a 1 d A • R i n g ~ , " C h a r 1 e s B r o c k d e n B r o w n , •• i n M a j o r 
Writers in Early American Literature, ed. Everett Emerson 
(Madison : University of Wisconsin ress, 1972), p. 276. 
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to understand his background. Born on January 17, 1771, to 

Quaker parents in Philadelphia, Brown was a frail, bookish 

child. 19 At the age of eleven, Brown entered the Friend's 

Latin School, which was then conducted by Robert Proud who 

later wrote The History of Pennsylvania. 20 Emphasis at 

the school was upon classical studies. 21 In this school he 

learned Latin and Greek. 22 Brown shared the contempt of 

most Quakers for college training; therefore, he did not 

attend the University of Pennsylvania. Instead, he read 

law in the Arch Street office of Alexander Wilcocks. 23 

Although little is known about his career as a law student, 

we do know that he entered Wilcock's Philadelphia law 

office in 1786 or 1787, and that he stayed with Wilcocks 

from five to seven years before giving up his clerkship. 24 

19oonald A. Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown (New York: 
Twayne Publishers , 1966), p. 18. 

20 
~varfel , p . 22. 

21 Kenneth Bernard, "Charles Brockden Brown," in Minor 
American ovelists, ed. Char le s A. Hoyt (Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1970), p. 2. 

22 william Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown, 
Together Jith Selections from His Printed Works, from His 
0 r i i n a 1 L e t t e r s , a n d from H i s M a n u s c r i t s be f o r e U n u b l i shed 

Ph1 ade phia: James P. Parke, ~erritt Printer, 8 5 , I , 3. 

23 arfel, p. 28. 
24 obert E. Hemen ay, "Charles Broc den Brown's Law 

Study: Some e Documents," American literature, 39 (1967), 
200. 



It is my contention that Brown's law career greatly 

influenced his method of composition, a contention that 

will be more thoroughly examined in later chapters. 

During Brown's time no college existed that gave 

lectures in law, and no schools were devoted to providing 

law training in America until the close of the eighteenth 

century . Thus, the colonial lawyer, unless he could go to 

England to study, entered into one of two forms of appren

ticeship to prepare himself. Frequently, he became a 

copyist or assistant in the office of a clerk of a court, 

or, like Brown, he joined the law office of a leading 

member of the bar, one with a good law library. In this 

office by studying, observing , and occasionally receiving 

direct instruction, the student could learn the principles 

of the law. The apprentice was expected to copy pleadings 

and other documents and to draft briefs. In return the 

lawyer gave the student advice, information, and , occasion

ally, instruction. 25 

Obviously, because William Dunlap refers to Brown's 

knowledge of Blackstone in his 1815 biography, 26 apprentices 

25 vern Countryman, Ted Finman, and Theodore J. 
Schneyer The La1yer in odern Society (Boston: Little, 
Bro n and Company 1976), p. 699. 

26 ounlapt I, 33 and 35. 

9 
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and lawyers alike used Blackstone's Commentaries on the 

Laws of England, published in 1765. In fact, Blackstone's 

work was the major text for American lawyers until the 

twentieth century. Blackstone writes in the introduction 

to a series of lectures to his college students delivered 

while he was a Vinerian Professor of English law at Oxford 

U . . t 27 n1vers1 y 

I think it an undeniable position, that 
a competent knowledge of the laws of 
that society in which we live, is the 
proper accomplishment of every gentleman 
and scholar; a highly useful, I had al
most said essential, part of 1 iberal and 
polite education. And in this I am war
ranted by the example of ancient Rome; 
where, as Cicero informs us, the very 
boys were obliged to learn the twelve 
tables by heart, as a carmen necessarium 
or indispensable lesson, to imprint on 
their tender minds an early knowledge 
of the laws and constitution of their 
country.28 

Of significance is the fact that not only was Brown familiar 

with Blackstone, but Cicero was his favorite Roman author. 29 

27 Frederic G. Kempin Jr ., Historical Introduction to 
Anglo American Law in a Nutshell (St. Paul, Minnesota: 
West Publishing Co., 1972), p. 106. 

28 cited by Kempin, pp. 106-07. 
29 arfel , p. 163. 
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As an apprentice lawyer, Brown became associated with 

other young men in Philadelphia who formed a society the 

purpose of which was to debate questions of law. 30 At the 

first meeting of the society, Brown delivered an address 

which is recorded in Dunlap's biography. In this address 

Brown says he w i l 1 a t tempt ''to s k etc h the 1 e ad i n g f e a t u res 

of our constitution, and to unfold the most obvious rela-

tions between the laws and those whose conduct they are 

d e s i g ned to reg u 1 a t e • '' 3 1 

The society also became an outlet for Brown's literary 

ta lents as well, and in the same address at the first 

meet ing, Brown declares, 

The connection is not more exquisite be-
tween the spiritual and material worlds, than 
between the several provinces of imagination 
and reason. As matte r separate from mind 
would be totally devoid of life and motion, 
so reason deprived of the invigorating in
fluence of the fancy, would be a caput mortuum, 
to the last degree lifeless and insipid. 

To obviate the inconvenience of such an un
natura l separation, to ornament the mind as 
well as to i mprove the understanding, is, I 
think the business of this society. With 
this view we have entitled it the society of 
Belle Lettres. This is a term of very peculiar 

30cited by Dunlap I , 15 . 

31 cited y Dunlap, I , 21. 



signification. It does not denote any 
specific division of the sciences logically 
arranged; it even comprehends science and 
art, within the same circle.32 

Brown's address supports his life-long interest in 

1 2 

questions of law, political science, art, and the sciences. 

Dunlap also includes in his biography samples of Brown's 

judgments in various law cases that he worked on as an 

apprentice. 33 Thus, the question for the modern student 

must arise as to why Brown made the decision to leave the 

practice of law. 

Dunlap answered this question in Brown's biography by 

stating, 

He professed that he could not reconcile 
it with his ideas of morality to become 
indiscriminately the defender of right 
or wrong; thereby intimating, if not 
asserting, that a man must, in the practice 
of the law, not only deviate from morality, 
but become the champion of injustice. He 
would demand, what must be the feelings of 
a lawyer if he had become an auxiliary in 
the cause of wrong and rapine? If the 
widow and the orphan were thus by a legal 
robbery deprived of their just and righteous 
claims through the superior artifice or 
eloquence of the advocate, was he not as 
criminal as the man who committed such 
felony without the sanction of a court of 
justice and for which the same court would 

32cited by Dunlap I, 26. 

33 ounlap, I 31-39 . 



pronounce the severest punishment? He 
endeavoured to persuade himself and his 
hearers, that unless a lawyer could re
concile his mind to the practice of all 
this iniquity, there was little prospect 
of his succeeding in his profession, and 
of course, that the acquisition of fame 
and fortune were only to be considered 
as proofs of the wrongs done, and the 
miseries inflicted upon his fellow men.34 

1 3 

In spite of Dunlap's explanation, Brown's career as a 

professional writer indicates that he never forgot his law 

training . He wrote novels that were seemingly influenced 

by his law background and political pamphlets that are, in 

reality , rhetorical works that illustrate his classical 

education and his law apprenticeship. 

Hemenway discusses two recently discovered documents 

which are relevant to Brown's law career. In a page from 

Brown's diary, dated June 13, 1788 , he declared that he 

was more interested in poetry than the law. Yet, in an 

unpublished letter to his brother James, dated April 14, 

1795, he indicates that as late as 1795 he was still con-

sidering a career as a lawyer. Hemenway surmises that 

perhaps Brown was merely placating his brother since his 

parents objected to his abandoning his career, but also that 

he may have been still thinking about practicing.
35 

34 Dunlap, I 1-42 

35 Hemen1ay, pp . 200-02. 
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Regardless of whether or not Brown intended to continue 

in the law profession as late as 1795, the facts are that 

he never completely divorced himself from his rhetorical 

training in forensic composition. Throughout his life he 

used these rhetorical powers to argue his position in his 

political pamphlets, and before his death and several years 

after he stopped writing novels, he published five volumes 

of the American Register. The Register contains annals 

of Europe and America, reviews of literature, scientific 

pieces, American and foreign state papers, various articles, 

a n d '' a n a b s t r a c t o f 1 a w s a n d p u b 1 i c a c t s . " 3 6 

Besides the advantages of his education and training, 

Brown as an avid reader read widely. His favorite authors 

were Cicero, Shakespeare, and Milton. 37 He was also well 

acquainted with Godwin's Enquiry Concerning Political 

Justice and Caleb Williams; Mary Wollstonecraft's Historical 

and Moral View of the French Revolution; Robert Sage's Man 

I 0 • 1 z • 38 as He s; and Erasmus arw1n s oonom1a. He belonged to 

the Friendly Club, a literary organization; he held member

ships in libraries; and he had his own personal library. 

36 ounlap , I, 68. 

37 arfel, p. 225. 

38 Ringe, "Charles Broc den Bro~1n," p. 274 . 
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Continually, he read current magazines and newspapers. He 

learned French on his own, and at the age of thirty, he 

studied German. 39 

Another profound influence on Brown was his friends. 

On August 17, 1796, he moved to New York to pursue his 

career as America's first man of letters. 40 His friend 

Eliha H. Smith, a prominent physician, introduced him to 

the members of the Friendly Club, a group of young Federal

ists. Here Brown met William Dunlap, a young playwright, 

pa inter, historian of American art and drama, and later 

th e biographer of Brown. Smith and Dunlap encouraged him 

to be gin his literary career, and it was Smith who published 

Brown 's first book, Alcuin, a dialogue on the rights of 

41 women . 

Eventually Brown moved in with Dunlap, Smith, and 
42 Will i am Johnson, a lawyer. All three were members of the 

Friend l y Club and took part in the discussions on Hume, 

Priest l y , Godwin, Condorcet, and other political thinkers. 

3 9 ~J a r f e 1 , p • 9 • 

40 War f el p. 66 . 

41 Ringe , Charles Brockden Brown , p . 19 . 

42 Robert A. Ferguson , 11 Yellow Fever and Charles 
Brockden Brotn : Context of the Emerging ovel i st , " Early 
merican Literature 14 (1979 - 80) 296 . 



Occasionally they drew topics for discussion from natural 

science, but by far the greatest attention was given to 

political subjects. 43 

In the club Brown first heard the name of Christoph 

Martin Wieland, an acclaimed German poet during that time 

and a family name Brown adopted for his first novel. 

Members of the club also discussed Darwin's Zoonomia and 

exp lored its interesting cases of mental derangement. 

Accord ing to Harry Warfel, "The writings of Godwin, Con-

16 

dorcet, Thomas Paine, and other liberal political thinkers 

were read and reread, discussed and rediscussed, until each 

point was accepted or rejected." 44 

Primarily because of the encouragement of his friends, 

Brown launched his literary career. In less than a year 

h e p u b l i s h e d t h e f o u r n o v e 1 s f o r w h i c h he i s m o s t r em em b e r e d : 

Wieland, Ormond, the first part of Arthur Mervyn, and Edgar 

Huntly, all published between the summers of 1798-1799. 

During the next two years, he published the second part 

A h Cl d d J Talbot. 45 of rt ur 1ervyn, ara Howar , an __ a_n_e ______ _ 

In the evolution of his works, one can trace the 

43 Warfel, p. 48. 

44 
~arfel, pp. 76 - 77. 

5Ringe, C arles Broc d n Brown, p . 15 . 
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development of Brown's thought. For example, Alcuin, his 

first published work, reveals the radical thought that 

influenced him. In Alcuin Brown defends the rights of 

women and suggests they need a sounder education and 

political equality. He even elaborates upon divorce and 

reveals some of the Utopian schemes that interested him as 

a young man. Similar Utopian ideas occur in his novels, 

but in the novels he put the ideas into the mouths of his 

villains. Finally, in Jane Talbot, the Godwinian radical 

is converted to religious faith partly because of love for 

the heroine. Donald Ringe suggests that this development 

indicates that Brown changed his views and that the books 

were probably testing grounds for his ideas. Ringe 

declares , "In novel after novel, contemporary ideas are 

taken up, tested in terms of the characters and action of 

the romance, and carried to a conclusion that most often 

suggests the need for rejecting the principle as a satis

factory guide to life." 46 No doubt Brown's ideas changed 

and grew, but their growth is due more to his law and 

rhetorical training than to his development as a moralist . 

As Ringe asserts, Brown tested his ideas; however, he 

tested them as a la yer ~auld test them. Again and again 

46R. 1nge "C arles Broc den Brown " p. 275. 
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in Arthur Mervyn and Wieland he presents testimony of the 

characters, and although Brown appears to be the moralist, 

he is in most cases detached from his characters and allows 

them to speak, or lie, for themselves. 

Perhaps because of the climate during Brown's life-

time , one which was mostly hostile to fiction, Brown quick

ly abandoned his fiction writing and turned to nonfiction. 

Probably he also retreated to · nonfiction because his view 

of mora lity was, in reality, much more complex than the 

view held by average readers. Thus, in 1803 he issued a 

pamphlet entitled An Address to the Government of the 

United States on the Cession of Louisiana to the French, 

and on the Late Breach of Treaty by the Spaniards: In

cluding a Translation of a Memorial, on the War of St. 

Domingo and Cession of the Mississippi to France, Drawn up 

by a French Counselor of State . Brown , a Federalist and 

an opponent of Jefferson , used his rhetorical training to 

argue against Jefferson's policies. The pamphlet itself 
47 was widely discussed and argued . Brown ' s pamphleteering 

signaled the end of a career as a fiction writer and the 

beginning of a career as a writer of nonfiction . 

In order to understand this shift from fiction to 

47 arfel, pp. 206-07 . 



19 

nonfiction, one must look closely at Brown's views of 

villainy and of the themes of good versus evil and appear-

ance versus reality. Lawrence Friedman points out that at 

the close of the nineteenth century violent crimes became 

the subjects for mystery and drama and were used as 

materials for novels, poems, and plays. According to 

Friedman, 11 Pamphlets, trial transcripts, last words of 

conde mned men were part of American popular culture." 48 

Although Friedman refers to the subsequent century, 

evidence indicates that Brown also drew on violent crimes 

for much of his subject matter . Moreover, Brown was fasci-

nated with both psycholo gical and physiological distress. 

Duri ng the eighteenth century, scientists made the first 

links between physical and psychic disease. In his fiction 

Brown constantly establishes the tie between the external 

signs and internal states of mind; consequently, he insisted 

that language when used effectively becomes the means of 

h . 1 t• 49 psyc 1c reve a 1on. He declared, "By one happy faculty 

is man capable of giving form to spirit, and of rendering 

48 Lawrence M. Friedman, A History of American Law (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1973) p. 514. 

4 9 C a r 1 e 1 son , '' 13 row n • s an i c h a e a n M o c k- Hero i c : t he 
Ironic Self in a Hyperbolic World," est Virginia Univer 
sity Philological Papers, 20 (1973),~0 . 
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his soul visible to man. The pictures which words exhibit 

are even more perfect than those produced by the hands of 

nature." 50 

Although often referred to as a Gothic novelist, Brown 

is also a psycholoqical writer. Harry Warfel contends that 

Brown adhered to a rationalistic, inquisitive view of 

mental phenomena and that "Most of his truly developed 

fictional characters possess phobias or manias or biases 

traceable to some childhood experience, unfortuate environ-

mental circumstance, or hereditary tendency. Nearly all 

are introverts who freely discuss their weaknesses."
51 

William Hedges also notes a deep and intense ambiguity 

in the novels. Calling it "partly pathological , 11 Hedges 

declares that "Confusion, complication, misfortune and 

calamity are the texture of his works." 52 For Hedges the 

novels are concerned with the loss of identity or the 

. b 'l. 'd t't 53 1na 1 1ty to create an 1 en 1 y. Certainly, in Arthur 

ervyn and Wiel and the search for identity is central to 

50 Dunlap , I 30 . 

51 Harfel, p . 8 . 

52 illiam Hedges "Charles Broc den Brown and the 
Culture of Contradictions , u Early American Literature, 9 
(197 ) 107 

53 Hedges p . 107 . 
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the action, but it is not the characters' search; it is 

the reader's search or the reader's attempt to discern the 

truth behind each character's mask. That search is com-

plicated by narrators who continue to perjure themselves. 

Hedges contends that religious orthodoxy may have been the 

force that helped to defeat Brown artistically and that he 

was a victim of repression which permeated American 
. 54 

soc1ety. It is more likely that Brown was defeated by 

his own characters, characters who became analogous to 

unreliable courtroom witnesses. Brown knew from his 

experience in law that goodness did not necessarily pro

duce justice. In fact, in a courtroom the glib "double-

tongued deceiver" was more likely to win the case. As 

Kenneth Bernard asserts, the reader must always be aware 

of the tension between two ideas that were infused in 

Brown's life and his work--Utopianism and Puritan pessi-

mism . Throughout his work, Brown's doubts about man, his 

nature and potential, break through the rational, opti

mistic framework. 55 

These doubts about man's nature appear in Wieland. 

Unlike the themes of most Gothic novels, the theme of 

5 Hedges, p. 112. 

55sernard, "Charles Brockden Brown," pp. 1-3. 
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Wieland is organized around mental balance and the ease with 

which it is destroyed. 56 The novel portrays the contest be

tween Lockean rationalism and the power of the irrational • 57 

According to David Davis, "Like Melville's Pierre, Wieland 

might have been subtitled 'The Ambiguities,' since the char-

acters constantly mistake one another's intentions and see 

neither the truth nor the consequences of their acts." 58 

Accompanying the theme of appearance versus reality 

is the issue of whether evil comes from outside or within 

man . Wieland's dominant imagery is, therefore, of sight 

and sound alternately presented as physical or metaphysical 

and dramatizes the constant interplay between the two, 

giving the novel its polarity and tension and unity of 

effect . Paul Witherington claims, 11 The introduction of 

ventriloquism is a fortunate step, for by nature it involves 

a separation of sight and sound, a discrepancy between the 
59 two most powerful senses ... Ventriloquism dramatizes the 

56 Warfel, p. 105. 

57 ichael D. Bell "The Double-Tongued Deceiver: 
Sincerity and Duplicity in the Novels of Charles Brockden 
Bro n," Early American Literature, 9 (1974), 144. 

58 David Brion Davis, Homocide in American Fiction, 
1798-1860: A S udy in Social Values (Ithaca, New York: 
Cornell University Press, 1957), pp. 89-90. 

59 Pau1 litherington, "Image and Idea in Wieland and 
Edgar Hunt y 11 The Serif 3 (1966) 24. 
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split betwen appearance and reality and man's estrange

ment from other human beings because of inadequate observa-

t . d h t 1 . 60 1ons an as y cone us1ons. 

This difference between the world as it is and the 

world as it is perceived causes the disaster in Wieland; 

Wielan d fails to distinguish between real and false sensa

tions . Ringe argues, though, that Clara and Pleyel also 

misinterpret sensory data and draw erroneous conclusions. 

Ringe asserts that "Brown probes the theory throughout 

his book to raise serious questions regarding the ability 

of human beings to draw just inferences from sensory data, 

for the rationalist Pleyel is no more able to do so than 

t h e m a d ~~ i e 1 a n d • " 
6 1 

Repeat in g that motives and actions are complex and 

rationally unknowable in their entirety,
62 

unlike Gothic 

novelists, Brown shifts focus from the nonhuman evil to 

the evil of human motives or activities. More terrifying 

in his novels than the supernatural are the abnormal and 

morbid states of minds of his characters and the evils 

60 'th . t ·1 er1ng on p . 24. 

61 oonald A. Ringe, "Early American Gothic: Brown, 
Dana, and Alls on " American Transcendental Quarterly, 19 
(1973), 3-4 

62 ert off p 56. 
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Of h . '11 . 63 1s Vl a1ns. What makes Brown's novels often hard 

to understand are the deceptions of his characters, causing 

the reader difficulty in deciding just who the villains 

are. 

The same themes of appearance versus reality and 

good versus evil are evident in Arthur Mervyn, but in this 

novel the villains are even more difficult to identify. 

Several critics, including Bernard, view the theme of 

Arthur Mervyn as innocence and experience, with Book I 

being the story of Arthur's innocence and ignorance and 

Book II being the story of his experience and the knowledge 

to temper it. 64 Disagreeing with Bernard, Ringe contends 

that as in Wieland, Arthur Mervyn deals with reality ver

sus appearance , but the latter novel explores the theme 

more thoroughly. To be sure, Brown raises questions 

about the motives of benevolence, and Ringe indicates that 

"the book as a whole may legitimately be read as a 

strong counterstatement to the benevolist principles 

63 John Cleman, 11 Ambiguous Evil: A Study of Villains 
and Heroes in Charles Broc kden Brown's Major Novels," 
Early merican Literature, 10 (1975), 193. 

64 Kenneth Bernard, "Arthur 1P.rvyn: The Ordeal of 
nocence .. University of Texas Studies in Literature and 

Lan a e 6 (1965) 441. 



25 

by which Mervyn claims to live." 65 

In an attempt to determine in both Wieland and Arthur 

Mervyn what is real and false and who is good and who is 

evil, it is necessary to define first what the word villain 

means in this dissertation. In order to accomplish this 

task, I will rely heavily on an exposition of villainy by 

Clarence Boyer in a dissertation he presented for the 

doctorate at Princeton University and originally published 

in 1914. In the preface to his study, Boyer indicates 

th at he has attempted to 

discover whether or not the heroic criminals 
of Elizabethan tragedy adhered to any parti
cular type. Investigation showed that the 
greatest villains were Machiavellians. But 
it did more; it indicated that there were 
still other types of villains, and that many 
of the m were not only heroic criminals, but 
were actually the protagonists of the plays 
in which their crimes were represented.66 

Boye r notes that villains are usually seen as bad, 

heroes a s good, and that it is difficult to disassociate 

these per ception s fro m the words. He contends, however, 

that the defini t io ns of th e t er ms hero and villain are not 

so si mpl e . He s ta tes , "As we look back ove r the field of 

65 Ringe , Charles Brockden Brown, p . 84 . 

66clarence Valentine Boyer The Villain as Hero in 
Eli za bethan Tra gedy ( e" 'ork : Russel 1 & Russel 1 , 1964) , 
p 
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serious tragedy--Greek, Roman, English--we see that there 

are certain plays in which a character comes into conflict 

with moral law, with man-made law, or with both. Sometimes 

it is the hero, sometimes the villain, occasionally both~· 67 

Using Oedipus as an example of a protagonist who conflicts 

with moral law and Macbeth as one who violates the laws of 

God and man, Boyer declares, "As to whether the characters 

engaging in such conflict with law are to be regarded as 

heroes or as villains depends ..• upon the motive for the 

conflict." 68 Boyer summarizes his discussion by stating, 

a villain is a man who, for a selfish end, 
wilfully [sic] and deliberately violates 
standards or-morality sanctioned by the 
audience or ordinary reader .••. When such 
a character is given the leading role, and 
when his deeds form the center of dramatic 
interest, the villain has become protagonist, 
and we have the type of play with the villain 
as hero.69 

Fo r t he purposes of this dissertation, Boyer's defini

tion o f villainy will be used and the motives of the charac

ters in Wi e land and Arthur Mervyn will be analyzed to de

cide ho the villains are and whether or not one or perhaps 

both of the novels conta in Boyer's con c ept of vill a in as hero. 

67 Boyer p .. 4 . 

68 soyer, p . 4 

69 soyer p . 8 . 



Such an analysis will be a difficult task because as 

Ringe observes, Brown "saw the human being as a mar-

velously co mp lex creature who does not always know the 

spr ings that motivate his actions, and he developed his 

characters in terms of symbols that reveal their inner 

s t a t e s • 11 7 0 
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Cleman also realizes the complexity of Brown's char-

acters and states that most critics have viewed Brown's 

heroes and villains as similar to Godwin's: villains are 

characterized by subverted reasoning and heroes by good 

intentions, even if the good intentions are not tempered 

with knowledge . Critics have also argued that Brown was 

a didactic novelist, interested in teaching morality, but 

Cleman declares, 11 it seems reasonable that if instruc-

tion is to occur, the moral types represented by the 

central characters must be reasonably clear, but this 

i s n o t t he c a s e • '1 7 1 I n f a c t , c o n s i d e r a b 1 e a m b i g u i t y d o e s 

exist in Brown ' s treatment of heroes and villains. At 

first glance, his characters seem to fit easily into the 

categories of villain or hero, 72 but close examination 

70 Ringe, ucharles Brockden Brown, 11 p 276. 

71 cleman, pp . 190-91 . 

72 Cleman, p .. 192. 
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reveals that the 11 heroes 11 are often motivated by the satis-

f t . f 1 d . . 73 ac 1on o persona es1res or pass1ons. _ 

In discussing Romanticism in Wieland and the polari

ties in the novel, Sydney Krause remarks that Brown once 

stated that playing upon the two-sidedness of a character 

reflected his own divided allegiances between Rationalism 

d R t
. . 74 an o rna n 1 c 1 sm. Brown's divided allegiances probably 

also stem from his own internal debate between art and the 

courtroom. Krause observes that Brown's Romantic affini-

ties lie in his preoccupation with the melancholy, the 

darker passions, his psychological symbolism, the demonstra-

tion that reason and the senses are unable to cope with the 

irrational and the demonic. 75 Brown demonstrates his law-

yer's training by creat ing characters who speak for them-

selves and through their testimonies reveal the complexity 

of their motives. 

Kenneth Bernard views Brown 's villains as heirs of 

73 Cleman, p. 198 . 

74 Sydney J. Krause, 11 Romanticism in Wieland: Brown 
and the Reconciliation of Opposites " in Artful Thunder: 
Versions of the Romantic Tradition in American Literature 
in Honor of Ho ard P. Vincent, ed . Robert J . De Matt and 
Sanford E. arovitz (Kent : Kent State University Press, 
1975) p . 15. 

75 ra use pp. 16-17 . 
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the Enlightenment and places them in the categories of 

light and dark villains. The light villains are men of 

great intellect who assault society with their rational 

thought. For Bernard, they perpetuate evil on principle-

like Ormond, Welpeck, Ludloe, and Carwin. To them their 

methods are justifiable as a means to a higher end. Bernard 

states: "These high-minded villains, kin to so many of 

Hawthorne's cold practitioners on human beings, represent 

the impact of eighteenth century rationalism on Brown, as 

well as his own Faustian appetite carried to extremes." 76 

In spite of himself, Brown found rational thought insuffi

cient and believed like Hawthrone that "the unpardonable 

sin was an intellectual one." 77 

For Bernard, Carwin and Welbeck are ambiguous villains 

because they are both villains of light and dark; only two 

are villains of dark--Wieland and Clithero. He defines 

dark villains as "creatures who spring from the nonration-

al corners of the mind" and adds that "Their sustenance 
78 comes from darkness and mystery." Unlike Ormond or 

Ludloe who are refined villains, Brown's other villains are 

76 Bernard, "Charles Brockden Brown, II p. 4 . 

77 Bernard, "Charles Brockden BrO\'In, II pp. 4-5. 

78Be nard "Charles Brockden Brown " p. 5. 
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passionate, primordial. Bernard believes Carwin and 

Welbeck fail as villains because they are combinations and 

in the end come to accept the morals of society and are 
79 repentant. 

Erskine earlier had a similar opinion of Brown's vil-

lains, although he continued to view Brown strictly as 

a moralist: 

In the case of his amiable villains, his 
charitable faith in humanity surrounds 
the hero for the time being in an atmo
sphere of sympathy, but when the book is 
laid aside, Ormond and Welbeck and Carwin 
fade into an unmoral bloodlessness, that 
seems more vital only in the course of 
the unusual incidents.BO 

Erskine also questions the motives of Brown's villains: 

The motives, even of the villians (sic], 
are weak or insufficiently stated,---
which may explain why they pale in the 
memory. Carwin has no reason for his 
cri mes, Or mond an inadequate one, and 
Welbeck is such a mixture of shrewdness 
and folly, and such a liar to boot, that 
we are inclined to give him up as the 81 author gives up Clithero, for a lunatic. 

Ro bert Hu me, too, believes no true villain heroes 

ex i s t in Brown's novel s . Declaring that Wieland is the 

clos e s t t o the English Gothic models, he nevertheless refers 

79 Bernard "Charles Brockden Brow n," pp . 5-6. 

80£rs ine , p . 36 

81 £rs i e p 36 . 
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to C a r w i n a s more o f a '' s n i v e 1 i n g a p o 1 o g i s t " t h a n a for-

midable villain. Wieland, Hume contends, does not con-

sciously commit evil, and ''we regard Wieland not with awe 

but with horror and pity." 82 

Brown's villains, therefore, lack tragic stature and 

turn out to be mea n, whining, demented, or tricky, but 

they are not terrifying or possessed of a moral complexity 

which makes t hem sympathetic. Hume believes that unlike 

other Gothic nove lists, Brown concentrates on his virtuous 

h h . d d t f 11 d 1 h. .11 . 83 ero or ero1n e an oes no u y eve op 1s v1 a1ns. 

This study will closely examine Brown's characters 

to determine who the villains are, what motivates them, 

and whether the villains conform to Boyer's concept of the 

villain as hero. The key to such an exa mination is the 

exploration and analysis of what Brown's characters say. 

In both Wieland and Arthur Mervyn, several narrators, not 

an omniscient author , tell the stories . Thus, the analysis 

of the themes of good versus evil and appearance versus 

reality and an identification of Brown's villains will 

82 Robert D. Hume , "Charles Brockden Brown and the 
Use of Gothicism: A Reassessment ," Emerson Society 
Quarterly, 18 (1973), 14. 

83 Hume , pp. 11-12. 
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concentrate not only on what the characters say for them

selves and about other characters but also on the 

reliability of the testimonies. 



CHAPTER II 

Themes and Villains in Wieland 

Published in September, 1798, 1 Wieland uses both 

English and German patterns of fiction . Althou9h Brown 

adopts the Gothic formula of murder and midnight seduction 

to achieve terror, he sets his story in his native America 

rather than in the familiar castle. Instead of the super-

natural and ghosts, Brown employs abnormal psychological 

aberrations or human powers, such as ventriloquism and 

spontaneous combustion, but each has some explanation 

related to experience. In fact, Harry Warfel contends that 

"no other writer before Poe traced so carefully or illu strated 

so well the strange ma nifestations of obsessions and perver

sity."2 Donald Ringe adds in his assessment of Wieland that 

"it continues to be regarded as the first truly significant 

novel by an American and as the most successful work of its 

author ... 3 

1Harry R. Warfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American 
Gothic ovelist (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 
1949), p. 93. 

2 Warfel , p. 5. 
3oonald A. Ringe, Charles Broc den Brown (New York: 

Twayne Publishers, 1966), p . 25. 
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Whether or not Wieland is the most successful of 

Brown's work is debatable; however, the novel clearly 

reveals a dark side of Brown's nature, a side he was con-

scious of. John Bernard once asked Brown how he could be 

so cheerful but at the same time write such somber stories. 

Brown replied, 

I am conscious of a double mental exist
ence. When I am sufficiently excited to 
write, all my ideas flow naturally and 
irresistibly through the medium of sym
pathies which steep them in shade, though 
the feelings they bring are so pleasing 
as to prevent my perceiving it. The tone 
of my works being thus the necessary 
result of the advancement of those truths 
or discoveries which lead me to composition. 
I am made so happy by it for the time as 
to be ignorant of its real effect upon my 
reader. This I term, therefore, my imagi
native being. 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: 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.4 

Brown's explanation can be regarded as proof of his 

interest in writing moral novels; yet, the explanation also 

reveals the complexity which characterizes Wieland and 

Arthur ervyn . Brown obviously wants to advance truth, but 

4cited by arfel p 11. 
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his methods for doing so are usually overshadowed by the 

very duplicity of his own mentality and that of his readers. 

As John Cleman observes, 11 Wieland, Edgar Huntly, and Arthur 

Mervyn all share elements with the detective story, but 

rather than simple whodunits, they are moral whodunits-

they ask, 'Who is responsible?' rather than, 'Who pulled the 

trigger?'" 5 Brown reconfirms his interest in the debate 

between truth and falsehood and the complexity of that debate 

when he writes in Edgar Huntly, 11 How little cognizance have 

men over the actions and motives of each other! How total 

is our blindness with regard to our own performances. 11 6 

In Wieland, as Larzer Ziff recognizes, Brown turns 

against the conventional sentimental novel and illustrates 

to the reader that life is more complex than this kind of 

novel and "that the virtue of maidenly reserve and the vice 

of mascul ine lasciviousness are child's play compared 

vii t h t h e r e a 1 h o r r o r s o f 1 i f e . 11 7 I n a n a t t e m p t t o m a k e h i s 

novels believable, Brown reveals in Wieland his knowledge 

5John Cleman, "Ambiguous Evil: A Study of Villains 
and Heroes in Charles Brockden Brown's Major Novels," Early 
American Literature, 10 {1975), 204. 

6charles Brockden Brown, Edgar Huntly or Memoirs of a 
Sleepwalker ( ew Haven Connecticut: College & University 
Press , 1973), p. 250. 

7tarzer Ziff, "A Reading of Wieland,"~, 77 (1962), 
53 
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of science. As an authority for cases of delusion such as 

that experienced by Wieland, Brown cites Erasmus Darwin's 

Zoonomia in a footnote to the novel. In two other footnotes 

he refers to a Florentine journal and to Merrille and Muraire 

in the Journal of Medicine for examples of spontaneous com-
I 

bustion, and for ventriloquism to Abbe de la Chapelle and Or e 

Burney's Musical Travels. 8 Thus, in Brown one can see the 

rational man, the trained lawyer, and the amateur scientist 

who wrote about insanity and the complexity of determining 

the real mot ives for human actions. 

Critical to understanding the novel is an exploration 

of the underlying philosophy of the times as revealed by 

Clara . Ziff points out that "So absorbed is she by psycho

logy that finally she and her author discover that human be-

havior is not what they take, and, in a sense, want it to be, 

but springs from far dimmer and more turbulent sources." 9 

Clara sums up her discoveries regarding human behavior by 

stating, "The will is the tool of the understanding, which 

must fashion its conclusions on the notices of sense . If 

the senses be depraved it is impossible to calculate the 

evils that may flow from the consequent deductions of 

8 Ernest archand, "The Literary Opinions of Charles 
Brae den Brotn," Studies in Philology, 31 (1934), 358. 

9Ziff p. 53. 
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the understanding. 111 ° Clara's statement illustrates the 

sensationalist psychology of the time. In summary, the 

sensationalist's view is that man passively receives sen-

sory impressions and from those impressions alone derives 

knowledge on which action and thought are baserl. The novel 

calls into question the validity of this philosophy. For 

example, although each of the characters professes to be 

concerned with the truth behind appearance, the action of 

the novel reveals the problems each has in relying on his 

senses to ascertain this truth. The plot of the novel 

centers on a series of incidents that test the ideas of 

this philosophy and how the tests of the ideas affect the 

main characters. 

Ziff, carrying the idea of sensationalist philosophy 

further emphasizes that the idea of man as a tabula rasa 

"sounded the death knell for the doctrine of original 

s i n • " 1 2 Z i f f a 1 s o c o n t e n d s t h a t R r o "' n , b e c a u s e o f h i s 

10charles Brockden Brown, Wieland or the Transformation 
To ether with Memoirs of Carwin the Bilo uist (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, Inc., 1926 , p. 39. Subsequent 
quotations are from this edition and hereafter are cited 
in the text . 

11 Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown, p. 27. 

12 Ziff, p. 53. 
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powers of psychological analysis, assaulted the sentimental 

tradition, became suspicious of scientific enthusiasm, and 

developed a latent sympathy for the doctrine of inherited 

depravity. In doing this, "he defined the problem of the 

American artist, setting a pattern for the Hawthorne who 

was to consider daguerreotypists and inherited curses, and 

the Melville who was to attempt to trim a craft which 

eventually sank by hanging the head of Kant on one side 

and that of Locke on another.~~ 13 

Wieland begins in a setting that offers the promise 

that America is indeed the brave new world. The Wielands' 

paternal grandfather, a poet, is from a noble family in 

Saxony; but he marries a merchant's daughter, thus alienating 

his family. Describing this as fresh start number one, Ziff 

declares that the grandfather is the noble youth turned 

merchant 's child because he is forced to live off the patron

age of his wife's family. Fresh start number two is Clara's 

father who, because of his parents' death, is apprenticed 

to a London trader. At the end of the apprenticeship 

the elder Wieland makes fresh start number three and comes 

to America intending to help the North American Indians. 

He also continues to practice his recently acquired and 

13Ziff, p . 54 . 
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own peculiar brand of religion. Although the Indians do 

not want him, he prospers. Fresh start number four occurs 

when Clara and Wieland become orphans, but wealthy orphans. 

They benefit both from noble blood and the artistic tastes 

of the first generation and the prosperity and land of the 

second. Both Clara and Theodore are free from aristocratic 

restrictions and the religious prejudices of their father. 

Ziff even refers to the two as the "American Adam and 

Eve." Even though the characters of Theodore and his father 

are similar, thereby hinting, as Ziff notes, at the fact 

that original sin could destroy their paradise, Clara re

marks ,14 "Their characters were similar, but the mind of the 

son was enriched by science, and embellished with literature" 

(p. 26). Clara's statement, however, provides a clue to 

the tension that permeates the novel, the tension created 

by the conflict of dualities, in this case, science and 

literature. 

In the background of the novel is the elder Wieland's 

religious fanaticism. He was a follower of the doctrine of 

the Camisards, a group active in the late seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries. After Louis XIV's revocation of the 

Edict of the antes in 1685, the French Protestants, or 

14 Ziff, p. 55. 
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Huguenots, suffered extreme persecution. In 1686, Pierre 
I 

Juriece published L'accomplishment des prophetics, a mysti-

cal work, which predicted the overthrow of the Papacy. Hhen 

James II was overthrown and a league was formed against Louis 

XIV, Huguenot hopes rose but were quickly dashed. Shortly 

thereafter, peasants in southern France heard mysterious 

singing voices, and because people did not have the right 

of assembly, they sought the answer to the mystery of the 

voices in their Bibles. Many claimed the gift of prophecy 

and experienced seizures during which they urged the people 

to revolt against the Papacy. Because of a sense of person-

al unworthiness, they tried to expiate their sins by denounc-

ing the Papacy. Many took the name 11 Cami sard, 11 the word for 

their peasant shirts. They did revolt against the crown 

but were defeated. Easily one can ascertain the parallels 

between the Camisards and the elder Wieland. He, too, heard 

voices, 

mann er, 

studied the Bible, had a mournful and contemplative 

foresaw his own death, and died violently. 15 

It is this violent death which haunts the two children 

and reoccurs several times in their memories. 16 The 

1 5 B r u c e E • K i r h a m , " A N o t e o n ~~ i e 1 a n d , " Am e r i c a n 
otes and Queries, 5 (1967) 86-87. 

16 Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown, p. 29. 
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character and the bizarre death of the elder Wieland set 

the stage for a case of inherited depravity. David Clark 

dec 1 ares, 

It is the author's purpose to show the evil 
effects of credulity and superstition thus 
early lodged in the mind of young Wieland. 
Brown had deemed it necessary to dwell at 
1 e n g t h o n t h e p s y c h o 1 o g i c a 1 e f f e ct t h a t t h e 
mysterious death of his father would have on 
the mind of Wieland: it was a new thing 
for the novelist to venture into the field 
of abnormal psychology, and Brown never 
lost an opportunity of making his reader 
feel that he f9s dealing with facts, mental 
and physical. 

But is only Theodore disturbed? John Erskine observes, 

The older Wieland is set apart from society 
by his religious mania; Clara Wieland, who 
tells the family tragedy, by those awful 
experiences is made peculiar--reserved, as 
she says, for a destiny without alleviation 
and without example; and her brother, of rgurse, 
is completely isolated by his awful fate. 

In Wieland it is often impossible to distinguish be-

tween good and evil since both lead to the same unfortunate 

result . As Cleman observes, 

The same ambiguity that surrounds Carwin's 
motives envelops Wieland's as well, and it 
may not be enough to ascribe his errors 

17 David Lee Clark~ Charles Brockden Brown , Pioneer 
Voice in America (Durham, . C. : Duke University Press, 1952), 
p . 167. 

18John Ers ine 
1910; rpt Freeport 
pp . 19 -2 0 . 

Leading American ovelists ( ew York: 
Libraries Press, Inc., 1966), 



only to misguided theology. He is insane, 
but it is the terms of his insanity that 
we are interested in. At what point and 
in what ways does W·ieland become insane? 
When does it become too late for him to 
frame "juster notions of moral duty"? 
The answers to such questions are made even 
more difficult by the fact that Clara's moral 
standards, when she describes Wieland's mo
tives as worthy of "the homage of mankind," 
are almost exactly those of her brother at 

42 

the time when he is clearly mad. We are left, 
as Clara realizes, with a situation in which 
guilt is shared at least three ways, but 
even more in which, as she seems not to 
realize, the terms good and evil have no 
definite place, no specific area to de
scribe. 19 

Such ambiguity makes it difficult for the reader to 

discuss who is and who is not a villain. Perhaps the key 

to those ambiguities lies in the characters themselves and 

in Brown's techniques of revealing these characters. The 

four main characters in the novel are Theodore Wieland, 

Clara Wieland, Henry Pleyel, and Carwin. Warfel claims 

that the central character is Clara not Wieland. 20 She is 

also the narrator of the novel. In fact, the entire novel 

is comprised of her testimony, written in the epistolary 

manner . Thus, the real question is whether or not she is 

a reliable narrator . 

To determine whether or not Clara is a reliable 

19cleman, p. 204. 

20 arfel p. 107 
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narrator, one must consider Carl Nelson's observation that 

"Brown's rhetoric places all the weight on perception and 

insi ght; reality resides in character and in words as they 

r eflect character ... 21 Obviously, Brown does manipulate 

po int o f view both in the parts that Clara reports herself 

and in those in which she records the speeches of others. 

He uses the first person to create suspense; yet, the night 

of the elde r Wieland's death is described from the mother's 

point of vi ew . At t he t i me of the death Clara was only 

six; thus , she te l ls the st ory from her mother's descrip-

tion , thoughts , an d act i ons . In describing the elder 

Wieland's death , Brown heighte ns t he effects of the scene 

by describing the physica l ma nife s tations of the characters' 

emotions rather than emphasiz in g th e emotionalism. Ringe 

suggests that by maintaining a psy cholo gical distance fro m 

the scene , Brown "makes the r emarkabl e dea th of the fa t her 

artistically acceptable and ma nages to suggest , at t he 

same time , the sense of awe and mystery wi th whi c h Cl a ra 

and Wieland naturally look back on the most i mp orta nt e vent 

of their childhood . "22 

illiam Manly states that the narrative of the novel 

21 carl el son "Bro 1n' s anichaean Mock-Heroic: the 
Ironic Self in a Hyperbolic orld," West Virginia niversity 
Philological Papers, 20 {1973), 42. 

22 inge Charles Broc den Brown p. 46. 
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suggests the shifting instability of Clara's mind which is 

caught between objective logic and subjective terror and 

that the novel is a study in dementia which affects all 

f f th . h t 23 our o e ma1n c arac ers. As the novel progresses, 

Clara tries harder to cope with a growing isolation from 

the sane and normal events of daily life . As Manly states, 

11 Wie lands's transcript, which begins so rationally and ends 

in such horror, is a logical extension of the path on which 

Clara has been walking, and from which she is only fortui

tously saved." 24 

Clara ' s path, along with Wieland's, really begins with 

the horrible death by spontane ous combustion of the father o 

Following the death of the father and then the mother, the 

education of the two orphans falls to a maiden aunt in the 

city . Clara, perhaps unknowingly, describes the isolation of 

her brother and herself : "We were instructed in most branch-

es of useful knowledge , and were saved from the corruption 

and tyranny of colleges and boarding sc hool s. Our companions 

were chiefly selected from the children of our neighbors,. 

(p. 22). Early in the novel Brown portrays the self-imposed 

23 william • anly, "The Importance of Point of View 
in Brockden Bro1n's ieland,u American Literature, 35 
(1962) 311 -12. 

24 anly, p. 320 . 
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isolation of the brother and sister and the tendency of both 

to create their own worlds and do as they please. In speak

ing of the relationship of the two of them and Catharine, 

Wieland's future wife, Clara remarks, "We gradually withdrew 

ourselves from the society of others and found every moment 

irksome that was not devoted to each other" (p. 23). Further

more, the education of the brother and sister prepared them 

not for society but for introspection: "Our education had 

been mode lled by no religious standard . We were left to the 

guidance of our own understanding, and the casual impres

sions which society might make upon us" (p o 24). In speak

ing of Catharine and herself, Clara remarks, "It must not 

be supposed that we were without religion, but with us it 

was the product of lively feelings, excited by reflection 

on our own happiness , and by the grandeur of external 

nature" (p. 24). Again Clara reaffirms the isolation of 

the family by describing an internalized religion, one 

which shuts out the rest of society and relies on nature 

and internal reflection. 

Clara also, however, gives us the clues to the dif

ferences between her character and that of her brother. 

lthough she and Catharine are of similar temperaments, 

Clara comments that ''1y brother's situation was somewhat 

d ifferent •••• he i mages that visited us were blithesome 
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and gay, but those with which he was most familiar were of 

an opposite hue •••• The principal effect of this temper 

was visible in his features and tones. 

bespoke a sort of thrilling melancholy. 

knew him to laugh" (p. 25). 

These in general, 

I scarcely ever 

Wieland's views on religion were also different from 

those of Catharine and Clara. Clara tells us, "He was 

much conversant with the history of religious opinions, 

and took pains to ascertain their validity . He deemed it 

indispensable to examine the ground of his belief, to 

settle the relation between motives and actions, the 

criterion of merit , and the kinds and properties of evi

dence" (p. 26). Yet, even with different views of religion, 

one element that all three--Catharine, Clara, and Wieland-

have in common is their tendency to isolate themselves and 

to rely on each other for companionship. 

Embodying the supposed break with the elder Wieland's 

past and the future of the children is the temple. Built 

by the elder Wieland as a place of worship, the temple, 

with the bust of Cicero and a harpsichord which the younger 

ielands add, becomes a place for artistic rather than 

r e 1 i g i o us p u r sui t s • C 1 a r a rem a r k s that her brother ,. w a s 

an indefatigable student. The authors whom he read were 

numerous , but the chief object of his veneration was 
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Cicero •••• His favorite occupation consisted in embellish

ing his rhetoric with all the properties of gesticulation 

and utterance" (p. 27). Ironically, Wieland is a rhetorician 

with an audience of two. Ordinarily the rhetorical arts 

are designed to appeal to the masses, but Wieland practices 

h i s o r a to ry i n i s o 1 a t i o n • T h e 1 i f e o f h i s · fa v o r i t e a u t h o r 

Cicero, the public politician and superbly effective lawyer, 

is the antithesis of Wieland's. Only when the mad Wieland 

speaks so eloquently in his own defense does he reveal his 

expert training in the techniques of Ciceronian rhetoric. 

With the addition of Henry Pleyel, Catharine's brother, 

the tight family unit is complete. Sharing Wieland's love 

of Roman oratory, Pleyel makes an attractive and nonthreat

ening addition to the circleo Although Pleyel 's religious 

creeds ''were in many respects opposite" (p o 28) to Wieland's, 

these differences afforded both men the amusement of intel

lectual debate . As Clara reveals, "Moral necessity, and cal

vinistic inspiration, were the props on which my brother 

thought proper to repose. Pleyel was the champion of intel

lectual liberty, and rejected all guidance but that of his 

reason" (p. 28). 

Seemingly such a harmon·ous group could hardly be 

driven apart, but it is. In such a pleasant, artificial 

a mosphere hat happens to the Wieland family to cause the 
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tragedy that follows? Many critics, and Clara, have accused 

Carwin of being the serpent that enters and spoils paradise. 

In reality, the world of the Wielands is no paradise. It 

is an isolated, sterile, antiseptic place with people who 

are ready for their own downfall 0 The real serpent in the 

novel is incest. As· David Davis illustrates, although the 

younger Wielands reject their father's belief and turn the 

temple into a place of amusement, both Clara and Wieland 

suffer from deep-seated guilt and anxiety o25 

In the novel the summer-house, the house, and Clara's 

closet become the symbols of her mind. In the summer-house 

Clara dreams of her brother beckoning her forward to the edge 

of an abyss. When she awakens, she cannot distinguish be-

tween the dream and reality. The experience illustrates the 

state of Clara's mind. 26 It also illustrates that had not a 

mysterious man saved her--Davis thinks Carwin--Clara would 

have plunged to her death; thus, the dream suggests that Car

win saved Clara from an incestuous affair with her brother o27 

Actually hints of incest occur even earlier in the 

25 David Brion Davis, Homocide in American Fiction, 1798-
1860: A Study in Social Values (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 
University Press, 1957), p . 90. 

2 6 Do n a 1 d A • R i n g e , " C h a r 1 e s B r o c k d e n B r o w n , '' i n M a j o r 
riters in Earl American Literature, ed . Everett Emerson 
adison : University of isconsin Press, 1972), p. 276. 

27 oavis, p. 90. 
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novel. As already illustrated, Clara and Wieland live in 

an isolated world, a world inhabited only by the two of 

them, until Catharine and, later, Pleyel arrive. In tem

perament and age Clara and Catharine are alike: 11 0ur sex 

and age were the same. . Our tempers were remarkably 

c o n g e n i a 1 '' ( p . 2 3 ) • I n r e 1 a t i n g t h e ex p e r i e n c e s o f a 1 1 

three of them, Clara remarks, 11 0ur tasks, our walks, our 

music, were seldom performed but in each other's company. 

It was easy to see that Catharine and my brother were born 

for each other 11 (p. 23). Indeed, Catharine is in many 

respects the mirror image of Clara, and rather than the 

close threesome becoming less intimate after Theodore and 

Catharine's marriage, it continues. Clara's house 11 Situated 

on the bank of the river, three-quarters of a mile from my 

brother's" (p. 24) made it convenient for the relationship 

of the three to continue without interruption. With Pleyel's 

arrival the threesome simply becomes a foursome, and now 

two brothers and two sisters share one another's company. 

Pleyel is no threat to their society; he is Catharine's 

brother , and although Clara professes love for him, he is 

more like a brother to her than a lover. 

On another occasion Clara is brooding about her father, 

and an ominous voice tells her not to walk toward her bed-

room closet Car in is hiding inside, but Clara fears, 



"What monstrous conception is this? My brother" (p. 99). 

Al th h h h b . f h f . . 28 oug s e as no as1s or er ear or susp1c1on, 

Clara instinctively fears her brother. She has been 

brooding about her mentally ill father, and these musings 

lead her to fear her insane brother. The closet becomes 

the symbol of the dark corners of the mind, harboring the 

.d 29 
1 • 

Further evidence of incest occurs in other scenes in 

the novel . When Wieland first attempts to murder Clara, 

h e h e s i t a t e s a n d c r i e s , 11 A n y v i c t i m b u t t h i s . • . h e re i s 

sanctity and excellence surpassing human" (pp. 173-74). 

Later, Clara decioes she must visit her brother who is in 

prison and justifies such a visit by declaring, "Perhaps 

the sight of the sister whom he was once to love with a 

passio n more than fraternal, might have an auspicious 

influence on his malady" (p. 209). 

Disagreeing that the dream of the abyss can be inter

preted as Clara's fear of incest, Manly believes her dream 

gives her an idea of what will happen to her own mental 

condition if she follows her brother's course. According 

to anly , "The image of an 'aby ss ' is present at two other 

280 . av1s p . 91. 
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29 rthur G. Kimball "Savages and Savagism : Brockden 
Bro 1n's Drama ic I ony ., Studies in Romanticism, 6 (1967), 216. 
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crucial points in the narrative, where it is clearly used 

t th lf f . •t 1130 o mean e gu o 1nsan1 y. For Manly, Clara's dream 

is her prophetic intuition of her brother's forthcoming in

sanity and 1'The disturbed mind faltering in darkness which 

so fascinates Brockd en Brown in this and other novels could 

well stand as a metaphor for the entire action of this 

31 strange tale." 

Other critics like Davis see the murders themselves 

as evidence of the incest theme: 

There are indications that insanity and 
murder were in some way associated with 
mysterious guilt, that this guilt in
volved Wieland's relat ionship with his 
sister, and that violence as a substitute 
for suppressed desires was sanctioned by 
a perverted conscience.32 

In one scene Wieland is disturbed because he feels 

Clara is not safe when Carwin is around , and Wieland goes to 

her house . On his way his thoughts "soared above earth 

and its inhabitants, 11 (p. 187), and he wishes he could 

somehow demonstrate his faith to God. Disappointed that 

Clara is not there Wieland's fears and desires are inten-

sified by her absence. Suddenly, however, he is confronted 

3 0 ~an 1 y p . 318. 

31 anly 31 9 '" p. 

320 . av1s p 91 • 



52 

by a 11 fiery stream" and a "shrill voice" (p. 188). It is 

at this point that he believes the Lord orders him to 

sacrifice his wife. 33 According to Davis, 

Brown's description of the circumstances 
accompanying Wieland's hallucinations and 
murders hinted at concealed motives beyond 
the derangement of an intellect. The con
trast between his feelings for his wife 
and those for his sister appeared after the 
first murders, when Clara found him happy 
and exultant, as if some "joyous occurrence 
had betided." But when Wieland heard the 
command to kill Clara, he lifted his eyes 
to heaven and said, "This is too much! 
Any victim but this."34 

Wieland's obsession with the supernatural and religion 

seems to give his suppressed desires an outlet for a mur-

der which would remove one of the obstacles between Clara 

and him. Davis sums up: 

an act of violence could be justified 
only by religious sanction, which might 
obscure but could never eradicate the under
lying guilt of an incestuous wish. Although 
Wieland at first rebelled against the act, 
he knew that he could possess his sister 
only by killing her. As soon as murder and 
death are translated into libidinal desire, 
Wieland's horror and reluctance become even 
more understandable.35 

33 oavis p . 91 . 

340 . av1s p. 92. 
35oavis, p. 92 
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Assuming that Wieland's actions are the result of his 

desire to possess his sister sexually, the reader must ask 

who or what triggered these libidinous actions in Wieland. 

Although not directly responsible for the murders, Carwin 

upsets the seemingly peaceful lives of the family. Clara, 

who professes to love Pleyel, immediately feels a strong 

sexual attraction to Carwin. Clara even describes him 

in frank, sexual terms: "his eyes lustrously black, and 

possessing, in the midst of haggardness, a radiance in

expressibly serene and potent" (p. 61). Carwin is able to 

release in her all the passions she suppresses around her 

family and Pl eyel. 

Observing that Clara notices Carwin's faded grandeur, 

Michae l Gilmore argues that she begins to call into question 

the Edenic bliss of her present life. She rationalizes that 

her infatuation for Carwin is not love; yet, she is sex

ually drawn to him. The storm that rages outside her win

dow as she studies the portrait she has drawn of him is 

an omen of future disaster as well as an emblem of the 

tumultuous passions aroused by him. Gilmore asserts, 

"Indeed it is a Miltonic storm such as accompanied the 

transgression in Eden ••.. Carwin will bring death and 

sin into the garden of Wieland . For he is Brown's Gothic 

te er, and Clara has ecome he novelist's American 
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Eve." 36 True, Eden, or the innocent state of Clara, has 

been violated; but the reader must remember that it is 

Clara who describes the violation. Before Carwin, the 

world of the Wielands was neither good nor bad, only peace

ful and stagnant. Carwin arouses feelings in Clara she 

has never before had; she learns about the sexual side of 

her nature, and she is both curious and afraid. 

As David Lyttle observes, Clara relates to men of her 

own age in three ways: a voluptuous longing for Carwin, 

an incestuous attraction to her brother, and according to 

Lyttle , idylli c love for her childhood friend Pleyel . 37 

Actually her attraction to Pleyel is symbolic incest. He, 

too, is r eal ly a member of the family; and unlike Carwin, 

he does not excite the passions that frighten Clara. For 

Clara, to love Carwin is to leave Eden. Thus, she allies 

her affect ions with Pleyel, not just because he thinks his 

fiance is dead, but because for Clara, Pleyel is safe c When 

Pleyel suspects her of having an affair with Carwin, not 

only does she feel that her reputat ion has been soiled 

but also her protected world . Pleyel acts the part 

36Michael T. Gilmore, "Calvinism and Gothicism: The Ex
amp 1 e of 8 row n ' s W i e 1 and , " Studies in the o v e 1 , 9 ( 1977), 112. 

37 oavid Lyttle, "The Case Against Carwin,u Nineteenth 
Ce nt ury Fiction, 26 (1971 ), 259. 
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of the wronged sentimental lover, as Ziff notes, and refuses 

to listen to anything she sayso He takes truth to be the 

appearance of what he has heard. According to Ziff, "In 

this scene of an ex-sentimentalist's failure to communicate 

with the lover still bound by that tradition, Brown achieves 

one of the greatest condemnations of that tradition in the 

history of the American novel. "38 In reality, Brown 

achieves a good deal more than that; he creates a lady that 

"doth protest too much." Clara assails Pleyel's miscon

ceptions and declares, "Instead of rushing on the impostors 

and comparing the evidence of sight with that of hearing, 

you stood aloof, or you fled" (p. 134). Yet, in spite of 

all the tears and protests, Clara is attracted to Carwin 

and attempts to run from him to the safe Pleyel. And 

Pleyel , while claiming to be a rationalist, turns out to 

be an innocent intent on deceiving himself. In the same 

scene in which Clara declares she is innocent Pleyel tells 

her how he regarded her conduct before his suspicions: 

"the picture which I drew was not a phantom; as a 

model , i t was de v o i d of imperfection" ( p . 1 3 9) . 

Pleyel, therefore, is not really the rational man . He is 

ho1ever , aware of Clara's attraction to Carwin even before 

38ziff, p. 53. 



he becomes convinced that she had established an illicit 

relationship with him. He tells Clara, "an imp of mischief 

was let loose in the form of Carwin. I admired his powers 

and accomplishments. I did not wonder that they were 

admired by you 11 (p. 140). 

The reader also learns that Clara has previously 

spurned the advances of the seducer Dashwood. For the 

first time, then, the reader discovers that Clara is not 

quite the innocent that her tears would lead one to believe. 

She has had some experience with seducers before. She 

rejects Dashwood, but she has strong feelings for Carwin, 

feelings she prefers to deny in favor of the intellectual 

eunuch Pleyel. 

Nelson views Brown's novel as a "contest between the 

demands of the world and the disguised patterns of personal 

fulfillment . 1139 In the cases of the main characters, Clara 

and Pleyel appear to have no idea of what this fulfillment 

is. Only Wieland, who is mad, and Carwin, who is selfish, 

think they know. All the characters are caught in a web 

of misconceptions and deceit, and not one appears to 

know 1here reality lies. Witherington contends that ventril

oquism dramatizes the split between appearance and reality 

and suggests that man becomes estranged from others because 

39 elson p .. 32. 
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of his inadequate observations and hasty conclusions. 40 

The split between appearance and reality is also drama

tized by Clara's moving from the rational to the supernatural 

and back. As Manly observes, "The indulgence of Clara's 

imagination sets up the emotional rhythm in the novel which 

is constantly tugging at the factual foundations on which the 

tale seems to be based and injects a hint of instability in-
41 

to the whole. 11 In fact, from the time Clara opens the 

closet and finds Carwin within, her room becomes increasing-

ly associated with madness. Here she finds the body of 

Catharin e and confronts for the first time the totally in-

sane Wieland. She does not understand he is insane and is 

saved only by the chance arrival of some people o When she 

learns of the children's and servant girl's deaths, she be-

comes temporarily insane. Taken to the home of her uncle in 

the city , she recovers but lapses once more into madness 

after she learns the truth of her brother's insanity and the 
42 murd ers. 

Wieland , too, has temporary lapses into madness in which 

he hears voices and sees fiery illusions; however, his 

4 0 P a u 1 ~I i t h e r i n g t o n , " I m a g e a n d I d e a i n W i e 1 a n d a n d Ed 9 a r 
Huntly ," The Serif, 3 (1966), 24 . 

41 anly p. 313 . 

42 Ringe, "Charles Brockden Bra 1n," p. 286. 
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final lapse is tragic. His religious mania transforms him 

into a madman who kills his pregnant wife and children. 

For Wieland, though, insanity is inevitable. Besides 

learning of the terrible death of the father, Clara also 

1 e a r n s 1 ate r t h a t h e r m o t h e r ' s fa t h e r w a s men t a 1 1 y u n b a 1 a n c e d . 

After the death of his brother, Clara's grandfather grieved 

for his brother and harbored the morbid belief that he too 

would soon die. One afternoon during a family outing he 

told his companions, "that his brother had just delivered 

to him a summons, which mus t be instantly obeyed'' 

(pp. 201-02), and shortly thereafter he committed suicide 

by throwing himself off a cliff. Thus, the father and the 

grandfathe r had heard voices and died violent deaths. 

In an attempt to reject the Puritan past, as Gilmore 

notes, the young Wielands fit the temple with all the 

trappings of the Enlightenment. Gilmore says, "The God

charged universe of Cotton Mather and Jonathan Edwards has 

narrowed to a common sense world that would have gladdened 

the heart of Benjamin Franklin." 43 Yet, Wieland's inability 

to exorcise the ghost of his father causes him to long for 

what the Puritans would have referred to as a conversion 

43 Gilmore, p. 110. 
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experience. 44 Wieland's "calvinistic props," however, are 

unlike those of Clara and Catharine, both of whom are 

nature worshippers. 

Although each character considers himself a rationalist, 

even Pleyel is deluded by Carwin. Wieland also succumbs, but 

even more quickly than the others ~ After Carwin imitates 

Catharine's voice the first time in the temple, Wieland 

becomes more introspective than usual. Haunted by his 

father's death and having always believed the death decreed 

by the supernatural, Wieland thinks the voices of Carwin 

are also supernatural. Thus, when he hears the voices 

(which are not produced by Carwin) urge him to kill, he 

acts, believing he has heard divine commands. 45 After 

Pleyel and Wieland tell Clara of the second mysterious 

voice, Clara, like Wieland, decides the voice is super-

natural: "Here were proofs of a sensible and intelligent 

existence, which could not be denied. Here was information 

obtained and imparted by means unquestionably super-human" 

(p. 51) . 

Referring to Wieland as "a monument of woe" (p. 258), 

C 1 a r a b e 1 i e v e s h e i s a v i c t i m o f C a r w i n . l~ a y n e F r a n k 1 i n 

44 G .. 1 
1 more p. 111. 

45R. 1nge Charles Broc den Bro n, p. 33. 
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contends that Clara cannot accept the truth about her 

brother because the truth bears too closely on her own 

continued sanity. Because he is her brother, she too may 

be infected with his grand and tragic madness. 46 In speak

ing of Wieland, Franklin says, 

Wieland's tragic flaw, Brown clearly 
wants us to believe, is a certain mental 
trait which, under the early influence of 
Carwin's put-ons, develops an insidious 
energy of its own • . Carwin's "double 
tongue," in other words, serves merely 
to call forth a deep doubleness in 
Theodore's own character, and it is the 
latter doubleness whic~ is primarily to 
blame for the tragedy. 7 

Other critics, like Joseph Soldati, have analyzed 

Wieland 's Faustian traits and have declared that Faust 

strives for the ultimate satisfaction of himself, not the 

well being of others. According to Soldati, the dominant 

villain -heroes of Gothic novels are Faustian men who con-

stantly take the Narcissistic plunge into the self and the 

Icarian leap above human frailty. Thus, Gothic novels retell 

the myth of man's fall as he attempts to be equal to the Gods. 48 

4 6 ~J a y n e F r a n k 1 i n , " T r a g e d y a n d C om e d y i n B r o w n ' s 
ieland, 11 ovel: A Forum of Fiction, 8 (1975), 156-57. 

47 F 1· 156 ran 1n , p. . 

48 Joseph Soldati, "The Americanization of Faust: A 
Study of Charles Brockden Bro1n's ieland," Emerson Society 
Quarterly , 20 (1974) , 1 . 
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While it is true that Wieland embodies all of these charac-

teristics and that his desires are Faustian, he is not a 

tragic figure. Faust is egocentric and mad for power; 

Wieland is just insane. Faust listens to his inner voice; 

Wieland succumbs to outside, imagined voices. 

Wieland's adversary is Carwin, the one Clara blames 

for all their troubles. Carwin intrudes upon the Wielands' 

comfortable world. As Ringe says, Brown uses Carwin to 

call into question the whole rationalist view. Carwin has 

intellectual powers and skills in communicating them. Most 

of his rationalist ideas he got from Ludloe, an older man 

who befriended him. L u d 1 o e i s a U to p i an p 1 a n·n e r a n d 

leads Carwin tc ce lieve that a few enlightened men can 

establish the ideal world . Car~in, therefore, follows Ludloe 

and is eager for knowledge, but he has no moral education. 

o matter how intelligent Carwin is, however, he is unable to 

predict what effects his actions will have upon others. In 

his confession to Clara he says, "I intended no ill; but my 

folly, indirectly and remotely, may have caused it" (pp. 220-

21). Car~in , too, falls prey to fallacious reasoning and is 

unable to curb the use of his powers . He:nce, as Ringe asserts, 

it seems fair to conclude that in the 
character of Carwin, Brown casts serious 
doubts on the ability of even exceptional 
men to overcome their basic human imperfec
tions or to c eate a new society where the 
oes of the present orld will be corrected. 



Indeed, Brown seems to imply that such 
Utopian planners, left to the guidance of 
their own understanding, are likely to do 
more harm than good.49 

Critical opinion concerning Carwin's character is 

sharply ~ivided. About as many critics consider him the 

villain of the tale as do not. Gilmore, for example, 

contends that Carwin's conversion to Spanish Catholicism 

ensures perdition for him. Brown, a Protestant author 

steeped in the traditions of John Calvin, believed that 
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Cathol ics were doo med because they believed that salvation 

could be won by spurning the world or by performing good 

works within it. This doctrine denied the need for divine 

election and overlooked the universal depravity of man which 

made virtuous actions impossible without the direct inter-

vention of the Holy Spirit. Gilmore declares that Carwin's 

adoption of Catholicism 

is not simply a convenient device for 
endowing the villain with an aura of 
exoticism. Instead, it is an outgrowth 
of the explicitly Calvinistic bias of 
the Gothic school and stamps Carwin as 
one of the damned, an unrepentant sinner 
who counts upon the false security of 
the legal covenant to preserve him from 
the vengeance of a righteous God.so 

49 Ringe , Charles Broc den Brown, pp. 40-41. 
50Gilmore , pp. 109-110. 
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Gilmore also compares Carwin to archetypes such as 

Lucifer, Cain, and Ahasuerus and sees parallels between him 

and the serpent. His eloquence resembles that of the ser

pent, and Clara repeatedly thinks Carwin is speaking direct

ly into her ear much as ·Milton's Satan squats 1 ike a toad 

11 Close to the ear of Eve." Moreover, the dream in which 

Lucifer appears to Eve and lures her to the tree of know-

ledge is like Clara's dream of Wieland beckoning her to the 

edge of the abyss. Gilmore declares, 

In both the novel and the epic, the dream 
eventually comes true; beguiled by Satan, 
Eve eats of the forbidden fruit, and Clara 
is physically menace d by Theodore, who 
believes himself under a divine injunction 
to slay her. But the physical threat is 
less important ultimately, than the fact 
that her brother compels Clara to confront 
the evil within herself .•.. the pit 
toward which she hastens is hell--the hell 
that awaits those who taste of the fruit 51 of the tree of knowledge of good and evil. 

Although Gilmore's argument is interesting, it is not 

sound. The myth of the fall of man is prevalent in the 

novel, but it is not quite as simple as Gilmore explains it. 

First, in the dream it is Wieland, not Carwin, who beckons 

Clara to the abyss. Carwin may set into play Wieland's 

actions, but he does not murder the family. Second, it is 

Car in who saves Clara from her brother. Rather than 

51 G . 1 1 more p 11 3. 
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representing hell, the pit symbolizes actual physical and 

mental danger for Clara. Hell is no symbol for the Wielands. 

For them, hell exists on earth. 

Cleman sees Carwin as like Marlowe's Faustus and 

Welbeck in that the first sins dictate those that will fol-

low until the importance of individual agency is gone. In 

the end, therefore, the reader focuses not on Carwin or 

Wieland's personal guilt, but on the wrongs done by the 

two together. 52 

Pamela Shelden sees Carwin as a catalytic agent who 

causes Wieland to lose his rational powers and who mesmer-

izes Clara. As in the Gothic romance, the villain holds 

mysterious power over the innocent. 53 Again, an interest

ing critical argument, but it seems to miss the mark. True, 

Carwin fascinates Clara, but it is he who, when discovered 

i n her closet, confesses that he is there to seduce her, 

then apologizes. After her initial attraction to him, Clara 

rea ll y is in control of Carwin. He has no sway over her. 

She bl ames hi m for everything, and he begs an interview 

ith he r to vin di cate hi mself. 

52 Cleman , p . 202 . 

53 Pamela J . Shelden , "The Shock o mbiguity: Brockcten 
Bro n's ieland and he Gothic Tradition" DeKalb literary 

r s Journal , lO , IV , 20. 
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Calling hi m a kind of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde because 

of his biloquism, Lyttle contends that Garwin has no real 

id en tity. He asserts that Garwin's biloquism is 11 a means 

of e scape fro m his troubled identity, a mask, a psycho

logi c a l device for him to hide behind while he is manipu

lating and hurting others. It is an excuse, like his 

' c ur i os ity,' for beco ming angels, robbers, false lovers, 

and ev en Go d . '' 54 

Cl eman co mpar es Garwin to Welbeck but declares that 

Garwin is not so villainous and not so well developed. Like 

Ormond, Garwin i s st r on gl y influenced by eighteenth-century 

radicalism . His p r imary cr i mes are misusing his ventrilo

quis m, seducing Clara ' s ma i d , and att em pting to seduce 

C 1 a r a . ~J h e n C a r w i n co n f e s s e s h i s i n v o 1 v em e n t i n t h e 

my sterious events , his moti ves ar e no t dep raved. He i s 

convinced that he has not acte d i n an e vil ma nne r an d is 

so rry for the mischief he causes . 55 

According to Franklin , Garwin ' s only fau l t is his 

i ncessant and uncontrollable curiosity . Maxwell clearly i s 

a vi l lain , but both Pleyel and Clara's uncle testify to the 

t ruth f ul ne s s of Garwin's ad missions. For Franklin, "Garwin 

54 Lyttl e , p. 266. 

55 Cleman , pp . 200 - 01 . 



in reality is nothing more than the trigger which sets 

Theodore hurtling off into madness." 56 
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Also defending Carwin is Rufus Griswold, who refers to 

Carwin as the real hero of Wi~l · and and insists that Carwin 

the Biloguist must be read before Wi.eland can be fully 

. t d 57 apprec1a e . Griswold argues that Carwin is 

him : 

unwise, unfortunate, wicked, but not a 
"fiend," nor actuated by "diabolical 
malice." The careful reader of thenar
rative will perceive that the credulous 
Wieland already supposed himself in com
munication with the invisible world, and 
that on the night when he thought the 
sacrifice of his family was demanded, 
the author represents his imagination as 
heated to phrensy by fears respecting his 
sister. He was in a state to hear voices 
when no voices sounded, and to see sights 
invisible to their eyes; Carwin had no 58 direct connection with these last events. 

Ma nly, on the other hand, almost completely discounts 

•• Ca rw in is for the most part a shadowy back-

ground fi gu re wh ose final confessions reveal him to be 

more of a pa t hetic bu mb ler than a figure of soaring sexual 

passion . "59 

56 Franklin , p . 159 . 

57 Rufus i lmot Griswold The Prose Writers of Ame ri ca 
(Philadelphia: Parry and c illan, 1857) p . 107 . 

58 Griswold , pp. 108-09 . 

59 anly . p 319 . 
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As already stated, Brown was trained in the art and 

practice of forensic composition; therefore, it is nec~ssary 

for the reader to examine the case for or against Carwin 

as well as the evidence presented for or against Wieland 

and Clara. Three questions must be answered. Who is 

ultimately responsible for the murders? Who is guilty of 

contributing to the murders? Who is the villain in this 

novel? 

Leslie Fiedler notes that in the fully developed Gothic 

novel the action centers on the villain, "the persecuting 

principle of damnation" rather than on the heroine, "the 

persecuted principle of salvation." 60 The major themes of 

these novels are the villain/hero's temptation and suff~ring 

and "the beauty and terrors of his bondage to evil." 61 In 

Wieland, however, this is not the case; the novel centers 

on the heroine, who is the main character. 

In order to determine who is responsible for the 

murders and who the villain is, it is necessary to refer 

once again to Dr . Boyer's idea that the villain is one who 

60 Leslie A. Fiedler, Love and Death in the American 
ovel ( ew York: Dell Publishing Co. Inc., 1966), p. 128 . 

61 Fiedler, p. 128. 
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willfully violates standards of morality for selfish 

ends. 62 To examine this idea one must look closely at what 

motivates each of the characters and determine whether or 

not those motives are evil. 

Carwin is most often labeled the villain of the tale . 

When Clara first meets him, he is a wanderer, a teller of 

tales, and one who captures her imagination and causes her 

passions to soar. In Carwin, the Biloguist, the reader 

learns that Ludloe, an anti-authoritarian character, serves 

as Carwin's mentor and educates him in sophistry and sub-
63 tlety. Thus, Carwin's moral education has been as lax 

as that of Clara and Wieland. The reader also learns that 

Carwin disliked his father and left home as soon as he 

could. Thus, like Clara and Wieland, Carwin has a history 

of problems with his father . Clara and Wieland, however, 

both loved their father and regret his death. 

The reader also learns that early in life Carwin 

discovers his biloquial powers and that he often uses these 

powers . He feels gu ilty, though, when he uses his powers 

dishonestly . After an attemp t to deceive his father, Carwin 

laments , "That my guilt was the offspring of a fatal 

62clarence Valentine Boyer The Villain as Hero in 
Elizabethan Tragedy ( e York: Russell & Russel l, 1964) , 
p. 8 

63 Lyttle , pp . 264-65. 



necessity, that the injustice of others gave it birth 

and made it unavoidable, afforded me slight consolation" 

(p. 287). Carwin, nonetheless, rationalizes the use of 
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his powers: "The utility or harmlessness of the end, 

justified, in my eyes, the means" (pp. 295-96). He admits, 

though, that "Deception was often unnecessarily practiced, 

and my biloquial faculty did not lie unemployed" (po 309). 

Carwin, therefore, uses his powers indiscriminately to 

further his own ends, to get himself out of trouble, or 

as in the case of Mrs. Benington, to save her from robbers. 

Ironically, in spite of his intentions, Carwin never really 

foresees the consequences of his actions. Foreshadowing 

the murders of the family, which are triggered by Carwin's 

mischief , is the scene in which Carwin uses his powers to 

save Mrs. Benington. Instead of helping her, he frightens 

the horses and her carriage overturns. Carwin declares, 

"what an i11-omened interference was mine" (p. 334). 

In his confession to Clara, Carwin admits he used 

his ventriloquism on seven occasions before the night of 

the murders . Two occasions were in Clara's bedroom, one 

at the close of her dream in the summer-house, one at 

the river bank to deceive Pleyel, two at the temple to 
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deceive Wieland, and one in the hall of the mansion. 64 

Nevertheless, when Clara accuses him of using his voice to 

command Wieland to murder, Carwin defends himself by 

saying, "I am not this villain; I have slain no one; I 

have prompted none to slay; I have handled a tool of 

wonderful efficacy without rna 1 i gnant intentions, but 

without caution 11 (p. 223). He then explains why he used 

each of the voices. On the first occasion, he finds a 

letter in the temple and reads the letter even though it 

is not his. While reading the letter, he hears Wieland 

approaching the temple and uses the voice to avoid detec-

tion. He uses the second voice to interfere in the debate 

between Pleyel and Wieland. Using a counterfeit murderous 

dialogue, Carwin tests Clara's courage with the third 

voice. After Clara is frightened by the dialogue and 

faints on her brother's doorstep, Carwin uses the fourth 

voice to sound an alarm because he is afraid for Clara's 

safety. The fifth voice he uses to wake Clara from her 

dream in the summer-house, the sixth to stop her from 

discovering him hiding in her closet, and the seventh to 

deceive Pleyel 

6 4 R o b e t . H o b s o n " V o i c e s o f C a rw i n a n d 0 t h e r 
ysteries in Charles Brockden Brown's Wieland '' Early Ameri

can L1tera ure~ 10 (1975), 307. 



In all cases, Carwin uses the voices to interfere in 

the lives of others, to escape discovery, to satisfy his 

urges to pry into others' private affairs, and to deceive 

Pleyel because he is jealous of him. Carwin believes, 

however, that his motives are not really evil. He tells 
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C 1 a r a , "I cannot j us t i f y my conduct , yet my on 1 y crime was 

curiosity" (p. 231). Carwin is in reality motivated by 

childish selfishness and by a need to manipulate others. 

Yet, he is truly repentant when he tells Clara, 11 How 

often I had repented this kind of exertion; how many evils 

were produced by it which I had not foreseen" (p. 237). 

The key phrase here is 11 Which I had not foreseen." Carwin 

is guilty of unknowingly putting into motion a series of 

events which cause Wieland to murder the family; therefore, 

he is guilty of contributing to the murders. He is not, 

though , the villain of the tale. His motives are selfish, 

but he never foresees the consequences of what he does. He 

is a man with a power he is unable to control. He does 

save Clara from Wieland when he again uses his power to 

declare, "Man of .errors! cease to cherish thy delusion; 

no t heaven or hell, but thy senses have misled thee to 

co mmi t these acts" (p. 257). The scene illustrates Carwin's 

e ntir e life. He can use the power to control the moment, 

b he is never able to use it to con rol the ultimate 
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results. He saves Clara, but he does not prevent the 

tragedy of the family. Fiedler argues that the novel ends 

with Carwin's not being punished and his resuming his role 

of the wandering Jew. 65 In fact, Carwin is punished; guilt 

is its own punishment. 

In analyzing not only Carwin but also the other char-

acters, the reader must consider Brown's obvious emphasis 

on the circularities of debate and his abilities as an 

author to protest the oversimplification of truth. 66 Many 

of the clues to Wieland's character, for example, lie in 

his admiration of Cicero and in his interest in the rheto-

rical arts. As George Kennedy reminds us. "The good orator, 

good both in a moral and an artistic sense, must be aware 

of his power and must never forget his responsibility. 

o rhetoric can be better than the character of its orator, 

and sometimes it seduces him.•• 67 In Wieland's case, rhetoric 

does seduce him because he does not heed the warnings of 

Plato. Plato teaches that the relationship of rhetorical 

technique to subject matter is integral because the orator, 

65 Fiedler, p. 150. 

66 w1therington p. 21. 

67 George ennedy The Art of Persuasion in Greece 
(Pri ceton, ew Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1963) 

• 2 • 
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in order to discover the probable, has to have a knowledge 

of the truth. 68 Wieland knows only false appearance and 

illusion. Even Cicero, a rhetorician rather than a philo-

sopher, believes as do the other ancients that the training 

of the speaker should focus on the whole training of the 

man. 69 With Aristotle, rhetoric essentially is a method 

for making the truth effective. For Cicero, rhetoric helps 

the speaker to be effective. 7° Cicero, Wieland's favorite 

author and one of Brown's, sums up the reader's dilemma in 

the third book of De Officiis: "What seems to one person 

done out of lust for glory or power may to another seem 

done out of self-sacrificing patriotism." 71 As George 

Kennedy states, Cicero also in De Oratore reveals his 

belief that "Decis ions have to be made not on the basis of 

absolute knowledge, but circumstances, probabilities, and 

d
. . 117 2 expe 1enc1es. 

Yet, what neither Cicero nor Plato nor Aristotle deals 

68 Kennedy, The Art of Persuasion in Greece, p. 17. 

69charles Sears Baldwin, Ancient Rhetoric and Poetic 
( e York: The Macmillan Company, 1924), p. 40. 

70 Baldwin, p. 5. 

71 cited by George Kennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the 
oman lorld , 300 B.C. - A.D. 300 (Princeton, ew Jersey: 

p inc ton University Press 1972) p. 267. 

72 Kennedy The Art of Persuasion in the Roman lorld, p 228 .. 
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with in discussing rhetoric is the insane rhetorician. 

Wieland does speak the truth as he sees it, and he does 

make decisions based on "circumstance, probabilities, and 

expediencies;" but the decisions come from a diseased mind. 

His confession illustrates in the most morbid terms his 

logical insanity. Paradoxically, his insane confession 

and Carwin's confession are the only objective scenes in 

the novel. Clara's uncle and Pleyel confirm the facts of 

Carwin's confession; therefore, even though Clara hates 

Carwin, she has to relate his confession accurately. 

Wieland 's confession is contained in the transcript of the 

trial . Everything else in the novel is colored by Clara's 

horrifying experiences and by the mind of a narrator that 

slips in and out of madness and by a narrator with limited 

and prejudiced perceptions. Wieland's confession, then, 

gives the reader a glimpse into the mind of Clara's brother 

without her usual defenses of his character. And that 

glimpse is a horrifying one. 
73 

As in ancient Greece, Wieland pleads his own case. 

He immediately admits to the killings but attempts to 

vindicate his deed by explaining that malice did not cause 

him to act. Instead, he tells his accusers that "God is 

73 ennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman World, 
• 12 .. 
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my supreme passion. . I have thirsted for the knowledge 

of his will" (p. 185). His libidinous desire for a union 

with God is similar to his earlier desire for his sister. 

Wieland then relates the events that led up to the 

murders and the actual commission of the murders. He tells 

his accusers that he went to his sister's house because he 

was concerned that she had not arrived yet~ On the way to 

the house he has a supposed mystical experience, an exper

ience which he describes in sexual terms: "At first every 

vein beat with raptures known only to the man whose parental 

and conjugal love is without limits, and the cup of whose 

desires, immense as it is overflows with gratification ..•• 

All passions are base, all joys feeble, all energies malig

nant, which are not drawn from this source" (p o 187). It 

is at this point in the novel that Wieland begins to replace 

hi s i n c est u o us , g u i 1 t y des i r e for hi s s i s t e r w i t h hi s .la r

cissistic desire to, as Wieland cries, "be admitted to thy 

p r e s e n c e " ( p • 1 8 7 ) • T h e f i e r y i 1 l u s i o n vJ i e 1 a n d s e e s i s 

similar to the "cloud impregnated with light" (p. 19) that 

the uncle sees in the temple and that consumes the elder 

ieland. In the father's case the blazing light consumes 

his body; in Wieland's, the light consumes his mind. 

The theme of incest is further developed in the novel. 
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when after having his vision, Wieland returns to the mansion 

and forces Catharine to go with him to his sister's house. 

Catharine quickly realizes that Wieland is insane and 

cries, "thou art undone--lost to me and to thyself" (p. 193). 

The horror of Wieland's description of his murdering 

Catharine is surpassed only by the description of his ec

stasy in observing the corpse. Symbolically, he places the 

body of his wife on his sister's bed. Now nothing should 

stand in the way of his desire for his sister, but some

t hin g does interfere. By now his mind is ready for other 

mu rderous divine commands. The degree of his insanity is 

ob vious when he testifies that after the ecstasy a period 

of so r row took over, and the "breath of heaven that sus

tain ed me was withdrawn, and I sunk into mere man" (r. 195). 

Aft e r the dejection, his vision returns, and the next in

junct ions are inevitable o The rest of the family must be 

sacrif i ced, even Clara. By now Wieland is aware th a t he 

can nev er po ss e s s his si st er, but he does believe that by 

carrying out the comma nds he hears he can possess God, 

thereby tra nscend i ng the wor l d of ma n an d beco ming divin e 

himself. 

lithout a doubt , ieland i s guilty of the murders but 

ieland is not the villain of the tale either . His moti -

a ions a e Faus ian, but they are not evil . To be evil . 
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the perpetrator of malice must be able to distinguish be-

tween right and wrong, between appearance and reality. 

Wieland can do neither. He is a pathetic character, a 

victim of inherited insanity with a fate predetermined by 

the history of the family. Clara and her uncle both refer 

to Wieland's transformation: ''Hieland is no more," Clara's 

uncle tells her. "A fury that is rapacious of blood, that 

lifts his strength almost above that of mortals, that bends 

all his energies to the destruction of whatever was once 

dear to him, possesses him wholly" (p. 212). Thus, 

Wieland 's insanity is total, but he is not really trans-

formed. He has, instead, played out the script that was 

written for him at birth. He is, however, later trans

formed, as Clara declares, into a "man of sorrows'' (p . 258) 

because he realizes that the murders were senseless and not 

divinely ordained. 

Brown, like Cicero, must have believed that the ac

cused has a right to a defense 74 because Carwin, Wieland, 

and Clara all attempt to vindicate themselves. Clara's de

fense, of course, is the most fully developed. She tells 

the story, but she is not an entirely reliable narrator. She, 

li e other members of her family, has been affected by the 

74 Kennedy, The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman World 
p . 201 0 
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inherited insanity that looms over Wieland, and for her, 

the story is an exercise in exonerating herself and in 

dealing with her own feelings of guilt. She admits that 

she herself lapses into madness after discovering the 

murder of Catharine and after reading Wieland's testimony; 

yet, her narrative is a courageous struggle to retain her 

own sanity and somehow to explain rationally what happened, 

but Clara suffers as do the other characters from an 

inability to distinguish appearance from reality. Even 

after she confirms the facts in Carwin's confession, she 

still wants to believe that Carwin rather than her brother 

is guilty of the murders. She needs to believe this because 

admitting Wieland's guilt is an admission of her own com

plicity in the murders. 

Referring to her own state of mind while considering 

whether to meet Carwin, Clara despairs: "My mind seemed to 

be split into separate parts, and these parts to have 

entered into furi0us and implacable contention" (p. 159). 

Several times in the novel, Clara is afraid that she is 

moving toward the same abyss she visualizes in her dream 

in the summer-house. This abyss always ends up having some 

association with her brother and with her own dread of 

possible insanity . 

As ayne Fran lin illustrates Clara's vie is limited, 
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and the way in which she understands and tells the story is 

limited: 11 There is so much put-on and deceit, so much 

mistake and error in Wieland, that it is simply impossible 

for any one character to provide us with the last word on 

what is real or important." 75 Clara makes several errors. 

In one scene Pleyel thinks Clara is with Carwin; Clara 

thinks Pleyel is Carwin come back to assault her. The 

closed door between Clara and Pleyel becomes the symbol 

of the bars to perception and all the closed doors of the 

senses that abound in Wieland. 76 

Clara does, however, have to confront her own guilt 

and vulnerability. The catharsis for Clara occurs when she 

realizes that she too is capable of murder. Suddenly she 

knows that the ability to kill exists in all human beings, 

and she knows she will kill Wieland to save herself. As 

Gilmore states, Clara finally accepts the fact of 

human corruption; but although she accepts her culpability, 

she is still afraid 77 of the consequences. Man 1 y 

asserts that it is not until fire destroys Clara's 

house and forces her into the outside world that Clara 

75 Franklin p . 148. 

7 6 Fran 1 in p 1 8. 

77 Gilmore p . 116. 
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cally and symbolically rescued from the fire and now has 

an opportunity for a fresh start for the future. Fire 
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destroyed her father and began the tragic chain of events. 

Ironically, it is fire that at last breaks the chain and 

allows her to seem to escape the fate of her brother. 78 

Her final admission is that "no human virtue is secure from 

degenera cy" (p. 270). 

Thus, Clara is guilty like the other two of contributing 

to the murders because, like them, she also cannot distin-

guish between appearance and reality. Even at the end of the 

novel, after she has married Pleyel and gone to Europe, she 

continues to try to explain Wieland's misfortunes and to 

blame Carwin more than he deserves: "If Wieland had framed 

juster notions of moral duty, and of the divine attributes; 

or if I had been gifted with ordinary equanimity or fore

sight , the double-tongued deceiver would have been baffled 

and repelled" (p. 273). Even though Clara seems to have 

retained her sanity by leaving the scene of the horrors 

and going to Europe with her scientific, rational uncle 

and then marrying Pleyel, she still tries to lessen the 

errors of her brother's deeds· and her future continues 

78 a ly 321 p. • 
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to be in doubt. 

Moreover, all the main characters throughout the novel, 

including the supposedly rational Pleyel, have difficulty 

distinguishing appearance from reality. Carwin tricks 

Pleyel and deceives Clara and Wieland with his voice. 

Carwin also deceives himself by rationalizing his behavior 

and by never foreseeing the consequences of his deceptions. 

Wieland hears voices and believes he acts on divine com

mands . Clara struggles against madness and refuses to 

admit to her brother's insanity until the end of the novel, 

and even then she is reluctant to blame him . 

In Wieland, Brown creates a world doomed by human 

frailty and inherited depravity. None of the characters 

has a chance. None is a villain; all are victims of in

herited corruption, false sensations, and inherited insanity. 

In the case of the Wielands the sins of the father are 

passed on to the children; struggle as Clara does against 

inherited insanity, she cannot prevent tragedy. No one can-

least of all Wieland, who in the end is a victim of a pre

determined fate. 



CHAPTER III 

Structural Development in Wieland 

With the publication of Wieland, Brown took his place 

in American fiction. Influencing the production of the 

novel was a shift in British eighteenth-century intellec-

tual interests from France to Germany. In fiction, British 

authors frequently used German characters, and they adopted 

the German Gothic formula. In 1793, Brown read Christoph 

Martin Wieland's epic Oberon, which had been written in 

1780. Brown also read German novels such as Schiller's 

The Ghostseer and Cajetan Tschink's The Victim of Magical 

Delusion. Harry Warfel believes that the rationalist theme 

for Wieland may have come from The Victim 1 and that a 

close link exists between German rationalist fiction and 

the characterization of Ludloe in Carwin the Biloguist. 

Ludloe is a member of a secret society, and numerous such 

societies flourished in Germany during the latter half of 

th e eighteenth century in the courts, in the universities, 

1Harry Warfel, Charles Brockden Brown, American Gothic 
ove list (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1949), 

p . 11 0 . 

82 
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and among the cultured middle class. 2 

While influenced by German models, Brown created his 

own distinctly American novel, using the American scene and 

society as his setting. He also endeavored to give Wieland 

credibility by using psychological and scientifically docu

mented physical phenomena as the foundation for the novel. 

According to William Dunlap, 

In this work, the author, rejecting those 
events which flow from causes well known 
and constantly in operation, among men in 
society, which form the best and most use
ful groundwork for this species of composi
tion, and discarding the hacknied [sic] 
machinery of castles, banditti, and-ghosts, 
took a new and untrodden ground. He made 
the events of the story depend upon, and 
flow from, tw o of those wonderful phenomena 
of the moral and physical world, which 
though known and established, were still 
myst erious and undefined, and though vouched 
for by unquestionable authorities, are of 
such rare occurrence, as not to be familiar, 
or even f ully accounted for.3 

Attempting to classify Wieland, critics have labeled 

it a Gothic nove l, a nove l of purpose, a didactic novel, 

2Harry Warfel , "Charles Brockden Brown's German 
Sources ," Modern Language Quarter ly, I (1940), 360-61. 

3william Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown, 
Together with Selections from the Rarest of His Printed 
orks from His Ori inal Letters and from His Manuscri ts 

before Unpu lished Philadelphia: James P. Parke, Merritt 
Printer, 1815) , II 12. 
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and a novel of sentimental love and seduction. Certainly, 

it shares the elements of all four types; but Brown himself 

labeled it when he wrote in his ~veekly Magazine, "Great 

energy employed in the promotion of vicious purposes con-

stitutes a very useful spectacle. Give me a tale of lofty 

crimes, rather than of honest folly." 4 As David Davis 

states, "more than any other early American writer," Brown 

"contributed to the fictional study of murder and abnormal 
5 psychology ." Thus, it is fair to say, that Wieland is 

really our first American crime novel as well as our first 

psychological novel. Donald Ringe states, 

The shadowy paths, gloomy recesses, and 
darkened enclosures that figure so largely 
as sources of external terror in the Gothic 
romance have been used by the American 
novelist to project most convincingly the 
psychological terrors that beset his pro
tagonists. Each loses his hold on the 
world of objective reality and eventually 
becomes lost in the dark enclosure of his 
mind.6 

4cited by John Cleman, "Ambiguous Evil: A Study of 
Villains and Heroes in Charles Brockden Brown's Major 
ovels ," Early American Literature, 10 (1975), 190. 

5oavid Brion Davis, Homocide in American Fiction 
1798- 1860 : A Study in Social Values (Ithaca, N.Y.: 
Cornell University Press, 1957), p. 87. 

6oonald A. Ringe, "Charles Brockden Brown," in Major 
riters in Ea 1 American Literature, ed. Everett Emerson 
ad1son: Un1versity o isconsin Press, 1972), p. 288. 
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Indeed, conveying the dark side of man's mind and 

debating the responsibility for crimes are Brown's primary 

interests. As a trained lawyer, Brown was aware of the law 

concerning murder during the time. In 1794, Pennsylvania 

enacted an innovative statute which distinguished between 

two degrees of murder. Murder in the first degree was 

11 perpetrated by means of poison, or by lying in wait, or 

by any other kind of wilful [sic], deliberate or premedi

tated killing, or which shall be committed in the perpetra-

tion or attempt to perpetrate, any arson, rape, robbery, 
7 or burglary ." All other murders were in the second degree, 

and only murder in the first degree was punishable by 

death. The new law reflected the agitation in Pennsylvania 

and other parts of the country to do away with the death 

penalty altogether. 8 

In the novel, Wieland murders his entire family, but 

because of the new law, his crime falls into the category 

of second degree murder; and he is imprisoned rather than 

executed. One of the prisons that Brown was most likely 

7Lawrence • Friedman, A History of American Law (New 
York: Simon and Schuster, 1973), p. 249. 

8 Friedman , p. 249. 
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familiar with during his time was Walnut Street prison in 

Philadelphia, which was remodeled in 1790 and which served 

as a model of the country's enlightened philosophy. The 

prison's chief novelty was a penitentiary house which con

tained sixteen solitary or separate cells. According to 

Orlando F. Lewis in his book, The Development of American 

Prison Customs, 1776-1845, 

Each cell was eight feet long, six feet wide, 
and ten feet high, had two doors, an outer 
wooden one, and an inside iron door .... 
Each cell had a large leaden pipe that led 
to the sewer, and thus formed a very primi
tive kind of a closet. The window of the 
cell was secured by blinds and wire, to 9 prevent anything being passed in or out. 

Although some prisoners worked in shops during the day, 

the convicts in the solitary cells did not work at all. 

This asceticism was supposed to help the prisoners rethink 

their lives and meditate on self-improvement. 10 In 

Wieland's case, it gave him an opportunity to think about 

killing Clara and Pleyel. 

Even though laws had been reformed, prisons were still 

terrible places, and those who were insane like Wieland 

were frequently chained. In spite of Clara's sometimes 

9cited by Friedman, p. 259. 

1°Friedman, p. 259. 
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unreliable imagination and her prejudice for her brother, 

she had reason to worry about the "horrors of his dwelling

place ••• the fetters which constrained his limbs." 11 

Thus, even though Brown was probably familiar with a 

"model" prison like Walnut Street, he was also aware of how 

the criminally insane were "treated." It was not until the 

late nineteenth century that lawyers frequently invoked the 

plea of insanity in cases of violent crimes. By then 

lawyers and doctors engaged in a continuing debate about the 

meaning of criminal responsibility and the scope of the 

insanity defense. 12 

During Brown's time, however, Wieland is convicted 

of murder and put away. No lawyer enters a plea of insanity 

for him . He presents his own defense and convicts himself. 

In many respects, Brown's novel becomes a debate similar 

to the continuing one in the nineteenth century of who is 

responsible in cases of insanity. 

To organize such a debate, Brown divided Wieland into 

four parts. The first part, or prologue, relates the 

11 charles Brockden Brown, Wieland or the Transformation 
To ether with Memoirs of Carwin the Bilo uist (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Wor , Inc ., 26 , p. 0 • Subsequent 
quo tations are fro m this edition and hereafter are cited in 
t he text. 

12Fried man p. 514. 
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Wieland family's background and the death of the elder 

Wieland in Pennsylvania. The second part contains the 

central action and is structured by the eight voices pro-

duced by Carwin and the deaths of the family. The -third 

part is the denouement in which Clara learns that Wieland 

is the murderer and that Carwin is responsible for some of 

the voices. She hears Carwin's confession, she reads 

Wieland's testimony, Wieland attempts to kill her, Wieland 

kills himself, and Clara has a mental collapseo Finally, 

Clara writes the epilogue three years after the events. 13 

Although written in the epistolary form, the novel quickly 

loses its appearance of one long letter composed of three 

parts with a shorter letter as the epilogue. 

Contributing to the atmosphere of verisimilitude that 

Brown wanted to create for his fiction is his basing the 

plot of Wieland on an actual murder. Carl Van Doren dis

covered that Brown patterned the Wieland murders on those 

described in the New York Weekly Magazine in 1796, two years 

before Wieland was published. The murders occurred in 

Tomhannock , ew York, in 1781. Van Doren notes that in the 

13J. V .. Ridgely, "The Empty World of Wieland, .. in In
dividual and Community: Variations on a Theme in American 
Fiction , ed. enneth H. Baldwin and David K. Kirby 
{Durham, .C Duke University Press, 1975), pp. 5-6. 
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"Advertisement" to Wieland Brown hinted at his source: 14 

"If history furnishes one parallel fact, it is sufficient 

vindication of the Writer; but most readers will probably 

recollect an authentic case, remarkably similar to that 

of Wieland" (p. 4). In comparing the novel and the account 

in the New York Weekly Magazine, David Clark notes several 

parallels . Both killers made confessions of guilt, both 

protested their innocence of any conscious desire to commit 

such acts, and both acted, so they thought, according to 

Div ine Will. In each case, the killer attacked the sister, 

and each sister escaped to tell the story. Each murderer 

also had four children, and each escaped from prison 

t 
. 1 5 

WlCe . 

Several differences between the novel and the account 

exist . For example, the slaughter of the family, as Van 

Doren notes, which is so gruesome in the magazine's account, 

is less so in the novel. Brown does not detail the killin g 

of the chi ldren. Also, Wieland escapes a third time, finds 

Carwin and his sister, and commits suicide . 

14carl Van Doren, "Early American Realism ," Nation, 99 
ovember 12 1914) , 577. 

15oavid lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown, Pioneer 
oice in erica (Durham, . C. : Duke University Press, 

1 9 52 ) • p . 1 68. 
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Van Doren concludes that Brown may have had other 

sources than the Weekly Magazine, but his search of news

papers of the time has not uncovered any others. 16 It is 

possible that Brown also reviewed a copy of the trial 

transcript; but whether he did or not, this story of the 

murde rs committed in New York when he was only ten years 

old must have furnished him with the source for his novel. 

Brown demonstrates his training as a lawyer and a 

rhetorician by using the method of the forensic defense to 

give structural unity to Wieland. This device brings to-

gether the two plots: the results of Wieland's insanity and 

Clara's story. The outer perimeters of the novel consist 

of Clara 's narrative, an account which is in reality a 

defense of herself and her actions. Within that narrative 

are two other important structural elements: Wieland's 

and Carwin's defenses. By using the defenses as a struc-

tural device, Brown is able to weave the two plots together 

and to illustrate how the defenses confirm or deny one 

another. 

Clara begins her letter to her unknown friend shortly 

after ieland's suicide and her nervous collapse. Like 

16 van Doren, pp. 577-78 . 
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her brother, Clara is a rhetorician; and although she is 

writing to a friend, she makes it clear that she is also 

producing a document that will explain to the public the 

events that have transpired: "Make what use of the tale 

you shall think proper. If it be communicated to the world, 

it will inculcate the duty of avoiding deceit. It will ex

emplify the force of early impressions, and show the im

measurab le evils that flow from an erroneous or imperfect 

discipline" (p. 5). Clara, therefore, intends that her 

story be made public so those hearing the story will learn 

the truth of the incident and will understand the evils 

that can come from mistaken impressions. Clara also claims 

that the story is told for "the benefit of mankind" (p. 5). 

Actually the story is told for two major reasons: to give 

Clara the chance to explore her own psyche so she can work 

her way back to some degree of normalcy and to give her an 

opportunity to present her defense. In defending herself, 

she must defend Wieland too. 

Her narrative begins by setting the stage for the hor-

rors to follow She relates the family's peculiar history 

and lays the groundwork for Wieland's inherited religious 

fanaticism. She also unconsciously confirms the latent 

incestuous relationship between her and Wieland . Only six 

a the ti e of her father's death and her mother 's she 
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naturally attaches herself closely to her brother, her only 

close living relative. He becomes for her a father and 

mother substitute, and their isolated existence only serves 

to strengthen their unhealthy closeness. 

Early in the narrative Clara reveals that she often 

thinks of the mysterious events surrounding her father's 

death and of the resemblance of the elder Hieland's death 

to the younger Wieland's fanaticism: "Was this the penalty 

of disobedience? This the stroke of a vindictive and in

visible hand? It is fresh proof that the Divine Ruler inter

feres in human affairs, meditates an end, selects and com

mis sio~s his agents, and enforces, by unequivocal sanctions, 

submission to his will" (pp. 21-22). Thus, at the begin

ning of the novel, Brown introduces the subject for debate, 

and Clara becomes his instrument for carrying out the debate 

of whether or not man's fate is predetermined, and if it is, 

then who is responsible for human action--God or man. In

terestingly, Clara refers to a "vindictive and invisible 

hand." Therein lies the heart of Clara's problems. She 

needs, as do most human beings, someone to blame for the 

murders besides herself or her brother; and if Carwin is 

innocent, then perhaps God is guilty . 

In telling her story Clara is also careful to portray 

the relationships of the four main characters and to paint 
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a picture of an ideal, intellectual, and tranquil life. In 

reality, what she does is to confirm the isolation of the 

group and to give us a picture of a stagnant, rather self

ish existence. With the stage set, as Berthoff tells us, 

Brown is able to introduce the multi-leveled deceptions. 17 

In addition, Brown creates dramatic tension by his interest 

in rationalism, truth, and purpose; and he enlivens the 

debate by introducing the bizarre. To be completely logi-

cal and guided by common sense is for the narrator to be 

fully sane; to give reign to thoughts of the supernatural 

and my stical speculation of mysterious events is to move 

toward madness • As W i 11 i am Man 1 y observes , '' T hi s u n res o 1 v e d 

dramati c tension begun in the early stages and continued 

until the final ones not only gives a heretofore slightly 

regarded unity to this early tale, but it is clearly its 

guiding genius ." 18 

The search for truth, as Paul Witherington emphasizes, 

is for Brown a circular quest. The recurring motif in 

/ieland , Ormond , Arthur Mervyn, and Edgar Huntly is the 

17 . B. Berthoff , "A lesson on Concealment : Brockden 
Brown 's ethod of Fiction," Philological Quarterly , 37 
(1958) , 50 . 

18 illiam anly , "The Importance of Point of View in 
Broc den Bro n's American literature , 35 {1962), 
31 2 . 
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circular, indirect quest for truth. Witherington points 

out that intuition cannot always be trusted, 19 but Brown 

also illustrates clearly in Wieland that the rationalist's 

quest is just as unreliable. Like Edgar Huntly who travels 

in a circle and returns to his starting point, 2° Clara also 

learns that the truth she seeks outside herself can be 

found only within. Clara's journey, a frequent symbol for 

Brown, begins in her house with the house representing her 

mind and the closet the inner recesses of her mind, or the 

id. Each time she enters the closet, she discovers more 

about the darker side of her nature, even the incestuous 

side, when after hearing Carwin's voice, she fears that her 

brother is within. After Wieland's suicide she leaves the 

house for a time, but as she indicates in her epilogue, 

she decides to return to the house "to wait for death in 

the very spot which had been the principal scene of my mis

fortunes" (pp. 262-63). For Clara the journey must end by 

her returning to the house, but rather than confronting her 

fears, she chooses to die . ller second dream, again of an 

abyss and of being swallowed up by whirlpools, captures 

19 Paul litherington, "Image and Idea in Wieland and 
Edgar Huntly," The Serif, 3 (1966) 20. 

20 itherington, p. 23. 
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the turbulence of her mind. She sees in the dream "fiery 

torrents and its pillars of smoke" (p. 264). Ironically, 

she awakens from the dream to find her house on fire; she 

is then rescued from the fire and from the turbulence of 

her mind . Hence, for Clara the debate and the defense come 

to an end, but not necessarily to a satisfactory end. 

Undoubtedly, Clara is better off than Wieland. She 

leaves the Wieland farm, goes to Europe with her uncle, 

and eventually marries Pleyel. To survive, Clara must 

change her setting, but she never resolves the debate of 

who is responsible. She never completes her defense but 

escapes to another place instead. Rather than answering 

the question of who is responsible, Clara retreats to the 

opinion of an expert, Mr. Cambridge, "who imputed to mania

cal illusion the conduct of Wieland, though he conceived 

the previous and unseen agency of Carwin, to have indirectly 

but powerfully predisposed to this deplorable perversion 

of mind" {pp . 267-68). Clara, therefore, acquits herself 

of any wrongdoing by seemingly accepting Mr. Cambridge's 

concise analysis of the situation. Clara, however, ends 

her tale with a series of five "if" clauses in the final 

paragraph . She continues to defend herself and Wieland, 

but she obviously leaves the debate open. 
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Mark Seltzer further examines the patterns of language 

and event in Wieland and explores the effects they create. 

He contends that the way in which Clara manages causal 

connections produces the novel's special effects. By fre-

quently referring to causal connections, she creates a tone 

of rigid over-determination. Agreeing that her narrative 

is a psychological defense, Seltzer says she proves her 

need to distance, abstract, and maintain control over the 

events i n which she i s i n v o 1 v e d and that ''Connections of 

subject and object, motive and act, past, present, and 

future emerge increasingly, not merely as the mode of her 

discou rse, but as one of its most prominent subjects." 21 

Often a gap exists between the event and its descrip

tion, and stress shifts from the event interpreted to the 

1 f th . t t t' 22 Th' . th . b th anguage o e 1n erpre a 1on. 1s 1s e case 1n o 

Carwin's and Wieland's defenses. At the time of the de-

fenses, the murders have already been committed; and Carwin 

has been discovered as an agent of deception. Carwin's 

defense takes the form of a confession, and the confession 

itself confirms his guilt . In the scene between Carwin and 

21 ark Seltzer , "Saying a es It So: Language and 
Event in Brown's ieland," Early American Literature, 13 
(1978) 81-82 . 

22 Seltzer, p. 83. 
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Clara speech becomes a way of acting out the deed. Unlike 

the terror that occurs when Wieland thinks he hears divine 

voices, the voice of Carwin in the scene is his own; and it 

is used to explain his actions and to solicit Clara's for

giveness. Ironically, Carwin has the power of ventrilo

quism, but he has little power as a rhetorician. 

Ludloe teaches Carwin sophistry, and Carwin is a tel

ler of tales. As long as he is spinning a tale or simply 

lying, he tells a good story; but when faced with prepar

ing a defense, he is clumsy because he is no longer relating 

a fantasy . Instead, he is desperately trying to unweave a 

web he helped to create. His explanation is believable 

only because it is later confirmed by others. He has 

neither the stance nor the skill of a rhetorician. When 

Clara recovers from her fainting spell, she sees Carwin 

"seated on the floor, his back rested against the wall, his 

knees ... drawn up, and his face •.. buried in his 

hands" (p. 219). This is hardly the pose of a great orator. 

Carwin declares that he comes "to confess my errors" 

(p . 220), and his discourse then proceeds to be a series 

of confessions supported by a weak defense. He makes no 

attempt, for instance to establish his character. Rather, 

he asserts that he is innocent before even finding out what 

he is being accused of: "What has happened? I came to 
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expiate my crimes: let me know them in their full extent" 

(p. 221). The scene then becomes analogous to a scene in 

court with Carwin assuming the role of the defendant and 

Clara the prosecutor. Carwin nearly convicts himself before 

discovering that he is suspected of more than deceiving 

people with his voice. He rashly tells Clara: "I come as 

a repentant criminal. It is you whom I have injured, and 

at your bar am I willing to appear, and confess and expiate 

my crimes. I have deceived you: I have sported with your 

terrors : I have plotted to destroy your reputation" 

(p . 222). Thus, Carwin unwittingly establishes his degen

erate character and then is stunned by Clara's accusation: 

"was not thine the voice that commanded my brother to im

brue his hands in the blood of his children--to strangle 

the angel of sweetness his wife?" (p. 222). 

The scene between Carwin and Clara is an emotional one, 

but the prosecutor is the one in control. Carwin stumbles 

through a confession, and as Carl Nelson observes, Clara's 

reactions to Carwin throughout the novel illustrate the com

mand she has over her rhetorical powers . She uses her tale 

to depict Car~in as a Satanic figure and herself as an in

nocent victim as she a tempts to cover up her irrational 

a raction o him As elson says , "Carwin's secret power 

ally is voic is Bro~n ' s me aphor for his illicit 



- -~-~---

99 

erotic character~ and the same identification of voice 

and f o r b i d den pas s ion a p p l i e s to C l a r a • 11 2 3 C l a r a , however , 

pleads her case better than Carwin, whose guilt is obvious. 

She has control over her discourse and more easily ration-

alizes her guilt. Carwin, on the other hand~ while present

ing a poor defense, understands himself better than Clara 

ever does. He admits to her, 11 My morals will appear to 

you fa r from r i g i d ~ yet my con duct w i l l fa 1 l s h or t of you r 

suspicions" (p. 230). While denying he ordered Wieland to 

kill , he admits, usurely my malignant stars had not made 

me the cause of her death; yet had I not rashly set in mo-

tion a machine, over whose progress I had no controul" 

(p . 242). 

Had Clara indeed been a prosecutor before the court, 

she would have used Carwin's own confession to convict him. 

He offers no proof of what he says. His confession, in 

fact, only serves to illustrate his past crimes. After he 

finishes, Clara delivers her verdict: "his tale is a lie, 

and his nature devilish . As he deceived me, he likewise 

deceived my brother, and now do I behold the author of all 

our calamities" (p. 243). Clara has ulterior motives 

23 carl elson "Bro~n's anichaean oc -Heroic: The 
Ironic Self in a Hyperbolic orld" est Virginia University 
P ilological Papers 20 (1973) 33 . 
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for condemning him, but on the basis of the evidence, she 

delivers a logical verdict. Carwin is acquitted only be-

cause his testimony is "corroborated with that of a servant-

maid who spied the murder of the children from a closet" 

( p . 1 8 2 ) a n d be c a u s e h e s a v e s C 1 a r a from !·! i e 1 a n d . 

Wieland, like Carwin, pleads his defense, but Wieland 

argues before the court; and like Clara, Wieland uses 

speech to dramatize his deeds. The reader learns the de-

tails of Catharine's murder in his defense, but Wieland 

does not detail the murders of the children. Brown elim-

inates the specifics of the murders because in Wieland 

the act of speaking is more significant than the act of 

mu rder. As Seltzer observes, 

The major "actions" of the novel involve 
reading, writing, and spoken narration, 
and actual events which do occur are always 
distanced through (written or spoken) dis
course. The novel is doubly-written, in 
a manner which centrally emphasizes the 
acts of writing and speaking.24 

Wieland's confession is the only occasion in which 

he speaks for himself and in which the reader hears from 

him without his sister's interpretation of events and with

out her defense of him . Wieland begins his defense in good 

rhetorical fashion by establishing before the court his good 

24 Seltzer , p. 88. 



1 01 

reputation as a husband and a father. He also openly ad

mits that he killed his family, but he lets his accusers 

know that he has no need to vindicate himself. Although 

without a doubt insane, Wieland proceeds to enter a sound 

defense. He asks the key question of his accusers: 11 Think 

ye that mal ice could have urged me to this ·deed?" (p. 185). 

Under the laws of Philadelphia at the time, without proof 

of malice or premeditation, Wieland could be convicted of 

only second degree murder; and although Wieland's confes-

sion is the ravings of a madman, it saves him from being 

executed. Moreover, the defense echoes chords sounded by 

Cicero in the speech that made him famous in the law courts o 

Delivered about 8 B.C., Cicero's defense of Roscius of 

Ameria on a charge of parricide culminated in Cicero's 

asking his famous question: Who was to gain?
25 

A good law-

yer would have asked this question of Wieland's jury; how

ever, Wieland handles his own defense; and although he 

does not ask the question, he answers it: 11 It is needless 

to say that God is the object of my supreme passion •..• 

I have thirsted for the knowledge of his will" (p. 185). 

The Art of Rhetoric in the Roman 
300 (Princeton .J.: Princeton 

~--~--.--~~--~~~--p . 153. 
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After killing Catharine he says, "For a while I thus 

soared above frailty 11 (p. 194). Thus, Wieland believes he 

has something to gain by his Abrahamic sacrifice of his 

family, but his imagined reward is only an illusion he him

self creates. In reality, he gains nothing. His summation 

to his accusers ends in his addressing the Deity rather 

than the court. The speech reveals the full extent of his 

insanity, and it probably keeps him from being executed. 

In the address he demonstrates that he no longer knows 

right from wrong or appearance from reality: "I know not 

what is crime; what actions are evil in their ultimate and 

comprehensive tendency or what are good'' (p. 199). Wieland's 

speech, therefore, is the argument of a madman, saving him 

from execution but condemning him to chains and imprison

ment . Only la ter when he discovers that his senses were 

wrong does his argument shatter. Truth, the element 

Wieland has denied until Carwin demonstrates that "thy 

senses have mi s 1 ed thee to commit these acts" ( p. 257), 

finally destroys the dialectic of Wieland's defense: 

"Fallen from his lofty and heroic station; now finally 

restored to the perception of truth· weighted to earth by 

the recollection of his own deeds .•. Wieland was trans

fo r me d at once into the man of sorrows!'' (p . 258). 
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In Wieland's final scene Clara continues to use her 

rhetorical powers to describe her brother's ultimate fate 

and to cover up the direct manipulation of his suicide. 

Still describing her brother in heroic terms and lamenting 

his discovery of the truth, Clara becomes a killer herself. 

She does not stab Wieland, but she manipulates the events 

so that he will kill himself. To escape her own guilt as 

well as to maintain the illusion that her brother is a hero, 

who because of Carwin's deception, has fallen from grace, 

Clara determines that Wieland must end his own life. For 

him to continue to live would be a constant reminder of 

the family's inherited curse. Clara is forced into her 

actions by a series of events that she cannot control; 

therefore , if she cannot control the action, she must be 

able to control speech. She sees that ~·Jieland's 11 eyes were 

without moisture , and gleamed with the fire that consumed 

his vitals" (p. 288). Once again fire is used to signal 

some disaster . Clara sympathizes with her brother, she 

loves him, and she must also see her father in him. She 

tells the reader, 11 ! entered, as it were, into his thought. 

y heart was visited and rent by his pangs--Oh that thy 

phrenzy had never been cured! that thy madness, with its 

blissful visions 1ould return! or, if that must not be, 

a t y scene ould hasten to a close! that death would 

II 
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cover thee with oblivion!" (pp. 258-59). In this speech 

Clara dramatizes her symbolic union with her brother, and 

this oneness with him convinces her that only one alterna

tive is open to him. Only death will end his despair. 

Also, his death is the avenue for Clara's escape from her 

incestuous, turbulent feelings about him. 

After logically arguing that death is her brother's 

escape, Clara then makes it easy for him to commit suicide. 

She has only to wait for the "avenue of escape" to occur 

to him and to pretend that she loses control of herself: 

"my thoughts became engaged by his demeanor, my fingers 

were stretched as by a mechanical force, and the knife, 

no longer heeded or of use, escaped from my grasp, and fell 

unperceived on the floor. His eye now lighted upon it; he 

seized it with the quickness of thought" (p. 259). After 

her brother's death, Clara longs for death, or says she 

does. In spite of her insistence that she will stay in 

the house and pine away, she escapes when the house burns; 

and she finds herself able to survive and enter life once 

again. What she escapes, however, is the scene--not her 

inherited destiny. 

Throughout the three rhetorical defenses , Brown uses 

he tension of opposi s, and Sydney rause calls this 

e sio 'a ajor a i es ation of Brown's romanticism--



105 

as the 'artful thunder' that gives his fiction its artistic 
26 power." The polarities in Brown's fiction are in some 

fashion reconciled. Krause emphasizes that "he does this 

systematically enough that I would venture to propose the 

result is an operational demonstration of the Coleridgean 

idea of the reconciliation of opposites--a clear case, if 

one wishes, of practice preceding theory." 27 

The reconciliation of opposites operates in the theme 

of Wieland. Wieland's overpowering obsession is based on 

the union of two radical opposites, that of the worst of 

motives or familicide and the highest motive with regard 

to God. Wieland makes a terrible decision in which oppo-

sites of human and divine love are reconciled by sacrific-

ing one to the other. According to Krause, "Throughout, 

Brown plays up the evident perversity of his needing to de-

rive spiritual satisfaction from what is humanly most hate-

ful to him. That nothing less than the evil will do for 

that good is the exact formula for their reconciliation .. "
28 

26 sydney J. Krause , "Romanticism in Wieland : Brown and 
the Reconciliation of Opposites," in Artful Thunder: Versions 
of the Romant1c Tradition in American Literature in Honor of 
Ho ~ard P. Vincent, ed . Robert J. De Mott and Sanford E. 
arovitz (Ken : ent State University Press, 1975), p. 18 . 

27 Krause, p. 19. 

28 r use, p . 2 2. 
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Finally, Brown uses this reconciliation of opposites 

to bring the narrative to an end. Most critics consider 

the Maxwell-Stuart subplot as a major structural flaw. 

Ringe, for example, believes the novel is structurally weak 

probably because Brown wrote so fast. He considers the 

subplot, which is introduced early, as almost completely 

dropped later and crowded into the final chapter. He views 

the last chapter as unfortunate. After the passage of 

three years, the stock, happy ending is anticlimatic. 

Feeling that the ending is contrived, Ringe says it dis

torts the total meaning of the book. 29 

Actually the ending is contrived, but by Clara to con

clude her rhetorical defense. To fully understand the end

ing of the novel, the reader needs to return to the begin

ning and decide to whom Clara is writing o As stated earli

er, Brown uses the epistolary form to construct the novel; 

however , Clara never makes it clear whom she is addressing 

in her letter. Since the only friends Clara had were 

Catharine and Wieland, both now dead, and her husband Pleyel, 

it is logical to surmise that Clara is not really writing to 

a friend. She indicates that whoever she is addressing can 

make her story available to the public. Clara, the writer 

29 oonald A Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown ( ew York: 
T ayne P blishers 1966) p . 44. 
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and the skilled rhetorician, probably is presenting her 

defense directly to the public rather than to a friend. 

Like her father, who left as his legacy a "numbered manu

script, containing memoirs of his own life" (p. 94), Clara 

is preparing a manuscript which contains her story. For 

Clara, writing is the act of delivering her defense. 

She completes that defense three years after the mur

ders with what appears to be a hastily prepared postscript 

to the tale. In reality, the recording of the Maxwell-Stuart 

story is a clever ploy by Clara to argue that the events 

are parallel to those in the story of her brother's fall. 

In his speech to the court Wieland confirms that he does 

not know right from wrong or appearance from reality. 

Clara seeks to establish her credibility once again by 

telling a story that gives her an opportunity to moralize 

at the end. The subplot is Clara's chance to demonstrate 

to her audience, i n t hi s case the reader, that u n 1 i k e h e.r 

brother, she does know right from wrong and she sees clearly 

that Maxwell is a villain. By telling the story, however, 

Clara reveals that she still does not know appearance from 

reality because she draws erroneous parallels between the 

plot and subplot. She compares Carwin to Maxwell. Both 

deceive others but axiell is a coward and a calculating 

iller· Car in is neither. Attempting to merge the two 
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tales illustrates Clara's powers as a rhetorician and also 

shows her to be a sophist. Wieland and Clara both speak 

well; neither knows the truth. Far from being happy, the 

ending hints at further troubles for Clara. Rather than 

marrying someone she is sexually attracted to like Carwin, 

she marries Pleyel, a man who is conventional and one who 

is misguided by speech rather than guided by action. 

Finally, by using the mode of the rhetorical defense, 

Brown creates a structurally sound novel and, at the same 

time, gives the reader psychological portraits of his 

characters . Throughout the novel the characters question 

many of the fundamental tenets of the Enlightenment. In 

fact, Brown reverts to the earlier Puritan concept of in

herited depravity in depicting the world of the Wielands; 

and in doing so, he signals the themes that will fascinate 

and trouble later writers like Poe and Hawthorne. 



CHAPTER IV 

Themes and Villains in Arthur Mervyn 

While working on Ormond in December, 1798, Brown wrote 

to his brother Armitt that he had informed his Philadelphia 

publi sher he would complete Arthur Mervyn. He had published 

the first nine chapters of the novel the previous summer in 

Philade lphia's Weekly Magazine. After finishing Ormond, 

Brown began to work on Arthur Mervyn again and completed 

the first part on February 15, 1799. Hugh Maxwell in 

Philadelphia published the first part in its entirety with-

in the next few months . Although the first part appears to 

be a complete unit, Brown ' s correspondence indicates that 

he intended to write a second part which would tie up the 

loose ends he purposely lef t . In the summer of 1800, 
1 George F. Hopk ins in New York published the second part. 

Several critics perceive parallels between Arthur 

.ervyn and Godwin ' s Caleb Williams. 2 David Clark, for 

instance, discusses the parallels but concludes that Mervyn 

is more admirable than Williams. Clark observes that each 

1oonald A. Ringe Charles Broc den Brown (New York: 
a ne Publishers 1966), p . 65 . 

2 illia God in published Caleb illiams in England 
i 794. 

10 
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is a country lad who is curious and who serves as a secre-

tary to a villain. Mervyn and Williams, both characterized 

by endless curiosity, pursue each villain until he con

fesses his crimes. 3 John Erskine declares that in Arthur 

Mervyn, "We have once more Godwin's attractive villain and 

victimized servant." 4 

William Hedges, on the other hand, asserts that Arthur 

Mervyn is 

the first significant representation of 
the American in his "solitary condition," 
the hero beset by the contradictions of 
the new-world culture, seeking and un
able to find, though seeming to, a real 
identity.5 

James Justus agrees that Arthur Mervyn is a new kind of 

hero: "the successful and moral American." 6 Justus remarks 

that Brown creates a protagonist for the first time in Ameri

can fiction who is endowed with the distinct traits of the 

3oavid Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown, Pioneer Voice 
of America (Durham, N. C.: Duke University Press), p. 179. 

4 John Erskine, Leading American Novelists (New York, 
1910; rpt. Freeport, N.Y.: Libraries Press, Inc., 1966), 
p. 2 8. 

5 i 11 iam Hedges, 11 Charl es Brock den Brown and the 
Culture of Contradictions," Early American Literature, 9 
(1974) , 121-22. 

6James Justus 11 Arthur ervyn, American," American 
L·terature, 42 (1970), 304. 



American national character, one who "As an American 

endures. And he endures because he is not paralyzed by 

contradictions within himself or cowed by imperfections 

outside." 7 Like Benjamin Franklin, Mervyn had enduring 
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faith in himself. Mervyn's confidence, he believes, justi

fies his eccentric behavior. 8 

Elevating Mervyn to the stature of an archetypal hero, 

Hedges asserts that Brown's 

achievement essentially was to hit upon 
American provincial aspiration itself as 
his central subject. Embodied in Arthur 
Mervyn and Edgar Huntly, this aspiration 
emerg ed as an archetypal American hero, 
one who starts out in humble circum
stances, finds himself endowed with a 
keener mind and finer sensibilities than 
people in his surroundings and develops 
hopes of high intellectual attainment 
and service to mankind. Something of a 
cross between Caleb Williams and Ben 
Franklin •••• 9 

In analyzing Mervyn's character, the overwhelming 

majority of the critics view him as virtuous, though impul

sive and curious, and the primary motif in the novel as 

ervyn's journey from innocence to experience. The tale 

itself is told from the perspective of several different 

7Justus, pp. 322-23. 

8Justus , p. 320 

9 Hedges , p. 114. 
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narrators, and these different perspectives give the reader 

conflicting views of the same events. Dr. Stevens is the 

initial narrator; then Mervyn explains his own past. Dr. 

Stevens, however, is already convinced of Mervyn's good 

character because of his pleasing appearance and simplicityo 

Although Dr. Stevens is neither stupid nor gullible, he does 
10 reach an illogical conclusion about Mervyn: "He that 

listens to his words may question their truth, but he that 

looks upon his countenance when speaking, cannot withhold 

his faith." 11 

Unlike Dr. Stevens, Wortley does not share the 

doctor's good opinion of Mervyn. Wortley and Stevens 

represent the two extreme views of the narrators. Wortley 

is not persuaded by Mervyn's good looks and quick tongue. 

As Brancaccio observes, "Through his use of multiple per

spective, Brown has his various narrators consistently 

remind us that appearances are ambiguous ... 12 

10 Patrick Brancaccio, "Studied Ambiguities: Arthur 
ervyn and the Problem of the Unreliable Narrator," Ameri

can Literature, 42 (1970), 19-20. 

11 charles Brockden Brown, Arthur Mervyn or Memoirs of 
the Year 1793 { ew York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1962), 
p. 218. Subsequent quotations are from this edition and 
hereafter are cited in the text. 

12 srancaccio, p. 20 .. 
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As in Wieland, appearance versus reality is the major 

theme in Arthur Mervyn; however, Brown abandons devices of 

abnormal phenomena like ventriloquism in Wieland or sleep

walking in Edgar Huntly. Instead, in Arthur Mervyn he uses 

the device of multiple narration to dramatize the split 

between appearance and reality. 

Furthermore, although many critics claim th at Arthur 

Mervyn contains fewer Gothic elements than Brown's other 

three major novels, it actually contains more. The reader, 

though, has to discover these Gothic elements by reaching 

conclusions about Mervyn's true nature. Although most 

critics consider Mervyn a virtuous young man, they almost 

all end up in the uncomfortable position of trying to 

explain his occasional lies and his propensity for intruding 

into the private affairs of other people. Ringe states that 

Mervyn probably is not a conscious fraud, but he is a com-

plex character: "Rather Mervyn apparently thinks that he 

is being thoroughly honest when he informs us that his 

motives are pure, that his intentions are good, and that his 

only desire is to do good to others. 1113 Ringe surmises, 

though , that his honesty may be a form of self-deception 

which allows him to get whatever he wants without having to 

13 Ringe Charles Brockden Brown, p. 82 . 
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do anything either physical or emotional. Ringe does empha

size the contrast between what Mervyn says and what he 

does. 14 Ringe, therefore, recognizes too the ambiguity in 

Mervyn•s character and tries to discover an explanation for 

i t . 

In discussing the novel, W. B. Berthoff asserts that 

Brown develops the theme of initiation more fully in Arthur 

Mervyn than in any of his other works. Mervyn follows his 

que st, but he re mains essentially the same character he was 

in the beginning; no overwhelming transformation occurs, as 

it does i n the heroes of other novels by Brown. 15 Berthoff 

declares th at "Arthu r survives unharmed and little changed 11 

a n d t h a t 11 The w o r 1 d h a s no t c h a n g e d fo r the b e t t e r i n Brow n • s 

imagination , but here he has invented a hero who instinc

tively discovers what can be done with it and in it. 1116 In 

the introduction to Arthur Mervyn, Berthoff says that Mervyn 

"is the first complete portrait in our fiction of the moral 

type of that strange new child - man , the native American 11 

(p . xvii) . Yet, in the same introduction Berthoff labels 

14 Ringe, Charles Brockden Brown, p. 82 . 

15 . B. Berthoff , "Adventures of the Young Man: An 
pproach to Charles Brockden Brown," American Quarterly, 9 

{195 7), 425-26. 

16 Berthoff, p. 426. 
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Mervyn 11 a chameleon of convenient virtue" and a "modern 

bourgeois teen-age Tartuffe" (p. xvii). 

The questions arise, then, of who and what Arthur 

Mervyn is, and why there is so much confusion regarding his 

true nature. James Russo has thoroughly explored these 

seeming contradictions in Mervyn's character and notes, 

"Arthur Mervyn ••• seems to be one of the most idealistic, 

purest, most virtuous characters in American fiction. Yet 

when one reads criticism of Brown's novel, one thing stands 

out: nobody like him." 17 Russo also asserts, 

The narrator of the novel is indeed a 
"chameleon," as Berthoff dubbed him, but 
the evidence of the narrative suggests 
that there is no internal conflict 
between the conscious and subconscious 
motivation of the narrator. Rather, I 
maintain, he is a conscious liar who 
uses his pious protestations and inno
cent good looks as tools in his con man's 
trade. The narrator is the novel in 
the sense that ambigulty of vice and 
virtue, as focused in the title character~ 
is the novel's central thematic concern.lb 

The creation of Arthur Mervyn is, in fact, Brown's 

triumph not as a mora listic novelist but as a Gothic mystery 

writer. By unraveling Mervyn's character the reader dis

covers a man who is not who he says he is and a trail of 

17James R. Russo, "The Chameleon of Convenient Vice: 
Study of the arrative of Arthur Mervyn," Studies in the 

el 11 (1979) 381. ---
18 Russo, p . 382. 
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murders and Gothic horrors that surpass those in Wieland. 

Unlike Wieland~ though, Mervyn is not a pathetic victim 

but a grand impostor and a villain who commits "lofty 

crimes" for gain. He is also a sociopath who, as Russo ob-

serves, lives in a world of murder, forgery, and fraud. 

Mervyn appears to be benevolent and honest but only because 

he interprets the events, making it difficult to determine 

what is true, especially since Mervyn's version of what 

happens is challenged by the other characters over and over 
. 1 9 aga1n . 

Lik e Clara in Wieland, Mervyn uses his rhetorical pow-

ers to present his defense. Unlike her, though, he knows 

what has happened; but he must create a web of lies to 

cover up what he has done. Whereas Clara uses the force 

of rhetorical argument to persuade her audience, Mervyn 

relies heavily on creating the illusion of his rusticity, 

his honesty , his benevolence, by couching his argument in 

a series of virtuous homilies and max i ms . Further, no 

matter how illogical his arguments are or how often he is 

contradicted , Mervyn falls back on his good looks and 

modest demeanor . Dr . Stevens recognizes that "A smooth 

exterior, a show of virtue, and a specious tale, are~ a 

19 Russo p. 383. 
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thousand times, exhibited in human intercourse by craft 

and subtlety" (p. 218). 

Russo, who has done an excellent job of putting to

gether the pieces of the mystery, states that whereas Dr. 

Stevens judges Mervyn by his appearance, the reader must 

judge him by what he says. Agreeing with Brancaccio that 

Mervyn is an unreliable narrator, Russo argues that nothing 

in the novel makes sense if we trust the narrator: "I in-

sist that it is only when we heed the skepticism inherent 

in Stevens' remarks abou the ambiguity of evil that we can 

see Mervyn in his true light and make sense of the text of 

his narrative." 20 Thus, Arthur Mervyn's world, like the 

world in Wieland, is a complex one in which the distinction 

between good and evil is difficult to discover and in which 

appearance often passes for reality. 

In discussing Mervyn, Bernard believes that his vir-

tuous impulses straighten everything out in the end. 

Bernard has some doubts about Mervyn, but like most critics, 

he does not examine them closely. Instead, he declares, "If 

he is not constant, then nothing in the book rna kes sense. "
21 

20 Russo, p . 383 . 
21 Kenneth Bernard, "Arthur Mervyn: The Ordeal of In-

nocence," University of Texas Studies in Literature and 
Language 6 (1965), 446. 
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TABLE 1 

MAJOR EVENTS IN ARTHUR MERVYN PRIOR TO THE SUMMER OF 1793 

EVENT TIME 

Clavering's stay in Europe few years prior to 1793 

Mervyn's reported death of 1790 
Clavering 

Colvill's arrival (according to 1790 
Mervyn) 

Colvill's departure from Chester 1791 
County (according to Mervyn) 

atson 's friendship with "Welbeck" about 1792 
(after Welbeck's ar
rival from Europe) 

Report of Clavering's being about 1792-93 
seen 

Seduction of Watson's sister 

frs . Villars ' arrival from 
Europe 

' Wei beck 's" involvement with 
Lucy Villars 

Business deal between "Wel beck" 
and Thetford 

Capture of ship by English 

about 1792-93 

about 1793 

about 1793 

1793 

1793 

PLACE 

Europe 

Chester 
County 

Chester 
County 

Chester 
County 

Charleston 

Charleston 

Charleston 

Philadelphia 

Philadelphia 

Philadelphia 

ai have created three tables in an attempt to clarify when and 
here major events in he novel occur. The characters themselves fr -

quen ly testify as to t·me and place, and Brown often refers to seasons 
of the year to establish time. Generally , tim prior to 1793 had to be 
deduc d from availa le evidence . As much as possible, I have also 
tried to arrange the events in chronological order so that he reader 
can verify orr fu the characters' t st·moni s . 
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TABLE II 

MAJOR EVENTS IN ARTHUR MERVYN IN THE EARLY SUMMER, 1793 

EVENT 

Sawny Mervyn's marriage to 
Betty Lawrence 

Mervyn 's entrance into the 
city for the first time 

Father of Mrs. Althorpe's re
port of seeing Mervyn in the 
city 

Mervyn ' s eavesdropping at 
Thetford 's 

Mervyn ' s first reported en
counter with Welbeck and 
subsequent employment 

Mervyn 's first visit to Mrs. 
l entworth 

1rs. Villars ' move to the 
country to escape yellow 
fever 

Clemenza 's removal from the 
ci y 

a son 's arrival in America 

furder of atson 

1ervyn's sending letter to 
rs. atson 

1ervyn's f'rst tr'p to he 
country and acquain ance 

i h the Had1 ins 

TIME PLACE 

early summer, 1793 Chester 
County 

early summer, 1793 Philadelphia 

early summer, 1793 Philadelphi a 

early summer, 1793 Thetford's 
house, 

Philadelphia 

early summer, 1793 Philadelphia 

early summer, 1793 Mrs o Wentworth's 
house, 

Philadelphia 

early summer, 1793 countrysiJe 

early summer, 1793 Mrs. Villars' 
house, 

countryside 

June 20, 1793 Charleston 

July, 1793 

July, 1793 

mid-summer, 1793 

Philadelphia 

Phil adelphi a 

Malverton 
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TABLE III 

MAJOR EVENTS IN ARTHUR MERVYN FOLLOWING 

MERVYN'S SECOND TRIP TO THE CITY 

EVENT 

Mervyn's second arrival 
in the city 

Betty Lawrence's arrival 
in the city 

Mervyn 's discovery of 
Wallace 

Hervyn 's discovery of 
\ el beck and burning of 
the bank notes 

late 

late 

lat e 

late 

TIME 

summer, 1793 

summer, 1793 

summer, 1793 

summer, 1793 

Dr. Stevens' discovery of late summer, 1793 
the ill M rvyn 

PLACE 

Philadelphia 

Philad elphia 

Thetford's hou se , 
Philadelphia 

Welbeck's hous e , 
Philadelphia 

Streets of 
Philad elphia 

lortley's first encounter about Oct. or Nov., 1793 
ith Mervyn 

Dr. Stevens' 
hous e , 

Philadelphia 

1ervyn 's second departure winter, 1794 
for country and visit to 
the Hadwins 

ortley's accusations of winter, 1794 
1ervyn 

trs. !thorpe's accusa- winter, 1794 
tions of Mervyn 

Burning of Hadwin's will 

Eliza's fall from the horse 

fervyn's arrangements for 
Eliza 

ervyn ' s isi 

rvyn's me 
F eld"n 

o Clemenza 

ng wi h frs. 

winter, 1794 

winter, 1794 

wint r, 1794 

w·nt r, 179 

winter, 179 

Malverton 

Dr . Stevens' 
house, 

Philadelphia 

Dr. Stevens' 
house, 

Philadelphia 

Malverton 

countryside 

Curling's hous e , 
countrys·d 

Mrs. Villars' hou e , 
ountryside 

1 s. Villars' house, 
coun rys·d 
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EVENT 

Mervyn 's visit to Welbeck 
and Welbeck's death 

Letter to Mervyn from 
Eliza who is at the 
Curlings ' in the coun
try 

Eliza ' s removal to Mrs. 
Fielding 's house 

TIME 

winter, 1794 

May 6, 1794 

early summer , 1794 
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PLACE 

Prison, 
Philadelphia 

Philadelphia 

Philadelphia 
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Actually the only thing constant about Mervyn is his lyingo 

Russo observes that Mervyn carefully mixes his lies with 

truth . which is verifiable. In this way, he appears to 

tell the truth: "Since part of what he says .12 demonstra

bly true, we are supposed to illogically assume that all 

of what he says should be." 22 

As Russo notes, on the few occasions when Mervyn sim-

ply lies about what happens, he is contradicted by others; 

therefore, he revises his account. The ones who contradict 

him have no reasons for lying themselves. Russo declares, 

"H is brilliance as a con man derives from the fact that he 

tells the truth about events whenever possible." 23 

Mrs. Althorpe presents the most damaging evidence 

against Mervyn. Her charges are never specifically an

swered by him even though several parts of her testimony 

are irreconcilable with those of Mervyn. Even though on 

one occasion Mervyn treats her rudely, she has no reason 

to lie. In fact, for her to lie would be foolish since 

almost everything she says can be verified by her neighborso 

After hearing her charges, Mervyn begins to revise his 

story; but his attempt is a feeble one. 

22 Russo , p. 383. 
23 Russo, p. 384. 
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Mrs. Althorpe begins her narrative by describing 

Mervyn as boorish and uneducated. At best, according to 

her, he is functionally illiterate. She says, "You might 

as well look for silver platters or marble tables in his 

house, as for a book or a pen" (p. 223). Mervyn himself 

continually asserts that he is a country bumpkin who is 

ignorant of the world. He claims that his small store of 

knowledge is due to his memorizing the few books he had. 

Yet, he demonstrates that he is well educated. The pen is 

his favorite tool, and supposedly he works for Welbeck as 

a copyist . He spontaneously quotes Shakespeare, demon-

strates knowledge of world geography and the history of 

the English Royal House of Stuart, composes elegiac stanzas, 

can argue the finer points of law with a lawyer and win, 

and is well acquainted with Latin. 24 As Russo recognizes, 

"This country bumpkin, it seems, is little short of a 

Renaissance man . " 25 Mervyn might have learned all of this 

from his few books; however, his lies concerning his educa-

tion are confirmed by his knowledge of music when he says, 

"I was not wholly destitute of musical practice and musical 

taste. • though her base might be preconcerted, it was 

24 Russo, pp. 385-86. 

25 Russo, p. 386. 
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plain that her right-hand notes were momentary and spon

taneous inspirations" (p. 50). Mervyn offers an explana-

tion, however unsatisfactory, of his literary and histori

cal knowledge but never explains his accomplishments as a 

musi cian, a skill he was unlikely to acquire in the countryo 

Russo also examines Mrs. Althorpe's charges that 

Mervyn made Betty Lawrence a whore and that he stole money 

and a horse from his father. After hearing the charges, 

Mervyn blames Betty for stealing the money. He denies 

seducing Betty but says he never bothered to convince the 

neighbors of his innocence, for he felt their hatred of 

him proved their hearts were in the right place for con

deming what they perceived as evil. Mervyn's seemingly 

selfless attitude is in direct opposition to the rest of 

the novel in which he spends most of his time trying to 

vindicate himse lf . After calling Betty a whore, a neighbor 

accuses Mervyn of mak ing her one; and Mervyn reportedly 

replies, 26 "If it were I that made her such, with more 

confidence may I make the charge" (p. 226). In defending 

himself later to Stevens , he admits that 

26 

Betty had many enticements in person and 
air • ••• To these she added--I must not 
say what, for it is strange to what lengths 
a woman destitute of modesty will sometimes 

usso, p. 386 . 



go. But all her artifices availing her 
not at all in the contest with my in
sensibilities, she resorted to extremes 
which it would serve no good purpose to 
describe in this audience. (p. 331) 
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Further, the same man who so often exhibits pious and 

moralistic outrage at the idea of a woman ruining herself 

c a 1 m 1 y r em a r k s a b o u t h i s f a t h e r ' s w i f e , 2 7 ·11 t h i n k n o t t h a t 

I blame Betty. Place me in her situation, and I should 

have acted just so. I should have formed just such notions 

of my interest, and pursued it by the same means 11 (po 226)o 

As Russo illustrates, the accounts of Mrs. Althorpe 

and Mervyn are extremely dissimilar: 

The Arthur Mervyn of Mrs. Althorpe•s tes
timony is stupid, boorish, inconsiderate, 
insensitive, and cruel. Yet Dr. Stevens 
tells us that all one has to do is look at 
the young man to know that none of this is 
true. 

All of the above evidence of irreconcil-
able discrepancy in the two portraits of 
Arthur leads to one bizarre but inescapable 
conclusion: the young man who in fact nar
rates most of the story, is not Arthur Mervyn 
at all, but an impostor who finds the guise 
of country bumpkin well adapted to his ne
cessity. This impostor must appear stupid 
and inexperienced in order to explain away 
his actions during the course of the novel, 
actions which always appear~ even by Stevens• 
admission, highly culpable.~8 

27 Russo, p. 387. 

28 Russo, p. 387. 
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Ringe agrees that Mervyn has a personal interest in 

each of the episodes he narrates and that his accounts 

can make him either gain or lose. Thus, his opinions are 

often suspect, especially since, when faced with a choice, 

he always decides on personal profit. Ringe does not see 

him as deliberately self-seeking nor as a 11 Conscious 

sharper," 29 but he still finds Mervyn difficult to explain: 

What makes the books so fascinating, then, 
is the reader's inability to label Mervyn 
either opportunist or innocent. In a sense, 
the terms simply do not apply to him. Both 
tough and pliant, as he describes himself 
at one point, Mervyn is able to place all 
of his actions in the most favorable light 
and enjoys thereby a self-esteem that is 
perfectly invulnerable. Mervyn, however, 
seems totally unaware of what he is doing 
and probably does not understand his own 
motivations.30 

A careful scrutiny of the events in the novel, however, 

reveals a character who is an opportunist and who under-

stands perfectly well what motivates him. His primary mo

tivation is greed, and in order to satisfy that greed he 

must play the role of the naive rustic. Mervyn says, for 

example , that he is eighteen years old; but Dr. Stevens 

29 oonald A. Ringe, "Charles Brockden Brown," in Major 
riters in Earl American Literature, ed. Everett Emerson 

ad1son: University of W1scons1n Press, 1972), p. 291. 

30 Ringe, "Charles Brockden Brown, 11 p. 292. 
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31 remarks that "no one who merely observed your manners, 

and heard you talk, would take you to be under thirty" 

{p. 416). When Dr. Stevens first meets Mervyn he accurate-

ly observes, 11 According to his own representation, he was . 

no more than eighteen years old, but the depth of his re

marks indicated a much greater advance 11 (p. 7). To the 

doctor and those in the city, Mervyn is naive and inno-

cent, but the person who stays with the Hadwins is a man 

of the world who manipulates the father as if he were a 

child. Throughout the novel, Mervyn creates an image of 

himself in the minds of his new acquaintances so they will 

trust what he says and overlook what he does. 

In a startling revelation, Russo claims only one char-

acter in the novel fits the complex profile of the main 

character. He is a young man similar in appearance to 

Mervyn , although an exact duplicate is not necessary since 

no one that knew him on the farm meets him in the city. 

The impostor who is skilled with the pen, well educated, 

and well acquainted with Mervyn's homelife is Clavering, 

the one who supposedly is dead but whose name keeps re

curring in the story. Russo then presents further evidence 

to document his conclusions, including Mervyn's knowledge 

31 Russo, p. 387. 
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of Welbeck•s house which was formerly inhabited by the 

Claverings, Mervyn•s remarkable resemblance to Clavering~ 

the clothes that Clavering left behind which fit Mervyn 

perfectly, and Clavering•s classical European education. 

In commenting on the clothes, Mervyn remarks~ 11 I could 

scarcely forbear looking back to see whether the image in 

the glass, so well proportioned~ so gallant~ and so grace

ful, did not belong to another. I could scarcely recognize 

any lineaments of my own" (p. 48). 

When Clavering later returns to the house during the 

plague, he hides in a secret attic that has a well-concealed 

trap door. Mervyn never explains how after living in the 

house for only a few days he knows where the door is when 

Welbeck , who has lived there for several months, is igno

rant of its location. Supposedly Clavering told the 

Mervyns that he was born of noble British parents and was 

banished to America because of his love for a woman his 

parents disapproved of. Mrs. Wentworth, Clavering•s aunt, 

contradicts the story. She says that Clavering•s parents 

lived in Philadelphia and for years had desperately tried 

to find him . Finally, his parents traveled to Europe to 

search for him about the same time he was reported alive 

in Charleston. Thus, with his parents gone and Mervyn hav

ing no friends or family in Philadelphia, it was safe for 
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Clavering to return to the city using Mervyn's name. 32 

If one accepts Mervyn as an impostor, most of the 

events in the novel assume different patterns. The primary 

pattern in the novel is that of imposture. Clavering as

sumes the name of Mervyn and returns to the city. He also 

uses the names of Welbeck and Wallace to cover up crimes 

and actions that he attributes to these two people. Other 

patterns include murder, forgery, seduction, premature 

burials, and prostitution. Mervyn accuses Welbeck of kill-

ing Watson , of seducing Watson's sister, and of forging 

bank notes. As pointed out by Russo, though, Dr. Stevens 

learns about Welbeck in a tale within a tale in Part I, a 

story told by Mervyn. In fact, the reader never sees 

elbeck directly until the prison scenes. Russo believes 

that Welbeck is really who he says he is: Clemenza Lodi 's 

father, Vincentio Lodi, Senior. This would explain Welbeck's 

being in possession of Lodi 's manuscripts. 33 

To verify this assumption the reader needs to examine 

ervyn's first experience in the city. Mervyn tells Dr. 

Stevens that Wallace tricked him and left him to be dis-

covered as an intruder in Thetford's house. In reality, 

32 Russo, pp. 387-91 
33 Russo 390 91 pp. - • 
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Clavering broke into Thetford's house. Thetford, Welbeck's 

associate in a business deal, plans to cheat Welbeck. In 

discussing his plans, Thetford says, "Nothing less than a 

miracle can bring our plot to light . Besides, this man is 

not what he ought to be. He will, some time or other, 

come out to be a grand impostor" (p. 38). Mervyn breaks 

into the house because he knows that Thetford has begun 

to suspect that Welbeck is not what he appears to be, and 

Mervyn must assess the situation; therefore, his eavesdrop

ping is not accidental but deliberate. 

Having gained the information he needs, Mervyn then 

leaves determined to find Lodi and to involve him in his 

scheme. His encounter with 11 Welbeck 11 and subsequent em

ployment are not chance but part of his carefully planned 

scheme. Initially, though, Clemenza Lodi's reaction to 

ervyn is puzzling because on seeing him she appears to 

be frightened: "She did not immediately notice me. When 

she did, she almost shrieked. She held up her hands, and 

gazing upon me , uttered various exclamations which I could 

not understand" (p. 50) . Mervyn quickly explains away her 

reaction to him by referring to his resemblance to her dead 

brother. The explanation is absurd when the reader consid

e s the triple resemblance: Arthur, Clavering, and Vincentia 

Lodi, J Clemenza's reaction to ervyn establishes another 
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pattern in the novel, that of Mervyn as a seducer. It is 

easier to understand Clemenza's reaction if the reader as-

sumes that Mervyn, not Welbeck, is the father of her childo 

The reader knows that Clavering had been in love with a 

foreign girl. Clemenza has a portrait of her lover in her 

room , a portrait that looks like the narrator, although 

Mervyn claims the portrait is that of her brothero 

Clemenza's continual aversion to Mervyn, her seducer, is 

understandable. 34 It is also logical to assume that Lodi 

does not learn of his daughter's pregnancy until after 

Mervyn has been with them for a few days. Lodi's discovery 

of the pregnancy probably occurs during the time he is in 

Clemenza's room. After leaving her roo~, he sees Mervyn 

sneaking around outside. Mervyn makes it seem as if Welbeck 

has been in Clemenza's room engaged in illicit activities 

when, in fact, Lodi has probably just learned of Mervyn's 

treachery . Mervyn remarks, "He started at seeing me; but 

discovering in an instant who it was, his face assumed an 

expression in which shame and anger were powerfully blended" 

(p . 68) . Welbeck's expression is not that of a seducer but 

of a father who has learned that Mervyn is the father of 

Clemenza's child. 

34 Russo, p. 392 . 
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By re-establishing his acquaintance with the Lodis, 

Mervyn puts into play his scheme to counter the fraud of 

Thetford and his associates. Bernard recognizes that "Al-

though at first it seems that Mervyn is Welbeck's victim •• 

it is Welbeck who becomes the victim of Mervyn; Mervyn be-
35 comes a force of conscience that he cannot escape o" 

Mervyn, however, is no force of conscience, but a force of 

conscious evil o Although John Cleman believes Welbeck to 

be guilty, he recognizes that 

the patterns of Arthur's love interests 
demonstrate an inclinction, if not a 
series of achievements parallel to Welbeck's. 
Finally, even in the second part of the nov
el, it becomes clear that Arthur's ambitions 
in life are almost exactly Welbeck's, aspir
ing to wealth, knowledge, and social recog
nition based on something other than manual 
labor, or real1~ any kind of work of any 
specific sort. 

Other critics also find the relationship between 

ervyn and Welbeck disturbingo While continuing to believe 

that Welbeck is guilty, Brancaccio and Justus, nevertheless, 

recognize that Mervyn torments Welbeck. Brancaccio declares 

t hat Welbeck's "deep anxieties are fed by the presence of 

35 Bernard, p. 455. 
36John Cleman, "Ambiguous Evil: A Study of Villains 

a d Heroes in Charles Brockden Brown's Major Novels," 
Ea r ly American Literature, 10 (1975), 215. 
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Arthur Mervyn, a double-like cha~acter whom he is always 

out to exploit but who always returns to torment him." 37 

As Brancaccio observes, Mervyn only keeps his promise not . 

t o t e 1 1 a 1 1 h e k n ow s a b o u t vJ e 1 b e c k u n t i 1 i t s u i t s h i s p u r -

pose to reveal the details of Welbeck's ventures. Mervyn, 

in fact, finds obvious pleasure in telling· Wel beck that he 

has told Dr. Stevens all about him and, consequently, has 

. d h. 38 ru1ne 1m. 

Agreeing that Mervyn torments Welbeck, Justus remarks, 

This obsessive righteousness transforms 
Welbeck, who begins his fictional life as 
a patently conventional villain, into a 
hounded, luckless man desperately trying to 
elude Arthur--in short a comic figure who, 
before he finally disappears, comes peril- 39 ously close to earning the reader's sympathy. 

Indeed, in the scenes in prison, Welbeck does earn the 

reader's sympathy. As Russo notes, Welbeck never confesses 
40 to the crimes he is accused of; Mervyn~ he confesseso 

The scenes in the prison are the only times that Welbeck 

speaks for himself, and what he says confirms his innocence o 

37 B . rancacc1o, pp. 21-22 . 

388 . 22 rancacc1o, p. • 

39Justus, pp. 315-16 . 

40 Russo , pp . 392 -93. 
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In the first scene, Welbeck responds to the disclosure 

that Mervyn has told Dr. Stevens everything with a "counte-

nance" betraying "a mixture of incredulity and horror" 

(p. 246). Welbeck declares, "Every new act of thine out-

strips the last, and belies the newest calculations" 

(pp . 246-47). Mervyn then lists Welbeck's alleged crimes: 

"I have told him all, just as it was told to me" (p. 247). 

Welbeck's reply to the accusations, as Russo notes, is im

portant because of the manner in which the response is 

worded . Wel beck responds, "Am I known to be a seducer and 

assass in? To have mediated all crimes, and to have perpe

trated the worst?" (p. 274 ). In his reply, Wel beck does not 

confess to the crimes; he merely asks if this is the way in 

which the world views him. 41 At this point Welbeck makes 

his own accusation of Mervyn: "under that innocent guise 

there lurked a heart treacherous and cruel" (p o 247) 0 

Mervyn's second visit to the prison is prompted by 

Clemenza's revelation that her father is still alive, news 

that surprises Mervyn: "That thy misdeeds and thy remorses 

ere buried in a common and obscure grave; but it seems 

t ou art still alive" (pp. 317 -1 8). Mervyn, who by now 

seems to have turned into a comic busybody and pest, rushes 

41 us so pp. 392-93. 
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but, regardless of the comments of passengers, hurried 
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along the way at full speed" (p. 319). Mervyn is in such 

a hurry because he needs to threaten Welbeck into silence. 

Significantly, Dr. Stevens does not accompany him during 

his second visit to the prison, and Mervyn relates the 

events of that visit. As soon as Mervyn arrives, Welbeck 

again accuses him of the crimes attributed to Welbeck. As 

Russo observes, though, Mervyn uses his knowledge of 

Clemenza to threaten Welbeck and to force him to acquiesce. 

Welbe ck cries, "What! Is she here? Ye powers that have 

scattered woes in my path, spare me the sight of her!" 

(p . 321). In a thinly veiled threat, Mervyn suggests that 

it might be arranged for Clemenza to join Welbeck in pris-

on, and Welbeck despairs, 42 "keep her from a prison. 

her to the wheel or to the scaffold; mangle her with 

stripes ••• but--keep her from a prison" (p. 321 ). 

Drag 

Mervyn then continues to torture Welbeck with the 

story of the death of Clemenza•s child, and Welbeck pro

claims , "curses on thy lips, infernal messenger! • .• 

anish! if thou wouldst not feel in thy heart fangs red 

ith blood less guilty than thine" (p. 322). Then Welbeck 

42 R sso, p. 394 . 
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accuses Mervyn of the crimes that have been attributed to 

Welbeck: "This is the villain that rifled my cabinet; the 

ma ker of my poverty and of all the evils which it has since 

eng e ndered! •• • you are the author of the scene that you 

de s cr i be, and of horrors without number and name" (P o 322). 

Aft e r his anger, though, Welbeck realizes that Mervyn can 

do him e ve n more har m than he already has: "Thou hast 

done me har m enoug h , but canst do, if thou wilt, still 

more" (p. 323) . We l beck realizes that Mervyn can lie to 

other peop le besides Or o St even s and that he can do further 

harm to Clemenzao 

As soon as We l beck recog niz e s his perilou s position, 

Mervyn summons Dr. Ste vens t o r e tu r n with hi m for a third 

visit to the prison. In t his sc en e , a s Russ o ob serve s , 

Welbeck's attitude changes drastic ally becaus e he wa nt s t o 

protect his daughter. Welbeck begs Mervy n , "Save her 

Mervyn. Comfort her . Awaken charity for her sake" (p . 334). 

elbeck demonstrates the concern of a father just as 

Clemenza demonstrated the concern of a daughter when at 

r s • V i 11 a r s • s h e b e g g e d i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m toi e r v y n r e g a r d i n g 

her father. To shield his daughter, therefore, Welbeck 

agrees not to implicate Mervyn and to take the entire blame 
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for the narrator's crimes. 43 Welbeck also gives Watson's 

money to Mervyn, money which, along with a promise not to 

harm Clemenza, Mervyn had most likely given Welbeck during 

their second prison interviewo Welbeck's story that a 

newspaper advertisement referred to Watson's treasure and 

that he had later dug up the bones of Watson and the trea

sure is absurd. If the story were true, why is Welbeck now 

in debtor's prison? The only explanation for his having 

the treasure is that he had lately received it from Mervyn o 

Knowledge of the advertisement, which is Mervyn's only ex

planation for the discovery of Watson's treasure, however, 

does necessitate Mervyn's returning at least part of the 

money to the rightful owners. He, however, only has to 

return money to Wortley, the Maurices, Williams, and 

Watson's wife. Mervyn probably keeps Thetford and his 

family ' s share since they are all dead; and, true to form 

in this novel, Mervyn never completely accounts for the 

exact distribution of the ten thousand pounds. 

Russo also presents other damaging evidence against 

ervyn by re-evaluating four major scenes: Colvill 's seduc

tion of ervyn's sister; Welbeck's seduction of Watson's 

sister; the murder of Watson; the death of Susan Hadwin. 

43 Russo, p. 394. 
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Russo claims that Colvill is really Clavering and that in 

keeping with Clavering's consistent imposture, the nar-

rator imputes his criminal acts to others. He seduces both 

Mervyn's sister and Clemenza and coldly abandons them. 

Russo also claims that Clavering seduces Watson's sister, 

using the name of Welbeck, and that Mervyn attributes to 

Welbeck those things he has done. For example, Mervyn ac-

cuses Welbeck of being a forger even though Welbeck has a 

ruined hand and hires Mervyn to do his writing. Addition-

ally, Mervyn, who is consistently money-minded, destroys 

twenty thousand dollar's worth of bills not because Welbeck 

deceives him but because he knows they are forged since he 

forged them himself. He also knows that the bills can be 

used as evidence against him by the angry men who are at 
44 that moment banging on the door. 

Furthermore, evidence suggests that Welbeck is not a 

murderer but Mervyn is. As Russo concludes, "Welbeck is in 

fact the pawn in the whole scheme of things, the pawn which 

the narrator claims himself to be. 1145 If Mervyn is the 

murderer, that would explain why he originally assumes that 

elbeck is dead after attempting suicide by jumping from 

44 Russo, pp. 394-98 . 
45 Russo, p. 399. 



139 

the boat. More than likely, Mervyn forced Welbeck to flee 

with him and then tried to kill him (Mervyn supposedly 

loses an oar--an excellent murder weapon). Mervyn talks 

of suicide in both Welbeck's and Susan Hadwin's cases to 

cover up an attempted murder and an accomplished murder. 

Russo also views the death of Susan Hadwin as murder. 

He believes that Mervyn seduces her too, that no Wallace 

exists, and that as in the case of Watson, Susan is pre

maturely buried by Mervyn to cover up his guilt. 46 Mervyn 

probably tries to cause a convenient accident for Eliza, 

Susan 's sister, as wello After Mervyn destroys the will of 

Eliza's father, as Caleb testifies, and Mervyn learns that 

Eliza•s uncle holds the mo rtgage on the farm, Mervyn per

suades Eliza to take all of her father's money and leave 

1ith him . Rather than wait ing until a fierce snowstorm sub

sides, Mervyn persuades Eliza to leave right away. The 

storm intensifies and e ven tua lly Eliza is thrown fro m her 

horse . Mervyn realizes that she is hurt but not dead. The 

scene suggests that had not a sleigh with several persons 

arrived Mervyn would have murdered Eliza too . Instead, 

e leaves her ~ith the Curlings and returns to the city . 

In spite of the claim by most critics that excepting 

6 us so pp. 400-02. 
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the yellow fever scenes, Arthur Mervyn contains fewer 

Gothic elements than do Brown's three other major works, 

it actually contains more. The Gothic elements include 

three premature burials, those of Thetford, Susan, and 

Watson; the murder of Watson; the attempted murders of 

Welbeck and Eliza; and the horror scenes during the plague o 

Numerous critics assert that the plague scenes serve to 

provide contrast between the harsh realities of the city 

an d the si mple rural life. Although the yellow fever epi

d emic does the most damage in the city, Hadwin, after 

vis iting the city, contracts the disease and returns home 

to d i e. No one, then, is immune from the disease. For 

Brow n t he d isease becomes the central metaphor of the nov

el . Al l of the characters are affected in some way by the 

diseas e of yellow fever and by Mervyn's diseased mind. 

I n addi t io n, the fever becomes a convenient device for 

ervyn . Th e fever allows hi m to return to the city unob

served , to break into Thetford's house, and to cover up 

his crimes . For e xample, when Mervyn returns to the city, 

e knows that fou r pe opl e ca n lin k hi m to the fra udul ent 

shipping scheme and to Wa t so n' s murder . Cl em enz a an d 

elbeck now he is involved in Thetford ' s bus in ess deal , 

a d elbeck witnessed Watson's murder. Thetford suspects 

at elbec is not who he says he is. Finally , Sawny 
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Mervyn can identify his own son. Thus, it is necessary 

for Mervyn to embark on his seemingly benevolent quest in 

the second part of the novel. Under the guise of benevo

lence, he can create a series of lies to cover up his 

crimes; he can rid himself of his enemies; and he can 

determine just how much other people suspect him. The 

plague simplifies part of his task o 

After eavesdropping on Thetford and his wife when he 

first enters the city, Mervyn returns to the city and goes 

to Thetford's house. He must determine whether or not 

Thetford has figured out who he really is. Luckily for 

ervyn, Thetford and his whole family perish during the 

fever. Thus, by a stroke of good fortune for Mervyn, 

Thetford cannot testify against him. 

Mervyn's next problems are Clemenza and Welbeck. 

ervyn goes to Mrs. Villars• house, not to rescue Clemenza 

but to threaten her into silence and into cooperating with 

him . In spite of Mervyn's irritating moralizing and 

insistence on his interest in Clemenza's welfare, he does 

not rescue her but leaves her at Mrs. Villars', a notorious 

ouse of prostitution . The purpose of his visit has been 

acco mplished--to frighten Clemenza into silence. 

elbeck, of course, must also be gotten rid of, and 
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Mervyn manages to drive him into prison, where he dieso 

Thus, another witness is gone. Mervyn then persuades 

Williams to take Clemenza to Baltimore with him and gets 

Mrs. Wentworth and Mrs. Fielding to agree to "divide be

tween them, the care of her subsistence and happiness" 

(p. 375). Mervyn, who pretends to have strong scruples 

about women retaining their virtue, apparently thinks lit

tle of sending Clemenza to live with Williams, who, as far 

as the reader knows is unmarried. Nevertheless, by send

ing her to Baltimore, Mervyn removes another witnesso 

Finally, Mervyn learns that Sawny Mervyn is in jail. 

ervyn claims that his "father's state had given me the 

deepest concern 11 (p. 376). That concern, however, manifests 

itself only when Mervyn is busy assuring that anyone who 

can identify him or connect him with his crimes is disposed 

of . Again Mervyn is lucky, and Sawny dies in jail. Mervyn 

shows no remorse over the death because Sawny is not really 

his father, and Sawny is the last one who could testify 

against him. 

Thus, Mervyn emerges from this tale as a cunning vil

lai and as a man who is not what he appears to be. He 

c eates the illusion of what he is through his good looks 

a d is sophistry . Seemingly, he creates such a good im-

ession of himself that he wins the hand of Achsa Fielding, 
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the rich Jewess. Once again, critics who think that Mervyn 

is a virtuous young man are disturbed, this time by Mervyn•s 

proposed union with Mrs. Fieldingo She is rich and intel

ligent. Yet, critics like Berthoff find something dis-

tasteful about the romance. Berthoff says, "Like his curi-

osity and his compassion it has an unsavory air of bare

faced selfishness." 47 Brancaccio realizes that Mrs. 

Fielding is the dark Jewess or the stereotype of the femme 

fatale with a questionable past, 48 a definite contrast to 

the light, innocent Eliza whom Mervyn deserts. Even Russo, 

who considers Mervyn a villain, does not examine this re-

lationship but suggests that the doubts contained at the 

end of the novel concerning the upcoming marriage indicate 
49 that Brown intended a sequel to Arthur Mervyn. 

While Berthoff believes that Mervyn simply takes the 

easy way out and marries a rich older woman, he comes 

closest to recognizing the true relationship between Mervyn 

and Mrs . Fielding when he declares that Mervyn is most at-

tracted to Mrs. Fielding because she possesses "knowledge 

of the human heart" (p. 411). To Berthoff, 11 Such knowledge 

47 
Berthoff~ p. 432. 

48 s . 25 rancacc1o, p. • 

49 Russo, p. 403. 
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of as not less than Satanic." 50 
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To understand this relationship, the reader must un-

ravel the threads of the tale. Several clues in the novel 

that bear upon the nature of the love affair between Mervyn 

and Mrs. Fielding are listed below: 51 

1) "Welbeck," in this case Clavering, "has found his 

way, by some means to the Portuguese treasury'' (p. 3R). 

2) "Welbeck," in this case Lodi, "had insinuated 

to her" (Mrs. Wentworth) "that a recent event had put him 

in possession of the truth respecting Claveringo A kinsman 

of his, had arrived from Portugal, by whom this intelligence 

had been brought" (po 115) o 

3) Mrs. Fielding tells Mervyn that her father was 

born in Portugal (p. 399) . 

4) Dr. Stevens says that Mrs . Villars and her three 

daughters have "lately arrived from Europe" and that they 

are prostitutes (p. 210). 

5) Mrs. Fielding is English by birth and "had been 

only a year and a half in America" (p. 397). Thus, she 

arrived about 1793, which is approximately the same time 

50serthoff, p. 433. 

51 r have indicated pages references for summarized text 
o he eader may verify the evidence. 
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that Mervyn entered the city. 

6) "Welbeck," in this case Clavering, was associated 

with Lucy Villars, who "made frequent demands upon his 

purse" (p. 210). 

7) Dr. Stevens declares, "Welbeck was not named, 

but was described in terms, which, combined with the nar

rative of Mervyn enabled me to recognize the paramour of 

Lucy Villars in the man whose crimes had been the princi

pal theme of our discourse" (p. 212) . 

8) When Mervyn visits the Villars, he asks for Mrs o 

Villars • daughters. The servant girl replies, "Miss Hetty 

or Miss Sally?" (p. 301). Apparently, Lucy no longer 

lives with them. 

9) Mervyn encounters a young woman whom he says he 

assumes to be the youngest daughter at Mrso Villars• house, 

but she turns out be be Mrs. Fielding (p . 313). 

The clues and the evidence in the novel indicate that 

the relationship between Mervyn and Mrs. Fielding is not 

what both of them want it to appear to be. Again, impos

ture is suggested in the novel but this time in the form of 

a villainess; for, indeed, Mrs. Fielding, the mysterious 

lady with the hazy past, is actually Lucy Villars. A com

parison of the evidence leads to this conclusion . Lucy 

Villars and rs. Fielding arrive in America about the same 
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time. Also at that time, Clavering has returned to America; 

and "Welbeck," who is really Clavering, and Lucy become 

lovers. They may have even known each other when both 

w e r e i n E u r o p e • " i~ e 1 b e c k " a n d C 1 a v e r i n g a r e b o t h c o n n e c t e d 

with Portugal, and Mrs. Fielding's father was Portuguese. 

Mrs. Fielding has no visible means of support but says that 

she has inherited an income of one thousand pounds a year 

fro m her father. Although engaged in prostitution, Mrso 

Villars justifies the family's income by claiming to be the 

respectable family of a deceased English officer. Mrs. 

Fie 1 ding is Eng 1 ish; Lucy is Eng 1 ish . Mrs. Fie 1 ding's story 

that she visited Mrs. Villars because she was lonely for 

her own kinsmen and because she did not know the lady's 

profession is implausible. After a year and a half in the 

city, a woman of Mrs. Fielding's intelligence and worldli

ness would know of all the brothels in the area. Brothels 

are never well kept secrets in any community. Probably 

she had gone to Mrs. Villars to visit her family and to 

check on Clemenza, a lady most likely left in her charge 

by Mervyn. 

Mrs. Fielding's being Lucy would explain her frequent 

entertaining of ervyn even until midnight on occasion, 

and her agree ment to marry hastily a man six years her 

junior; for, in fact, ervyn is older than she and is 
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someone she has known for a while. Mrs. Fielding's real 

profession, prostitution, would also explain her desire 

for privacy: "Formal visits were endured as mortifications 

and penances, by which the delights of privacy and friendly 

intercourse were by contrast increased" (p. 411). Mervyn's 

calling Mrs. Fielding "mamma" is understandable too when 

the reader considers that "mamma" is a clever name for 

"madam." 

The sum of the evidence, therefore, suggests another 

pattern in the novel, that of prostitutiono Mervyn says 

that if he were in Betty Lawrence's circumstances, he 

would be a prostitute tooo Betty leaves Mervyn's father, 

goes to the city, and becomes a prostitute. Clemenza is 

hidden away in a house of prostitution; and Lucy Villars, 

a prostitute and paramour of Clavering, poses as Mrs. 

Fielding in the city. Alarmingly, Mrs. Fielding, at 

ervyn's request, takes in Eliza; consequently, the future 

for Eliza is uncertain. 

The future for Mrs. Fielding and Mervyn, however, is 

equally uncertain. At the end of the novel Mervyn begins 

to sleepwalk and has a nightmare that Mrs. Fielding's hus

band stabs him . When Mervyn tells rs. Fielding about the 

dream, she cries, "I hate your dream. It is a horrid 

thought . ould to God it had never occurred to you" (p . 429). 
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She makes no attempt to reassure him that her husband's 

returning is impossible because they both know that she is 

ma rried and that her husband is not dead. Such a dream 

"o ccurred" to him because he fears that Lucy's husband will 

find them. As a result, Mervyn contemplates the next ave

nue of escape . He has exhausted the method of returning 

to the country; therefore, the next escape will have to 

be to return to Europe again: "in a year or two we hie to 

Europe" ( p. 4 2 9 ) • 

Like Wieland, Arthur Mervyn is a crime novel; but un

like Wieland i t presents its main characters as motivated 

by greed and power not by delusions of the senses o Wieland 

and Clara are deluded; Mervyn and Mrs. Fielding delude 

others . Wieland and Clara are unable to separate appear

ance from reality; Mervyn and Mrs. Fielding through soph

istry create false appearances and delude all of the char

acters except Mrs. Wentworth. Only Mrs . Wentworth seems 

to realize that Mervyn never supports his ta les with the 

truth when she says, "there must be other proofs besides 

an innocent brow and a voluble tongue, to make me give 

full credit to your pretensions" (p . 347). One can only 

1onder too if part of Mervyn's disquietude at the end of 

t e novel is due to Mrs. Wentworth's request for a written 

narrative . ervyn says uneasily that she has requested the 
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manuscript "for some purpose which she tells me she will 

disclose to me hereafter" (p. 395). 

Brown's vision in 'Arthur ·Mervyn is a disturbing one. 

He creates a world of greed and murder inhabited by a 

villain and villainess who are motivated by conscious evil. 

Many of his other characters are unscrupulous and callous. 

Even the admirable characters like Dr. Stevens and Hadwin, 

however, are taken in by Mervyn's lies just as most of the 

critics who have reviewed the novel have been tricked by 

Mervyn's innocent disguise. Thus, the world of Arthur 

Mervyn is like that of Wieland, one filled with human de

pravity and human frailty. 



CHAPTER V 

Structural Development in Arthur Mervyn 

In a letter to his brother James in February, 1799, 

Brown indicates that he intends to illustrate the virtues 

of his hero in the second part of Arthur Mervyn. In spite 

of Brown's assertion that he will create a virtuous hero, 

the second part of the novel contains several testimonies 

by characters who deny Mervyn's claims to virtue. Donald 

Ringe says, 

although the second part of Arthur Me~~ 
does indeed begin as if it were to follow 
the plan that Brown sketched in his letter, 
it eventually comes to such a radically 
different conclusion that we must defer a 
final interpretation of either part until 
both have been duly considered.l 

According to William Dunlap, Brown had only a general 

plan for Arthur Mervyn and often made major changes as 

th e novel progressed . Dunlap states, 11 The faults which 

deform t hi s interesting and eloquent narrative, are alto-

geth er owin g to haste, both in composing and publishing. 

Th e 1or k was sent to the printer before the writer had fully 

1oonald A. R i n~ e, Char le s Br oc kde n Brown (New Yo r k : 
ayne Publishers , 19n6 ) , p . 73 . 
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determined its plot. •• 2 Ringe, although recognizing the 

excellent portrayal of Mervyn's character, nevertheless 
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judges the novel as not wholly satisfactory. He believes 

that the novel was written in haste, that the plot is a 

maze of incidents, and that it lacks the structural unity 

found in the major parts of Wieland and Ormond ~ Ringe 

believes that point of view is much of the problem in the 

novel because the stories within stories are not handled 

1t1ell: "This method of telling his story was much too ambi-

tious for Brown; he wrote too fast and revised too little 

to make it work." 3 

Although W. B. Berthoff believes that Mervyn is a vir-

tuous hero, he recognizes that Brown has created a cynical 

novel and has depicted a disturbing image of life: 

we might see his work as creating an image 
of society and human character as they will 
be found anywhere, even in America; the new 
found land, that profoundly challenged the 
new republic's assumptions of progress and 
civic virtue, its instinct for optimism . 4 

2 i l l ia m Dunlap, The Life of Charles Brockden Brown, 
ogether wit h Sele c ti o ns fro m His Printed Horks, from His 

0 r i i n a 1 L e t t e r s , a n d fro m H i s M a n u s c r i t s be for e 0 n p u bl 1 Slle d 
hi a e phia : James P. Parke, Merritt Printer, 1815), II, 

29 
3R· 84 1nge , p . • 

4 • B. Berthoff , 11 Adventures of t he Young Ma n: An Ap-
oac o Charles Brockden Brown , " American Quarterly , 9 
95 ), 434 . 
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Indeed Arthur Mervyn is a cynical novel. In fact, 

Brown creates a main character who turns out to be a fraud 

and a liar rather than a model of virtue. Harry Warfel 

contends that the purpose of Arthur Mervyn is to teach a 

lesson through the exemplary moral conduct of the hero. 5 

Arthur Mervyn, though, is not a didactic novel. Instead, 

like Edgar Huntly, Arthur Mervyn is a detective story; and 

the reader must solve the case. Brown presents the case 

through the testimonies of several different witnesses. 

oreover, Brown creates characters who testify to time, 

place , and events. The novel is a maze of incidents, a 

maze which beco~es analogous to a courtroom. The task of 

the reader is to examine all the testimonies and to arrive 

at a conclusion concerning Mervyn's guilt or innocence. A 

verdict is difficult because each witness presents only part 

of the total picture; and some witnesses are unreliable, and 

some are lying. 

Thus , Brown's primary structural device is that of 

multip le narration, narration that takes the form of the 

testimonies of witnesses. Often the reader has difficulty 

ascertaining the truth because as James Russo states, the 

Brockden Brown, American 
University of Florida Press, 
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rea d e r g e t s s e v e r a l v e r s i o n s of t h e s a me s t o r y • A t o n e p o i n t , 

the narrative is four layers deep--a tale within a tale 

within a tale within a tale. Most critics find this kind of 

structure confusing; yet, this structure actually clarifies 

the novel. For Russo, different points of view do not cause 

the confusion; a narrator who constantly lies causes it. 6 

Although believing William Faulkner far more skillful 

than Brown, R. W. B. Lewis says that Brown employs the same 

kind of narrative method used by Faulkner, that of "packing 

one story inside another, and the third inside that." 7 

Brown, therefore, is the first American novelist to experi-

ment with the technique of multiple narration; and although 

his skills do not equal those of Faulkner, he pioneers a 

method that becomes the tool of many American novelists who 

follow him. 

To understand the multiple narration, the reader must 

consider Parts I and II of the novel together o As Ringe 

notes, with few exceptions, critics have generally concen-

trated on the first part of the novel; but the second part 

6James R. Russo, "The Chameleon of Convenient Vice: A 
Study of the a r rat i v e of Arthur ~1 e r v y n , 
ovel, 11 (1979) 383. 

7R. . B. Lewis, The American Adam: 
and Tradition in the Nineteent Centur 
si y of Chicago Press, 1955 p. 96. 

Studies in the 

Chicago: Univer-
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"forms an indispensable part of a single whole which cannot 

properly be understood unless both volumes are given the 

critical attention that is usually accorded to only the 

first." 8 

In the first part of the novel, Dr. Steven finds the 

ill Mervyn, gives him shelter, and narrates the tale o In 

the first chapter Dr. Stevens relates Wortley's charges 

against Mervyn, but the narrative is more complex than 

Dr. Steven's tale. As Kenneth Bernard illustrates, 

Dr. Stevens is the narrator in Part I from pages 3 to 206; 

but Mervyn also tells his story from pages 15 to 206 0 

Within Mervyn's narrative are six shorter narratives: 

Welbeck's history {pp. 80-101); Estwick's story of Maravegli 

{pp. 145-46); Medlicote's story of Thetford {pp. 149-51); 

Wallace's story {pp. 163-68); Mervyn's story of Colvill 

(pp. 179-81); Welbeck's story of his escape from drowning 

(pp. 187-91). Also in Welbeck's first narrative is the 

story of the Lodi family (pp. 86-88) 0 As Bernard observes, 

"Thus, at its most complex point the first book of Arthur 

Mervyn is a story by Dr. Stevens, within which is a story by 

Mervyn, within which is a story by Welbeck, within which is 

8Rin ge, pp. 65-66 . 
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the history of the Lodi family o"g 

Although the narrative in Part I is complicated, the 

reader discovers that within Dr. Stevens• tale Mervyn tells 

most of the stories. For example, the reader never hears 

directly from Welbeck, Wallace, or any of the other charac-

ters besides Dr. Stevens and Wortley. Rather Mervyn tells 

the stories and attributes them to each of the characters. 

The first part of the novel, therefore, is Mervyn's defense 

against Wortley's charges, a defense which contains tales 

about other characters who never speak for themselves. 

If the reader examines only Part I of the novel, the 

conclusion has to be that Mervyn is innocent on the basis 

of the evidence, even though the evidence is almost exclu

sively Mervyn's tale. Part II is necessary because the 

sequel is the refutation of Mervyn's defense. Like David 

Clark , many critics view Part II as inferior to Part I: 

"The threads of the plot are loosely held together, and the 

unity of the story is lost in the confusion of detail piled 

on de t a i l • " 1 0 A c t u a 11 y P a r t I I c rea t e s the u n i t y of the nove 1 , 

for Part I can be explained only through an examination of 

9Kenneth Bernard, "Arthur Mervyn: The Ordeal of Ino
cence," Universit} of Texas Studies in Literature and 
Language, 6 (1965 , 442. 

10oavid Lee Clark, Charles Brockden Brown, Pioneer Voice 
i n America (D rha m, • C.: Ou e University Press, 1952), p. 181. 
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Part II. 

As John Cleman observes, in Part II Mervyn appears to 

be involved in tying up loose ends, in righting wrongs, and 

in advancing himself. At the same time the antagonist 

Welbeck is done away with, and the reader increasingly 

suspects Mervyn's character. 11 Bernard observes that Dr. 

Stevens narrates the first half of Part II but that his 

narrative contains a story by Mervyn (pp. 253-332), one by 

W o r t 1 e y ( p p . 2 2 6 - 3 4 ) , a n d o n e by W i l l i a m s w i t h i n ~v o r t l e y ' s 

story (pp. 227-34). Mervyn narrates the last half of the 

novel (pp. 338-430) . 12 

Russo argues that the first four chapters in Part II 

contain enough evidence to contradict Mervyn's version of 

what happens in Part I. Chapter One contains Wortley's 

accusations; Chapter Two, Mrs . Althorpe's and her neighbor's 

evidence· Chapter Three, Williams' narrative about his 

murd ered friend, Watson; Chapter Four, Mrs o Wentworth's 

.d . h h Cl . 13 E h ·t ev1 ence concern1ng er nep ew aver1ng. ac w1 ness 

refutes tervyn's story in Part I. Wortley accuses Mervyn 

of being Jelbeck's accomplice in crime. Mrs. Althorpe 

11John Cleman, "Ambiguous Evil: A Study of Villains 
ad Heroes in Charles Brockden Brown's Major Novels," 

a ly American Literature , 10 (1975), 215 . 

2 Ber ard, pp . 442-43 
13 R sso p. 384 . 



describes Mervyn as lazy, boorish, and uneducated and 

accuses him of stealing his father's money and horse. 
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W i 1 1 i a m s de s c r i b e s Wa t s o n ' s d i s a p p e a r a n c e , a n d r~ r s . W e n t w o r t h 

relates Clavering's history and tells of his being seen 

recently in Charleston. Mervyn makes several attempts in 

Part II to deny the charges levied at him; but the attempts 

are feeble. He is often caught in a lie; and when he can

not explain his actions, he reverts to his good appearance 

to plead his innocence. 

In many respects, the second part of Arthur Mervyn 

represents the prosecution's case against Mervyn. Several 

witnesses testify against him, and Dr. Stevens and other 

people cross-examine him . Mervyn is clever and knows that 

in court and in life the appearance of the accused is as 

important as the evidence. Mervyn's appearance and the 

illusion he creates of his innocence are the reasons his 

crimes are not detected. He is also smart enough to tell 

the truth as often as he can. Thus, his doubleness creates 

a pervasive tone of irony throughout the novel. Only after 

the reader accepts the fact, however, that Mervyn is a liar 

does he recognize the irony of much of what Mervyn says. 

F o r e x a m p 1 e , M e r v y n t e 1 1 s ~J e 1 b e c k , 11 I a m b o u n d t o t e 1 1 t h e 

trut h . Whatever I have witnessed under your roof, whatever 

have heard from your lips have been faithfully disclosed 



t h . 1114 o 1m. Welbeck knows Mervyn is a liar, but he is 
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helpless against Mervyn. Mervyn frequently speaks of truth 

and of his innocence, but he offers little proof to sub-

stantiate his assertions. 

Much of the irony in the novel is expressed through 

Mervyn 's constantly couching his plea of innocence in a 

series of max ims . These maxims become symbols of Mervyn's 

sophistry and establish a pattern of his deceit. An exami-

nation of a few of the maxims illustrates Mervyn's talent 

for turning a dishonest action into an opportunity for 

tw isting the truth by hypocritically moralizing. For 

instance, when Mervyn first enters the city, he claims that 

he has no mon ey and does not pay the required toll at the 

br id ge . Mervyn tells Dr. Stevens, "All that honour enjoins 

is to pay when I am able" (p. 25). Whenever faced with a 

real mora l dilemma, such as whether or not to pay the toll, 

ervyn chooses the path of expediency, no t honesty. 

Later, at Mrs. Villar s ' house, Mervyn s tates, "Our 

good purposes must hurry to performance, whether our know-

ledge be greater or le ss" (p. 309) . In this circumstance, 

ervyn ' s purposes are not good , but he is compelled to act 

14charles Brockden Brown, Arthur Mervyn or Memoirs of 
the Year 1793 ( ew York : Holt , Ri nehart and Winston , 1962) , 
p. 246 . Subsequent quotations are from this edition, and 
ereafter are cited in the text. 
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quickly because he must threaten Clemenza into silence 

before she decides to expose him. While at Mrs. Villars' 

house Mervyn also uses another maxim to cover up his real 

purpose for being there and to justify his peculiar 

behavior, behavior which includes searching the house with

out the permission of the owner: 11 Good intentions, unaided 

by knowledge, will, perhaps, produce more injury than 

benefit ••.• " (p. 309). 

Mervyn is rewarded for his 11 good intentions 11 by being 

shot. He says that Mrs. Villars' oldest daughter shoots 

him because "she conceived herself deeply injured by my 

conduct 11 (p. 315). The reader can only speculate concerning 

the actual reason that she shoots him, but considering his 

past history with the opposite sex, the elder daughter may 

have shot him because he has been involved with her as well 

as with Lucy Villars; and in typical fashion, he abandons 

her for Lucy. During his visit to the house, Mervyn pays a 

great deal of attention to the younger of the two, often 

completely ignores the older, and concludes by insulting 

the elder regarding her profession. The scene at Mrs. 

Villars' house may present a love triangle between Mervyn, 

Lucy, and the older sister; and the elder may truly be 

injured by his conduct. After the shooting, Mervyn abandons 

his frequent escape into a maxim and launches into a short 



homily instead: 

For a moment I was bewildered and alarmed, 
but presently perceived that this was an 
incident more productive of good than of 
evil. It would teach me caution in contend
ing with the passions of another, and 
showed me that there is a limit which the 
i mpetuosities of anger will sometimes over
step. (p. 316) 

I t is difficult to believe that anyone, no matter how 
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virtuous, can be so forgiving and stoic after having been 

alm ost killed unless that person i s afraid that an investi-

ga t i on of the shooting would reveal his crimes. 

Me r vy n also fr equently resorts to maxims to create the 

il l us i on t ha t he is not interested in money or fame. He 

te l ls We lb eck a f t er a vi s it to Mrs o Wentworth: "I saw the 

emptiness of fa me and lu xury when put in the balance 

against t he recompense of vir t ue " (p. 66). Durin g his 

stay wi th the Hadwin s , Me rvyn al so de c lares, "The accumula-

tion of knowl ed ge , and the dif fus i on of hap pin ess , i n which 

riches may be re nd ered eminent l y instrume nt a l, wer e t he 

only precepts of duty , and t he on l y avenues of gen ui ne 

felicity" (p. 121) . On the surface , al l of Me rvyn ' s maxims 

appear to establish his virtuous character , but when what 

he says is compared to what he does, one finds that he is 

si mply a clever liar He may say that he is not interested 

i n luxury or riches, but his actions prove that he is more 

int e r e s ted in money than anythin g el s e. 
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Whenever Mervyn contemplates the charms of a woman, his 

first task is to calculate his monetary gain if he marries 

her. Shortly after becoming a copyist for Welbeck, Mervyn 

considers that this wealthy patron might "adopt me for his 

own son" (p. 54) and that Clemenza, the wealthy daughter, 

might marry him. After meeting Eliza, Mervyn calculates 

just how much money might be had by marrying her and decides 

that the economic rewards are !'lot sufficient: "Mr. Hadwin's 

possessions were adequate to his own frugal maintenance, 

but divided between his children would be too scanty for 

either" (p. 118) . When Mervyn thinks that Eliza will inherit 

her father's farm, he says of the one hundred acres, "the 

possession would confer exquisite and permanent enjoyments" 

(p . 278). However, he quickly loses interest in Eliza when 

he learns that Phillip Hadwin holds the mortgage on the 

land . Furthermore, in an interview with Mrs. Wentworth, 

Mervyn asks for information about Achsa Fielding. Naturally, 

among his first inquiries about her are, "Has she property? 

Is she rich?" (p. 346) . 

In spite of his Spartan dec lara t ion s , Mervyn's imm edi 

ate concern is always money. Even after the killing of 

Watson and Welbeck's supposed suicide in the river, Mervyn 

is able to swim to shore and to remember to "put the pocket

boo of the unfortunate Watson in my mouth, to preserve it 

from being injured by moisture" (p. 110). 
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In replying to the · charges that Clavering had been seen 

in Charleston, Mervyn uses another maxim that sums up his 

true nature and the theme of the novel: "An honest front 

and a straight story will be sufficient" (p. 333). Front 

is an excellent choice of words, for Mervyn's honesty is a 

facade. Ironically, he tells anything but a straight story; 

but his method of lying is to create a labyrinth of details 

which he arranges in the best possible order to confuse the 

facts, thereby vindicating himself. His tale is "straight" 

only in the sense that it reveals a highly calculating liar. 

Today, Mervyn would make a good addition to any advertising 

agency and would probably become the agency's chief creator 

of slogans. 

Sophistry, however, does not convince all of the 

characters of Mervyn's honesty. Referring to Mervyn who is 

using the assumed name of Welbeck, Thetford declares, "He 

will , some time or other, come out to be a grand impostor" 

(p . 38). Wortley suspects that Mervyn is 11 a wily imposter 

[sic}" (p . 215); Phillip Hadwin calls Mervyn a "sharper .. 

(p . 296). In addition, Mrs. Wentworth doubts Mervyn's 

story, and he replies to her suspicions by saying , "You 

have been mistaken in condemning me as a liar and impostor" 

(p . 340). Undoubtedly , Brown's characters repeat the charge 

of impostor to establish an air of suspicion about this 

seemingly honest man. 
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Ironically, another reference to ''impostor" hints at 

Mrs. Fielding's role in the novel. Mervyn, who narrates the 

last half of the novel, supposedly approaches Mrs. Fielding 

on Clemenza's behalf and requests that Mrs. Fielding support 

her and make him the agent through which the support will 

be rendered. Pretending to be concerned f~r her reputation, 

Mrs . Fielding argues that such an arrangement would be 

improper: "Would you have me act the clandestine part? 

Hold meetings with one of your sex, and give him money for 

a purpose which I must hide from the world?" (p. 353). 

Mervyn is asking her to do exactly that, but the motive for 

his request is not Clemenza's welfare; rather, he wants to 

assure that he and Mrs. Fielding, in reality Lucy Villars, 

can recruit Clemenza into their business of prostitution. 

Such an arrangement involves a carefully planned web of 

deceit and explains why Mrs. Fielding asks Mervyn, "Is it 

worth while to be a dissembler and impostor?" (p. 353). 

Later, they decide it is not and send Clemenza to Baltimore 

with Williams. 

Further evidence of Mervyn's deceit comes from his own 

subtly veiled admissions and the irony of many of his 

remar s. Brown uses both the admissions and irony through

out the novel to create a structural pattern, thus giving 

the reader fragments of information that eventually can be 
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pieced together to form a whole picture of the events. For 

instance, when Mervyn first meets Dr. Stevens, he agrees 

to confide his "simple tale 11 (p. 14). The tale is anything 

but simple. Mervyn also says, "If I tell the tale by a 

kitchen fire, my veracity will be disputed. I shall be 

r a n k e d w i t h t h e s t o r y t e 1 1 e r s o f S h i r a u z a n d B a g d a d 11 
( p . 32 ) . 

Indeed, he should be compared to such story tellers, and in 

his statement Mervyn summarizes the central question in the 

novel: Is Mervyn a liar? The reader also must see the 

irony in his remarks to Eliza, who is willing to turn over 

the control of all her property to him: "There are beings 

in the world who would make a selfish use of thy confidence; 

who would beguile thee at once of innocence and prosperity 11 

(p. 271). Here Mervyn speaks from experience, for he is 

one of them. 

Another i mpor tant structural device for Brown is the 

duplicity of some of his characters. Thetford and several 

of his business associates, for example, are pillars of the 

community, and at the same time, are involved in a dishonest 

shipping scheme. Mrs. Fielding, an impostor, reigns over a 

fashionable salon in the city and is a prostitute. Mervyn, 

also an impostor, appears to be naive and honest but is 

really a liar, a thief, and a murderer . This duplicity 

becomes analogous to society during Brown's time or during 

any time. Often hypocrisy and crime co-exist in an 
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atmosphere of feigned virtue and propriety. 

Finally, by returning to the beginning of the novel, 

the reader discovers two other structural elements. One, 

the story of the plague, runs throughout most of the novel. 

The other, the contents of the Lodi manuscript, is found in 

only Part I. 

Many critics have praised the yellow fever scenes in 

the novel. The scenes are realistic, but Brown uses the 

plague scenes for more than creating an atmosphere of Gothic 

horror or of realism. The scenes serve as a backdrop for 

most of the story, and they become a metaphor of disease 

which invades the entire novel and infects society physi

cally and mentally. Brown himself suffered from the 

disease during the plague in New York; he saw his friend 

Smith die; and he observed how human beings acted during 

the crisis. Clark states that Brown "came to question the 

goodness and power of God and to look upon man as insigni

ficant in the scheme of the universe. So the ravages of 

the plague, he thought, would form a fitting background for 

depicting the ills of society." 15 Robert Ferguson also 

contends that Brown understands how to use the horror of the 

plague as a literary device and as a metaphor for his own 

15 Clar , p .• 161. 
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negative views of American society. The plague causes the 

collapse of the social order, and in that situation, people 

1 i k e Me r v y n g e t a 1 o n g b e t t e r • 1 6 A d i s e a s e d so c i e t y p a r a 1 1 e 1 s 

a diseased main character who is a sociopath, motivated by 

greed and the age-old lust for power. 

The last pages of the Lodi manuscript also present a 

story parallel to that in the novel. Mervyn claims to be 

interested in the academic exercise of translating the manu-

script into English . He probably intends to do what he 

accuses Welbeck of--publish the work as his own. His trans-

lating the work from an early Italian language into English 

again contradicts his assertion that he is uneducated. The 

translation , nonetheless, reveals a tale of the triumph of 

an outlaw leader over the Milanese. The outlaw secretes 

himself in a tomb to escape his enemies and discovers a trea-

sure there which will enable him to secure the loyalty of a 

gang of ruffians. Mervyn is similar to the outlaw leader. 

He , too, discovers a treasure, the twenty thousand dollars 

in bank notes which are hidden in the manuscript. He, too, 

is in hiding from his enemies; and his entire tale is an 

effort not to fall into the hands of these enemies and to 

16 Robert A. Ferguson, "Yellow Fever and Charles Brock
den Bro n: Context of the Emerging Novelist," Early American 
Li erature, 4 (1979-80), 301. 
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prevent people from discovering the extent of his crimes. 

Thus, although the majority of critics dislike Part II 

of the novel because they believe it becomes a series of 

unrelated incidents and tiresome details, Part II is 

necessary to the unity of the novel. Critics are correct, 

though, in observing that the plot is not entirely satis-

factory. Brown does not tie up all of the loose ends in 

the plot. He never explains what Mervyn sees when he is 

hiding in a secret compartment and declares that something 

was "sufficient to set me afloat on a sea of new wonders 

and subject my fortitude to a new test--" (p. 204). Nor 

does Brown ever identify the baby found in Mrs. Thetford's 

bed. Russo suggests that Brown intended to write a sequel 
17 to bring these unexplained threads of the plot together. 

If Brown had intended to do so, Dunlap does not mention it 

in his biography. Dunlap is probably correct in saying 

th a t Brown wrote in haste and that he did not fully work 

out his plot. 

For the amount of time that Brown did take to write 

Art hur Mervyn, however, he has produced a much more unified 

novel th an one would expect. In fact, excepting a few loose 

thr eads in t he plot and a cast of numerou s characters who 

17 Russo , p . 403 . 
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occasionally confuse the development of th·e plot, Brown has 

done an amazing job of putting together a drama that demands 

that the reader solve the mystery on the basis of the 

evidence. Thus, Part II is necessary because it gives the 

reader an opportunity to compare Mervyn's version of what 

happens in Part I with what other characters say about him 

in Part II. As Carl Nelson indicates, the second volume 

"re counts what, at the beginning of the volume, is offered 

as Mervyn's actual character, based on facts and not his 

own distorted testimony." 18 Michael Bell also doubts 

Mervyn 's version of the story and thinks that his earnest-

h . h d' .. h . th t f f'd 19 ness , w 1c never 1m1n1s es, 1s a o a con 1 ence man. 

Brown, therefore, using his skills as a trained lawyer, 

presents the case for and against Mervyn. Along with the 

device of Mervyn's defense and the testimonies of witnesses, 

Brown uses Mervyn's endless maxims and occasional homilies, 

Mervyn's own veiled admissions, the techniques of irony and 

dupl icity, the background of the plague, and the parallel 

story contained in Lodi's manuscript to convict Mervyn and 

18carl W. Nelson , Jr., "A Method for Madness: The 
Symbolic Patterns in Arthur Mervyn," West Virginia Univer
sity Philological Papers, 22 (1975), 34. 

1 9 ~ i c h a e 1 D • Be 11 , ''The Do u b 1 e- Tongued Dec e i v e r : S i n
cerity and Duplicity in the Novels of Charles Brockden 
Bro n," Early American Literature, 9 (1974), 158 . 
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to lend unity to the novel. The conviction also reaffirms 

his disillusionment with American society, a society which 

in Wieland is doomed by man's inherited depravity and which 

in Arthur Mervyn harbors, supports, and believes in a 

villain like Mervyn. 



CONCLUSION 

C r i t i c a 1 e s t i m a t e s o f B row n ' s wo r k v a r y , bu t i n g e n e r a 1 , 

most critics find his fiction interesting, intelligent, but not 

skillful. One of Brown's contemporaries, an English critic, 

writes that Brown lacks skill in constructing a story but 

views him, nonetheless, as a man of genius. The same critic 

1 i s t s n u m e r o u s pro b 1 e m s w i t h B row n ' s no v e 1 s b u t c o n c 1 u d e s t h a t 

with all these deficiencies, they are the 
first-fruits of a young and powerful mind; 
they are full of life and freshness and 
enterprise--those "vital signs" by which 
works of genius will ever be distin-
guished • • . 1 

John Neal, another contemporary of Brown, is not so 

kind. He finds in Brown's work "no poetry; no pathos; no 

wit; no humour; no pleasantry; no playfulness; no passion; 

, •ttl 1 .. t• 112 1 e or no e oquence; no 1mag1na 1on . 

George Woodberry, writing sixty years after Neal, also 

sees little that is good in Brown's work. He writes, 

He was a romancer of the old kind, although 
he made efforts in the direction of real ism; 

1"0n the Writings of Charles Brown, the American Novel
ist," The ew Monthly . Magazine, 14 (December, 1820), 614. 

2John eal , American Writers: 
tributed to Blackwoo 
Le is Pattee Durham, 
p. 57. 
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he has no art; he is awkward, long-winded, 
and melodramatic, interested almost 
wholly in adventure, and save for the 
accident of coming first and being a Phila
delphian would be without note.3 
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Woodberry also contends that Brown's novels possess only 

historical interest. 4 

Even Brown's friend Dunlap judges the novels as not 

completely satisfactory: 

If he had thought more seriously on such 
subjects, and taken time to weave the 
various threads of the narrative into one 
consistent web~ no question can remain of 
his capacity to excel in this department 
of letters. His novels are therefore 
evidences of what he might have done, not 
of what he has accomplished. It was the 
excess of his genius that prevented him 
fro m excelling.S 

Most modern critics are less harsh than Brown's contem-

poraries but tend to agree that Brown wrote too quickly and 

neg lected the structural elements that would have unified 

hi s novels . The purpose of this dissertation, however, has 

been to illustrate that through thematic development Brown 

does c reate unity in Wieland and Arthur Mervyn. He uses 

3 George Woodber ry, "Charle s Bro ck de n Brown," Atlantic 
Monthl y, May , 1888 , p. 714. 

4 Joodber ry , p. 710 . 

5william Dunlap , The Life of Charles Brockden Br own , 
Together with Select i ons from the Rarest of Hi s Printed 
orks, from his Ori inal Letters and from His Manuscri ts 

before Unpublis ed Phi a e ph1a : James P. Parke , Merritt 
Printer, 1815) , I , 261 . 
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his training in law and rhetoric to present a complex 

picture of society and humanity and to reveal the truth 

through an examination of the testimonies of his characters. 

For Brown, saying it does not necessarily make it so. 

Instead, saying it becomes a method for many of his charac-

ters to create false appearances. 

Brown lived during a period in which Neo-Classicism 

was giving way to Romanticism and in which Puritanism was 

yielding to optimism. He is a transitional figure caught 

between the optimistic expectations of people in a new 

country and the grim realities of an American society 

st ruggling to find an identity apart from its European 

heritage. His "brave new world" was beginning to lose its 

innocence. 

To make sense of this disparity between the optimistic 

dream and the realities of harsh colonial life, Brown fell 

back on what he knew: the disclosure of truth and reality 

through an examination of the evidence o This examination 

becomes the unifying element in Wieland and Arthur Mervyn, 

and it establishes the perimeters of both books. He takes 

his own experience as a trained lawyer and transforms that 

experience into art . He accomplishes what Archibald 

acleish refers to as the "artist's labor" 

of translating one form of experience- - his 
life- - to another form of experience -- his 



art--and the second must change as the 
first changes. His labor is to communi
cate experience in such a way that, by 
the very act of communication, by the 
forms of art in which the communication 
is accomplished, experience itself is 
recreated--but recreated with coherence 
and made whole.6 

Brown, therefore, paved the way for later American 

1 7 3 

writers, many of whom were trained in or pursued other pro-

fessions, before they turned to writing as a full-time 

occupation. 

6 rchibald acleish , "The American Writers and the New 
old~" Yale Revie'il 31 (1941) 63. 
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