Thompson 12

 “A Paradox, Indeed, is the Greater Part of Your Letter”:

The Epistolary Chimera of Woman in Jane Talbot and The Coquette

The chimera is a minor monster in Greek mythology and is certainly less well known than its counterparts the sphinx and the hydra. In most mythological dictionaries the chimera is a mere mention, yet the term is well-known and continues to be used in literature and other branches of study. A creature that is neither one thing nor another, but some strange meshing of many things has long been a representation of the most monstrous fears humans hold. Both Eliza from Hannah Webster Foster’s The Coquette and Jane from Charles Brockden Brown’s Jane Talbot fit into this description in several ways. The foremost is in their rapid mental and behavioral changes as evidenced in the epistolary style of both novels. However, they also become “liminal” creatures flowing back and forth between prescribed gender roles and cultural mores. While the words “monstrous” and “grotesque” are never overtly applied in either case, it is clear that no one in the novels is precisely sure where these women belong in their families or communities.

The Chiron Dictionary of Greek & Roman Mythology calls the chimera a “composite creature, an expression of the dark and sinister” (65). Being an awkward conglomeration of three completely different animals - a dragon or serpent, a lion, and a goat - the chimera is a “living” representation of the grotesque, a visualization of the multiplicity humans seem to fear in each other. The grotesque image of the chimera and its application to the main characters provides a unique perspective on these two early American novels.

The body of literary criticism on these two novels is remarkably small. The Coquette has recently come to the forefront in Early American studies, gathering interest in the late 1980’s and building through the 90’s, but Jane Talbot has been for the most part ignored. The Coquette has been examined in relation to several of Brown’s other novels but never Jane Talbot. The more obvious differences between these novels have perhaps led to the lack of comparative analysis. They were published within a few years of each other, The Coquette in 1797 and Jane Talbot in 1801, but the overarching story lines are quite different. Eliza’s story follows the all but inevitable downfall of a young woman whose coquettish tendencies lead to her seduction and ruin by a known rake resulting in her death and the death of her newborn child. In many ways it is a straightforward morality tale, warning young girls of the dangers of flirtation and association with the wrong people. On the other hand Jane Talbot is the story of a young widow who has chosen a second suitor of whom her family and friends do not approve. He is not immoral and the tale of their supposed infidelity is clearly shown to be untrue. The two go through a variety of trials to prove their love and the novel ends with the hope of a long and happy future. The moral tale is present, but deals more with the nuances of doctrinal belief and societal mores than with standard seduction warnings. The heroines appear remarkably dissimilar and are involved in different situations, but the characters of Jane and Eliza are much more alike than they first appear.

Rather than developing a positively rounded character, the changes in both Jane and Eliza from letter to letter create a creature that is grotesquely confusing. The word “grotesque” has carried many different connotations and continues to evolve in its usage, but it tends to be most closely connected to physical deformities. Robert Storr does not contend this definition, but he does qualify it saying, “To be grotesque, something must be in conflict with something else yet indivisible from it. … that conflict must in some fashion already exist within the mind of the beholder such that the confusion stems not only from the anomaly to which we bear witness in the world, but the anomaly that is revealed within us” (16). Jane and Eliza are not physically grotesque, but they represent the internal conflict of women, specifically during this time in history. While this is not an historical analysis, the time period inevitably comes into play. Smith-Rosenberg states that in the early republic “[t]he feminine came to represent not only the negative but the most controversial and contested points in these male discursive battles. Polymorphic and conflicted, female subjectivity was formed at the heart of ideological and discursive conflict and contradiction” (573). Jane and Eliza’s behavior and mental variability can be read as a type of grotesque in and of themselves, but it is enhanced when read against the societal expectations they encounter.

Both Foster’s and Brown’s main character repeats the fact that she is inconstant, inconsistent, and overly susceptible to outside suggestion so many times that it is impossible to overlook. Most critics have viewed Eliza Wharton as a sympathetic character. For many she is representative of the struggles for liberty both in the culture as a whole and for women in particular. However, as Laura H. Korobkin points out, “modern readers tend to gloss over how consistently Foster shows us Eliza’s less heroic side” (79). Upon closer examination Foster has not developed a strong and independent woman or a woman who is merely pleasure seeking but a woman who is so inconsistent and pictured in so many different aspects that it is difficult to see her as anything but ultimately grotesque. 

In the first three letters to Lucy Freeman Eliza’s character is immediately established as incredibly changeable. In the first letter she expresses a hope that the death of her fiancé will “make a suitable and abiding impression upon [her] mind” (Foster 6). Yet in her very next letter exclaims that “[t]ime, which effaces every occasional impression” is “gradually dispelling the pleasing pensiveness, which the melancholy event … had diffused over [her] mind” (Foster 7). Little time seems to have passed between these letters, yet Eliza’s attitude has changed entirely. She does not even see anything wrong with her behavior, but views it as a natural consequence of spending time with lively company. In fact, in Letter III, Eliza expresses her anger at an acquaintance that has the audacity to offer condolences about Mr. Haly who has only been dead a couple of months. Moving from humble piety to cheerful gaiety to overblown outrage in rapid succession does not present Eliza as a stable or amicable character.

This effect is enhanced through the epistolary format of the novel. Rather than viewing Eliza through the medium of an omniscient narrator or an interceding voice her perspective comes through her own language. In regards to the epistolary style, Fleischman observes that “the various perspectives of the author-characters compel readers to assess the credibility of each perspective and to arrive at their own judgment” (312). This amplifies the heteroglossia of both Jane and Eliza as they change their words and behavior depending on the situation and audience of their letters. Eliza is not merely a “coquette” but is also a daughter, a loving friend, a passionate lover, and a demure young woman. The multiplicity of her character fits well into Storr’s definition of the grotesque as “hybridity without constraint” (27). All of the various aspects are so entangled that they are inextricable and her negative impulses combine with the positive making it difficult to judge any of her decisions easily.


Jane also exhibits this unrestrained “hybridity” and the epistolary nature of this novel affects the perception of the characters much the same way that it does in The Coquette. The characters, their settings, and their society are viewed first hand from Jane’s perspective, and the view is multiplied and warped because it is mainly viewed through her eyes. Like Eliza, Jane openly admits to her instability. In one of her first letters Jane describes her terror and grief at her mother’s death saying, “This may serve as a specimen of the impetuosity of my temper. It was always fervent and unruly; unacquainted with moderation in its attachments, violent in its indignation, and its enmity, but easily persuaded to pity and forgiveness” (Brown 6). The scene is one designed to arouse sympathy with a young girl struggling to deal with an untimely death, but Jane undermines the potential for empathy by claiming it simply shows how transient her nature has been since childhood.

In Letter IX(9) Jane praises Colden for being “too wise; too dispassionate by far” and says that “[r]epeated proofs have convinced [her] that [her] dignity and happiness are safer in [his] keeping than in [her] own” (Brown 55). However, only four days later in Letter XI(11) to her foster mother, Jane writes, “Heaven is my witness that the happiness of my revered mamma is dearer to me than my own” (Brown 57-8). She entrusts her happiness to both her mother and her suitor, but the two are completely contradictory, something she acknowledges but never deals with. When speaking to Colden Jane promises to stay true to him and to give up everything else. Then she writes her mother and promises to abandon Colden and return home in meek obedience. In actuality she does neither. She refuses to fully give Colden up, but she does not marry him. She repeatedly promises to follow Mrs. Fielder’s instructions, but stays where she is and breaks no relationships. Even seen in the context of a socially difficult decision, her excessive vacillation makes it nearly impossible to sympathize with her choices.

If this self-awareness was the only evidence of these women’s chimerical behavior it might be easy to gloss over, but the other characters are also overly aware of both Jane’s and Eliza’s capriciousness. In The Coquette Eliza’s ministerial suitor John Boyer tells his friend Selby in Letter IV(4) that he is impressed with Eliza based on his first few meetings. Boyer believes he has a handle on her personality, and he is taken aback when, in his next letter, he writes of a meeting where “Eliza entered the room with a brilliance of appearance and gaiety of manner, which I had never before connected with her character” (Foster 16). The difference is the presence of Major Sanford. Eliza is quite literally a different person in her dealings with Sanford than she is in her interviews with Boyer, and Boyer struggles to reconcile the contradicting attitudes she inhabits.

Eliza genuinely appears to enjoy Boyer’s company and in Letter XVI(16) states that they walked in the gardens for “three long hours, and returned to dinner in perfect harmony” (Foster 32). There is no hint that she finds Boyer’s conversation or presence onerous, but when Major Sanford intrudes later that afternoon she says, “I cannot say that I was not agreeably relieved. So sweet a repast, for several hours together, was rather sickening to my taste” (Foster 32). With the arrival of Sanford the time she has spent with Boyer is suddenly cast as cloying rather than enjoyable.

Even Sanford, despite his own issues with constancy, comments on Eliza’s lack of stability. In a letter to Charles Deighton he writes, “If, therefore, my past conduct has been repugnant to her notions of propriety, why does she not act consistently, and refuse at once to associate with a man whose character she cannot esteem?” (Foster 55). He takes full advantage of her shifting purpose, yet he does not force her to do anything. Every move is made with Eliza’s full understanding and knowledge of what she is doing. She claims it. This does not remove Sanford’s culpability but neither should it remove hers. Once Sanford has consummated his relationship with Eliza and removed her from her mother’s house, he finds her changeable character even more unpleasant. He writes that “[t]he agony of her grief at being thus obliged to leave her mother’s house, baffles all description” (Foster 157). Perhaps this merely shows her final comprehension of the consequences, but it also proves that Eliza, who was so willing to be with him up to this point, has once again changed her attitude and behavior.

The characters surrounding Jane Talbot are overly aware of her inconsistency as well. Her brother Frank takes advantage of it as he presses her for money to cover his debts, and when he returns later in the novel there is the sense that it is only their estrangement that keeps him from being able to sway her from her connection to Colden. Writing to Colden of the incident Jane says that Frank calls her a “child of caprice” (Brown 121). Jane’s emotions are affected by her brother even though she has not seen him for years and has no real connection to him beyond blood. If her alienated brother is able to exert some influence it is no wonder that Mrs. Fielder has a greater ability to effect change in Jane’s behavior. She is amazed by the fickleness of her foster daughter and writes, “I had no patience with you, to listen to your trifling and insidious distinctions … The anguish, the astonishment which your letters, as they gradually unfolded your character, produced in me, I endeavored to show you at the time” (Brown 70). From letter to letter Jane’s decisions change and Mrs. Fielder eventually travels to Philadelphia to ensure Jane’s obedience.

Even Colden, as much as he proclaims his love for Jane, cannot avoid her changeability. He writes to her, “No paradox ever puzzled me so much as your conduct. On my first interview with you I loved you, … Every successive interview has produced, not only something new or unexpected, but something in seeming contradiction to my previous knowledge” (Brown 136). However, while Eliza’s inconstancy brings Sanford’s scorn, Jane’s variability intrigues and enamors Colden. His reluctance to pressure Jane is one of the fundamental reasons that he and Jane are allowed to have a happy ending. Sanford has no such scruples and, even after his marriage, has no qualms in seducing and defiling Eliza leading to her destruction and his shame.

Even though both novels are focused on a female protagonist the main characters are viewed almost entirely by their connection to and relationship with the men in their lives. Virginia Woolf posits in A Room of One’s Own that male dominance causes “the peculiar nature of woman in fiction; the astonishing extremes between heavenly goodness and hellish depravity” (83). While both Jane and Eliza are influenced by the women in their lives, the main source of coercion rises from the suitors who pursue them.


The presence of Major Sanford has a distinct effect on Eliza’s personality. She even states that he causes her thoughts to become “somewhat deranged” (Foster 35). Her open admittance to these feelings is what makes them even more grotesque. She is not taken in, but sees precisely what his presence does. Yet she makes only the most minor attempts to break with him. Even after he has married another woman, Sanford’s presence still causes alterations in Eliza’s behavior. Her friend Julia writes, “I have observed her sentiments to be suddenly changed after being in company with Major Sanford. This alarms us exceedingly” (Foster 128). The change cannot be argued away by claiming Eliza simply wishes to be with the man she loves. When he is absent she behaves differently and makes plans to leave his sphere of influence.


Though with different results, Jane is just as affected by Colden. In Letter XXV(25) Jane asks Colden, “What is it, my friend, that makes thy influence over me so absolute? No resolution of mine can stand against your remonstrances. A single word, a look, approving or condemning, transforms me into a new creature” (Brown 90). However, her concurrent decision to leave with her foster mother undermines the possible sentiment. As she is torn between the opposing poles of Mrs. Fielder and Colden Jane exclaims, “I should be a strange creature, if left to myself. A very different creature, doubtless, I should have been if placed under any other guidance. … No will, no reason have I of my own” (Brown 90). She looks to both Colden and Mrs. Fielder to tell her what to think and what to do, rarely taking any kind of action on her own. Eliza does the same, turning to every friend, family member, and acquaintance for guidance. Despite their many differences, both women allow external forces to shape their actions and opinions to the extent that they are almost not individuals but conglomerations of others’ ideas: virtual chimeras.

In The Uses of Greek Mythology Ken Dowden notes that in most mythologies “[m]onsters tend to be snakey and tend to be female” and asks, “are they then ‘phallic’ females whom the male child must castrate?” (134). This Freudian analysis raises an interesting question concerning both Jane and Eliza. Could part of their grotesqueness develop out of the times they behave with masculine agency? While not an obvious analysis, each woman does illustrate qualities that tended to be applied more to men than women at the time. In her opening narrative Jane is presented as financially savvy. Frank drives his father and himself to ruin with prodigal spending and Jane’s father loans money to his son freely, but Jane protests as soon as she hears of the scheme. She manages her own money well and at the end of the novel is rewarded with Mrs. Fielder’s fortune which she uses to purchase a small farm. This she rents out, providing herself with a source of steady income. Her business acumen was not unheard of in women of the time, but it was certainly not considered to be a feminine tendency. Her financial advice is dismissed by both her father and her brother, but Colden does not belittle her for these qualities. Instead, he admits that she will have to support them as he has no training or desire for business, effectively reversing their normative gender roles in the relationship.

Eliza also exhibits masculine qualities, but in her case they come from a more negative angle. The very title of the book provides her main difficulty. She is labeled as a “coquette” and warned by friends and family to watch her behavior. Yet for most of the novel she is not doing anything more risqué than of the young men in the community. While she favors Sanford, she attends parties with other escorts and her main goal is to simply enjoy life as a single woman before getting married. In a young man this would be reasonable and expected behavior, but as a woman her attitude threatens the norms of society and places her in a position of compromise. In different ways Jane and Eliza become liminal creatures positioning themselves against the firm “pattern and order” of society through their resistance to and reversal of gender roles. Perhaps this is one reason Eliza must die and Jane and Colden must reform before they are allowed to truly begin their relationship. Their monstrous threatening of the status quo must be tamed in order to make them acceptable characters.

Dieter Meindl presents the grotesque as a “tense combination of attractive and repulsive elements, of comic and tragic aspects, of ludicrous and horrifying features” (14). By being both monster and damsel in distress, feminine and masculine, beloved and censured, Eliza and Jane become more than just heroines or moral warnings. They are all of these things at once, which has made these two novels such a challenge for critics over the years. Written in the middle of political and societal upheaval these novels represent the confusion about women and their roles in the infant country of the United States. The only true picture of a woman at this time would have to be of a chimera: a woman who was part monster, part fighter, part nurturing mother. As these many roles come together it is impossible for a woman to be all three and still maintain the simple constancy expected of her. If the pictures painted by Foster and Brown are grotesque it is not based merely in the women themselves, but is an outgrowth of their society and the expectations of that society. Jane and Eliza may not be completely sympathetic characters, but they are fascinating studies of the complex world that had to be navigated and was not sympathetic to a woman who did not fit the prescribed societal mold.
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