History 40A – Summary


There were three revolutions in the 18th century; industrial, commercial and fiscal. The fiscal revolution saw the founding of banks for the first time, the first stock markets, bonds and money. 

Charles Brockden Brown (1771-1810) was America's first novelist - the earliest citizen of this nation to support himself by "the profession of literature". His third novel, Arthur Mervyn; or Memoirs of the Year 1793, provides realistic descriptions of the yellow fever epidemic that swept through Philadelphia in 1793.  This book was also about his ideas about the impact of a fledgling polity's struggle to define itself upon the individual citizen. Arthur Mervin was a critic of every kind of commercial venture in the 18th century. Self interest, not general good was the dominant theme in the novel. Arthur was taken in and dressed in the latest European fashion.  Assisted by novels like this, we now know what prosperous businessmen looked like. Men new to the middle class during this time period would know what to wear after reading this novel. Critics suggest that these scenes spoke to the city's new middle class and taught them how to be middle class. Arthur Mervyn is a study of a young man's thirst for identity, and an exploration of his dependence on society for that self-knowledge.  In the process, it reveals what is inherently most unstable about the principle of humanism, that a blind reliance on a righteous citizenry ignores the inevitable clash between individual selfishness and public obligation.  As the title indicates, Memoirs of the Plague Year 1793, the novel is set when yellow fever returned to Philadelphia.  It is not clear if Brown resided in Philadelphia during the fall of the 1793 plague, but it is certain that he did not escape its emotional devastation.  As Arthur Mervyn unfolds, the plague becomes a metaphor for a state of moral disease in society at large.
