
In-Depth Study Guide to Susanna Rowson's
Heartbreaking Novel: "Charlotte Temple"
Susanna Rowson's timeless masterpiece, "Charlotte Temple," is a poignant
narrative that explores the perils of love, morality, and the consequences of
forbidden desires. Published in 1791, this epistolary novel captivated
readers with its riveting plot and its cautionary tale about the dangers of
straying from societal norms. This comprehensive study guide delves into
the novel's intricate themes, characters, and plot points, providing a
thorough understanding of Rowson's enduring literary work.

Background and Context

"Charlotte Temple" is set in the late 18th century, during the tumultuous
period of the American Revolution. The novel reflects the social and
political upheaval of the time, as well as the strict moral codes that
governed society. Rowson, herself an actress and educator, drew upon her
travels and observations to create a story that resonated with the
challenges faced by young women in a rapidly changing world.
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Major Themes

Love and Morality: "Charlotte Temple" explores the complex
relationship between love and societal expectations. The novel
challenges the prevailing notions of love and marriage, questioning
whether true happiness can be found within the confines of restrictive
social conventions.

The Consequences of Deception: The novel highlights the
devastating consequences of deception and dishonesty. Charlotte's
initial decision to conceal her love for Montraville sets in motion a
series of events that ultimately lead to her downfall.

The Power of Reputation: Rowson emphasizes the importance of
reputation in society. Charlotte's reputation as a virtuous young woman
is shattered by her affair with Montraville, and she is ostracized and
condemned by the community.

The Vulnerability of Women: "Charlotte Temple" sheds light on the
vulnerabilities faced by women in a patriarchal society. Women are
depicted as dependent on men for their survival and are often
subjected to the whims and desires of those in power.

Characters

Charlotte Temple: The protagonist of the novel, Charlotte is a young
woman from a respectable English family. She is naive, impulsive, and
deeply in love with Montraville. However, her desire for love and
happiness leads her down a path of self-destruction.
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Montraville: A British officer stationed in New York, Montraville is a
charming and handsome man. He seduces Charlotte with promises of
marriage, but ultimately abandons her when he is called back to
England.

Mrs. Beauchamp: A kind and compassionate woman who takes
Charlotte under her wing. She warns Charlotte against the dangers of
straying from the path of virtue, but her advice goes unheeded.

Col. Temple: Charlotte's father. He is a strict and unforgiving man who
disowns Charlotte when he learns of her affair with Montraville.

Plot Summary

The novel begins with Charlotte and Montraville meeting at a ball in New
York City. They fall deeply in love and engage in a secret affair. However,
their happiness is short-lived. Montraville is called back to England, leaving
Charlotte pregnant and alone. Desperate and abandoned, Charlotte seeks
refuge with Mrs. Beauchamp, who tries to help her reclaim her reputation
and find a new life for herself. However, society's judgment proves too
harsh for Charlotte. She is ostracized and ridiculed, eventually dying alone
and penniless.

Literary Analysis

"Charlotte Temple" is written in an epistolary style, with the story unfolding
through a series of letters exchanged between the characters. This
technique allows the reader to experience the events of the novel through
the perspectives of different characters, providing a multifaceted and
immersive narrative.



Rowson's writing is characterized by its simplicity and emotional depth. She
employs vivid imagery and heart-wrenching prose to convey the characters'
emotions and the consequences of their actions. The novel's exploration of
universal themes, combined with its relatable characters, has made it an
enduring classic in American literature.

Historical Significance

"Charlotte Temple" played a significant role in shaping American literature
and society. It was one of the first successful novels published in the United
States, and its popularity helped establish the genre of epistolary fiction.
The novel's exploration of female vulnerability and the consequences of
deception resonated with readers and sparked important conversations
about women's rights and the importance of moral conduct.

Modern-Day Relevance

Despite its historical setting, "Charlotte Temple" remains relevant in modern
times. Its themes of love, loss, and the search for identity continue to
resonate with readers today. The novel serves as a timeless reminder of
the importance of integrity, honesty, and the consequences of our choices.

Susanna Rowson's "Charlotte Temple" is a powerful and moving novel that
has captivated readers for centuries. Its exploration of complex themes, its
unforgettable characters, and its enduring relevance make it an
indispensable work of American literature. By providing a comprehensive
study guide, this article aims to enhance readers' understanding and
appreciation of Rowson's masterpiece, ensuring that its impact and
significance continue to inspire and resonate with generations to come.

Additional Resources:



Full text of "Charlotte Temple" by Susanna Rowson

Library of Congress: "Charlotte Temple" Overview

Encyclopedia Britannica: "Charlotte Temple"
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At Day's Close, Night in Times Past
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