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Early Life: Susanna Rowson
★ Born to Susanna Musgrave Haswell and William Haswell, baptized on 

February 25, 1762
★ Her father, William Haswell, was from Portsmouth, England
★ Nothing is known about her mother’s background
★ William and Susanna Musgrave Haswell were married 1761 - she grew ill 

shortly after their marriage
○ 11 months later, Susanna Musgrave Haswell gave birth to Susanna Haswell
○ The mother died 10 days after giving birth

★ Young Susanna was raised by a nurse in Portsmouth while her father 
travelled to Massachusetts 

★ Susanna was moved to Boston in 1767



Biography: Continued
★ Because of her father’s loyalism during the 

Revolutionary War, his property was 
confiscated

★ The family returned to England in 1778 as 
prisoners of war

★ From the age of 15, she supported an 
extended family, including her father’s new 
wife and children

★ In order to support them, she became a 
governess for the family of … Georgiana 
Cavendish, Duchess of Devonshire

★ In 1786, she married William Rowson





Important Accomplishments
★ In 1786, she published her first novel, Victoria through subscription
★ She published poetry in 1788 and wrote innumerable songs for Vauxhall 

Gardens
★ Wrote Charlotte: A Tale of Truth in 1791 and became the first American 

best-seller
★ From 1793-1797 she and her husband performed in different acting 

companies traveling through England and America
★ Contributes articles and columns to Boston Weekly Magazine
★ Opened the Young Ladies’ Academy in Boston 1797
★ Wrote A Spelling Dictionary textbook in 1807



“During her sixteen years as a writer Mrs. Rowson produced seven 
other novels, seven theatrical works, two collections of poetry and two 
of fictional sketches, many lyrics for popular songs, contributions to two 
magazines, and six pedagogical works—all this while directing a school 
for young women, acting with several theater companies, running a 
household, and taking a leading role in her church and community.”

— Dr. Weil In Defense of 
Women: Susanna Rowson



Reputation of Rowson’s most famous work
★ Charlotte Temple went through more 

than 200 editions by mid-nineteenth 
century

★ Over 25,000 copies sold shortly after 
publication

★ Attained a kind of cult status with fans 
flocking to the supposed  grave of the 
fictional heroine at Trinity Churchyard in 
New York City

★ In 1818, characters from Charlotte 
Temple appeared in a waxworks show in 
Columbus, Ohio

★ There was a trend of margin writing

★ Critics had positive reviews for Susanna 
Rowson’s works, but they were 
considered a kind of pulp fiction

★ Academics did not take her work 
seriously, looked at it as a sentimental 
work for shopgirls 

★ In the mid-nineteenth century, critics 
began seeing the work as more than 
sensationalism

★ Rowson is now seen as the mother of 
American sentimentalism, and Charlotte 
Temple is viewed as an introduction of 
the seduction novel



Charlotte Temple is a story of seduction, 
betrayal, and remorse. This novel 

introduced an era of seduction novels and 
didactic moral writings. The style also 

pertains to the trend of sentimentalism.







Charlotte Temple
Critical Reading

★ Sensational or didactic
★ Warning young women to be 

cautious
★ A story of possible redemption - 

her parents are willing to forgive 
her

★ Sentimental fiction - dramatic 
scenes of fainting and sighing

★ Lack of education and autonomy 
underlying reason for her fall

★ “Fatal consequences of a 
woman’s inability to want 
anything enough to prompt 
decisive action” (Rust 64)
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