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Editorial Note

This text was taken from a microfilm version of The Confessions of Emilia Harrington borrowed from the library of Alabama A&M University.  Spellings have been retained from the original and all definitions of terms are from the Oxford English Dictionary.

Introduction


When I first began researching and reading The Confessions of Emilia Harrington, I saw the novel as an isolated work by a relatively obscure 19th Century author.  I could not have been more wrong.  After seeking out a historical and literary context for the book, however, I found the work to be deeply imbedded in both cultural and political philosophies of 1930s America.   At the conclusion of my research, I realized the incredible potential of fiction to connect us, as modern readers with modern views, to a different time and cultural milieu.  Emilia’s Confessions speak not only to the contested understandings of race and gender in the 1830s, but also to our fluid and changing beliefs about hierarchies and social codes today.


Little is known of Lambert A. Wilmer, yet his presence in the most prestigious 19th Century literary circles cannot be denied.  Born around 1805, Wilmer went on to have a career in the written word.  As the editor of the Baltimore Saturday Visitor, Lambert was one of the first to publish works by Edgar Allen Poe, and soon the pair became close friends.  Reviewing Lambert’s Confessions of Emilia Harrington, Poe wrote of our author: “Within a circle of private friends, whom Mr. Wilmer’s talents and many virtues have attached devotedly to himself, and among whom we are very proud in being ranked, his writings have been long properly appreciated” (Poe).  Lambert is most remembered for his relationship with the famous writer, and his defense of Poe against those accusing him of drug and alcohol addiction after his death.  


In addition to his activities in Baltimore literary circles, Wilmer also worked in two other major Northern cities, Philadelphia and New York.  As the editor of the Philadelphia Saturday Evening Post, Poe writes that Lambert developed a reputation for “speaking, in all instances- the truth”, which he certainly aims to do in this novel, finding the tale to be “within the strictest range of probability” (Wilmer Preface).  Wilmer was the author of a three act drama entitled Merlin (1927), The Quacks of Helicon (1851), and Life, Travels, and Adventures of Ferdinand de Soto (1858).  His final published work Our Press-Gang, or a Complete Exposition of the Corruptions and Crimes of American Newspapers, published in 1859, indicted the American press for censorship because they refused to print some stories and altered others to appeal to the opinions of editors.  This work places Wilmer among the forefathers of the “muckrakers”, or journalists who aim to improve social conditions by uncovering corruption and crime.   After a long life of literary work, Lambert Wilmer died in Brooklyn New York on the 21st of December 1863 (“Lambert A. Wilmer” n.pag.).


While Wilmer’s biographical information may be scarce, it certainly reveals his interest in literature as a tool for social justice.  The Confessions of Emilia Harrington becomes a fascinating social and political work within this framework.  Published in 1835, this novel falls after the peak popularity of sentimental fiction like The Coquette and Charlotte Temple, yet deals with strikingly similar gender issues.  At the same time that Wilmer’s tale reasserts sentimental conceptions of feminine corruptibility, his characterization of Emilia represents the changing views of women, seduction, and guilt in early 19th century America.  Significantly, Emilia’s last name is that of the male narrator in The Power of Sympathy, a seduction story told by a male observer.  With this choice in naming, Wilmer places himself in the company of past American male literary figures who revealed their perceptions of women’s victimization (Davidson 186).   In addition to this deliberate connection, Emilia’s first name echoes that of Eliza Wharton of The Coquette.  By placing the Confessions in contrast to earlier seduction narratives written by women and men, a modern reader can better understand the impact of such seduction fiction on America society as a whole, and delve into American gender hierarchies that both change and stay the same in significant ways over time.


Emilia supposedly writes her Confessions from the Magdalen Asylum, an institution which embodied the changing views of women and seduction in the early 1800s.  The first American Magdalen Asylum was established in Philadelphia in 1807.  The Magdalen Society, a group of prominent physicians and merchants, set out to solve the “prostitution problem” of the city by forming such asylums, and modeled their efforts on earlier reform attempts in England and Ireland (Hessinger 205).  The Magdalen Asylum of New York, and the setting of Emilia’s final days, was established in January of 1812 (Whiteaker 12).  

Based in dominant Protestant moral and ethical codes, these asylums sought to reform “fallen women” through order and moral discipline (Whiteaker 13).  A typical day for a Magdalen, as residents in the asylums were called, was as follows:

All residents rose at 6:00 am, and after breakfast attended morning worship with the matron.  After scripture reading and prayers, each inmate engaged in spinning or sewing, learning in the process an occupational skill and producing items that were sold by the asylum administrator.  At eight o’clock in the evening, the residents attended worship services again.  At 10:00, the women retired for the night” (Whiteaker 13).

With this background, a reader can better understand the unmentioned realities of life for Emilia as she writes her Confessions.   In addition to simply providing a setting for Wilmer’s narrative, understanding the goals, tactics, and philosophies behind the asylum’s formation reveal significant aspects of American moral culture in this period.


According to Timothy Gilfoyle, the number of prostitutes in New York in the 1830s fell somewhere between 1,850 and 3,700 (Hessinger 211).  This large number of prostitutes presented a significant challenge to dominant gender ideologies which championed women’s economic dependence on men. Clare Lyons observes that prostitutes “commanded fees that were believed to be higher than for any other female employment… [and] generally worked for themselves” (320).  Just as high rates of premarital pregnancy in the revolutionary period required new understandings of women and sexuality, so too did the prostitution “problem” of the early 1800s.  Women like Hannah Foster and Susanna Rowson sought to explain women’s sexual subjectivity in their seduction novels, and Wilmer takes himself to a similar task through Emilia.  The reader must question, however, the ways in which Wilmer’s role as a male corrupts or enhances his understanding of women as sexual subjects.


It is fascinating that Wilmer chose to house his heroine at the Magdalen Asylum, because this institution elegantly focuses the complex debate of female sexuality in the 1830s.  Seduction novels of the 1700s blamed male irresponsibility and sexual aggression for the fall of young women into sexual infamy, and often death.  As Rodney Hessinger writes, the Magdalen Society originally formed to combat forces of male rakery and provide seduced women an alternative to prostitution, venereal disease, and death.   By the 1830s, however, idealized visions of female purity began to fall apart.  Very few prostitutes actually chose to enter the Magdalen Asylum, and many who sought help from the institution ran away after a short period.  Reformers could no longer attribute prostitution to poverty caused by seduction and abandonment (Lyons 351).  

For this reason, the Magdalen Society shifted from work with career prostitutes and older women, to young women from “good families” who had spent less than one year as prostitutes (Lyons 348).  The general consensus by the 1830s was that women’s inherent moral weakness, not poverty or seduction, led them to sexually transgress.  Because upper class women were increasingly constructed as moral beings, prostitutes had to be either unredeemable lower class women, or very young women led astray but still within the framework of upper class virtue.   From this cultural stance, Wilmer’s work emerges as a comment on changing conceptions of seduction and female sexuality.


Perhaps in an attempt to vindicate prostitutes and sexually deviant women from an increasingly hostile public, Wilmer paints young Emilia as the victim of cruel fate and even crueler adult women. Much like a fairy tale heroine, Emilia comes from an upper class background, and she spends only a short time in infamy at the hands of evil, older women.  Interestingly enough, the criteria for the fairy tale heroine looks a lot like the criteria for entrance into the Magdalen Asylum in the 1830s.  The Confessions of Emilia Harrington was published the same year as the first of Hans Christian Andersen’s Fairy Tales for Children.  In this literary context, many female characters in the novel come into focus as categories available to women in fairy tale framework.  


Much like the famous Cinderella, Emilia’s innocent childhood is cut short by her father’s second marriage.  When Mrs. Williams becomes Mrs. Harrington, she dresses Emilia “in the course garb of a servant” (Wilmer 10) and despite impassioned appeals, Emilia’s father seems unmoved by his daughters troubles.  At the height of her cruelty, Mrs. Harrington ties Emilia up and beats her with a stick until the young girl loses consciousness (17).  While this fairy tale narrative may seem trite to a modern reader, it allows Wilmer to delve into interesting aspects of Victorian womanhood.  Supposedly moral guardians of children and husbands, 19th century upper class women were certainly not considered violent.  In this instance, Wilmer could be subverting the reality of gender ideals in his society.  On the other hand, he could merely be using the evil older woman stereotype to serve as a foil make Emilia less morally ambiguous.  


While many other evil women crop up throughout the novel, they are most often wealthy, white, and older than Emilia.  The women who repeatedly come to our heroine’s aid are those often looked on by society as deviant or unwomanly- lower class white women, and black servants.   When Emilia arrives in New York, she seeks charity again and again, only to be turned down by wealthy woman after wealthy woman.  The only character that actually offers money and protection to Emilia, Polly, is a woman of the lower class, and possibly a prostitute as well.  Appearing overly masculine and aggressive to Emilia, Polly presents a credible threat to dominant views of femininity in Victorian America.  Emilia eventually rejects Polly’s help in favor of upper class women, yet repeatedly receives terrible treatment as a result.  By challenging what Lyons characterizes as an increasingly class-based understanding of prostitution, Wilmer places upper class women in a sexually deviant space.  With his constructions of “good” and “evil” women, Wilmer challenges social codes for ideal womanhood and further vindicates those who become outcasts due these often absurd social laws.


Along with Polly, Emilia often receives aid and understanding from black women acting as servants to malicious older women.  Considering Nat Turner’s rebellion of 1831 (Wikipedia n.pag.), Wilmer understandably attempts to create moral, self-sacrificing black characters.  He certainly does not produce complex or autonomous black women in his narrative, but he does attempt to break down the idea that only white, upper class, women can act as moral guardians.  Harriet, by far the most developed black character, repeatedly reveals the plots against Emilia, often to her own disadvantage.  Rather than see Emilia reduced to poverty, Harriet offers to “work or even beg for [her]” because she cannot “bear the thoughts of such an innocent and handsome young lady’s being ruined” (63).  Wilmer’s views of black women are obnoxiously paternalistic, yet his ultimate political purpose seems to be well served by painting this character as a “good-natured negress” (63).  With Harriet, Wilmer both calms the fears of Northern whites of a rebellion of their servants, and attempts to break down stereotypes of black women as lascivious or unwomanly.


Certainly the most important female character in the novel is Emilia.  While reading, I often asked myself if I could find agency and complexity in her portrayal.  Ultimately every reader must decide for him or herself, but as with Mrs. Harrington, violence presents an interesting aspect of female agency for Emilia.  When her purity is threatened, Emilia most often reacts with violence, and repeatedly overpowers the men attempting to seduce her.  One reading of this violence indicates that all women have it within their power to refuse male sexual advances, and therefore deserve blame for sexual acts which may have been coercive.  On the other hand, giving a heroine the ability to fight and triumph over male sexual aggression provides an outlet for women to control their sexuality rather than submitting as meek, dependent females.  As a male writer, Wilmer does not have the didactic authority of women like Rowson and Foster to teach young ladies about marriage and choosing a good spouse.   He may, however, have sought to chisel away at the absolutism of gender roles requiring feminine submissiveness.


Like many seduction novels of American literary history, The Confessions of Emilia Harrington attempts to both portray and break down problematic gender roles.  As a writer within an urban society, Wilmer’s own concern with prostitution and seduction comes through in his topic, and his narrative voice.  Given the activities of the Magdalen Society, and the immense popularity of Fairy Tales, Wilmer’s novel provides a valuable lens through which a modern reader can understand the concerns surrounding gender almost 200 years ago.  In a long tradition of socially conscious writers, Wilmer sought to empower women and in some ways protect them with this story.  In a modern America, as we continue to struggle with women’s sexuality, prostitution, sexual assault, and fairy tale norms, Wilmer’s novel remains eerily timeless.
Transcription of L.A. Wilmer’s
The Confessions of Emilia Harrington
Preface by the Publisher


The publication of the following book seems like adventuring on strange seas for the purpose of discovery.  We give it to the public as it came into our hands, doubtless abounding in faults, but certainly containing much information in which thousands may be deeply interested.  The snares of vice are laid open with decorous perspicuity
, and the unfortunate historian of her wrongs, seems far less zealous in her own defence than in the admonition of others.  It is true, the details are chiefly concerned with scenes of infamy and crime, and the subjects treated of are usually held to be intangible, but they are subjects that ought to be known- ignorance of vice is no security for virtue.  Let the consequences of evil be pointed out, let its secret approaches be unveiled, and more than half its influence will be destroyed.

That these memoirs are not merely fictitious will easily be believed;- the whole narrative is within the strictest range of probability, and many passages show that the writer deeply felt what she expresses.  Some years ago the narrative would have been incredible, but the late reports of the “Magdalen Society”
 are enough to convince us that this picture of men and morals is not too highly colored.  On the whole, we think the publication is eminently calculated to serve the cause of morality.

Baltimore, July 31, 1835
CONTENTS OF THE FIRST BOOK.
Emilia gives an account of her parentage and education- She describes the tyrannous conduct of her step mother- Resolves to abandon her home and go to New York.-  Is detained on her journey by various accidents- Arrives in New York and meets with singular adventures.

CONFESSIONS
OF

Emilia Harrington

___
BOOK 1

In this retreat, hallowed only by untranquil solitude and involuntary penance, the task is at length commenced.  Yes, revolting as it is to be the herald of my own degradation, agonizing as it is to embody those rememberances, which, floating as shadows through my brain, almost tortured me into madness; still an irresistible impulse hurries me forward.- The same fatality which urged me into crime, seems now to demand the penalty.


Ye who profess to point out the requisitions of divine justice, say-if there is expiation is sufferance, for what sins have I not atoned?- If confession be the sign of repentance, behold here is mine;- not whispered through a lattice, in the ear of a single priest, but promulgated to the world!- That the world from which I shrunk abashed and whose scorn I could not reciprocate, shall now be my audience though no longer my tribunal.
8
from the character generally associated with that name.  She had one son by her former marriage, a boy about four years younger than myself; on this lad she seemed to doat with all the affection of which she was capable.


Mrs. Williams had no sooner been inaugurated as the wife of “Squire Harrington,” that forgetting her former mean station, she began to take on herself those airs of aristocracy which are almost intolerable in this country.  I soon began to feel the melancholy change in my situation; not a word of kindness did I receive from my new mother,- she was uniformly cold, distant, and imperious.  She often ordered me to perform some menial duty to which I had hitherto been wholly unaccustomed.  I obeyed though my spirit revolted against the tyranny.  I endeavored to gain her good will; supposing in the simplicity of youth, that her dislike arose from some cause which it was in my power to remove.  All my blandishments were met with increased severity on her part, and my only consolation was solitary weeping.  My unhappiness was greatly enhanced by my observing that my father grew more and more negligent of me every day.


One morning, my step-mother ordered me into the kitchen to assist Jane, a colored servant girl, in

17
every particle of fresh air, the difference in my diet brought on so severe a sickness and the effect of so much grief and terror on my mind was insanity.


Mrs. Harrington visited me every morning for the sole purpose of triumphing in my misery.- One day, in the paroxisms
 of my mental alienation, I rushed upon her and would probably have done her some serious injury, if my father has not entered in time to protect her from my fury.  Of this attack I was told afterwards, but had no recollection whatever of the circumstance.  The only damages sustained by Mrs. Harrington in the encounter was the demolition of her cap and a few unimportant scratches upon her face; but so deeply did she feel the indignity that she began to meditate what she considered a more poignant  torture than any she had hitherto practiced.  She caused my arms to be confined with a rope, and in this defenceless condition she beat me with hickory rods until I fainted beneath the application.


Let it not be supposed that this narration of cruelty is intended to excuse any part of my subsequent misconduct.  It may, in a measure, account for that misconduct, but it can never justify it.  After the last mentioned process of which I had been the victim, it was necessary to call in

22

thought my pursuer could not discover me.  I soon came on a private cart-track, which I supposed led into the mainroad, and therefore followed it for some hundreds of yards.  The track at length entered a wood of tall tress, and my mind was so much occupied with other thoughts that I did not reflect on the probability of losing my way.  The marks of the road gradually became fainter, until I approached several large piles of fire-wood, when every trace of road entirely disappeared.  This recalled me to my recollection- I must either turn back or seek a new path- I preferred the latter.  I was now obliged to toil my way over heaps of wet leaves, decayed brush, &c.

After a fatiguing walk of nearly two hours, I despaired of finding another road and attempted to retrace my steps to that I had left.  But it was in vain; I was completely bewildered, faint for want of food and weary with exertion.  Hopeless and disconsolate, I was ready to throw myself on the ground and resign myself to death.  I approached a stream of water, which, swelled by the late rains, rushed and roared along over the fragments of rocks, and, for one moment, I was inclined to throw myself into the current.  But, the religious instruction given me by my sainted mother preserved me from this act of phrenzied presumption.

34

er.  He answered coldly that all their beds were engaged, and this reply gave the young man who had first addressed me occasion for another indecent jest at my expense.  I left the house hastily, turned the corner and soon came to a little cake shop which I entered.  In this shop I found a man and a woman; I told them my situation and entreated them to give me shelter for the night.  The man made no other answer than a contemptuous grin, but the woman ordered me out of the house with the most violent and opprobious
 language I had ever heard, except for Mrs. Harrington, my step-mother.  For this woman, however, there was some excuse, as she doubtless took me to be one of those abandoned females who nightly perambulate the streets of New-York.


The next place I entered was a cook shop near the Fly Market, the proprietors of which seemed to be a fat old woman and her two daughters, as I took them to be.  They listened with much apparent commiseration to my history, until I came to that part of it which treated of my having no money.  For this item of my distresses they seemed they seemed to have but little sympathy, and the old woman ordered me to begone and not trouble them with my foolish lies, which, she said, I had learned out of some novel.

39

up and assumed a commanding gesture which was far from lessening the repugnance occasioned by her singular figure and countenance.  Her height could not be less than six feet and her person was the most masculine I had ever seen in female apparel.  There was something very much resembling a menace in her behaviour to me, and I approached her absolutely through fear of her resentment.  She bade me sit down by her and then asked me a number of questions, “What was my name?”- Where did I board” &c.  When I told her that I had lately come from the country and that I was destitute of a home, she pulled out a purse and gave me a silver dollar.  When I ventured timidly to enquire what place we were in, she answered, with a state of surprise at my ignorance-


“Why you dev’lish little fool, this is the Bowery Theatre.”


I told her I had never been in such a place before, and expressed some surprise that I should have been admitted without charge.  


“Poh!” said she, “they never charged us professional ladies nothing,-‘kase we draws custom to their house.  They always favors the fair sex.”


This reply gave me some insight into the character of my companion and the improper place I had entered, and I determined to retreat as soon

CONTENTS OF THE SECOND BOOK.

Emilia is arrested by the watchman- Description of Mrs. Parsons and her establishment- Emilia meets with Col. B.-; his character- She finds herself in a dangerous situation- a faithful friend in a humble rank of life- an intended Elopement frustrated- another scheme thwarted- an unexpected friendship and a bitter disappointment- Matrimony- a discovery- successful villainy- Conclusion of the second book.

CONFESSIONS
OF

Emilia Harrington

___

BOOK II.


How often, in moments of doubt, which []son and education labored in vain to overcome, h[ave] I said that the doctrine of man’s FREE AGENCY is idle and absurd!  Nothing less than a compulsive influence could have made me what I am- nothing less than such an influence could make me describe myself as I do.  Could aught
 but fatal necessity have produced this narrative?- Of what avail are the ordinary motives of authorship, honor and profit, to me?  I am, in effect, dead to the world;-incurable disease must soon place me out of the reach of all its vanities- its wealth is wholly unvalued and its applause I can never hope to obtain.  I cannot even indulge in the dreams of posthumous celebrity, that shadow of a shade, pursued by some with so much avidity.  If I am remembered after death, my memory must be inseparably connected with dishonor and infamy, and, to my mind, oblivion is preferable to an immor-

56
tend to in her absence, I went down to him.  He seemed overjoyed at seeing me, and expressed his happiness on account of finding me alone. 


I was by no means pleased with this compliment, but in a few minutes he went on to make an unequivocal declaration of love.  I told him that present circumstances had placed matrimony wholly out of my thoughts, at which he smiled and replied that I was in the right.  I was more surprised that ever at this remark, and began to think he was merely in jest; but he did not keep me long is suspense, giving me very explicitly to understand that nothing was farther from his thoughts than marriage.  At this I felt myself greatly insulted and arose to leave the room.  But, as I attempted to pass him, he catched me by the arm and pulled me down on his lap, thrusting his hand in my bosom and kissing me repeatedly, notwithstanding all my endeavors to prevent him.  I was almost senseless with rage and terror at this behaviour, and, by a sudden effort, I got hold of his finely plaited ruffles and demolished them in a twinkling.  The nature of this attack seemed to disconcert him amazingly, and he immediately let me go.  I flew to the kitchen and claimed the protection of Harriet, telling her in what manner I had been treated.  After the first excitement of anger was over, my nervous system became excessively

57
Agitated, and I must have exhibited some symptoms of my former malady.


Harriet was completely overcome with pity for my condition and when I grew more composed, gave me to understand that she had something of great consequence to tell me.  She begged me not, in any manner, to let Mrs. Parsons or the young women know what she communicated to me, and desired me to preserve the same manner and behaviour towards them as formerly.  My curiosity was now very much excited and I assured Harriet that her secret would be perfectly safe with me.  She then disclosed such a concatenation
 of villainy and depravity as I had never heard of before.  Her statement was as follows:- She had lived with Mrs. Parsons for two years, and her wages, on condition of her fidelity, were four times as much as she could get from any other person,  Mrs. Parsons had two sisters, one a milliner in Maiden Lane and the other a cook-shop keeper, under the Fulton Market, who formed with herself a triple copartnership.  It was the business of the cook and milliner
 to recommend destitute young women to Mrs. Parsons for employment.  This last mentioned member of the firm took it on herself to dispose of the virtue of her protegees among her customers, many of whom were men of the first respectability in the city.

63
passed it over to Miss Polly, who then relinquished her grasp and said-


“So, now we are quits, and no thanks to me, I suppose.  Well, the devil take all such worthless husseys, who don’t know how their bread is buttered.  I might have made a woman of you, you fool!”


After this adventure, the whole of our party became exceedingly cool and distant towards me.  I have since thought that Mrs. Parsons and Colonel B. both considered themselves duped.  When we came home, Henrietta and Julianna, accompanied by their beaus, determined to “take a walk,” and I saw no more of them that night.  Col. B. took leave ceremoniously, and Mrs. Parsons then desired an explanation of what she had seen that night.  I gave her the whole history, and she bade me keep a good heart, as I should certainly make my fortune, if I managed my affairs in a proper manner.  I understood her better than she thought.  Meanwhile, Harriet and I, when we could get an opportunity, talked over matters, and concerted a plan to go off together.  This good-natured negress promised to work or even beg for me, saying that she could not bear the thoughts of such an innocent and handsome young lady’s being ruined.


The next evening after our theatrical adventure, when Harriet and I supposed ourselves out of the
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� conspicuousness 


� Magdalen Society- a group of evangelical protestant physicians and merchants focused on moral reform. In 1812 this group established an asylum to reform prostitutes from New York City.


� Violent attacks, outbursts of emotion


� opprobrious- reproachful, expressing scorn


� Anything whatever


� An instance of chaining or linking together


� A person who designs, makes, or sells women’s hats





