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    Love in Excess turns the screws on a world where desire surges against the levees of reputation, exposing how hearts seek liberty while bodies and names are bound by rank, surveillance, and the glittering theater of polite society; Eliza Haywood tracks the quicksilver motions of attraction and ambition across salons, gardens, and private chambers, probing the perilous distance between what characters feel, what they avow, and what they can publicly endure, and asking whether constancy or prudence can survive the intoxicating speed of passion in a culture that prizes ornament, rumor, and spectacle as fiercely as it punishes transgression.

First published in three parts between 1719 and 1720, Love in Excess belongs to the energetic current of early eighteenth‑century amatory fiction, a precursor to the later domestic and sentimental novel. Haywood situates her intrigue within aristocratic France, where rank, guardianship, and courtship intersect under exacting codes of conduct. The book’s serial form reflects a marketplace hungry for fashionable tales of feeling and misalliance, and it helped secure Haywood’s early prominence among English writers addressing love as a matter of both sensation and social calculation. The narrative’s polished surfaces and public spaces create a stage on which secrecy and display continually overlap.

At its outset, the novel follows a celebrated young nobleman whose beauty, fortune, and self‑command make him a lodestone for competing desires, drawing him into a web of mutual attraction, misreading, and strategic concealment. Haywood’s narrator surveys scenes with a confident, judging eye, rendering private impulses and public poses in supple, highly charged prose. The voice moves swiftly from crowded assemblies to tense tête‑à‑têtes, balancing exhilaration with moral scrutiny. Readers encounter urgent confessions, intercepted messages, and sudden reversals that keep the plot in constant motion, yet the book lingers over fine gradations of feeling, inviting attention to motive, hesitation, and self‑presentation.

Among its central concerns is the clash between appetite and honor, the private intensity of longing and the public economy of reputation. Characters negotiate chaperonage, guardianship, and the gaze of servants and strangers, making secrecy both a refuge and a hazard. Letters, vows, and whispered conversations function as instruments of power, capable of binding, misleading, or liberating. Haywood treats attraction as a social force that moves through rooms as palpably as air, yet she also measures the unequal risks borne by women whose futures hinge on credibility. The result is a drama of desire entwined with duty, calculation, and self‑defense.

Equally striking is the book’s interest in self‑knowledge and self‑government: the question of what it means to master passion without extinguishing it. Haywood’s characters wrestle with thresholds—how far a look, a visit, or a promise may go before honor falters—and the narrative tests the limits of persuasion, persistence, and refusal. The double standard that exalts male gallantry while scrutinizing female constancy is presented not as a fixed law but as a contested terrain. Rather than reduce love to vice or virtue, the novel dramatizes the labor of choosing, showing how temperament, circumstance, and language combine to open or foreclose possibility.

For contemporary readers, Love in Excess offers both a vivid entertainment and a keen lens on how emotions are organized by power. Its culture of watching and being watched anticipates modern anxieties about reputational risk, while its attention to consent, pressure, and ambiguity illuminates ongoing conversations about agency and desire. The book also matters as a pioneering contribution to the history of the English novel, expanding the literary marketplace for women’s authorship and for stories centered on affective life. Reading it today reveals how early fiction forged techniques for representing interiority, and how those techniques continue to shape narrative pleasure and judgment.

Approach the novel as a serial performance of feeling, where heightened rhetoric and quick turns are part of its design rather than excess to be trimmed. The pacing yields cliff‑edge pauses and releases, while the sentences linger over textures of thought and gesture, making small decisions feel momentous. Haywood asks readers to occupy two positions at once: to be caught up in the urgency of passion and to evaluate the social scripts that direct it. That doubleness—velocity joined to reflection—makes Love in Excess an absorbing and revealing companion, a work that shows how intimate choices are framed by the public world.
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    Love in Excess; or, The Fatal Enquiry (1719–1720) is Eliza Haywood’s three‑part amatory fiction set largely in French high society. The narrative follows Count D’Elmont, a celebrated man of fashion whose beauty and charisma attract fervent attention, and traces how desire collides with the strictures of honor, guardianship, and reputation. Through salons, letters, and carefully staged encounters, Haywood constructs a world where private impulses quickly become public crises. The book’s momentum arises from intersecting pursuits and evasions, as characters test the limits of prudence, experiment with disguise and secrecy, and discover how quickly a moment’s indulgence can harden into obligation.

As the first part opens, clandestine correspondence initiates the action. Alovisa, a wealthy beauty, seeks to captivate D’Elmont through artful, unsigned letters that inflame curiosity and pride. At the same time, the inexperienced Amena, dazzled by the count’s attentions, risks meetings that place her at the edge of scandal. Haywood stages these early intrigues as a lesson in how writing, rumor, and nighttime movement expose young women to peril while enabling their agency. The consequences for Amena are immediate and sobering, and the count’s gallantry proves a volatile mix of generosity and self-love, drawing him further into a widening circle of commitments.

Public scrutiny soon converts flirtation into duty. D’Elmont’s connection with Alovisa grows visible enough to bind their reputations together, even as the social world assigns him new responsibilities that complicate his freedom of movement. Into this charged environment enters Melliora, a virtuous young woman placed under his protection. The domestic proximity intensifies an inward struggle between passion and conscience, while external observers—servants, companions, and rivals—read every gesture for proof. Haywood emphasizes the double bind of guardianship: the very role that should safeguard innocence becomes a crucible in which desire is refined, tested, and perilously close to transgression.

The second part develops the psychological pressure of concealment. D’Elmont and Melliora attempt prudential distance, yet accidental encounters, intercepted notes, and sympathetic confidences bring them repeatedly to the brink of disclosure. Alovisa’s mistrust deepens, and the social theater—visits, assemblies, and chance meetings—turns into a lattice of surveillance. Parallel to this, D’Elmont’s friend Brillian pursues his own comic-earnest adventures in courtship, a subplot that mirrors the main action while showing how fortune can favor the bold or betray the credulous. Misread intentions spark recriminations and hurried apologies, and the consequences of a single evening threaten to unravel carefully maintained appearances.

The final part widens the field of play with new contenders and bolder stratagems. Ciamara, an ardent and imperious rival, deploys influence and deception to redirect affections, and plots begin to threaten personal safety as well as social standing. Disguises, intercepted messages, and sudden revelations test loyalties, forcing characters to weigh vows, debts, and desire against fear of shame. Appeals to clerical guidance and civil authority underscore that love’s outcomes are entangled with institutional power. Haywood orchestrates reversals that reassign protectors and dependents, drawing several intrigues toward resolution while preserving the moral ambiguities that have animated them from the start.

Across these movements, the novel interrogates how gender, rank, and reputation structure choice. Women calculate within narrow margins, using wit, writing, and strategic silence to pursue or defend their desires; men confront the limits of gallantry when feeling collides with responsibility. Letters serve as engines of plot and instruments of self-fashioning, exposing how narrative control can be seized or lost. The city’s layered spaces—salons, gardens, apartments, and convents—create shifting stages for performance and retreat. Haywood’s emphasis on sensation coexists with an ethic of self-command, making every promise, glance, and rumor part of a larger discourse on consent and power.

Published in three parts between 1719 and 1720, Love in Excess established Haywood as a leading voice of early eighteenth-century prose fiction. Its blend of social observation, emotional immediacy, and intricate plotting helped shape the amatory novel and prepared audiences for later developments in sentimental and domestic fiction. Without revealing its final dispositions, the book’s enduring appeal lies in its clear-eyed portrayal of how desire finds paths through constraint and how public forms—marriage, guardianship, confession—can both shield and endanger private feeling. It remains a touchstone for readers interested in early modern conceptions of agency, virtue, and the theatre of reputation.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Eliza Haywood’s Love in Excess; or, The Fatal Enquiry appeared in London in three parts between 1719 and 1720, during the early Georgian period. Written in English but set among French aristocratic circles, it quickly became one of the decade’s most popular works of prose fiction, going through several editions by 1722. The novel belongs to the amatory tradition, a mode that foregrounded passionate desire, social reputation, and the hazards of courtship. Its settings—town houses, country seats, and conventual spaces—evoke institutions familiar to readers of Continental romance, while its brisk pacing and moral commentary suited the expectations of Britain’s expanding book-buying public.

Haywood published amid a transforming print economy. The 1695 lapse of the Licensing Act ended prepublication censorship, encouraging a surge in newspapers, pamphlets, and fiction. The Statute of Anne (1710) created the first modern copyright law, reshaping relations among authors, booksellers, and readers. London’s bookselling hubs and coffeehouses fostered literary publicity, while periodicals like The Tatler (1709–1711) and The Spectator (1711–1712, 1714) cultivated habits of moral reflection that novels could dramatize. Multi-part publication, as used for Love in Excess, was a common strategy to build readership and revenue. The same years saw Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719), signaling the novel’s rising cultural prestige.

Love in Excess emerged from the amatory fiction pioneered in English by Aphra Behn and developed by Delarivier Manley in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. These narratives focused on the interplay of passion, power, and reputation, often scrutinizing the double standard that judged women more harshly than men. They adopted techniques—intense interiority, scenes of temptation and resistance, and authorial asides—that made private feeling a public spectacle. Haywood’s novel refined these conventions for a new readership, balancing sensational incident with repeated appeals to prudence and honor, so that desire and conduct could be measured against prevailing norms of gentility.

In both Britain and France, elite marriage in this period was closely tied to property, guardianship, and family strategy. English legal doctrine of coverture subordinated a married woman’s legal identity to her husband’s; guardians wielded significant authority over wards’ choices. Continental Catholic institutions, especially convents, also structured women’s lives through enclosure, education, and vows. Contemporary debates—such as Mary Astell’s writings on female education and marriage (1694–1700)—questioned how virtue and liberty could be secured for women. By setting its intrigues amid guardians, wards, and religious houses, Love in Excess could explore conflicts between inclination, authority, and reputation recognizable to early eighteenth-century readers.

The novel’s Continental milieu aligns with early eighteenth-century France, where the death of Louis XIV in 1715 inaugurated the Regency of Philippe d’Orléans (1715–1723). Parisian high society was associated with salon conversation, cultivated gallantry, and shifting codes of decorum, even as the monarchy and Church upheld hierarchies of rank and duty. Dueling persisted as an aristocratic practice despite official prohibitions, and patronage relationships structured advancement. English audiences were long intrigued by Catholic convents and French court manners, which fiction often used to stage questions of desire and constraint. Such backdrops furnished recognizable pressures under which characters’ honor and discretion were tested.

At the same time, British moral reformers campaigned to regulate sexual and social behavior. The Society for the Reformation of Manners, active from the 1690s into the eighteenth century, pursued prosecutions against bawdy houses and profane speech. Conduct treatises and sermons urged chastity, modesty, and self-command, while Addison and Steele’s essays discussed jealousy, courtship, and reputation for mixed-gender readerships. Novels absorbed this discourse by dramatizing temptation and its consequences. Haywood’s narrative voice repeatedly measures characters against standards of prudence and virtue familiar from periodical and pulpit, presenting passion as both compelling and perilous within a culture anxious about reputation and self-governance.

Love in Excess circulated during a volatile moment in British public life. The South Sea Bubble of 1720 dramatized speculative excess and moral hazard, while Whig political dominance after 1714 shaped patronage and print alliances. Amatory fiction’s popularity provoked backlash from satirists and moralists; Haywood herself was lampooned in Alexander Pope’s Dunciad (1728; revised 1743), a sign of her visibility in the marketplace. Yet the novel’s sales and multiple editions attest to strong demand for narratives that linked feeling to social fate. Haywood would later turn to essays like The Female Spectator (1744–1746), but her early novels established her literary prominence.

Against this backdrop, Love in Excess dramatizes the negotiation between personal inclination and the claims of family, religion, and public honor across a Franco-British imaginary. Its attention to guardianship, reputation, and the perils of private correspondence reflects the institutional frameworks that governed early eighteenth-century courtship. Its frank portrayal of desire inherits amatory conventions while acknowledging the moral scrutiny promoted by periodicals and reform campaigns. Without requiring direct political allegory, the work tests how decorum, power, and emotion interact within hierarchical societies. It thus both participates in and probes the tastes and anxieties of the formative decades of the English-language novel.
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TO Mrs. Eliz. Haywood, ON HER NOVEL CALL’D Love in Excess, &c.



By an unknown Hand. To the most Ingenious Mrs Haywood, on her NOVEL Entitled, Love in Excess:



VERSES Wrote in the Blank Leaf of Mrs. Haywood’s Novel.



Part the First.

THE STORY OF THE Chevalier Brillian.





Part the Second.



The Third and Last Part.

The History of Monsieur Frankville.








TO 
    Mrs. Eliz. Haywood, 

ON HER
NOVEL
CALL’D
Love in Excess, &c.
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Striving to exalt colossal thoughts, the speaker confesses that, like a novice painter, he must veil splendors he cannot fully reveal. Eliza’s prose flows more melodiously than verse; her deft strokes kindle cold beauty and awaken love, her soul-thrilling accents piercing every sense, soft yet irresistible. When her noble count petitions, no maiden escapes; when her grieving nymph bewails, no eye stays dry. Even nature sighs in shared tears, proving language’s power and love’s sweetness. Myrtle and fame weave her wreath. Like an eagle facing noon-bright Phoebus, her genius flashes beam for beam. Let each future page blaze and forever shine.







By an unknown Hand.

    To the most Ingenious Mrs Haywood,

    on her NOVEL Entitled,

Love in Excess:
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A Stranger Muse, an Unbeliever too,That Womens Souls such Strength of Vigour knew!Nor less an Atheist to Love’s Power declar’d,TillYoua Champion for the Sex appear’d!A Convert now, to both, I feel that FireYourWords alone can paint!YourLooks inspire!Resistless now, Love’s shafts new pointed fly,Wing’d withYourFlame, and blazing inYourEye.With sweet, but pow’rful Force, the Charm-shot HeartReceives th’ Impression of the Conqu’ring Dart,And ev’ry Art’ry huggs the Joy-tipt Smart!No more ofPhœbus, rising vainly boast,Ye tawny Sons of a luxuriant Coast!While our blest Isle is with such Rays replete,Britainshall glow with more than Eastern Heat!







VERSES

Wrote in the Blank Leaf of 
    Mrs. Haywood’s Novel.
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Love stands supreme among heaven-sent passions: it wakens souls, enlightens minds, softens stubborn wills, blunts piercing cares, crowns the trembling maiden’s wish, and lifts forlorn lovers from despair. Love inflames gentle Eliza; she writes because Love breathes through her. Love cloaks D’Elmont in manly grace and snatches Amena from her father’s grasp. Love stills virgin terrors and grants Melliora her dearest treasure—an honourable adorer and unfeigned bliss. Accept this tale, fair lady; read the tender page with kindly care and foster the Muse’s newborn labour. May your eyes forever shine, your fortune mirror Melliora’s, happy D’Elmont feast on your beauty, and every desire prosper.







Part the First.
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During the late French-Confederate war two brothers earned uncommon glory under Luxembourg[1]. Peace dismissed the army, and the elder, Count D’Elmont, returned to Paris, leaving his wounded brother at St. Omer. His renown preceded him; king and court welcomed him with splendor. Tall, handsome, sparkling in wit, he dazzled both sexes. Men competed for his friendship, while women whispered hopeless wishes, barred by custom from confessing desire. Among them stood Alovisa, daughter of the illustrious D’La Tours and Montmorency lines, lately co-heiress of a vast fortune. Pride matched her beauty, and the Count’s calm courtesy pierced her more than arrows.

She sighed, burned, and raged whenever D’Elmont offered no special sign. “What!” cried she, “have I watched a thousand suitors at my feet without concern, and shall the only man I ever strove to charm regard me with indifference? Why has the flattering world persuaded me I possess invincible attractions? D’Elmont sees them not—D’Elmont is insensible!” Hope flickered whenever his naturally gentle eyes met hers, only to torture her when his equal courtesy embraced all ladies alike. Resolved neither to beg nor to yield to despair, she wrestled with wild schemes until love prompted a stratagem worthy of her pride.

On the eve of the Duchess of Burgundy’s birthday ball she penned a masked billet: “Resistless in war, you conquer more surely in love; we surrender unasked. Mercy is the soldier’s law. Tomorrow, seek the little god in the eyes of her you would most desire.” A trusted servant, disguised beyond recognition, placed it in the Count’s own hand and vanished. Startled, D’Elmont ordered the messenger detained, but he had fled. At first he suspected a jest, yet the thought that a lady might single him out soon grew agreeable. All night he pondered unknown beauty and resolved he would not be cruel.
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