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INTRODUCTION 

D.H. Lawrence, in his Studies in Classic American 

Literature, portrays Ha\vthorne as a sort of mindless genius 

who seems to achieve his literary effects almost inspite of 
1 himself. Henry James, in his Hawthorne, grants Hawthorne 

his due place in the history of American literature but insists 

on seeing him as a literary innocent who was perhaps too shy 

to know his own mind. 2 Both Lawrence and James were wrong 

about Hawthorne. He was a highly self-conscious artist who 

knew exactly what he \-..ras doing. He had carefully worked out 

his theoretical position, di~covering, ·,as· A.N. ~ul points 

out, "many areas where the logic of his individual imagination, 

the resources of past literature, and the vital rhythms of 

a new culture could meet in a creative interplay". 3 A signi-

ficant feature of his major romances is that they self

consciously reflect the literary theory that underlie their 

own creation. The present study is essentially concerned with 

this element o~ self-Consctous~ in the four major romances 

of Hawthorne. 

It is necessary to emphasize at the very outset that 

Hawthorne's self-consciousness is intentional. It is very 

much·a part of his artistic design. This is what Feidelson 

had in mind when he remarked that Hawthorne was interested 

not just in meaning but also in the process by which one arrives 
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4 at meaning. Hawthorne's romances are not designed to pass 

themselves off as reflections of pre-existing reality but they 

deliberately call attention to themselves as works of fiction. 

The reason why they do this is because one of Hawthorne's 

major thematic concerns is the relationship between the created 

work and the real world and the role the artist plays in the 

transformation of the latter into the former • His works 
. 

systematically draw attention to themselves as artefacts in 

order to raise questions about the relationship between fiction 

and reality. He explores the theory of fiction through the 

practice of writing it, and no reading of his works.can be 

considered complete until and unless it takes into account 

this dimension of his writings. 

This aspect of Hawthorne's writing seems worth stmy-

ing for two reasons. Firstly, it will enable us to see a 

great writer at work as nothing else would. It will enable 

us to move in that difficult region where the mind of a writer 

comes to grips with his themes and concerns, where the conscious 

theoretical intentions of an author dissolve and reshape them
o.nd... 

selves into literary attitudesAstructures. we. can watch the 

tale unfold itself on the page, and we can also, in Poe's words, 

" ••• take a peep behind the scenes, ••• at the wheels and pinions 

the tackle for scene shifting, the step ladders and demon 

t 
. ,5 

raps ••• 
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secondly, this aspect is worth studying because 

of the insight it offers into the novel as a genre. The 

rise of the novel has traditionally been linked with the 

rise of bourgeoise in England. The series of events which 

include the break up of the feudal order, the rise of the 

nation state, the renaissance, the reformation, growth of 

parliamentary democracy, the civil war, the rise of prose 

and science, all constitute a complex chain of cause and. 

effect. The underlying cause behind all these events, 

however, was the slow emergence of a new economic class, 

the bourgeoise, whose interests and world view conflicted 

directly with those of the existing cJominant class-·-the 

aristocracy. Arnold Kettle has pointed out, "The.commercial 

bourgeoise were revolutionaries against the feudal order 

because the feudal order denied them freedom. It denied 

them freedom physically, legally and spiritually to do 

what they wanted to do, to develop the way they need ~ust 

6 
d~velop." The sixteenth and the seventeenth century were 

the critical period of transformation. But the victory 

of the Found-heads in the English Civil War signalled the 

fact that the bourgeoise had won the struggle. By the 

turn of the century, the bourgeoise was well and truly in 

the saddle and was fre0 to develop in terms of its own inner 

compulsions. 
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It was at this historical moment that the novel was 

born. Narrative is old but this particular form of narrative 

was only born in the first half of the eighteenth century in 

England. The bourgeois mind having won its battle on the 

religious, political, social and economic fronts was now 

seeking, to borrow Feilder's phrase, 
I 

7 'cultural autonomy'. 

It was looking for a form that would mirror its own trials, 

tribulations and triumphs. The historical commission of the 

novel, therefore, right from the beginning was mimetic. 

The central purpose of this new art form was realistic rep-

resentation. From the beginning, therefore, the novel 

tried to marshal complex verbal devices to try and elicit 

in the mind of the reader the illusion of persons~ places 

and events that are encountered in the external empirical 

world. In fact, the early novelists ~ike Defo~tried their 

level best to give the impression that their narratives 

weren't fictional at all. 

The idea that the novel must give realistic imitation 

of the empirical world can be better grasped if we keep in 

mind the absolute comnitment of the bourgeois to empiricism. 

In the final analysis what distinguishes the bourgeois from 

the aristocrats is this commitment to empiricism. The aristo

crat had legitimized his dominant social position by appeals 

to ncn-empirical codes. The feudal social order, the emphasis 

on religion# the concept of tr1e Chain of being,the divine 

right of kings were all aspects of this non-empiricism. The 
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bourgeois on the other hand, whether he was buying or selling, 

or crossing oceans, or hoarding capital or conquering colonies, 

was committed to the five senses. This commitment eventually 

undermined the feudal world order, and led to the remarkable 

growth of science. Empiricism also underlies the demand 

that the novel~bourgeois art for~should give a realistic 

and objective representation of reality. that it should 

provide credible, engaging imitation of the social/psycho

logical, historical and moral experience of the emerging bour-

geois world. 

Novels are, therefore, necessarily mimetic but 

mimesis,as Abrams points out, can be of two kinds.
8 

The 

writer can imitate reality as it exists in the external world, 

or he can imitate reality as it exists within his mind. It 

is important for both aesthetic theory and practice whether 

reality is sought in its own space or by turning the eye of 

the mind inward. The latter leads the writer to imitate 

something within himself and this naturally leads art away 

from the public world of sense experience to intuition, 

introspection and self-consciousness. In his book Partial 

Hagic--The Novel as self-conscious Genre~ Robert Alter suggests 

that the entire history of the novel may be thought of as 

a dialectic between.the self-conscious and the realistic 

tradition. In his later book Motives for Fiction, he distin-

guishes between the self-conscious and the realistic novel 

in the following way~: 



G 

A self-conscious novel is one that syste-
matically flaunts its own necessary condition 
of artifice and that by doing so probes 
into the problematic between self-seeming 
artifice and reality ••• the self-conscious 
novelist is acutely aware that he is mani
pulating the schemata ••• and he constantly 
invents narrative strategies for sharing 
this awareness with us, so that he simult
aneously or alternately creates the illusion 
of reality and shatters it. The realist 
novelist by contrast seeks to maintain a 
relatively consistent illusion of reality. 10 

He goes on to point out that the self-conscious novel "was 

never meant to be an abandonment of mimesis but rather an 

enormous complication and sophistication of it ••• mimesis 

here is focussed not on an object 6 place of kind of person, 

' 11 
but on a set of cognitive process". The mirror that was 

turned to nature or society is now turned to art itself 

and fiction instead of substantialising an existing world 

now offers a process of mind, as the primary object of 

interest. 

Hawthorne's term for the form in which he wrote 

was romance. A close look at the distinction which he habi-

tually draws between the 'novel' and the 'romance• will make 

it abundantly clear that Hawthorne belongs to the 'self-

conscious' tradition. 

When a \'Jri ter wishes to call his work 
&omnnce, it need hardly be observed that 
he wishes to claim a certain latitud~both 
as to its fashion and material, which he 
would not have felt himself entitled to 
Ra¥8 assume~, had he professed to be writing 
a Novel. The latter form of comp)sition¢ 



is presumed to aim at a very minute 
fidelity, not merely to the possible, _ 
but to the probable and ordinary course 
of man's experience. The former--whil~ 
as a work of art it must rigidly subject 
itself to laws, and while it sins unpardon
ably, so far it may swerve aside from the 
truth of the human heart--has fairly a 
right to present--the truth under circum
stances, to a great extent of the writer's 
own choosing or creation ••• He will be 
\"lise) no doubt1 to make a very moderate use 
of the privileges here state~andespecially 
to mingle msrvelous, rather as a slight, 
delicate) and evanescent flavour,., than as 
any portion -of -,the. o.t\:.uo.l substgnce erf 
~ substaQce of the dish offered to the 
public. 12-

According to Hawthorne, the novel is committed to empiricism. 

Both in terms o-::: form and content, it provides a realistic 

imitation of the 'ordinary course of man's experience•. 

This phrase makes it clear that the novelist's subject matter 

lies in the external world of day-to-day realities. Romance 

too upholds the truth--but the truth is not ordinary, it 

belong~ not to the external worl~ but to the internal world 

of human heart and the form in which this truth is embodied 

is not derived from the extcrJV!l world but is created, by the 

writers own subjective mind ('own choosing and creation'). 

The ideal strategy for the romance \vriter, Hawthorne goes on 

to say, is not to discard the realistic conventions altogether, 

but m1ngle with them the ·~·1arvelous •. In short, the romance 

writer starts vri th the novel form which is designed to imitate 

the external reality but since his essential concern is not 

the imitation of external reality but the expression of his own 
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subjective mind, he takes liberties with the form and creats 

a new genre--the romance. 

The self-conscious dimension of Hawthorne's romances 

has not received the critical attention it deserves primarily 

because for too long,criticism was pre-occupied with, what 

Feidelson has termed his ethical concerns. Hawthorne's pre

occupation with sin, eqoism alienation and history have all 
. 

been cormnented upon at length. But attention to the formal 

aspects of his work was limited to comments on his conception 

of romance, his use of symbol and allegory, his use of colour. 

The self-conscious dimension of his ~rt has begun to receive 

critical attention only with the coming of the structuralists 

13 
and post-structuralists on the scene. 

At this point it would be appropriate to state 

cle~rly that this study does not intend to adopt the method 

or the vocabulary of the structuralists and the de-construct-

ionists. Admittedly, the structuralist perspective involves 

' a new and acute consciousness of the processes that are 
/ 

inherent in the act of writing and reading. Yet the writings 

of the structuralist themselves, relying as they do on an 

esoteric vocabulary, are often both dull and incomprehensible. 

Having discarded the concepts 'value' and 'experience' of 

literature, the structuralist critics often seem to do away 

with both the intentions of the author and the needs of their 

mvn readers. The result is_, that
1 
while the processes by which 



literary texts come into being are brought to lightythe 

particularity of individual texts is lost. All writings 

begin to look depressingly alike when they are subjected 

to the elaborate analytical procedures of the 'structuralists. 

The present study is an attempt to understand 
tl-\e_ 

and analyze~'self-conscious' dimension of Hawthorne's writings 

by concentrating on Hawthorne's use of the artist as the 

major character in his fiction. Hawthorne was one of the 

first writer to give the artist the centre spot on his 

fictional stage and he can, therefore, be considered an 

early predecessor of modern ~elf-~onscious writers like 

Joyce and Lawrence who too ha\'e assigned a prominent place 

to the artist in their fictione 

The artist appears in major and minor roles through

out Hawthorne • s '1.-lOrks. Millicent Bell in Ha\vthorne 's View 

of the Artist has given an inventory of the major artist

character in his fictiono
14 

The fact, however, is that even 

the non-artist in his fiction display an unmistakable re-

lationship to his artist. Characters like Rappacini, Fansha'l...,e, 

Dimmesdale, Hester, could all be described as 'refractions 

of the artistic nature' (Matthersen's phrase). The non-

artist in his fiction inevitably possess some aspect of 

the artist's personality and they inevitably face situations 

and crises which seem a metaphorical _rendering of the artist's 
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situation as perceived by Hawthorne. The excessive use of 

the artist, as Brodhead correctly points out, emphasises 
i-ts 15 

the distinctive feature of his art~,.< self-consciousness. 

Why and how does the u.se of the artist lead to self-

consciousness? In a sense, this entire study constitutes 

an answer to this question but a straight forward answer 

can be given at this stage as well. The use of the artist 

leads to self-consciousness because Hawthorne's delineation 

of the artist's character and situation, are necessarily 

based on his awareness of the processes of art and on his 

own experiences as a L"'"'velist writing i1~ America in the 

first half of the nineteenth century. His fictional artists 

in their fictional world inevitau.iy ~~rapple with the questions 

which Ha\vthorne too was p .... ..:::occupied with. Hoirl L. an artist 

to apprehend or perceive the universe? How is b~ to relate 

to nature in general and to his immediate su ... roundings in 

particular? By \..rhat process is he to transform the objective 

world of phenomenon to the world of art? How is he to c:,:-aate 

a unified work of art? What form shali it take? What would 

be its worth? What are the difficulties involved and how is 

he to overcome them? What is his obligation to society 

and what is the nature of society 1 s obligation to him? How 

is he to relate to his audience? What kind of effect sr)uld 

he strive for? Finally, is he himself a noble or an ignoble 

creature? Wha't constitutes success for him and what is 
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failure? Hhat are the indignities am rewards of being an 

artist? In their actions and reactions relating to Nature, 

society, their work and their audience, the fictional artists 

inevitably reflect the answers Hawthorne has arrived at to 

these fundamental questions. By repeatedly telling us the 

story of the artist and his efforts to create works of art, 

Hawthorne engages us in consideration of a larger subject-
.....,h,c..'n 

the nature of mental activities through,(art itself comes 

into being and the fiction of literature is created. His 

medium becomes a record of his own adventure in the imagi-

native recreation of reality. In Hawthorne's fiction, the 

mirror is held up, not so much to society or nature, as to 

art and if looked at closely, it becomes transparent and 

reveals to us the processes by which Hawthorne transforms 

the external \vorld into the world of art. 

iHl the other major prose writers of the rornantic 

a<;~e in America--Poe, Emerson, Thoreau and Melville v1ere also 

interested in defining for themselves and their audience 

the nature and significance of the artist and his activities. 

Poe addressed himself to the problem of the artist in the 

essay 'The Philosophy of Literary Composition•. Emerson, 

who helped to set the tone of the period by adapting European 

romanticism for local consumption, repeatedly returned to 

the subject of the artist in his discourses and essays. In 

'The American Scholar', 'Self-Reliance' and 'Poet•, he tried 



12 
Gl, 

to articulate~coherent programme for the nineteenth century 

American artist. Helville, like Hawthorne, applied himself 

to the problem in discursive essays as well as in his fiction. 

In 'Hawthorne and his Mosses• Melville also develops his own 

theory of literature as subterfuge. In the essay he procl~ims 

the master genius of an American celebrates it not for the 

author's sake but for the sake of the nation. But he eventually 

advocates anonimity and even alienation as the only course 

available. to the exceptional writer. In Moby Dick Melville's 

subject is not just the manufacture and the sale of sperm 

oil. It is also the creation of literary text~ Just as the 

sailors change the whale to oil so Ishmail proposes to 

transform the real whale into the stuff of fiction. Thus he 

repeatedly draws attention to the labour involved in making 

literature out of whales and as Gilmore has remarked 'the 

visibility of its making is one of the most arresting features 

16 of Moby Dick as an aesthetic performance'. The same point 

can be made of Walden as well. In \·Jalden, Thoreau devotes 

an exclusive chapter to reading and in the chapter 'Beanfields' 

metaphorically writes about the composition of the text itself. 

But more than any of his contemporaries it was Hawthorne who 

was interested in the artist-figure. He applies himself to 

issues relating to the artist not only in his prefaces but 

also in his fiction through the device of the artist-figure. 
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The preoccupation with the arti~t was made necessary 

by the circumstances of the age in which these \-lri ters were 

writing. It was during the first half ~f the nineteenth 

century that American democracy and economy came of age. 

The economic revolution that transformed United States from 

an agrarian society to a comil'ercial one proceeded at its 

most rapid pace during the years in which the classic works 

of American literature were being written. statistics 

reveal the scale and the rapidity cf the transforrrv=1tion. 17 

Between 1820 and 1860 the population grew from about 10 

million to almost 32 million while thto proportion of t'lmericans 

living in cities rose 8000 per cent: railroad mileage went 

from zero to over thirty thousand and there was five fold 

increase in the number of banks and of notes in circulation. 

Writing and ~ublishing developed along the same lines as the 

economy. Before 1820, in a vast underdeveloped continent 

books were difficult to produce and distribute. They remained 

~n upper class pursuit and both the author and the audience 

were bound together by shared interests and knowledge. But 

in the next three decades all this was changed, changed 

utterly. Technological advances speeded up the printing 

process so that it was possible to bring out larger editions 

at lmver costs. Railroad helped to bridge the vast distances 

and the increase in population and literacy provided a ready 

demand for books. By 1850, 90 per ~ent of the adult population 

could read and write and the u.s. boasted the largest reading 

public in the history of the English language. 
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In this rapidly changing society the role of the 
' 

artist was seen to be specially problematic. On the one 

hand, the grmving pride in the nation led to the demand 

of authentic national literature. 
. r 

Thus Emerson in The American 

scholarl announced, "Our day of dependence, our long apprentice-

ship to the learning of other lands, draws to a close. The 

millions that around us are rushing into life, cannot~ 
be fed on the mere remains of foreign harvests. Events 

actions arise, that must be sung, that will sing themselves ... 
18 

On the other hand, the growing commercial society combined 
' ' 

the ancient Puritan distrust of art with a new emphasis on 

practicality and utility that left no respectable place 

for the artist. In 'The custom House' Hawthorne has described 

in detail the difficulties of the artist caught between the 

sceptical Puritan forefathers and the indifferent buyers 

and sellers of his own age. In such a situation, with no 

established tradition to fall back on, it was left to each 

individual writer to work out for himself his own views of 

his chosen vocation. Hawthorne and the other nineteenth 

century American writers sought to do this by repeatedly 

applying themselves to the theme of the artist in their 

writings. 

In the first chapter of this study, I have tried to 

outline Il3wthornc; 's b."lsic conviction;-; .::1bout the world, the 

artist, anc: the process by which the artist transforms the real 



vmrld tnto art. In subseq;_H:::nt ciklpters, trr::>ugh a close 

reading of the texts, I have tried to demonstrate not only 

ho•,.\r ee1ch one of these romances have been shaped by these 

convictions, but also hO'd da·.-.rthorne, through the use of the 

artist-figure, constantly reflects upon these convictions. 

He uses the action of the novels to both test and illustrate 

the: VrJl'r1ity of the:::>'.:: convictions, ann it is precj_~ely tl1is 

that gives his novels their self-conscious dimension. In 

a sense, I h;Jvc triecl to outline the centr;:Jl natte.r-n of 

:::;cJy in l.Jtcr r:lnpters i~] (!ovcrnc~o: entirely by its n~lcv.HJce 
t:ne.f-1-r~r 

to this pTttc:rn. Thr: £01•1~ chcl·,l:er:-; t11,:1t fol ~ ovJ
1
c::h,Jptcr l 

givG cletailed re1di.n~~"'' of the four !i 1.ajor romances. I have 

omitted tt1r::: conclusion s~Lncc .i.t ':JoulJ ·necessarily })e ,;_ mere 

rep(=:tition of the poj_nts ;~lreacly ntdde in ci;Clpter I. 

I .::nn acutely conscious of the fact that a great 

deal more could have been saicl aLout the novels. For instance, 

I have not trie(J to evaluate the romanc·2s separately, nor 

have I tried to trace the 'S)rOvlth' or 'decline' ~f the author 

during the period in which he wrote these romances. I have 

also not commented on the relevance of Hawtiwrne to his times 

or modern timc:s. Fogle's comment about I~wthornian criticism, 

written in 1950s, seems to me to have an element of truth 

sttlJ., '.if it has a fault, Hawthorne criticism can be accused 

19 of judging ilawthorne's art before it h<Js been fully explained'. 

Writing more recently, Kenneth Dauber echoes the sentiment, 

'Have 'lrle not avoided--perha.~:;s \'-lilfully--what Hawthorne places 
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directly before us7 Have we not shirked, postponing with 

the labour of interpretation, the shock of the responsibility 

entailed by recognition. Havlthorne ••• has yet to be known 

in the plainness with which he speaks. •
20 

The labour of 

interpretation in this :study is directed towards making 

Hawthorne known in the plainness with which he speaks. And 

though this attitude prevents me from passing judgements on 

Hawthorne's works, I hope it enables me to see clearly 

what Hawthorne, the artist, was trying to do in his writings. 
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Chapter I 

UNIVERSAL SIN AND THE ARTIST 

Hawthorne's major romances exist on two levels 

simultaneously. On the more obvious level, the four romances 

are preoccupied with the theme of sin. They are concerned 

with the predicament of man in face of the reality of evil. 

In the fiction of Hawthorne, the one truth available to fallen 

man is the reality of universal sin. But his characters 

out of cowardice or pride find it difficult to come to terms 

with this harsh reality about themselves. They spend consi-

derable energy and ingenuity in evading or suppressing this 

fact about themselves. But reality by its very definition 

cannot be suppressed or evaded. And since the reality of 

evil is not given its due recognition in the conscious 

designs of man, it goes 'underground' and working at a 

hidden level it digs, as Coverdale discovers in The Blithdale 
~ 

Romance, 'a by way to pit from the very gates of heaven•. 

At this level, Hawthorne's major concern is to bring to 

light the hidden workings of evil. He carefully examines 

the 'cavern of the human heart', 'the spring and motives 

)f individuals', the past heritage and the contemporary 

~ealities of America, in order to show how the deepest taint 

>f s~n might be found even in the most sacred quality of 
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human life, working such effects that the world is only 

t The answer to man ·~ d~lemma the darker for its beau y. ~ • 

lies for Hawthorne not-in wilfully turning away from the 

reality of evil but in recognising and accepting it and 

very acceptance, the magnetic chain 

ity. the sympathy of one fallen creature for 

on the other, deeper and more complex level, 

Hawthorne is concerned with the predicament of the artist 

and the problems that he faces in trying to cope with the 

peculiar demands of his profession in a sinful world. ·At 

this level, the romances self-consciously reflect, t.h~ 

Hawthorne's concept of universal sin is derived 

partly from his Puritan forefathers but it is also an issue, 

as Melville pointed out, from which no thinking mind is 
~ 

ever free. The question of sin in Hawthorne is mostly 

discussed in terms of the Christian myth of the fall and 

the loss of Eden, but Hawthorne himself was not a practicing 

Christian nor was he seeking to justify the ways of God to 

men. After accepting the Christian account of fallen 

man, he devotes himself to the world as it is here and 

now. His concept of sin, therefore, is at one level meta-

physical and universal but at another level it is deeply 
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connected with social processes. On the first level, this 

concept is abstract and de~socialised. As the baseline of 

explanation, it excludes historical investigation and does 

not yield to empirical questions about who is actually doing 

what to whom and with what. But, on the other level, it can 

be seen as part of a strategy for dealing with and articu-

lating the negative and problematic aspects of life in 

America in the nineteenth century. In his fiction, Hawthorne 

exploits fully the similarity between the original myth of 

Eden and the great American myth that inspired the American 
3 

settlement and shaped the American identity. The similarity 

enables him to connect his discussion of the universal sin-

fulness of man vli th the currently prevalent social problems 

and evils. The two symbols, the cemetry and the prison, 

which fmwthorne habitually uses in his fiction, emphasise 

the dual dimension of sin in his fiction. While the 

cemetry symbo~ises the innate, inevitable limitation of 

man, the prison symbolises the social consequences of man's 

innate propens,ity for evil. In this study, however, I do 

not trace the social implication of Hawthorne's treatment 
Lt of sin. Instead, I have discussed how Hawthorne's conviction 

about the sinfulness of man has shaped his view of art and 

of the artist o.ncL o.lso h\5 yorno.lnce5 · 

If Hawthorne's preoccupation with sin reflects-

the influence of Puritanism, then his preoccupation with 
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the artist reflects the influence of ~manticism. Abrams 

in his classic study of the romantic theory The Mirror and 

the LamQ points out that the characteristic tendency of 

Romanticism was to pose and answer aesthetic question& 

in terms of· the relat±on of art to the artist, rather than 

to external nature or to audience or to the internal re-

quirement of the w<?rk itself. During the romantic period, 

the work of art came to be seen essentially as internal 

made external through a particular creative process. Abrams 

writes, 'The primary source and the subject matter of art 

were the attributes and action of.the artist's own mind; 

or if aspects of the external world, then these only as 

they are converted from fact to poetry by the feelings 
s 

and operations of the artist's mind.' Living in New England, 

close to transcendentalists like Emerson and Thoreau, 

Hawthorne was obviously exposed to romantic ideas but 

as we shall see, he adapted them to suit his own particular 

ends. 

In Hawthorne's fiction the concept of universal 

sin stands for a profoundly negative force that opposes and 

brings down the positives of life. In The Marble Faun, 

Miriam and Kenyon characterise it as a void or a chasm 

that swallows up and negates all human endeavours of the 

past,the present and the future. The good Christian Hilda 

objects to this depiction of evil as the original necessity 

but Miriam goes on to explain: 
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I fancy that every person takes a peep into it 

in moments of gloom and despondency; that is 

to say, in his moments of deepest insight ••• 

The firmest substance of human happiness is 

but a thin crust spread over it, with 

just reality enough to bear up the 

illusive stage scenery amid which we 

tread. It needs no earthquake to open 

the chasm. A footstep, little heavier than 

the ordinary, will serve: and we must 

step very daintly, not to break throogh 

the crust at any moment. By and by4 

we inevitably sink!... The palace of 

Ceasars has gone down thither, with 

a hollow, rumbling sound of its fragments! 

All the temples have tumbled into it; 

and thousands of statues have been 

thrown after! All the armies and the triumphs 

have marched into the great chasm with 

their marital music playing,. as they 

stepped over the brink. All the heroes, 
<)_ 

the statesmen, and the poets! 

Evil swallows up the temples, the palaces, the armies, 

the artists, the st-atesmen and the heroes. It marks all 

human efforts and human history and against its reality 

all human happiness i::f merely an illusion. For Hawthorne 
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sin or ev¢il are terms for the perverse, self-destructive 

human tendency that works against humanit~~own interests, 

the anti-thesis that lead to no thesis or synthesis. And 

this anti-truth defines man (not so much the social creature 

or linguistic creature man.,) for Hawthorne,; is a sinful creature). 

The artist, the priest, the scientist, the judge and the 

criminal who is judged are all men and are, therefore, 

guilty and sinful. As Melville says, 'There is the gra~d 

truth about Nathaiel Hawthorne. He says ~~ in thunder; 

but the Devil himself cannot make him say, ~· For all 
- 7 

men who say~ lie ••• • 

Man's inability to come to terms with this truth 

about himself forms the central dramatic motif for all of 

Hawthorne's. fiction. Han tries to avoid facing up to this· 

truth, for the awareness of universal sin, as Godman Brown 

finds out, is a heavy burden to carry. But by deliberately 

evading this truth man places himself in a false position 

and whatever he does then, is of neces;ity, false.and hollow. 

In The Scarlet Letter, Dimmesdale does not have the courage 

to acknowledge the reality of the letter A and the falsehood 

slowly but surely destroys the pith and substa nee of hi.s"'oc6ri ~elf
a.\so oF 

andAthe reality around. The author remarks 'to the untrue 

man, the whole universe is false--it is impalpable--it shrinks 

·to nothing within his grasp. And he himself, insofar as he 

shows himself in a false light, becomes a shadow or indeed 
8 

ceases to exist'o In Hawthorne all those who deliberately 
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try and evade the reality of sin become hypocrites and their 

hypocrisy slowly but surely destroys all their vitality. 

The process is described in detail in The House of the 

seven Gables, in the career of the Pyncheons. 

There are characters in Hawthorne, like Phoebe, 

Hilda and Dontello, who are unaware of the reality of sin 

because they are essentially innocent. Since these charact

ers are unfallen,they have a great capacity of being at 

one with nature and they also possess a high degree of moral 

clarity. But, inspite of all this, in Hawthorne, they are 

considered limfted for their lack of awareness of the 

reality of sin cuts them off from the rest of the fallen 

humanity. Also, their ethereal splendour is shown to be 

tentative since they have not faced the central predica

ment of human existence. In the course of the novel, each 

of them are brought £ace to face with the reality of evil ( 

and they are made to go through a painful process of re

adjustment which enables them to come to terms with the real

ity of the fallen world. In sharp contrast are characters 

who have experienced the reality of sin even before the 

action starts, for example, Hester and Miriam. The charm 

of these 11 dark" heroines of Hawthorne lies in the fact 

that they have extracted an intenser being from their 

experience of sin and have established a deeper, more inti

mate connection with fallen humanity. As a result, they 

have full blooded, rich and vital personalities. 
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Although the recognition of the reality of sin 

is essential, it is also dangerous, for evil in Hawthorne 

remains something so profoundly negative that it is almost 

impossible to accommodate it in consciousness or existence. 

Many who recognise its reality end up turning away from 

humanity. This in turn triggers off a process of isolation 

and aliena~ion which ends up destroying their moral being. 

Ethan Brand begins a heroic search for the unpardonable 

sin. He finds it but in the process ceases to partake 

in the universal throb. 'He had lost his hold on the 

magnetic chain of humanity. He was no. longer brother man ••• 

he was now a cold observer looking on mankind as the 
q 

subject of his experiments' •. Mr Hooper puts on a black 

veil in the story, 'The Minister's Black Veil'. The veil 

is acknowledgement of the universal sinfulness of man, but 

the veil poisons his existence and he leads a gloomy and 

alienated life. Goodman Brown ca·nnot help recognising 

the truth in Devil's assertions about the essential nature 

of mankind and he ends up as 'a stern, a sad, a darkly 

meditative,.a distrustful, if not a desperate man'. 

If the beginning of all falsehood is the desire 

to escape from the reality of evil, then cruelty begins 

when the recognition of this reality of evil leads to 

anger, revolt or self-r~ghteousness. The worst fate in 

Hawthorne is reserved for those who make the reality of evil 

an excuse to turn upon their fellow beings. They become 
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devil themselves. In Fanshawe, Angler after chancing upon 

the deathbed of his mother, feels the guilty burden of the 

evil life that he had led. 'But his deep repentance for 

the misery he had brought upon his parents did not produce 

in him a resolution to do wrong no more. The sudden conscious 

ness of accumulated guilt made him desperate. He felt as 

if no one had thenceforth a claim to justice or compassion 

at his hands... Thus it was that the devil wrought with 
10 

him to his own destruction.' In The scarlet Letter 

Chillingworth faced with the reality of the letter A on 

his wife's dress turns upon Dimmesdale for revenge and 

ends up by "violating the sanctity of the human heart". 

Awareness of the reality of sin in Hawthorne inevitably 

provides the protagonists with the power to see through 

appearances put up by others and penetrate to their guilty 

heart. The dfabolical characters abuse this power and 

violate the common tie that binds all of humanity. Knowledge 
on\'L 

of sin in Hawthorne is never a - _ matter/of intellectual 

apprehension. It is experiential and characters come to 
beca.u.se. o~ 

it only in terms of some life experience. Alsox the 

knowledge of the hidden workings of sin the protagonist 

can see more clearly into the suffering heart of humanity. 

The choice is then his--he can then turn away from or turn 

upon humanity. In both cases, he loses his own humanity. 

Or he can discover in the very reality of sin, the one princi-

ple, or truth that binds all of humanity together. 

I 
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Characters who preserve their·humanity in Hawthorne 

recognise the reality of sin~ suffer the consequences that 

accompany this dark knowledge but in the end not only face 

up to the truth of universal sin but also accept it witho·-.It 

rancour or rebellion. In this very acceptance, they discover 

the common bond of man, the sympathy and brotherhood of· one 

fallen man for another. As A.N. Kaul puts it, "If there is 

any single 'message' in his wqrk, it is the one which pleads 

for the wisdom of recognising the limitation of man's reach 

and capability and for a relaxed attitude of brotherly tol-
11 

erance, love and compassion." 

The only positive value that Hawthorne's dark tales 

of human fraility and sorrow embody is the value of "sympathy". 

In the fallen world, non-awareness of the ever-present reality 

of evil is either limiting or falsifying. Awareness too is 

dangerous for it can lead to alienation, egoism, self-absorption 

and cruelty. The only way out for trapped humanity is that 

the necessary awareness of sin should lead to the value of 

sympathy--to. the realization that all humanity is bound to

gether in face of this reality and that if man has to preserve 

his humanity, he must at all time deal with himself and his 

fellow sin1ers, with compassion and gentleness. Without this 

sense of sympathy, whatever might be his other talents or 

achievements, ·man necessarily loses his humanity and is well 

on his way to becoming a devil. 
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Hawthorne's use of the term 'sympathy' is better 

understood if the nineteenth century connotations of the 

Wo"'i-c:l are kept in mind. Abrams points . out in his The Mirror 

and the Lamp that the term was developed in the eighteent~ 

century, but was adopted and extended by the romantics to 

suit their own endse Coleridge uses it to describe Shakes-

peare's genius, his ability to recncile in his works the 

subjective and the objective and to do away with his own 

isolation and become the personality he contemplates. Hazlit 

later develops the same idea. The 'capacious soul' of 

Shakespeare is the greatest example of 'an intuitive and 

mighty sympathy I. In Abrams I words, "The phenomenon of 

milfullung (sympathetic imagination) had been the subject 

of intense speculation for a century by the acutest p~iloso

phical minds in England, including Hume, Hartley, Adam Smit.h 

and Godwin. By the concept these men had sought to bridge 

the gap between atomistic individualism (premised by empirical 

philosophy) and the possibility of altruism--in Eighteenth 
11-

century terms, the gap between 'self-love and social'. The 

root of all these meanings, of course, lies in the Christian 

concept of mercy, in Christ's ability' to feel for the suffering 

humanity, identify with it, and finally redeem it with his 

sacrifice. 

E:ccept for one characteristically signif !cant diff-

erence, the term has all the romantic connota~ions fbr Hawthorne. 
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In social terms, it does away with the evils of excessive 

individualism, egoism and alienation, by emphasising the 

limits of man and the brotherhood of man within those limits. 

In psychological terms, it emphasizes the victory of he~rt 

over the head and leads to the establishment of emotional 

bonds between individuals. In intellectual terms, it does 

away with dualism--with the division between subject and 

object, between feelings and intellect, that marks all know

ledge and breeds coldness and lack of concern. In aesthetic 

terms, it enables the artist to maintain an organic and 

living connectionwith both his audience and his subject 

matter and thereby overcome the hazards of isolation, that 

go with his profession. 

The difference between the romantic concept of 

sympathy and Hawthorne's is that in Hawthorne it is firmly 

grounded in the awareness and acceptance of the reality of 

sin. In fact, it is made a co~lary of this acceptance and 

it is argued that it is impossible for anyone to arrive at 

the value of 'sympathy' without expe_riencing and accepting 

the reality of sin. Hawthorne offers the value of sympathy 

as an ideal but it is an ideal that cannot ever cancel or 

remove the negative aspects of the actual for it remains 

functional only through the awareness of negative reality 

that it is supposed to counteract. It is for this reason 

that Hawthorne disapproves of efforts made by gifted indi

viduals like Hester, Holgrave or Hollingsworth, to create a 
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system which would completely nullify the negative consequencE 

of man 1 s sinful nature. In Hawthorne, sin and its attendant 
<..Onf»e."'\v..t.Y'I u:.~ 

~define man and attempts to root out evil altogether are only 

a result of basic misunderstanding. Hawthorne repeatedly 

portrays utopian philanthropists, idealists, and revolutionar

i~s as suffering from this misunderstanding. In 'Earth's 

Holocaust' the reformedtry to do away with all the world's 

•trumpery' and injustice and superstition. The sketch ends 

with the warning that unless some way is found to purify the 

heart of man, all reforms would prove in the end to have 

been in vain because it is from the heart that evil springs. 

This misunderstanding is also shown to be dangerous because 

it results in the nenial of the one positive value that is 

actually within humanity's reach--the value of sympathye 

Thus the reformers mostly do more harm than good and we 

are shown that self-absorption and egoism are the real motives 

behind their efforts at reformation. Hester and Holgrave, 

within the scheme of their respective books, become positive 

characters only when they have retracted from their revo-

lutionary and idealistic positions. Hollingsworth in ~ 

Blithedale Romance persists and destroys not just his own 

moral being but also Zenobia, and the Blithedale experiment. 

In Hawthorne, therefore, the tension between sin and sympathy, 

the ideal and the actual, can never be resolved finally 

for the human being is at once the soldier, the battleground 

and the enemy. He must forever battle against his own negative 
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realities. He cannot win, but if he recognises the reality 

and the universality of sin and discove~the way of sympathy, 

he cannot lose eithero In Hawthorne's scheme of things men 

cannot overcome the evil within themselves but neither ca~1 

evil overcome them if they have forged close ties with each 

other, if they are eternally vigilant against its hidden 

operations and if they are willing to treat individual lapses 

with compassion and understanding. Hawthorne's plea for 

th~ recognition of the reality and universality of evil is 

at the same time a plea for the recognition of the universal 

brotherhood of sinful. man and a plea for eternal vigilance 

in a struggle that will go on forever. 

The artist can play a meaninful role in this struggle 

if he possesses the quality of sympathy. In 'The CUstom 

House• chapter Hawthorne pinpoints three modes of perception 

available to the artist. He discusses the advantages and 

disadvantages associated with each and explicitly states his 

own preference. 

If the imaginative faculty refused to 
act at such an hour, it might well be 
deemed a hopeless case. Moonlight, in 
a familiar room, falling so white upon 
the carpet, and showing all its figures 
so distinctly--making every object so 
minutely visible, yet so unlike a morning 
or noontide visibility--is a medium the 
most suitable for a romance ~riter to 
get acqminted with his elusive quests. 
There is the little domestic scenery of 
the well known apartment, the chain with 
each its separate individuality, the centre
table, sustaining a work-basket, a volume 
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or two, and an extinguished lamp; the 
sofa; the bookcase; the picture on the 
wall--all these details, so completely 
seen, are so spiritualized bY the unusual · 
light, that they seem to lose their 
actual substance, and become things of 
intellect. Nothing is too small or trifling 
to undergo this change, and acquire dignity 
thereby. A child's show; the doll seated 
in her wicker carriage; the hobby horse-
whatever, in a word, has been used or 
played wit:,, during the day, is now in
vested with a quality of strangeness and 
remoteness, though still almost as vividly 
present as by daylight. Thus, therefore, 
the floor of our familiar room has become 
a neutral territory, somewhere between the 
real world and fairy land, where the actual 
and the imaginary may meet, and each imbue 
itself with the nature of the other ••• 

The somewhat dim coal-fire has an 
essential influence in producing the effect 
which I would describe. It throws its 
unobtrusive tinge throughout the room, 
with a faint rudiness upon the walls and 
ceiling, and a reflected gleam from the 
polish of the furniture. This warmer light 
mingles itself with the cold spirituality 
of the moonbeams, and communicates, as it 
were, a heart, and sensibilities of human 
tenderness to the forms which fancy summons 
up. It converts them from snow-images into 
men and women. Glancing at the looking 
glass, we behold deep within its haunted 
verge--the smouldering glow cf the half
extinguished anthracite, the white moon beams 
on the floor, and a repetion of all the 
gleam and shadow of the picture, with one 
remove further from the actual, and nearer 
to the imaginative. Then at such an hour, 
and with this scene before him, if a man 
sitting alone, cannot dream strange things, 
and make them look like

6
truth, he need never 

try and write Romances. 

In the above passage, the three modes of perception 

are symbolised by three different kinds of light. To begin 

with, there is the 'noon-tide' visibility through which objects 
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can be seen clearly as they are. Then there is moonlight 

which spiritua1ises objects by making them lose their 

actual substance. Finally, there is the coal fire light 

which thrO\-TS a warm unobtrusive tinge over everything. 

The noon-tide visibility is the realistic, empirical 

mode of perception. It is shown to be destructive for the 

romance writer for it destroys the soap bubble of romance. 

In the Hawthornian context, realism, empiricism by them-

selves cannot take the artist too far, for since the fall, 

reality as well as man's perception of it, is seen to be 

tainted. In New Adam and Eve• Hawthorne writes: 

We who are born into world's artificial 
system can never adequately know how 
little in our present state and circum
stances is natural, and how much is 
merely the interpolation of the perverted 
heart and mind of man. It is only 
through the medium of imagination that 
we can loosen the iron fetters of reality 
and make ourselves even partially sensible 
what prisoners we are. \l..t 

Man by nature is flawed and since he has not been able to 

come to terms with his limitations, history is a record 

not so much of man's progress as of his repeated errors. 

Moreover, since the present emerges out of the past unless 

the knot of past errors is undone the vicious cycle will 

continue in the future as well. In such a situation, objective 

and realistic representation of the fallen world will serve 

no useful purpose. Therefore, the artist needs to break 
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away from the iron fetters of empirical truth and reality 

and it is the faculty of imagination that offers him the 

chance to esc~pe. Hawthorne in this respect is very much 

a romantic and it is his commitment to the romantic con·.::ept 

of imagination that he seeks to highlight in the repeated 

distinction that he dra~s between the 'novels' (vlritten by 

Englishmen) and the 'romances' written by himself. 

In the passage quoted above, moonlight symbolizes 

imaginatione Imagination, Hawthorne says, is ideal for the 

romance \..rri ter. Behind the imperfect empirical world is the 

ideal, perfect world and the f~culty of imagination by 

transforming the actual, by spiritualising it, ma~ing it 

remote and strange, enables the writer to glimpse the ideal 

forms underlying the actual reality. Thus even small and 

trifling objects when they undergo this transformation 

acquire dignity. It should be noted that imagination does 

now allow the writer to escape the grip of actuality totally 

and completely attain the perfect, ideal world. Rather it 

enables each, the ideal and the actual, to imbue itself 

with the nature of the other. It should also be noted 

that two conditions need to be fulfilled before this faculty 

can become operationala First, the author must retreat from 

the world and be alone with himself (hence 'the deserted 

chamber'). Secondly, he must be completely familiar with 

the ·subject that is to be spiritualised (hence the well

known apartment and its domestic scenery)o 
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Though the moon-beam is ideal for the romance

writer, it is not sufficient in itself. The artist needs 

the warmer light of the coal-fire--that is, perc·eption ·· · 

born of sympathy. Without sympathy, imagination remains 

cold and the spiritual form that it conjures up remain 

snow images. It is only sympathy that imparts human tender-

ness to these forms and converts them from snow images into 

real men and women. 

Hawthorne's view of imagination is clearly derived 

from the romantics. The romantics also believe4that the 

ar.tist produces art not by mechanically imitating external 

nature but by converting aspects of external world from 

facts to his own subjective images, ideas and feelings 

through the imaginative process. The work of art is cons!• 

dered as essentially internal made external and much of 

romantic theory is preoccupied in explai~ing how this is 

brought about. Coleridge's theory of imagination, since 

it as$imilates the various s~nds of romantic thought, is 

the most comprehensive attempt to come to grips with this 

problem and a brief discussion of it would help to pinpoint 

Hawthorne's debt to romanticism. 

'tve must begin' says Coleridge, with 'a truth 

self-grounded, unconditional and known by its own lights'. 

This truth is to be found in I the sum or I AM I that Is p'.-y\ r 



38 

self, and self-consciousness' which may be described •as a 

perpetual self-duplication of one and the same pov1er into 

object and subject, which pre-suppose each other and can 
15" 

exist only as anti-theses'. The entire universe is the 

self-duplication of the infinite I AM, which perpetuates 

itself by reconciling self created oppositions. This creative 

process is reflected in the Primary Imagination, through 

which individu91 mind perceive the universe and it is 

echoed again in the secondary or recreative imagination which 

only the artist possesses. ''The primary IMAGINATION I hold 

to be the living Power and prime Agent of all human perception, 

and as a repetition in the finite mind of the eternal act of 

creation in the infinite. I AM. The secondary imagination 

I consider an echo of the former... It dissolves, diffuses, 
l6 

dissipates, in order to recreate ••• 1 This secondary imagi-

nation in creating ar~ echoes the creative principle under

lying the universe and just as the universe, in its totality, 

represents the infinite I AM of God, the work of art represent~ 

the finite I AM of the artist. Abrams writes, "We also find 

in the eighteenth century the beginnings of a more radical 

solution to the problem of poetic fictions, one which vTould 

sever supernatural poetry entirely from the principle of 

imitation, and from any responsibility to the emprical world. 

The key event in this development was the replacement of the 

metaphor of the poem as imitation, a mirror of nature• by 

that of the poem as heterocosm, 'a second nature• created 
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by the poet in an act analogous to God's creation of the 

world... This parallel between God and the poet, and between 

God's relation to his world and the poet to his poem, 

fostered the earliest appearance of the doctrine, so r,ide-

spread today, that a poem is disguised self-revealation, 

in which its creator, 'visibly invisible' at the same time 
l7 

expresses and conceals himself'. 

The romantic artist sets this assimilative imagi-

nation,in motion by withdrawing from the empirical world 

and through long concentrated thought transforming and mod;i

fying it in terms of his own subjective mind. Thus Words

worth at all times endeavoured to view his subject steadily 

and recollected emotions in tranquility. Once the imagi

nation is set in motion, it expresses itself in the fo+m of 

a spontaneous overflow over which the poet has little or no 

control and the art forms that it creates possess the 

attr~butes of living and growing things. 

Abrams pas pointed out that Coleridge's theory 

of imagination was the most important channel for flow of 
' l$> 

organicism in the English speaking world. LiterarY compo-

sition was earlier described in terms of imitation, or in 

terms of impact on the audience but from nineteenth century 

onwards it came to be described in terms of gestation and 

growth. Mov~d by a predominant passion, the artist now 

gave 'birth' to work of art which was seen as sp~inging to 
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completion almost independe-nt of the will or the conscious 

intention of the author. Like the living body, the art. form 

was also a unified whole which owed its being to the co

existence and the living inter-dependence of its parts. 

The artist instead of being a ma~er or a craftsman became 

a 'creator'. Like God he invented new forms which in turn 

reflected his personality. And literature's essential 

function was not so much 'to please' or 'instruct' the 

audience as 'move' it emotionally. The criterion of intensity, 

Abrams tells us, nmv superseded older terms like 'truth' 
l'\ 

and 'universality' as a standard for judging artistic value. 

For Hawthorne too, art is a subjective phenomenon J 
that transforms the empirical world and creates organic 

forms. He too begins with a truth 'self-grounded, unconditiona 

and knovm by its own light'. His truth, ho'lrrever, is not 

the positive creativity of God which reconciles opposites 

into wholes but the J?erverse power which perpetuates oppo

sitions and causes destruction and death. For fallen man, 

the universe is a manifestation not of the former but the 

latter and the true artist creates not in accordance with 

the infinite truth but in spite of the infinite truth. 

Although imagination, in accordance with the romantic traditionj 

modifies the external world, it is not sufficient in itself.~ 

The rlawthornian artist needs something more that will take 

into account and counteract the negative imperatives of man's 

sinful condition •. Hawthorne's concept of sympathy is meant 
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to do precisely this and this is the reason why the coal

fire light must mingle with the moonlight for the romance 

writer. The artist's creation can be organic and life 

like but the animation would come not from the cold moon-

light but from the warm coal-fire. For Hawthorne,, the 

magic power that diffuses the tone and spirit of unity, 

that blends, as it were, fuses each to each, is not romantic 

imagination but his own concept of sympathy. And so the 

end of art for him is not 'beauty' or 'pleasure• but the 

upholding of the unpleasant truth whose recognition can 

lead the reader to sympathy--the reality of evil. Thus 

in The Marble Faun, Miriam finds fault with Guido's painting 

~ which depicts the triumph of goodness over the evil principle'. 

She criticises it on the grourrl that the battle could never 

have been 'such a child's play as Guido'scdapper Archangel 

seems to have found it'.~ On the other hand, Sodoma's paint-

ing of Christ bound to a pillar 'deserted both in heaven 

and in earth' is held up as an ideal for art. • So.dorna 

in this matchless picture, has done more towards reconciling 

the incongruity of Divine Omnipotence and outraged., suffering 

Humanity, combined in one person, than the theologians 
2.~ 

ever did'. 

Hawthorne's view of the artist can be summ~rized 

in the follow! ng manner. Since the artist lives in a 

sinful world, mere imitation of fallen reality will not 



42 

(~pi ~e -\-he..\.~~~\- d.;~\:-ie,.u..l\-\'L~ 
lead to greart art. He mus)\recognise the reality of 

sin and look beyond the empirical world by using the faculty 

of imagination. The artist can evoke imagination by retreat

ing from the world and by internalising his subject to such 

an extent that it begins to have an independent existence 

in himself. However, this process is fraught with danger 

for the artist1 because it can lead to aLienation and self
and. ~c '*'t.l'\.utcUi"e.. e ~~~ o~ ,:,\\"\ 

absorption. These negative effects~can be counteracted 

only if imagination is allied with sympathy--the recogn±tion 

of the spiritual brotherhocd of man in face of sin. Once 

imagination and sympathy are allied, the work that- artist 

creates, is organic because the artist has transferred 

his own felt life to it. When completed the art object, 

instead of reflecting some pre-existing re~lity, reflects 

the mind, the personality and the thought processes of its 

creato~. And its chief value lies in the fact that it not 

only enables the reader to discover the truth about the 
e'nPl;>\es him 

world--the reality of sin, but alsoAto discover in this very 

recognition the spiritual bond that binds all of humanity. 
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Chapter II 

THE SCARLET LETTER 

l In the first_chapter of The Scarlet Letter, with 

a few mastel;"ly strokes., Hawthorne gathers up all his essential 

concerns. The recognition of the dark necessity 

of the ·cemetery and the prison, the black flowers of civili

sation, even in the midst of an alleged utopia, reflects 

the puritanical gloom which sees sin and corruption at the 

very centre of the piece of work that is man. The rose

bush represents the ideal which Hawthorne inevitably holds 

before us--that of sympathy born out of a realization of 

the brotherhood of man in face of universal sin. Hawthorne, 

in the very beginning, warns us that but for the· rose 

the tale will be dark. Thus in· the first chapter, Hawthorne 

not only introduces us to the major thematic motif of the 
I' 

. I 
book--the tension between the reality represen~ed by the 

I 
prison and the ideal represented by the rose-bush, but also 

~ 
establishes that the mode of expression will be symbolic. 

The dominant symbol in the book is the letter'A~ 

It appears on Hester's dress and also probably on Dimmesdale's 

chest; on Pearl, aniin Pearl, since she is another version 

of the letter; it appears magnified in the convex mirror 

of the governor and in the sky as a gigantic letter and is 

finally engraved on Hester's tombstone. At the time of the 
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publication of The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne had written 

to Fields 'I find it impossible to relieve the shadows of 

the story with so much light as I would gladly have thrown 

in... Keeping so close to its point as the tale does, 

and diversified no otherwise than by turning different 

sides of the same dark idea to the reader's eye, it will 

weary very many people and disgust some 1 ~ This dark idea 

is embodied in the letter'A1 and can best be summed up as 

(with due apologies to Keats) Truth is Sin and Sin is 

Truth/that is all Ye know on earth and all Ye need to 

ti 
know. The attitude of the various characters towards this 

letter serves to define their attitude towards the rea~ity 

of evil and determines their role in terms of the overall 

meaning of the book. 

The Puritans attitude towards the scarlet letter 

shows that though they recognise the reality of evil, 

they are unable to accept it. Therefore, they think of 

the lettertA,as a form of punishment, a badge of shame. 

They take pride in the fact that they live in the 1 righteous 

colony of Massachussets where iniquity is dragged out into 

1 
sunshine 1

• The novelist, however, places their action 

in perspective when he comments, 'There can be no outrage, 

me-thinks, against our common nature--whatever be the delin

quencies of the individual, no outrage more flagrant than 

to forbid the culprit to hide his face in shame 1 ( p. 117) • 

The novelist's criticism of the Puritans is not in theological 
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or even social terms. He is not debating the point whether 

adultery as a sin is punishable or not. His objection is 

only to the nature of punishment since it belies our common 

. humanity in face of Sin. 

The Puritans are portrayed as people who lack 

'sympathy'. Hard and sombre, a·grim rigidity inevitably 

petrified the bearded physiognomies of these ~ ople. 

Ironically, in punishing Hester, they reveal themselves 

to be prisoners of their own past. They had broken away 

from a repressive Europe to try and create a New Eden, but 

were becoming repressive themselves because they were 

fighting the universal reality of evil not with compassion 

but with severity. It is their severity that makes them 

incapable of understanding a woman's heart so that they 

end up perpetuating even on the virgin continent, the 

inequality of the sexes. At the end of the book, Hester 

recognises that until and unless the relation between 

man. and woman is established on a surer ground of mutual 

happiness, no redemption is possible for humanity. As the 

suffering of Hester and also the Puritan women who come to 

Hester at the end of the book. testify, the Purita:ns are 

very far from establishing this relation. Therefore, even 

in the New World, an old evil continues and the American 

settlement far from being a renewal of society and culture 

becomes a re-enactment of the older errors and mistakes. 
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In Hawthorne's framework the past errors will continue 

to repeat themselves until and unless man recognizes and 

accepts the reality of evil within himself. The Puritans, 

as their attitude to letter A shows, are unable to do this. 

complying with the harsh punishment meted out to 

her, Hester puts on the letter'A,on her dress but in her 

heart of heart she is defiant. Hawthorne gives us brief 

but telling glimpses of this defiance. When she steps out 

of the prison, she faces the crowd 'with a burning blush 

and yet a haughty smile that would not be abashed' ( p .. 115). 

Her defiance, however, is most,clearly expressed in the 

elaborate ernbriodery of the mark that is meant to be her 

punishment, the letter'A~ It 'was so artistically done 

and with so much fert~lity and gorgeous luxuriance of 

fancy, that it had all the effect of a last and fitting 

decoration to the apparel which she wore.o. seemed to 

express the attitude of her spirit, the desperate reckless

ness of her mood, by its wild and picturesque peculiarity' 

( P· 115-116). For all her seeming acceptance of her punish

ment, the fac·t that Hester is not truly penitent, is brought 

out clearly in the pillory scene nr then we are shown 

the real reason for her defiance. Wilson and Dimmesdale, 

backed by the entire Puritan crowd, exhort her to reveal 

the name of her lovero She not only refuses but says that 

she would rather be true to her love <the cause of her sin) 
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than to any theological consideration. 'Never... And would 

that I m'ight endure his agony as well as mine' (. p.124) • 

And all through the dramatic scene1 on her ares~ she is 

wearing the gorgeously decorated letter which if it stands 

for adultery can also stand for Arthur. 
s 

The attitude of outward compliance and inner 

defiance shows that Hester hasn't quite grasped the signi-

ficance of the universal reality of sin. In social terms, 

her inability to understand the real significance of the 

letter A leads her almost to damnation. The letter'A~ 

on one level necessarily, isolates her from society. 'In 

all her intercourse with society, however, there was nothing 

that made her feel as if she belonged to it. Every gesture, 

every word, and even the silence of those with whom she 

came in contact, implied, and often expressed that she 

was banished, and as much alone as if she inhabited another 

sphere ••• ' ( p~133)o But at a deeper hidden level it 

connects her with humanity for it gives her a knowledge 

of hidden sin in others. This knowledge, because she has 

not been able to accept the reality of the scarlet letter 

on her own dress, terrifies her for it seems to her that 
• 

it was the angels trfing to persuade her that the 'outward 

guise of purity was but a lie ••• ' (r p. 135). Despite her 

fears, however, she cannot ignore the revelations of the 

~carlet letter and Hawthorne tells us that this almost causes 

a loss of faith that might have been her utter ruin. Hester's 
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situation in this respect should be contrasted with Dimmes

dale's. He does not have the courage to display his letter 

cA'to the world, but he never rebels against it either so 

that the knowledge of other's sins brought about by letter 

'A~ does not cause loss .of faith or alienation from society 

but gives him 'sympathies so intimate with the sinful 

brotherhood of mankind, that his heart vibrated in unison 

with theirs ••• • C-p.168). 

Intellectually, her defiance turns Hester into a 

revolutionary.. 'The world's law was no law in her mind. 

It was an age. in which the human intellect, newly emanci-

pated, had taken more active and wider range than for many 

centuries before... Hester Prynne imbibed this spirit' 

(~p.181). She began to see that the whole system of society 

would have to be tarn down and the basic nature of both 

men and women too would have to be changed before mankind 

could be truly happy. This kind of .revolutionary thinking 

reaches its climax in the forest chapters when Hester tries 

to persuade Dimmesdale to leave the colony with her and 

unclasps the letter A from her dress and throws it away. 

'The whole seven years of outlaw and ignominy had been 

little, other than a preparation for this hour • (: pu203). 
I 

Hawthorne seems to admire Hester's character and courage 

in arriving at this conclusion but finds it unacceptable. 

'The scarlet letter' he tells us, 'had not done its ,office'. 

The subsequent action of the book, therefore, goes on to 

reinforce the idea embodied in letter'A'rather than Hester's 
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' 
revolt. Pearl, the scarlet letter in live form, forces 

Hester to put on the letter A again and Dimmesdale instead 

of escaping confesses his sino 

At the very end we are shown that her inner defiance 

in resp~ct to the lettertA' is over and it is only now that 

the double strain, the ambiguity maintained throughout the 

book in the depiction of her character comes to an end. 

Years after, she returns to her hut and voluntarily takes 

up her 'long-forsaken shame'. This shows that Hester finally 

not only recognizes but also accepts the reality of the 

scarlet letter and all that it signifies. And in the end, 

since there is no gap between her outer appearance and 

inner conviction, the scarlet letter, far from isolating 

her from society, brings her closer to the sorrows a~d 

perplexities of suffering humanity. Her earlier intellectual 

position of rebellion is also commented upon in light of 

her acceptance of the letter 41>:. She still hopes that in 

the future a 'new truth will be revealed' but does not 

Vainly imagine that she might be the destined prophetess. 

'The angel and apostle of the coming revelation must be a 

woman indeed, but lofty,pure and beautiful; and wise, more

over, not through dusky grief, but the ethereal medium of 

joy; and showing how sacred love should make us happy, by 

the truest test of life successful to such an end!' (p.240). 

Thus in accepting the· letter'A~ Hester learns to accept the 
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reality of evil. She also recognizes that so long as man 

is v.rhat he is,evil cannot be completely removed. 'And 

be the stern and sad truth spoken, that the breach which 

guilt has once made into the human soul is never in this 

mortal state, repaired. It may be watched and guarded; so 

that the enemy shall not force his way again into the citadel. 

But there is still the ruined wall, and near it, the stealthy 

tread of the foe that would win over again his unforgotten 

triumph' (p.203). 

If Hester's hidden defiance.:·meant an inability to 

accept the real significance of the letter 1 A1 and if it leads 

her to an intellectual position which though admirable is 

false, Dimmesdale errs in the opposite direction. His 

cowardice is a similar inability to accept the letter 'A' 

as a symbol of universal sin.fhis places him in a hypo

critical position which slowly but surely destroys his moral 

fibre. 

His exhortation of Hester in Chapter 3 establishes 

his position in relation to the letter 'A'. 'What can thy 

silence do for him, except it tempt him - yea, compel him, 

as it were- to add hypocrisy to sin?... Take heed how 

thou deniest to him - who, perchance, hath not the courage 

to grasp it for himself - the bitter, but wholesome, cup 

th8t is now presented to thy lips' (p.124). In this scene 

as well as in the scene where Dimrnesdale comes to tre rescue 

of Hester, Hawthorne shows us through the reactions of little 
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Pearl that Dimmesdale possesses qualities which can justifi

ably claim our sympathies. In the first instance, she no~d~ ~\) 
'ne.Y 1--\o.ncL~nd... Lo..'re."("' she.. · 

~takes up his hand and lays her cheek against it. Hawthorne 

comments that ' ••• nothing is s~treeter than these marks of 

childish preference 6 accorded spontaneously by a spiritual 

instinct, and, therefore, seeming to imply in us_something 

truly worthy to be loved ••• ' (p.152). These scenes establish 

the heights from vlhich Dimmesdale is to fall. 

Over the years, just as Hester's defiance leads 

her to a kind of hardeninge his hypocrisy begins to e.oct 

into his moral being. 'It is the unspeakable misery of 

a life so false as his, .that it steals the pith and sub-. 
stance out of whatever realities there are around us ••• 

To the untrue man, the whole universe is false--it is 

impalpable--it shrinks to nothing within his grasp' (p.l70). 

The redeeming feature in his situation is the sheer honesty 

and intensity of his suffering. 'The only truth that 

continued to give Mr Dimmesdale a real existence on this 

earth was the anguish in_ his inmost soul and the undissembled 

expression of it in his aspect' (p.l70). It is this suffer-

ing which gives him a sympathetic understanding of the sin 

and suffering of others. And it is the honesty of this suffer-

ing which causes the letter A to appear on his breast. 

In the chapter •The Minister's Vigil' we see the 

extent of the damage. In the middle of the night he is 

driven to the pillory to act out a 'mockery of penitence' 
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by the 'impulse of that Remorse which dogged him everywhere, 

and whose own sister and closely linked companion was 

. that cowardice ••• ' (P .171). At the pillory, Hester and 

Pearl joined him. His degeneration is revealed when he 

side-tracks Pearl's direct question. 'will thou stand 

here with mother and me tomorrow noontide?' (p.174) and 

also when he tells a plain lie about the phenomenon that 

was emblazoned across the skies. The old sexton asked him, 

'But did your reverence hear of the portent that was seen 

last night?--a great letter in the sky ••• • 'No' qnswers 

the minister, 'I had not heard of it' (p.178). 

By the time Hester meets him in forest, he is a 

physical and a mental wreck. He clings to Hester's strength 

ureble to see that Hester's plans and-suggestions will 

ultimately lead to his complete spiritual destruction 

for not only do they involve the continuing falsification 

of the letter A and,therefore, a continuation of his 

hypocrisy but also the falsification of the suffering 

that he has gone through. Earlier in the book, Hawthorne 

had remc:,rked that had Dimmesdale once found power to smile 

and wear a face of gaiety, he would have been lost. Now 

under the influence of Hester and in the secrecy of the dark 

forest he is gay and he smiles and as his subsequent actions 

show he is almost lost. To the old and hoary deacon he 

wants co utt8r certain blasphemous suggestionSabout the 
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communion supper. He also wants to blight the young 

virgin's field of innocence \-Jith one wicked look. \tlhen 

he sees the Puritan children he wants to teach them some 

wicked words. 

It is the supposed encounter with rtrs Hibbins 

that leads to an introspective self-realization which in 

turn .culminates in his subsequent confession. 'Tempted 

by a dream of hapPiness.', writes Hawthorne, • he had yielded 

himself, with deliberate choice, as he had never done 

before, to vJhat he knew was deadly sin. And the infectious 

poison of that sin had been thus rapidly diffused throughout 

his moral system ••• And his encounter with old Mistress 

Hibbins, if it were real incident, did but shcM his sympathy 

and fellO\vship Hith wicked mortals and the world of per

verted spirits' (p.216). After the encounter, the minister 

himself reaches similar conclusion. rHave I sold myself' 

thought the minister, 'to the fiend? ••• • (p.216). 

This self-re~lization triggers off a change which 

makes him fling the already written pages of the Election 

sermon into the fire, and begin a new one. Earlier, 

Hawthorne had referred to this election sermon. On finding 

out the date of departure, the minister had been glad 

because he would have the opportunity to deliver the El~ct

ion sermon which 'formed an honourable epoch in the life 
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of a New England Clergyman' (p.212). Hawthorne at this 

point had commented, 'we have had, and may still have, 

worse things to tell of him; but none, we apprehend, so 

pitiably weak; no evidence, at once so slight and irrefra-

gable~ of a subtle disease, that had long since begun 

to eat into the real substance of his character' (p.212). 

But now as he looks at the Election sermon he 'seemed to 

stand apart and eye this former self with scornful pitying, 

but half envious curiousity. That self was gone. Another 

man had returned out of the forest' (p.216). The reference 

to change in these lines is not to the diabolic change 

that had come over the minister on his returnfy0~the forest 
i 

but to the change that has come about through self-realization 

after the encounter with Mrs Hibbins. For Hawthorne conti-

nues, 11 
••• Another m~n had returned out of the forest; a 

wiser one; (the changes earlier were all described in 

negative terms) with a knowledge of hidden mysteries which 

the simplicity of the former never could have reached. 

A bitter kind of knowledge, that' (p.216). 

It is this bitter knotrlledge which informs his 

-subsequent actions. With confidence and sense of purpose 

he confesses his sin before the multitude. Even when 

Hester asks him 'shall we not meet again? shall we not 

spend our immortal life together?' (p.236). He is unable 

to reassure her. His answer is grounded in the fact 

that as a mere mortal he cannot see that far into eternity. 

He cannot presume to interpret God's purpose and, therefore, 
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can hold on to, can reiterate the only truth available in 

the world--the truth that had all along been embodied in 

the letter 'A 1 and which had been so awfully revealed--the 

rea1ity of sin:,;.. The fact that the entire novel is grounded 

in this same bitter knowledge .is borne out when Hester 
. I t 

returns and voluntarily puts on the letter A. 

If Hester cannot accept the reality of the scarlet 

letter out of defiance and DimmesdqJe out of cowardice, 

then Chillingworth is not able to accept it out of pcide. 

Returning from wilderness, the first thing that he encounters 

is the glittering letter'A1 on his wife's bosom and this 

wounds his pride. After rationalizing about it, however, 

he realizes that it is not entirely Hester's fault that 

the letter'A, is on her dress. This realization, instead 

of leading him to an acceptance of the universality of sin, 

leads him to fix all the blam~ and, therefore, all his 

hatred, on the unknown lover. Moreover, since no one knows 

the identity of the lover, it seems a challenge to his 

intellectual powers to try and find out the identity of the 

lover. This intellectual pride leads him to apply methods 

of scientific investigations on human problems and he goes 

on to commit what in Hawthorne is the unpardonable sin-

the violation of the sanctity of the human heart and he 

slowly but surely becomes a devil. His hideous vengeance 

on Dimmesdale becomes a crime against all humanity because 



he coldly and deliberately punishes him for t~at which 

the latter shares with every other human being. 

Pc~::rl helps to give the novel its self-conscious 

climensior .. 
6 

The Scarlet Letter, ur.:li}\>'~ :::ne:.: ot:her three 

major romances~ does not have an artist figure yet the 

theme of the artist is central to the book. Hawthorne 

repeatedly tells us that Pearl is the scarlet letter itself 

in a live and active form. But Pearl as a synmol represents 

not just the lett~r A on Hester 1 s dress but also the novel 

itself. This argument can best be summed up by suggesting 

that v1hen Hawthorne says of Pearl, 'It vws the scarlet 

letter endowed with life' (p.143), he has in mind not just 

the letter on Hester • s dress but also the title of the book 

itself. Thro..1gh this device of the novel vlithin the novel 

the novelist is able to show us that he is not just writing 

the story of Hester Prynn but is also watching himself 

write it; that even as he is telling the stofy of Hester 

Prynn he:: is also telling the story of its literary compo-

. . 7 h h h . s1t1on. T roug Pearl, Hawt orne 1s not only able to 

incorporate into the text his own theory of fiction but is 

also able to dramatize and articulate the nature of effort 

that has resulted in the fiction itself. 

There are many important clues \vhich ·give us 

the sense that Pearl as a symbol is equated v.rith the novel 
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in Hawthorne's.mind. Pearl's preoccupation with letter 

•Alparallels the novel's preoccupation with it. In the 

novel Pearl is almost always associated with terms which 

Hawthorne habitually u~es in his discussion of romance--

light and shadow and fairies, flowers, unreal qiriness,_ 

an ability to flit and skip. The dressing up of Pearl in 

bizzare colours ~eflects Hawthorne own dressing up of the 

novel with 'deep hues'. Hawthorne used his observations 

of his daughter Una in describing and characterising 

Pearl. The novel too is the child of his brain. There 

is a demonic element in Pearl. She is the demon child--

both far Puritans and Hester. Hawthorne called his novel 

the
1
hell fired story! In Chapter 5 Hawthorne describes 

Pearl's hostility towards the visionary throng that she 

had created herself. This reminds one of Hawthorne's own 

dissatisfaction with his literary creations. He is reported 
8 

to have burnt his earlier stories. Finally, in the novel 

Pearl is associated with the written word. In the crucial 

forest chapter, Hawthorne tells us, 'She had been offered 

the world, these seven years past, as the living heirogly

phic, .... all wr~tten in this symbol--all plainly manifest ••• ' 

(pp.206-207). 

The personification of an art object was also made 

easy by the organic element in the romantic theory that 

\vas current in his time. In The Mirror and the Lam;e, Abrams 
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defines organicism as the aesthetic philosophy 'whose 

major categories are derived metaphorically from the 
0~ ' q 

attribute_-:,zliving and growing things'. In organic theory, 

some of the qualities that characterise living beings 

are transferred to works of art. Through Pearl, Hawthorne 

performs the neat trick of reversing the process. He 

uses the organic qualities shared by the work of art and 

living being to personify his novel in the character of 

Pearl. Later in his career, HavJthorne uses the same 

device explicitly by personifying in Donatello an aesthetic 

object-Tthe statue of the Marble Faun. 

Abrams outlines the main features of organicism. 
1.0.1 

The living plant,Abrams tellsA was the 'principle paradigm• 

governing the description of the organic work of art. 

Like the plant, the organic work of art grows and in 

growing assimilates diverse elements of earth, air and 

water. But in assimilating these elements, it transforms 

them and spontaneously organises them into a structure 

of organic unity that is all its own. The evolution is 

spontaneous and the organic work of art comes into being 

almost independent of author • s intention-.- fts cve.o..bon 

is seen as a spontaneous overflo'"' which is not entirely 
10 

within the author's control. 

Pearl, throughout the novel, is associated with 

the living plant, 'that little creature, whose innocent 

life had sprung by the inscruteable decree of providence, 
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a lovely and immortal' flower ••• ' (p.136). Like an organic 

work of art, while growing Pearl too imb~bes 'her soul 

from the spiritual world and her b~~i.l.)' frame from its 

material of earth' (p.137). Thus the warfare of Hester's 

spirit is perpetuated in her. However, like the organic 

work of art, though she had assimilated all this, ste 

was 'a being whose elements were perhaps beautiful and 

brilliant, but all in disorder, or with an order peculiar 

to themselves, amidst which the point of variety and 

arrangement was difficult or impossible to be discovered' 

(p.137). Like the organic work of art, she too possesses 

a creativity of her own. 'The spell of life went forth 

from the ever creative spirit, and conmunicated itself to 

a thousand objects ••• the unlikeliest materials--a stick, 

a bunch of rags,-a flower--were the puppets of Pearl's 

witchcraft, and without underdoing any outward chance 

became spiritually adapted to whatever drama occupied 

the stage of her inner world){pp.,39-l40). 

If Pearl is indeed the novel within the novel, 

then as a character her actions and reactions must always 

be in accordance with the central vision of the qook. 

In a sense she cannot be considered an independent character . 

since her point of view must at all points be the same as 
I 

the novel s view point. If we examine the role of Pearl in 

the book, we will find that this is indeed so. She is 
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the living heiroglyphic in which the real meaning of the 

novel is made plain. Her actions become a~iving commentary 

on the central argument of· the book. 

For the Puritdns the recognition of the reality 

of sin does not lead to sympathy and compassion. Instead, 

it leads to cruelty. Therefore# for them Pearl is a 

'half-fledged angel of judgement--whole mission was to 

punish the sire of rising generations' (p.144). All 

through the novel, her attitude to the Puritans is consist

Q.ntly hostile. she is a living reminder that in the novel's 

scheme of things sin is not an offence t~at should lead to 

forced isolation. According to Hawthorne, Hester is in 

danger of not recognizing and accepting the reality of sin 

because of the cruel punishment imposed by society and 

because of her own inner defiance. In relation.to Hester, 

Pearl has two main functions to perform. She saves Hester 

frorri the perils of isolation and also from the perils born 

of her inner defiance of the letter A~ Hester tells 

Governor Bellingham, ·Pearl keeps me here-in life! Pearl 

punishes me tool See ye not she is the sc~rlet letter ••• 

(p.lSO). Pearl's other function is to check Hester's 

defiance by keeping alive in her the consciousness of 

the letter AQ Thus the very first object which Pearl 

seems to become aware of is the letter A. And all through 

the ·,ovel with an oddly conscious look in her eyes she 

keeps playing with the letter to the infinite 'torture 

of Hester •. 
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Despite Pearl, and the letter'A'on her bosom# 

Hester reaches the intellectual position of rebellion which 

is in opposition to the dark idea embodied in the scarlet 

letter.. Hawthorne shows us that Hester is on the wrong 

track through Pearl. In Chapter 15 (that is, immediately 

after Hawthorne had discussed the changes that had come in 

Hester ih course of seven years) Hester's integrity is 

tested. Pearl after putting on the letter A on her own 

dress (in green) asks Hester with uncharacteristic earnest

ness ' ••• mother dear, what does this scarlet letter mean?

and why dost thou wear it on the bosom? - and why does the 

minister keep his hand over his heart?' (p.190). Hester 

at that particular moment seems to recognize the significance 

of the lettercA'on Pearl's bosom and her strange earnest

ness. Pearl, thought Hester, m~ght be seeking to establish 

a meeting point of sympathy. 'If little Pearl were enter

tained with faith and trust', she thought, 'might it not be 

her errand to soothe away the sorro\"' that lay cold in the 

mother's heart ••• 0 (p.191). But despite this realization, 

Hester Prynn lies to Pearl and Hawthorne comments, 'some 

new evil had crept into it (her heart) or some old one had 

never been expelled' (p.191). This lie coming at the end 

of the chapter parallels the lie which Dimmesdale tells 

earlier to the old sexton and which reflects his moral 

degeneration. Hawthorne further drives home the point ~~~~ 
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Mester getting angry at Pe9rl's insistence speaks with an 

'asperity she had never permitted to herself before'. 

'Do not tease me, else I shall shut thee into the dark closet' 

(p.191). The scarlet letter had indeed failed to do its 

office for in threatening Pearl with imprisonment Hester 

has come a full circle sine~ the day she stepped out of the 

prison. 

Later, the rebellious Hester throws off the scarlet 

letter and Pearl forces it baCk upon her. 'The scene is 

complex and elaborate symbolism is used. The fOrest with 

all its wild vital sympathies, symbolizes untamed nature 

which is neither iwnoral nor moral but simply a-moral. Thus 

its shifting shadows reflect the mental condition of the 

protagonist. For Hester 'it imaged the moral wilderness 

in which she had so long been wondering' (p.192)# but for 

Pearl 'the great black forest--stern as it showed itself to 

those who brought the ,guilt and the trouble of the world 

into its bosom--became the playmate of the lonely infant ••• • 

(p.205). When Hester and Dimmesdale decide to escape and 

Hester throws off the scarlet letter, the lovers experience 

a sense of release. The amoral forest shares their bliss. 

The brook symbolizing life and time is also amoral and, 

therefore, it also shares the joy of the two lovers. But 

both the brook and forest al$0 support Pearl who has an 

entirely different attitude to the scarlet letter. Thus 



when she insists that Hester should put the letter back 

where it belongs, she is in 'close sympathy with the antique 

wood'. The crucial difference, however, is that when 

the forest sympathizes with Hester and Dimmesdale, it sympa

thizes as the wild heathen forest which had never been 

'subjugated by human iaw or illumined by higher truth' 

(p.205). But its sympathy for Pearl is expressed through 

the adornment of flowers which helps to create in her.the 

spiritualised self which in turn is reflected by the brook. 

'Just where she had paused, the brook chanced to form a pool, 

so smooth and quiet that it reflected a perfect image of her 

little figure, with all the brilliant picturesqueness of 

her beauty, in its adornments of flowers and wreathed foliage, 

but more refined and spiritualized than reality' (p.207). 

The vital sympathies of ~oral nature and the movement of 

life and time support both Pearl and the lovers. The divid

ing line between the two lies in the different attitude 

that is adopted towards the reality of sin. When the lovers · 

throw off the whole burden of sin and decide to live their 

life away from the issue of sin they experience joy, freedom, 

and release. But Pearl, who preserves a true instinctive 

awareness of the reality of sin and who forces the letter 

rA'back on Hester's dress, is also supported by the forest 

and the brook and their support is expressed in the creation 

of a spiritual self which is even more real and more beautiful 

than the actual self. The forest provides the flowers and 
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foliage for the adornment of Pearl while the brook reflects 

her spiritualized image. 

Pearl standing at the edge of the brook can be seen 

as a vivid personification of Hawthorne's own conception of 

his book. Adorned with an imaginative recreation of natural 

reality and committed to the truth symbolized in the letter 

A, Hawthorne hoped that his romance, liKe Pearl, would 

have a spiritual essence that would be more beautiful than 

any form of empirical beauty. The romance, like Pearl would 

derive its spirituality and its beauty through the correct 

attitude to sin and its chief value would lie in its embodi

ment of the truth which marks both life and time--the universal 

brotherhood of man despite the reality of sin. 

The forest scene makes clear Hawthorne's attitude 

to sexuality. Hawthorne sees it as an amoral not immoral , 

vitalising force; Without it, Chillingworth is seen to be 

cold and deformed. To-begin with, Hester possesses rich, 

voluptuous, oriental beauty and an impulsive, passionate 

nature. But her isolation and intellectual revolt makes her 

so hard that 'there seemed to be no longer anything in 

Hester's face for love to dwell on'. However, in the forest 

when she throws off the letter A and lets her hair dovm, 

her features recover their softnesso 'Her sex, her youth, 

and the whole richness of her beauty came back from what men 

call the irrevocable past and clustered _themselves, with her 
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maiden hope, and a happiness before unknown, within the 

magic circle of this hour' (p.20t\). Love, Hawthorne says, 

must always create sunshine but it cannot do away with the 

problem of evil. Hester throws away the letter A but what 

is she to do with the letter A in live form? The reality 

of evil,precisely because it is real, cannot be ignored, 

and Hester's attempt to do so, for all the attendant joy 

and release does not succeed. Also, in the joys of love 

there ·is a temptation for dangerous self-absorption. The 

decision of the lovers to get rid of the letter A and come 

together falsifies not just the reality of Pearl but also 

that o{ the Christian world of whlch they too are a part. 

Thus the nature which sympathizes \vi th the lovers is wild 

heathen nature 'never subjugated by human law, nor illumined 

by higher truth'. In Hawthorne's scheme of things, this 

joy is a temptation that will lead to damnation not grace. 

Vitality that accompanies sexuality must be allied with 

sympathy--which is not possible without a genuine acceptance 

of the reality of evil. If it is not accompanied by sympathy, 

it will become a destructive force, that will merely re-

enact past mistakes. For Hawthorne, Hester and Dirnmesdale 

are not renewing their love. Rather they are re-enacting 

their earlier sin of passion but this time with 'princ.iple 

and purpose'. 



Dimmesdale is unable to accept the reality of sin 

because of cowardice. ThereforeQ with Dimmesdale Pearl's 

endeavour is to save him from the destructive consequences 

of his own cowardice and hypocrisy. In the beginning, 

she sympathizes with him but as falsehood begins to eat 

into his being, she becomes hostile. At the Pillory she 

wouldn't let Dimmesdale hold her hand because he refused 

to come out into the open with Hester and herself. Little 

later, she mocks him 'Thou wast not bold!--thou wast not 

true!--Thou wouldst not promise to take my hand, and mother's 

hand, tomorrow noontide!" (p.177). In the forest she 

would not acknowledge the minister and when the latter 

kiss~ her'. she r-wn5 to the brook and washes her fore-

head 'until the unwelcome kiss was quite washed off'. 

Later, after the minister had made his great confession, 

he asked Pearl, 'dear little Pearl, wilt thou kiss me 

now? Thou wouldst not, yonder, in the forest! But now 

thou wilt?' And Pearl~ith tears falling upon her father's 

' cheek kissed his lips. (p.236) 

Thus Pearl forces Hester and Dimmesdale to recognize 

and accept the reality of the letter A. And in face of 

that reality makes them characters well deserving of our 

sympathy. Appropriately, as a character she herself grows 

by learning to sympathizeo Like the letter A, which through 

misunderstanding becomes a mark of devil, but which if 
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properly understood defines the limitations of humanity 

and opens the door to new and potent sympathies, Pearl too 

is poised between the demoniac and the human. She has 

drunk at the turmoil and ~nguish that had pervaded her 

mother's system and to the Puritan as to Hester herself, 

she seemed at times, a 'demon child •. But as Hester recog-

nises at a critical juncture in the novel, 'In the 11~tle 

chaos of Pearl's character there might be seen emerging--

and could have been, from the very first--the steadfast 

principles of an unflinching courage--an uncontrollable 

will--a sturdy pride, which might be disciplined into self 

respect--and a bitter scorn of many things, which,when examined, 

might be found to have the taint of falsehood in them' (p.190). 

All that she needed was something which some people wait for 

throughout life--'a grief that should deeply touch her, and 

thus humanize and make her capable of sympathy • (p.193) • 

. The last great scene where Dimmesdale confesses and forces 

everyone else to acknowledge the reality of sin, develops 

her sympathies in precisely this manner. 'A spell was broken. 

The great scene of grief in which the wild infant bore a 

part, had developed all her sympathies; and as her tears 

fell upto her father's cheek, they were the pledge that 

she would grow up amid human joy and sorrow, nor forever 

do battle with the world, but be a '"oman in it. Towards 

her mother, too, Pearl's errand as a messenger of anguish 

'"as all fulfilled • (p. :236). It is in this development of 
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her sympathies that Pearl comes to differ so much from Chilling

worth. She had performed the same function in respect of 

Hester that Chillingworth performed in respect to Dimmesdale. 

But Chillingworth without these sympath~es ended·up committing 

the unpardonable sin while Pearl embodying the only possible 

positive value the novel can offer relieves the darkening 

close of this tale of human frailty and sorrow. That 

Havrthorne intended this to be so is clear from the fact that 

all along the track of the story Pearl has been associated 

with the rose-bush first mentioned in the opening chapter. 

Pearl's role in the action of the novel confirms 

the idea that as a symbol she represents tbe novel itself. 

This gives the novel, as said earlier, its self~consciousness 

dimension. Hawthorne uses the device to articulate in the 

text his views on the origins and aims of art. At one point 

in the novel, Pearl asks Hester who created her and Hester 

answers hesitantly that it is the heavenly father who has 

sent her but Pearl does not agree. 'He did not send me. 

I have no heave-nly father' {p.142). At Governor Bellingham's 

house, Mr Wilson asks Pearl the same question and she 

answers that she had been plucked by her mother off the 

rosebush of the wild roses that grew by the prison door• 

(p.lSO). The little scene, if we accept Pearl as novel 

within the novel dramatises, Hawthorne's critique of romantic 

theory. In romantic themry a work of art is seen as second 
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nature created by poet in an act anologous to God•s creation 

of the world. Hawthorne, vlith his Purltanical heritage, 

could not accept this.. For him, work of art was not a 

repetition in the finite mind of infinite principle of 

creation. It was rather a result of sympathy born of the 

consciousness of universal sinfulness of man. Significantly, 

the rose-bush mentioned by Pearl was explicitly associated 

by Hawthorne with the value of sympathy in the first chapter. 

Unlike the romantic work of art, the Howthornian 

viOrk of art is designed not so much for the pleasure of the 

audience as to bring home to him the rather unpleasant truth 

about the reality of sin. The function of~rt for Hawthorne 

is very clearly the spiritual education of the reader by 

enabling him to come to terms with the negative realities 

of humanity. Thus in The Marble Faun he singles out Guido's 

painting of Beatrice and Sodoma's painting of Christ for 

special praise. Pearl, like the book, is shown to be 
{A) 

conscious of the reality of sin symbolized by letter<right 

from the beginning. Her role in the book (as we have already 

seen), is the same as the function which the book itself 

is supposed to serve as a work of art. Committed to truth, 

she brings all those with whom she comes into contact, to 

accept the reality of sin. In the final analysis she embodies 
\ 

Ha\'lthorne' s conviction regarding the positive role \vhich art 

can play in the fallen worlde Not only does she connect the 

sinful creator with the rest of humanity but she, like all 
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art objects, born of the consciousness of sin, becomes 

the symbol, a living heiro.glyphic, of the idea that sin 

instead of leading humanity to damnation might actually 

lead it to redemption by enabling it to discover its common 

bond. 

How strange, indeed! Man had marked this 
women's sin by a scarlet letter, which had 
such potent and disastrous efficacy that 
no human sympathy could reach her save it 
were sinful like herself. God, as a direct 
consequence of the sin which man thus 
punished, had given her a lovely child, 
whose place was on the same dishonored 
bosom, to connect her parent forever with 
the race and descent of mortal5 and to 
be finally a blessed soul in heaven! 

(p.136) 

Through the device of the novel within the novel, 

Hawthorne is able to give us insights into the difficulties 

which the author faces while writing. The wo:r:k of art, 

as said earlier, begins to have an independent existence 

in the mind ·of the writer. Occasionally much to his dis-

comfiture, it seems entirely out of his control. Hester's • 

situation in respect to Pearl parallels the writer's situa-

tion in respect to his book. Mindful of her own errors, 

Hester tries to impose a 'tender discipline' on the infant 

mortality that was in her charge but fails entirely. This 

naturally causes her much agony which the author too must 

have felt in relation to his book. 'Hester 9ometimes 

burst into passionate tears ••• Brooding over all these 

matl.t?.rs thE: rnoi;her felt like one who has evolved a spirit, 
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but by some irregularity in the process of conjuration, 

has failed to win the master word, that should control this 

new and incomprehensible intelligence' (p.138). 

A particularly distressing consequence for the 

author is that this independent work of art, since it is 

committed to truth begins to reflect even those aspects of 

the author's personality which the latter would rather not 

f.ace.. In The Marble Faun Miriam • s paintings reflect the 

revengeful thoughts that hauht her. In The Scarlet Letter, 

Hester the creator, sees reflected in the created object, 

Pearl, not only t~rrmoil anguish and despair but also her 

own hatred of the Puritans. 'It appalled her, nevertheless, 

to discern here again a shadowy reflection of that evil 

that had existed in herself' (p.l39). But even more distur

bing is the fiendllke face which Hester sees in Pearl's 

eyes. Thus Hester looking for her own image in the black 

mirror of Pearl's eyes often sees another face, 'fiend

like, full of smiling malice, yet bearing the semblance 

of features that she had known fully well, though seldom 

with smile and never \vi th malice in them' (p.141). The 

face described here can only belong to Dimmesdale and it 

seems fiendlike because Pearl's eyes are reflecting the 

hidden unconscious hatred which both Hester and Dimmesdale 

despite all their love, feel for each other. Thus Hester 

leaves Dimmesdale in the hands of Chillingworth for seven 



75 

long years • ••• or perhaps in the misanthropy of her own 

trouble, she left the minister to bear what she might 

picture to herself as a more tolerable doom• (p.198)o 

on his part, Dimmesdale en~ies Hester her chance to 'work 

out an open triumph over evil within'. Thus when the two 

.... 
meet in the forest,. it was Hith fear ••• and, as it were, 

by a sloH reluctant necessity,, that Arthur Dimmesdale put 

forth his hand, chill as death, and touched the chill hand 

of Hester Prynn' (p.197). Later, when Hester tells him 

that she will accompany him if he decides ~o escape, his 

spontaneous reaction is a kind of horror at her boldness. 

The fiendlike look mirrrored in Pearl's eyes becomes real, 

Hhen Hester tells Dimmesdale about Chillingworth. 'The 

minister looked at her for an instant, with all that 

violence of passion, which ••• was in fact the portion of 

him which the Devil claimed, and through which he sought 

to win the rest. Never was there a blacker or a fiercer 

frown than Hester now encountered. For the brief sp~ce 

that it lasted, it was a d(3rk transfiguration' (p.l99). 

At the end of the book, Hawthorne moralizes, 'It is a curious 

subject of observation and enquiry whether hatred and 

love be not the s~me thing at bottom•. D.H. Lawr~nce in 

his essay on The Scarlet Letter has given a miraculous 

analysis of this hidden current of hostility between the 
u 

two lovers. Undoubtedly, Hawthorne knew disagreeable 
I 

things in his soul and the novel, whether he likes it or 
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not, reflects them all, just as the black mirror of Pearl's 

eyes reveal to Hester her ovm innermost drives. 

Hawthorne knew that a VIork of art should be sincere. 

ir 
But if{were to be totally sincere, it could easily express 

too much. Expressive art has the advantage of authenticity 

but what it reveals might be too dangerous to confront. 

In The Marble Faun, Kenyon is afraid of his statue of 

Cleopatra and Donatello is terrified of what he sees ref-

lected in Mirriam's paintings. In The scarlet Letter, 

Hester is afraid of what she sees reflected in Pearl,and 

thinks of her as the child of a devil. Hawthorne too. 

expressed similar fear and hostility towards his own work 

when he described The Scarlet Letter as a 'hell-fired story'. 

Feidelson in his Symbolism and American Literature 

argues that symbolists necessarily depict the mind of the 

writer at the creative pitch. Although Feidelson thinks 

of Ha\'lthorne as someone caught between allegory and symbolism, 

in The Scarlet Letter,· Hawthorne emerges as a perfect 

symbolist "'"ho can te.H a ta le.J as well as the story of the 

tale's creation.., at the same time. 
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Chapter III 

THE HOUSE OF THE SEVEN GABLES 

In The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne had stated in 

unambiguous terms that for humanity there cannot be any 

escape from past sin. But determined to write a more 

cheerful novel, Hawthorne in The House of Seven Gables 

shows in Hepzibah and Cliffor~a partial repair of the breach 

which guilt has once made into the human·soul, and in Phoebe 

and Holgrave, a complete repair. Concerned vdth the relation

ship of the present with the past, Hawthorne in this novel 

is trying to shOYl that though the present is inextricably 

linked with the past, ~hat though the Past tends to re-

enact itself in the present, it is still possible for the 

inheritors to undo the knot of the past and chart out a 

future which is not a re-enactment but a renewal. 

The past in .The House of the Seven Gables is both 

the Bilical past of all mankind and the Puritan past of the 

Pyncheo~s: and the Maules. When ~~tthew Maule built his 

house, he chose an Arcadian spot, •a natur~l spring of soft 

water--a rare treasure on the sea grit peninsula, where 

the Puritan settlement was made--had early induced (him) to 

build a hut ••• 
1 

But the original innocence of the spot·is 
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violated by the abuse of Maule's right as the first owner 

and by his unjust persecution as a supposed wizard, by 

Colonel Pyncheon. Thus when the house of the geven Gables 

is built, the spring turns brackish.and the house itself 

becomes a symbol of the original guilt which is passed 

from generation to gener~tion. 'If so, we are left to 

dispose of the av;ful query, \vhether each inheritor of the 

property--conscious of the wrong, and failing to rectify it-

did not commit anew the great guilt of his ancestor and 

incur all its original responsibilities' (p.254). The house 

also becomes the focus of resentment for the succeeding 

Maule generations. This resentment culminates in the hideous 

revenge extracted by l~thew Maule on Alice Pyncheon. 

The present in The House of the Seven Gables is 

being lived by Hepzibah, Clifford, Holgrave and Phoebe and 

it is shewn to be intimately linked to the Past by the 

concept of inheritance. Hepzibah and Clifford inherit the 

great house and with it the guilt that isolates them from 

the rest of the society and destroys their vi-tality. Judge 

Pyncheon inherits not only the features of Colonel Pyncheon 

but also his temperament and his ruthless acquisitiveness. 

The judge's character sho,vs 'that the weakness and defects, 

the bad passions, the mean tendencies and the moral diseases 

which lead to crime are handed down from one generation to 

another by a far surer process of transmission than human 
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law has been able to establish in respect to the riches 

and honours which it seeks to entail upon posterity' (po314). 

Holgrave inherits the mysterious Maule eye and also the 

hidden hostility of the Maule's for the Pyncheons. Phoebe, 

though she comes from outside, bears the ancestral relation 

to Alice Pyncheon and like her she too is essentially 

innocento The garden of the house described as 'Eden 

of a thunder smitten Adam• also reflects the biblical 

past that underlies this Puritan tale. Because of the 

renarkable continuity, the present is seen as virtual prisoner 

of the past and the mistakes of the past generations threaten 

to repeat themselves again in the present. Ip the case 

of Judge Pyncheon, the past does re-enact itself completely. 

N0 t only does he pursue wealth and power with the energy 

ana ruthless unscruplousness of the old colonel, but he 

also meets a similar fate. He too dies in his hour af 

triumph, his-beard saturated with blood. Hepzibah and Cli-

fford, Holgrave and Phoebe are, however, shown to escape 

from the trap of their inheritance. Hepzibah and Clifford 

regain at least part of their humanity while Holgrave and 

Phoebe transfigure the earth and make it Eden againc It is 

by concentrating on this movement of renewal that we will 

be able to unravel the intricacies of action and arrive 

. 1.. 
at the core of the book's mean1ng. 
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The movement of renewal in Hepzibah begins when 

fo,rced by necessity she opens a shop in the house. The 

unhealthy house embodying the Pyncheon guilt is exposed 

by this act of Hepzibah to the healthy influences of the 

outside world. As Holgrave her first customer tells her, 

'Hitherto the life blood had been chilling in your veins 

as you sat aloof... Henceforth you>'ll at least have the 

sense of healthy and natural effort for a purpose, and of , 

lending your strength--be it great or small--to the united 

struggle of mankind' (p.269). The truth of what Holgrave 

has said is borne out later when Hepzibah receives her 

first copper coin. Hawthorne describes the coin as a talis

man vlhich had a subtle effect o'n Hepzibah 'both in body 

and in mind'. After receiving the coin 'she felt the novelty 

of her position, but no longer with disturbance or affright. 

Now and then, there CQ~e a thrill of almost youthful enjoy

ment. It was the invigorating breath of fresh outward 

atmosphere, after the long torpor and monotonous seclUsion 
. 

of her life... The healthiest glow Hepzibah had known for 

years had come now ••• ' (p.275). 

Later in the novel, though weak and timorous, 

she confronts Judge Pyncheon in the shop and proves more 

than a match for him. However, the escape from the house 

and the journey of the two owls is the final break from 

the past, "At last, therefore, and after so long estrangement 



8 •') t_) 

from everything that the world acted or enjoyed, they had 

drawn into the great currer.t.of human life, and were swept 

away with it, as by the suction of fate itself' (p.397). 

Clifford, Hepzibah's brother, and the other owner of the 

venerable mansion, is shown to be even more helpless and 

in a different way even ~ore vain than Hepzibah about his 

past. Clifford is characterised as an abortive lover of 

the beautifulo A nature like Clifford's, Hawthorne points 

out, is alv1ays 'selfish in its essence' and this selfishness, 

despite its imprisonment is clearly visible in the instinctive 

way in which he turns awaY from Hepzibah just because she 

was old and uglyc Such was his inherent selfishness that 

Hawthorne finds it necessary to.comment, 'It is even possible 

that if Clifford, in his foregoing life, had enjoyed the 

means of cultivating his taste to its utmost perfectibility, 

that subtle attribute might before this period, have completely 

eaten out or filed away his affection'. And from this point 

of view, even his long confinement had its advantages; 

'shall we venture to pronounce, therefore, that his long 

and black calamity may not have had a redeeming drop of mercy 

at the bottom'? (p.3:l0). 

Cliffords' cure too is seen in terms of ending 

his isolation and confinement within the house. When a 

political procession p~sses on the Pyncheon street, it 

seemed to Clifford that 'it was a mighty river of life' 
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and he feels if he were to join it, he would become another 

man. 'He needed a shock or perhaps he required to take a 

deep plunge into the ocean of .human life, and to sink down 

and be covered- by its profoundness, and then to emerge, 

sobered, invigorated, restored to the world and to himself' 

(p.342). 

His escape from the house, after Judge Pyncheon's 

death, and his travel on the railroad is seen as just such 

a plunge. The railroad is described as 'life itself' and 

during the journey Clifford displays uncharacteristic ini-

tiative, energy and intellectual vigour as he develops his 

cyclic view of history. 

Finally~ after the house has been restored to a 

~~ule and the 200 year old burden of guilt has been removed, 

we are shown a Clifford who has recovered a part of h~ 

faculties and who also has it in his heart to be kind to 

uncle Venner. The author comments: 

The first effect of his freedom, as we 
have witnessed in Clifford's aimless 
flight, was tremulous exhileration. 
Subsiding from it he did not sink into 
his former intellectual apathy. He, 
never, it is true, attained the full 
measure of what might have been his 
intellectual faculties. But he recovered 
enough of them to light up his character ••• ' 

(p. 432) 
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Phoebe, the ancestral descendant of Alice Pyncheon, 

is characterised as unfa llen and innocent. · She comes 

to stay in the house of the Seven Gables from a rural 

New England village so she is not directly associated 

with the Pyncheon crime against the Ma-ules. Her presence 

lightens the gloom of the dreary mansion and her genial 

temperament is the daily comfort of her two forlorn rela

tives. But because her innocence implies a non-awareness 

of the reality of sin, during the course of the action 

she has to go through a painful process of education that 

enables her to come to terms with the reality of the house 

in which she is living. It is only after she has recognised 

and accepted the reality of sin that she can play her part 

in the creation of New Eden at. the end of the book. 

The author makes it clear that Phoebe's innocence 

is a limitation in the context of the book. She is very 

good for Clifford but we are told that she is incapable 

of understanding his real self because 'her sphere lay 

too much in the actual'. This limitation is made even 

more visible in her assessment of Judge Pyncheon's character. 

When Hepzibah warns her that the Judge is w1cked, she does 

not believe her and concludes that the latter's judgement 

was coloured by the family feud. 'A wider scope of view 

and a deeper insight may see rank, dignity and st~tion 

all proved illusory, BO far as regards to their claim to 
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human reverence, and yet not feel as if the universe 

were thereby tumbled into chaos. But Phoebe, in order to 

keep the universe in its old place, was fain to smother, 

in some degree, her own intuitions as to Judge Pyncheon's 

character •• ~' (pe 322). 

It is this blindness about the negative forces 

operating beneath the sur~ace of things that makes her 

such an easy victim of Holgrave's mesmerism. In the earlier 

era, Alice had put blind faith in her own innocence and 

purity and had come to grief falling under ~aule's spell. 

Phoebe too would have been lost, but for the fact that 

Holgrave, at a critical point, is able to resist. the tempt

ation of establishing his control over hero In the course 

of action, it is this preconceived optimism, this easy 

faith in world's goodness, which Phoebe loses~ She tells 

Holgrave before she leaves £or the country, 'I have grown 

a great deal older, in this little time. Older, and, I 

hope, wiser, and--not exactly sadder--but certainly with 

not half so much lightness in my spirits!' (pe372)o Holgrave 

puts her 'loss' in perspective by commenting 'you have lost 

nothing worth keeping, nor which it was possible to keep'. 

He goes on to say that in the development of the soul it 

is only by losing the 'shallow gayety-of youth' that one 

recovers profounder happiness. The book records precisely 

such a grovlth in Phoebe. When she returns from the country 

sojourn, we ar~ told that she is not like the Phoebe who 
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had arrived earlier. 'Though not altogether so blooming 

as when she first tripped into our story--for, in the few 

intervening weeks, her experience had made her graver, more 

womanly and deeper eyed, in token of heart, that had begun 

to suspect its depths' (p.422). And it is this grown and 

changed Phoebe who with Holgrave later transfigures the 

earth into another Eden, overthrowing the mighty hold of 

the past on the present. 

Holgrave, the revolutionary, is shown to have an 

enquiring and analytical mind both ego-centric, and in 

human terms, cold. When Phoebe refuses to pry deeply into 

Clifford's soul, Holgrave asserts, 'had I your opportu-

nities, no scruple would prevent me from fathoming Clifford 

to the full depth of my plummet line' (p.350). The same 

cold analytical mind is clearly reflected in the reasons 

which he gives for his irrational involvement with the fate 

of the two Pyncheons: 

It is not my impulse, as regards these 
two individuals, either to help or to 
hinder, but to look onu to ana1yze, to 
explain matters to myself, and to compre
hend the drama which for almost two hundred 
years has been dragging its slow strength 
over the ground where you and I now tread. 
If permitted to witness the close, I doubt 
not to derive a moral satisfaction from it 
go matters how they may. 

(p.373). 
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Phoebe is apalled at this and she begins to doubt whetber 

Holgrave is a friend or an ene.my. She points out that he 

seems to be looking at Hepzibah '.s and Clifford's misfortune; 

as if it was all part of a tragedy. 1 I do not like this'. 

She goes on to say categorically, 'the play costs the 

performers too much and the audience is too cold hearted' 

'(p. 373). 

Mathew .fvlaul, ln an earlier era, had displayed 

a similar cold arrogance in his treatment of Alice Pyncheon. 

The past suddenly catches ·up with Holgrave when Phoebe, 

listening to his ~tory, is nearly mesmerised. He could 

see as he finished his story 'that with one wave of the 

hand and a corresponding effort of his will he could 

complete his mastery over her' (p.370). 

The temptation to do so is enormous and Hawthorne 

deliberately links the temptation to the qualities Holgrave 

had inherited from his past, his cold enquiring mind and 

his egoistic desire to exercise power over others. 'To a 

disposition like Holgrave, at once speculative and active, 

there is no temptation so great as the opportunity of 

acquiring empire over the human spirit, nor any idea more 

seductive to a young man, than to become the arbiter of a 

young girl's destiny' (p. 370). That Holgrave is gble to 

overcome this temptation is a victory over the negative self 

that he had inherited from the past. His complete emergence 
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from the past, however 6 is possible only when he can realise 

that as an audience he is not all that distant, that his 

cold hearted observation of the Pyncheon drama was actually 

destroying him too. After the death of Judge Pyncheon, 

his arrogance melts away in the face of precisely this 

realization and he is able to surrender fully to the re-

juvenating love of Phoebe. 

The presence of the yonder dead man 
threw a great black shadow over every
thing; he made the univers~ so far as 
my perception could reach, a scene of 
guilt and of retribution more dreadful 
than~guilt. The sense of it look away 
my youth. I never hoped to feel young 
again! The world looked strange, wild, 
evil, hostile; my past life, so lone
some and dreary; my future, a shapeless 
gloom, which I must mould into gloomy 
shapes! But ?hoebe, you crossed the 
threshold: and hope, warmth and joy came 
in with you! The black moment at once 
became a blissful one. It must not pass 
without the spoken word. I love you. 

(p.427) 

It is his love for Phoebe that finally helps him 

to emerge out of the prison of his own ego. Holgrave's 

later recapitulation of his own radical position, however, 

unconvincing or unsatisfactory it might seem to the reader, 

is s~en by Hawthorne as something positive because it 

marks the complete surrender of his ego and, therefore, 

the snapping of the last linkwith the dead past. 
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cutting across the action of the nov~l are the 

two other major thematic concerns of Hawthorne: contemporary 

American history and sexuality. The lessons dravm from 

the reality of sin are applied to the particular historical 

situation of America and to the emotional life of individuals. 

The contrast between Hepzibah and Clifford, who 

are the direct inheritors of the Pyncheon guilt and the 

comparative outsiders, Phoebe and Holgrave, is deliberately 

developed by Hawthorne as a contrast between old gentility 

and the rising democracy. Phoebe's self reliance, her 

vitality and her ability to manage the kitchen and the 

school are credited to the fact that her father married 

beneath his rank; while Hepzibah's genteel helplessness, 

her inability to merge with human sympathie~ is seen to be 

a result of 'her deeply cherished and ridiculous conscious-

·ness of long descent, her shadowy claim to princely territory' 

(p.291)o It was, Hawthorne goes to state explicitly 'a fair 

parallel between New Plebianism and old Gentility' (p.291)e 

Reinforcing the contrast .is the pres.entation 

of Belgrave as a representative young American. Homeless, 

continually changing his whereabouts and his occupation, 

he nevertheless possesses an identity of hiw own and also 

a conscience. He thinks of himself as a thinker who wants 

to discover his own path. Summing him up, Hawthorne writes: 
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Altogether in his culture and want of 
culture, in his crude# ,,Jild misty philosophy, 
and the practical experience that counter
acted some of its tendencies, in his magna
nimous zeal of man's welfare and his reckless
ness of whatever the ages had established in 
man's behalf: in his faith and infide~lity, 
in what he had and what he lacked--the artist 
might fitly enough stand forth as the repre
sentative of many compeers in his native land. 

(p.351) 

And as a representative American he hates the past and 

looks forward to the future. He tells Phoebe: 

.•• Just think a moment, and it wil~ 
startle you to see what slaves we are 
to by gone times-to Death, if we give 
the matter the right word. A dead man, 
if he happens to have made a will, dis
poses of wealth no longer his own ••• 
A dead man sits on all our judgement 
seats: and living judges do but search 
out and repeat his decisions. We read 
in dead ma.n • s books! We laugh at dead 
men 1 s jokes, and cry at dead men's 
pathos! We are sick of dead men's dis
eases, physical and moral, and die of 
the same remedies with which dead doctors 
killed their patients! We worship the 
living deity according to dead man's 
forms and creeds. Whatever we seek to 
do, of our own free motion, a dead man's 
icy hand obstructs us! And we must be 
dead ourselves before we can begin to 
have our proper influence on our own world, 
which will then be no longer our world, 
but the world of another generation, 
with vJI1ich we shall have no shadow of a 
right to interfere •• o 

(p.353) 



92 

He repeatedly reiterates the advantages of democracy and 

frowns upon the older aristocratic system. He tells Hepzibah, 

1 These names of gentleman and lady had a meaning in the 

past history of the world and conferred privileges, desirable 

or otherwise, on those entitled to bear them. In the present-

and still more in the future condition of society--they 

imply, not privileges, but restrictions 1 (p.269) •. 

The significance of rising democracy and healthy 

advantages for mankind associated with it are made apparent 

not just through the representative figures of Phoebe and 

Clifford, but also through the actions and reactions of Hep

zibah and Clifford. After opening the shop and regaining 

part of her hum::mity, even Hepzibah (begins to entertain a 

sentiment of virulence towards the idle aristocracy to which 

it had been so recently been her pride to belong• (p.275). 

And Clifford at one dramatic moment, wants to end his isolation 

once and for all by· joining a passing political procession. 

Although the superiority of the democrats vis-a-vis 

the older, feudal gentility is stressed, f~wthorne is conscious 

of the limitations that go with democratic individualism 

and his representative characters have to face and 'overcome 

these limitations before they can create a new Eden. Phoebe 

has to grow out of her settled and easy optimism and come 

to terms \.Yith the harsh realities around, while Holgrave 

has to rise above the perils bf egoism and has to learn ~ 
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treat human beings as human beings and not as objects of cold

hearted enquiry. 

Parallaling this is the presentation and analysis 

of the other major force that was shaping contemporary 

American society--the ownership of private property and the 

lust for wealth that went with it. In the Preface; Hawthorne 

had commented on the folly of •tumbling down an avalanche 

of illgotten gold, or real estate, on the heads of an unfor

tunate posterity, thereby to maim and crush themo •• ' and 

in the book, this theme is reiterated continuously. 

It is because of this sustained criticism of the 

ownership of private property and all that- it bring~ in 

its wake that the conclusion of the book seems so dissatis

fying. In the end, we see Phoebe, Hepzibah, Clifford and 

Holgrave happily driving off into the sunset after inheriting 

the property of the villanous judge. The judge, being a 

reincarnation of the old Colonel stands as a type for the 

ruthless crafty, immoral and greedy individual who would do 

anything to accumulate wealth and his legacy cannot be cleansed 

merely by handing it over to one of his victims. In the 

interests of poetic justice, Hawthorne seems to have over

looked the fact that in bestowing illgotten gain on all 

those ·who had been previously deprived of it, ~ was sowing 

all over again, the same seeds of evil. 



Mattheissen seeks to explain the contradiction 

by emphasising Hawthorne's faith in the continuation of the 

democratic opportunity. Mattheissen writes, 'He (Hawthorne) 

took for granted that in democratic society, the domineering 

influence of pr1vate wealth would not be able to hold the 

evil sway that it did in the narrowy aristocratic era of 
3 

the Colonel Pyncheon'. Alan t.Jpyd Gardener Smith sees in 

the ending 'the least attractive ideology of the American 

Rennaissance'--a yet another attempt to reconcile economic 
~4-

inequality by imposing a syr~olic reading of wealth~ 

This problematic ending, however, highlights one 

of the major weaknesses in all of Hawthorne's writings. 

His conviction about the reality of evil being the only 

truth available to man enables him to penetrate the front 

put up by individuals and society and identify all that is 

going 'vvrong-but the same conviction undercuts his ability 

to suggest any effective countermeasure that would cure the 

ills that he has himself pinpointed. His writings are full 

of radical perceptions but there are no radical remedies. 

Because he tries to demonstrate the truth of evil as the 

only truth and because in his framework it is neither possible 

nor desirable for rna n to try and cure the origina 1 cause 

of all that a wrong, in terms of the day-to~day world of 

buying and selling, he is automatically lef~ upholding 

the status quo. This weakness is particularly noticeable--
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and irksome--in this novel because he has provided it with 

a 'happy ending'. His other .romances, in accord with his 

darkJ imaginative logic, close darkly. 

The contrast between the guilty and the less guilty, 

between old gentility and new plebianism is worked out 

in terms.of sexuality as well. Hepzibah and Clifford, 

isolated in their mansion and living utterly in the past, 

are entirely devoid of any sexuality. Phoebe and Holgrave 

ar:.e, on the other hand, vita 1 and sensual. Holgrave is port

rayed as young and energetic with a forceful and energetic 

personality which attracts Phoebe. While Phoebe for all her 

innocence, rouses some form of sexual desire in the Judge 

and even in the decrepit Clifford. sexuality in the book 

is, therefore, seen as both vitalising and humanising. 

But inherent in his treatment of the theme is the acute 

realization that without sympathy, sexuality would degenerate 

into a vicious war of the sexes, the desire of the male to 

dominate the female, and the effort of the female to resist 

the domini!tion. 

The most striking illustration of Hawthorne's 

consciousness of what sexuality can degenerate into is his 

description of tre sex life of the Puritans qnd their treat

ment of their wives. In tracing the similarities between 

Colonel Pyncheon, the original progenitor,and Judge Pyncheon 

his later reincarnation, Hawthorne writes: 
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The Puritan--if not belied by some 
singular stories, murmured even at 
this day, under the narrator's breath-
had fallen into certain transgressions 
to which men of his great animal develop
ment, whatever their faith or principles. 
must continue liable, until they put 
of impurity, :-,1 ong v-ri th the gross 
earthly substance that involves it ••• 
The Puritan, again, an autocrat in his 
own household had worn out three wives 
and, merely by the rc~rnorseles s v.reight 
and hardness of his character in the 
conjugal relation, hdd ::->ent them, one 
after another, broken hearted, to their 
grave.... The judge had 'dedded but a 
single wife, and lost he~ in the third 
and fourth yF~ar of their rna.rriag<:: .. 
There was a fable ••• that the lady got 
her death blow in the honeymoon. and 
never smiled again, because her husband 
compelled her to serve him with coffee, 
every morning at his bedside, in token 
of :fidelity to her liege c:.nd m:1ster • 

. (p.317) 

The phenomenon of mesmerism lends itself easily to 

discussion of sexuali t'l.f and it is through mesmerism that 

Hawthorne analyzes the nature of conflict inherent in man 

c=tnd woman relationship, both in The House of the Seven Gables 

and The Blithedal.e Romances. In this novel, Alice and Maule 

are attracted to each other but because of the pride of the 

forme~ and the revengefulness of the latter, the attraction 

degenerates into a conflict betHeen 'vmman's might' and 

'man's might' which as Hawthorne points out, is a 'match 

not often equal on the part of woman'~ Alice loses, becomes 

a plaything of too IvJaule and dies a horrible death, Phoebe 

too feels the animal magnetism of Holgrave's personality and 



8'1 

is exposed to the same danger as Alice. The effects of 

mesmerism are once again described in terms of sado-masochistic 

sexual surrender. 

with the lids drooping over her eyes, 
••• she leaned slightly tO\vards him, and 
seemed almost to regulate her breath by 
his ••• His glance, as he fastened it 
on the young girl, grew involuntarily 
more concentrated; in his attitude there 
was the consciousness of power, investing 
his hardly mature figure with a dignity 
that did not belong to this physical 
manifestation. 

(p.370) 

Unlike Maule, Holgrave possessed the high quality 

of reverence for another 1 s indivuality 40 ""fhough severely 

tempted, he does not repeat the mistake of Mathew Maule. 

In the end it is Phoebe's love thet saves him by enabling 

him to shed his coldness and his egoism. 

In the novel~ Hawthorne self-consciously examines 

problems co~cerning the American artist in particular and 

artists in general. In the grasping and materialistic 

nineteenth century J1merican, the artist was generally an 

isolated and misunderstood figure. In his story 'The Artist 

of the Beautiful', Hawthorne had given full expression to 

the conflict between the artist OWe~warland and his hostile 

environment. In The House of the Seven Gables, the same 

theme is echoed once again for Clifford is characterized 
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aesthetic temperament is utterly helpless before the grasping 

energy of the materialistic judge. Hawthorne states explicitly 

that any conflict between them is like flinging a procelian 

vase, -vlith already a crack in it, against 'a granite column'. 

Through this unequal math, Hawthorne depicts how the hard 

competitve drives that underlie the growing con~ercialism 

turn against and crush potentially richer aesthetic existence. 

In this book, however, all is not well on the 

aesthetic front either. Unlike Owen Warland, Clifford is 

not idolised and Hawthorne uses him to pinpoint the weaknesses 

and defects that can underlie the artistic temperament. 

Through Clifford he shov1s that the excessive fondness of 

beauty can easily lead one away from the chaotic human exist-

ence and the isolation can bread a selfish demand for the 

gratification of one's own need. Cliffords partial redempt-

ion begins only after he had plunged into life by his escape 

on the railroad, and after he had learned to value uncle 

Venner's simplicity and goodness. Significantly, all these 

changes in Clifford are linked to his growing awareness of 

the working of sin in human history in general and his own 

history in ~rticular. 'You are aware, my dear Sir, ' he 

tells the old gentleman on the train, 'that all human progress 

is in a circle... vVhile \ve fancy ourselves going straight 

forward, and attaining, at ·every step, an entirely new 
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long ago tried and abandoned... The past is but a coarse 

and sensual prophecy of the present and future'. Applying 

his new found wisdom to his own particular situation, he goes 

on to say, 'what we call real estate--the solid ground to 

build a house on--is the board foundation on which nearly 
q~i\~ 

all the qu!~t of the world rest. A man will commit almost 

any wrong--he will heap up an immense pile of wickedness, 

as hard as granite, an~ which will weigh as heavily upon 

his soul, to eternal ages--only to build a great, gloomy 

d.Jrk charnberec1 !1h:Jnsion, for hjrnsel£ to die in, and for his 

~osterity to be miserable in' (p~401). In short, Clifford's 

partial redemption as the lover of the beautiful is directly 

linked to his growing awareness of the workings of sin 

and resultant growth in sym_pathy as manifest in his treat-

ment of both Hepzibah and Venner. 

Through Holgrave, Hawthorne highlights some of the 

other dangers that can beset the artist. Holgrave, being a 

photographer, is a practitioner of an empirical art-form 

but his claims for his art rest on non-emprical romantic 

ideals. 

There is wonderful insight in Heaven's 
broad and simple sunshi. :e. vlhile we 
give it credit for only depicting the 
surface, it actually brings out the 
secret character, with a truth, that 
no painter could ever venture upon, even 
if he could detect j~ 

·(p.298). 
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As an artist, therefore, he is exposed to the 
-

dangers inherent in both empirical and imaginative modes 

of perception. Obviously, Hawthorne too must have felt 

exposed to the_same dangers; since he too as a romance 

writer sought to bring together the ideal and the actual. 

As an em~irical artist, he is exposed to the danger of be-

coming a mere cold hearted observer of life. He thinks of 

the actual lives being lived by the Pyncheons as a play and 

is such a cold hearted observer that Phoebe actually begins 

to doubt whether he is a friend or an enemy. As a romantic 

artist, he is exposed to the danger of self-absorption. 

There is in the book a fresh look at the romantic 

aesthetics of reception. A major criterion of judging the 

excellence of a work of art in the romantic period was that 

of intensity, its capacity to cast a spell on its audience 

and move it to its very depths. In Hawthorne, however, 

any phenomenon that gives one individual power over others 

is suspect. Hawthorne dramatises and analyses the dangers 

inherent in the romantic aesthetics of reception through 

the phenomenon of mesmerism. Holgrave tells Phoebe the 

story of Mathew Maule and Alice. He tells it in such a way 

that he ends up exercising full control over his audience. 

So much so that he could have with just a little extra effort, 

once again perpetrated the crime_of Mathew Maule. Unlike 

Mathew, Holgrave resists the temptation and goes on to create 
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with Phoebe's help a new Eden. Significantly, Holgrave 1 s 

movement of renewal also begins only after he had shed his 

coldness and his habit of detached observation, and only 

after he had discovered in the love of Phoebe the value of 

surrendering the self rather than holding on to it egoistically~ 
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Notes 

1 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The House of the Seven 
Gables in The Complete Novels and Selected Tales of 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. Norman Holmes Pearson, p.246. 
All subsequent quotations refer to this edition; the 
page number is given in parentheses. 

2Fogle in his discussion of the book in 
Hawthorne's Fiction: The light and the dark, seems to 
have missed this point completely. He writes, 'The 
House of the seven Gables is concerned with the effects 
of evil action... As in The Scarlet Letter the act 
cannot.be recalled; in the world there is no anullment, 
no ~iping the slate clean ••• 'p.lSO. 

3Matthiessen, 'The House of the seven Gables' 
in Hawthorne: Twentieth Century Views, ea. A.N. Kaul 6 

p.150. 

4
Allan Gardner Lloyd Smith, Eve Tempted, p.47. 



Chap~er IV 

THE BLITHEDALE Ra~NCE 

In The Blithedale Romance, like in the other two 

romances .. there are four major characters trying to come to 

terms with the reality of universal sin. Hollingsworth 

is egocentric and is totally absorbed in himself and in his 

schemes, Zenobia is proud and rebellious: Priscilla is inno

cent and ignorant and Covardale,as an active participant, 

is the superflo~ man fittering away his energies because he 

seemingly lacks 'purpose'. The setting too is in many w~ys 

familiar. The farm where the idealists conduct their experi

rrent of community living is given an Edenic dimension while 

the idealists themselves are repeatedly identified with 

Puritan forefathers. In this romance, Hawthorne once again 

exploits the similarity between the Edenic myth and the 

~th of America that inspired its settlement to give his 

fiction a universal as well as an immediately relevant 

social dimension. The eventual failure of the nineteenth 

century idealists at Blithedale becomes emblematic of the 

failure of mankind in general and that of the American 

experiment in particular. 

The idealists fail because in their transqendental 

and democratic enthusiasm they ignore the reality of universal 
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sine 'Altogether, by projecting our minds outwards, we 

had imparted a show of novelty to existence,and contemplated 
I 

it as hopefully as if the soil beneath our feet had not been 

fc:lthom deep with the dust of deluded generations, on every

one of whicho it had imposed itself as hitherto unwedded 
I 

bride' (p~515). In the Hawthornian scheme of things, unless 

man recognizes and accepts his own limits he will merely 
' I 

re-enact past mistakes. Renewal is possible only in terms 

of the recognition of the universal bro~herhood of man. 

Ironically, the·idealists believe in the brotherhood 

of man above all-things. At the Blithedale they were trying 

to evolve a social system which would be governed by this 
• 

belief. But their belief is suspect because it is not grounded 

' in a realistic awareness of the limits of man. In the 

absence of this awareness, despite their sincerity, their 

idealism and their good intentions, become merely a pose 

and their experiment becomes playacting. a masquerade, a 

counterfeit Arcadia. On the Edenic farm, the past mistakes 

are once again repeatede In nineteenth century America, 

the fall of Adam and the Puritan lapses are re-enacted and 

what ought to have been the truth is once again lost. 

Significantly, the colL,pse of the Blithedale 

experiment is signalled by the symbol which Hawthorne habitually 

uses to signify the sinful condition of man--the cemetry. 

Once Coverdale jokingly tells Hollingsworth: 'And I shall 
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never feel as if this were real, practical, as well as 

poetical system of human life, until som·ebody has sanctified 

it by death ••• would it not be well, even before we have 

the ~bsolute need of it, to fix upon a spot for a cemetry' 

(p.516). The hidden truth-in his remark is borne out later 

when the need to choose a spot for burial ground delivers 

a mortal blow to the experiment itself. Zenobia's suicide 

tolls the knell of the Blithedale experiment for the reasons 

that led to her death also le~to the failure of the Blithe

dale experiment. 

The single most important reason for the death of 

Zenobia was the fact that she along with the Blithedale ideal

ists had not really C'utgrown. her past habits of thought. 

surprising himself with his own orphic wisdom, Coverdale once 

tells Priscilla, 'No summer ever came back, and no two summers 

were ever alike... Times change, and people change; and if 

our hearts do not change as readily, so much the worse for 

us' (p.523)e In The House of the Seven Gables, Hawthorne 

had shown the present as a prisoner of the past in terms· of 

guilt for social and economic crimes. In The Blithedale 

Romance he shows the tragic consequences of the persistence 

of the past modes of thought and behaviour in terms of emotional 

responses of men and women. 

The Blithedale-farm is characterized as a place 

where the 'tender passion' rules. 'While inclining us to the 

soft affections of the· golden age, it seemed to authorize 
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any individual of either sex to fall in love with any other, 

regardless of what would elsevJhere be judged suitable and 

prudent. Accordingly, the tender passion was very rife 

among us, in various degrees of mildness and virulence ••• • 

(p.481). The persistence of past, outmoded patterns of 

behaviour is shown through the contradictoi.y emotional 

responses of the various characters. Zenobia projects 

herself as someone who would raise her voice'in behalf 

s'-'e. 
of woman's liberty• but~falls helplessly in love with the 

man who would not hesitate to call upon men to use their 

superior physical force 'that unmistakable evidence of sever-

eignty • to scourge women back v.rithin their proper bounds .. 

Coverdale would have women run the government and the church 

but falls in love, not trlith the 'new' women Zenobia but 

with the clinging Priscilla 'the type of womanhood, such as 

man has spent centuries in making' (p.Sll) .• Hollingsworth 

projects himself as the man of iron who is completely devoted 

to the singleminded pursuit of an exalted purpose. But he 

prefers the blind, uncritical veneration of Priscilla to 

Zenobia's combination of beauty and brains, when the latter 

obviously would have been of much greater help to him. 

Thu~even in the free and liberated Blithedale fsrm, where 

the idealists are try;1.ng to lay the fo.undations of a new 

society, old emotional patterns continue. Both the men cannot 

help falling in love with Priscilla who fits the traditional" 

stereotype of the clinging woman and both the women c'annot help 
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falling in love with Hollingsworth 'liTho fits the traditional 

stereotype of the assertive, aggressive and chauvanistic 

male. Naturally, the chauvanistic male and the clinging 

woman come together, while Zenobia and Coverdale are left 

in the cold. Zenobia commits suicide while Coverdale goes on 

to lead a desolate, lonely life and ends up becoming the 

romancer who pens The Blithedale Romance • 

Zenobia, horribly petrified, is flushed out of the 

stream in which she had drowned herself. Her death empha-

sizes the tint of Arcadian affectation that had characterised 

life at Blithedale. The author tells us, 'Zenobia ••• was 

not quite simple in her death. She had seen pictures, I 

suppose, of drowned persons in lithe and graceful attitudes. 

And she deemed it well and decorous to die as so many 

village maidens have, wronged in their first love, and seek-

ing _peace in the bosom of the old, familiar stream... But 

in Zenobia's case there was some tint of the Arcadian affect-

ation that had been visible enough in all our lives for a 

few months past' (p.579). Later, Westerwelt makes the same 

point more forcefully. 

The tint of Arcadian affectation in Zenobia and 

in Blithedale community once again has to be seen in terms 

of the persistence of the past in the present. Since the 

past is merely re-enacting itself in different ways--the 
' 

pres~nt loses its authenticity and becomes mere piayacting, 
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a masquerade. The past in Hawthorne, however, includes 

not just the immediate past of the characters, not just the 

Puritanic past of America but also the Adamic past of all 

of mankind. History for Hawthorne begins with the fall and 

any real renewal in the present is possible only if man 

has faced and countered the original cause of the fall--

the real existence of evil within man himself. Both the 

Blithedale idealists and Zenobia fail to do so. Thus the 

Blithedale experiment degenerates into a game for the adults 

and eventually fails. 

Despite being a feminist of sorts, when the cruch 

comes Zenobia betrays Priscilla to iilestervel t, and finally 

acting the part of tragic queen, kills herself. This, as 

the author points out, takes nothing a\vay from the tragedy. 

'For has not the world come to an awfully sophi-sticated 

past, v.;hen, after a certain degree of acquaintance with 

it, we cannot even put ourselves to death in a whole hearted 

way' (p.,579). 

In The Blithedale Romance, the burden of self-conscious-

ness is carried by actor, spectator, narrator - Coverdale. 

In the action that he describes, Coverdale is 9n active 

participant, the spectator as well as the writer. To demonst-

rate how Hawthorne uses the artist figure to give his text 

the self-conscious dimension we will examine how Hawthorne 
' 

portrays Coverdale's character in the three roles mentioned 

above .. 
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Coverdale • s marginal ro.le as an active participant 

in the action of the novel serves to highlight the problematic 

situation of the artist in the American society. The Blithe-

dale fqrm is presented as a miniature version of America 

and parallels are consta.ntly drawn between the little commu

nity and the larger nation. Like the pilgrim foref~thers 

who helped to settle America, the idealists too are seen 

as people who had broken away from a corrupt social syste~; 

they are also seen as people who were trying to set up a 

social system inspired by the ideal of the democratic brother-

hood of man which, like America itself, would serve as an · 

example for the rest of mankind. 

We had left the rusty framework of society 
behind us; we had broken through many 
hinderances that are powerful enough to 
keep most people on the weary treadmill 
of the established system, even while 
they feel its irksomeness almost as 
intolerable as we did ••• It was our 
purpose to give up whatever we had hereto
fore attained, for the sake of showing 
mankind the example of a life governed by 
other than false and crue.l principles 
on which human society has all along been 
based. 

And, first of all, we had divorced 
ourselves from pride, and were striving 
to supply its place with brotherlY. love. 
We meant to lessen the laboring man's 
great burden of toil, by performing our 
due share of it at the cost of our own 
theives and sinews. We sought our profit 
by mutual aid ••• 

(p.449) 
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The artist, hm-vever, finds himself increasingly 

isolated and alienated even in the midst of so much familiar 

love. When Coverdale first arrives at Blithedale, his 

reputation as a poet precedes him. While \velcoming him, 

Zenobia tells him that she has learnt some of his poetry 

by heart and she shall most certainly sing his verses on 

summer evenings. But praise apart, once life settles down 

into a routine at Blithedale, it becomes increasingly appa

rent that Coverdale is not taken seriously by his friends 

precisely because he is a poet. Zenobia far from singing 

his verses, actually makes fun of him; 'I am afraid you 

did not make a song today while loading the cart, as Burns 

did when he was reaping barley... Ah, I see, in my minds 

eye, what sort of an individual you are to be, two three 

years hence. Grim Silas Forster is your prototype ••• I 

do not know what his brain is made of, unless it be savoy 

cabbage; but yours may be cauliflower, 9S.a rather more 

delicate variety' (pp.477-478). Hollingsworth, Coverdale's 

other friend, is glad that the life of toil has knocked 

off 'nonsense and fancy work' out of Coverdale. Although 

Coverdale has worked as hard as him in the fields, he 

goes to state categorically, 'Miles Coverdale is not in 

earnest~ either as poet or a labourer' (p~478). Even at 

this early stage Coverdale is hurt by the remarks of his 

friends. 
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In the course of the action, we see that Coverdale 

is slowly isolated. Zenobia, Hollingsworth and Priscilla, 

Coverdale's closest associatesat Blithedale, form a circle 

of their own with Coverdale on the periptlery. In the 

chapter • EJ.iot 's Pulpit', vJe are shOt'l7n the equations estab-

lished between the four friends and also Coverdale's frust-

ration and bitterness at being left out in the cold. In 

the discussion regarding the position of women, both Priscilla 

and Zenobia succumb to what Coverdale rightly calls Hollings-

worth's 'intensity of masculine egotism' and Coverdale is 

left contemplating his own bad luck. 

I smiled--somewhat bitterly, it is true-
in contemplation of my own ill luck. How 
little these two women care for me, who 
had freely conceded all their claims, and 
a great deal more~ out of the fulness of 
my heart; while Hollingsworth, by some 
necromancy of his horrible injustice, 
seemed to have brought them both to his 
feet. 

(p.512) 

Matters, however, come to a head when Hollingsworth 

asks Coverdale to join him in his great enterprise. 'Be 

with me or be against mel There is no third choice for you• 

(p$519). he tells coverdaleo Hollingsworth's great contempt 

for Coverdale's vocation as an artist comes through even as 

he asks the latter to join him. The underlying assumption 

behind the offer is that left to his own~ Coverdale will 

waste his life in pursuit of idle beauty, but if he were 
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to join forces with Hollingsworth, he would be able to do 

something useful and substa,ntial. 'Your peculiar faculties, 

as I shall direct them, are capable of being so wrought 

into this enterprise that not one of them need lie idle ••• 

There may be no mo£e aimless beauty in your life; but, in 

its stead, there shall be strength, courage, imrnitag~ble will--

everything that a manly and generous nature should desire• 

(p.518). Hollingsworth dismisses Coverdale's c.ornrnitment to 

the Blithedale experiment by saying that it has given him 

theme for poetry and what more could he possibly ask from 

it? In other words, Hollingsworth suspects Coverdale's 

commitment to both life and to Blitqedale just because the 

latter is an artist. 

Coverdale refuses Hollingsworth's offer and it 

immediately affects his relationship with both Priscilla 

and Zenobia. 'I stood on other terms than before, not only 

with Hollingsworth but with Zenobia and Priscilla' (p.521). 

His loneliness begins to eat into him, so much so that he 

decides to leave Blithedale farm for a short while and go 

to town: 

But your heart will not so easily rest 
satisfieds It incesantly remonstrates, 
though, most of the time, in bass note, 
which you do not separately distinguish; 
but, now and then, with a sharp cry, 
importunate to be heard, and resolute to 
claim belief. "Things are not as they 
\vere!" It keeps saying. , "You shall not ' 
impose on me! I will never be quiet! 
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I will throb painfully! I will be heavy, 
and desolate, and shiver with cold! For 
I, your deep heart; know when to be miser
able, as once I knew when to be happyo 
All is changed for us. You are beloved 
no more! 

Even iri the town, Coverdale is as isolated as he 

was in the countrysidee He sits alone in his room reading 

his book and his lonelinesss is contrasted to the love and 

affection that the family man receives when he returns from 

work. It was while he was in his hotel room that he looks 

across into Zenobia's room and the latter delivers the 

'pitiless rebuke' by dropping the curtain. Coverdale's 

isolation which began at the Blithedale farm is now complete 

and as he sits meditating in his rocking chair, it becomes 

clear to him that he has ended up where he was only because 

his friends had failed to understand his temperament and 

behaviour as determined by his vocation: 

For, was mine a mere vulgar curiosity? 
Zenobia should have known me better than 
to suppose it. She should have been able 
to appreciate that quality of the inte
llect and the heart which impelled me 
(often against my own will, and to the 
detriment of my own comfort) to live in 
other lives, and to endeavour--by 
generous sympathies, by delicate in
tuitions, by taking note of things too 
slight for record, and by bringing my 
human spirit into manifold accordance 
with companions whom God assigned me--
to learn the secret which 1,-.,as hidden even 
for themselves. 

(p.533). 



Later, Coverdale visits Zenobia and tries to 

explain his position but Zenobia thinks of him merely as 

a •transcendental yankee•. She had earlier made fun of 

him as an artist, and now that he had broken away from 

Hollingsworth, she becomes hostile and gives the worst 

possible interpretation to his motives. She states clearly 

what she thinks his duty signifies. 

Bigotry; self-conceit; an insolent 
curiosity1 a meddlesome temper; a 
cmld blooded criticism, founded on 
shallow interpretation of half
perceptions; a monstrous scepticism 
in regard to any conscience or any 
wisdom, except one's own; a most 
irreverent propensity to thrust 
providence aside, and substitute 
one's self in its awful place--and 
out of these and other motives as 
miserable as these comes your idea 
of duty. 

(p.540) 

Zenobia Is suspicions 'and ho:stility represent the 

,· hostility and suspicions of the larger American community 

towards the artist. This is brought out later at the farm 

when the masqueraders chase him in the name of queen Zenobia. 

Deliberately, the masqueraders are made to represent the 

entire American community. Among them there is an Indian 

chief, a Negro, a Kentucky woodsman, a shaker elder and 

also Puritans, Cavaliers revolutionary officers. With 

mock·hostility, the entire group chases Coverdale. 'The 
' 

whole fantastic rabble forthwith streamed off in pursuit 
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(p.563). The chase is a striking metaphoric rendering of 

the situation of the artist in America. It also highlights 

the isolation and alienation imposed upon Coverdale by his 

own friends just because he is a poet. 

Coverdale's isolation forces him into the rol~e of 

a mere observer. Throughout the text, we find him watching, 

prying, and analysing, fingering and teasing the sensibilities 

of his friends trying to make them give up their secrets. 

He himself emphasizes his spectorial role, •My own part in 

these transactions was singularly subordinate. It resembled 

tnat of the chorus in a classic play• (p.496). Zenobia takes 

him to task for his voyeurism and readers too have founa 

this to be the most displeasing aspect of · his personality. 

However, what is often not realized is that this spectorial 

role is, in a 1:1ay, forced upon him. The suspicions regarding 

the artist isolate him so completely that there is little 

that he can do except sit and watch. 

As an artist, he necessarily possesses faculties 

for close observation, but the tendency to pry grows in 

dir~ct proportion to the extent he is isolated. Coverdale 

himself is aware of the dangers inherent in his role as a 

mere observer. • ••• That cold tendency between instinct and 
'• 

intellect which made me pry with speculative interest into 
I 
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people's passions and impulses, appeared to have gone far 

to,.;,ards unhumanizing my hea~t • (p.530). Despite his awareness, 

given the fact of his alienation, there is little that he 

can do except observe the action as if it were a play. And 

his role as a spectator is s~pplemented by the fact that the 

BlithedalE idealists were actually putting up a show. 'The 

presence of Zenobia caused our heroic enterprise to show 

like an illusion, a masquerade, a pastoral, a counterfeit 

Arcadia, in which we grown up men and women were m~king 

a play day of our years that were given us to live in' (p.451). 

A.G. Uoyd Smith makes an interesting point that 

Coverdale in his spectorial role represents the reader a& 

~ and that through this device Hawthorne incorporates 
. ~ 

into the text his o~m reception aesthetics. -He suggests that 

the reader necessarily shares with Coverdale his v:_oyeurism 

and that Zenobia implicitly indicts th~ reader as well as 

,-Coverdale when she says, 'This long while past, you have 

been following up your game groping for human emotiOns, in 

the dark COrnerS or the heart I (p.565) • 

But, more important, through Coverdale, Hawthorne 

has fictionalised his acute awareness of the predicament of 

the artist in nineteenth century America. In his Culture 

and Society, Raymond vJilliams has argued that during the 

romantic era, ide~s of art, of artist and of their place in 

society changed radically. Although his perceptive discussion 



is specifically related to the situation of the romantic 

artist in England, many of the points that he makes are 

applicable to the situation of the American artist as well. 

William argues that because the third and the fourth decade 

of the eighteenth century saw the emergence of a new middle 

class reading public, the system of patronage was replaced by 

general commercial printing and the artist became a profess-

iona 1 r,-.rho earned his 1 i velihood through writing. In other 

words, ' a writer's actual relations with the society and 
..3 

his audience was governed by the irrstitution of the market'. 

As a result of mass printing, the market in turn got divided 

into the educated cultured, minority readers who were interested 

in 'serious") literature and the vast majority who wanted .. 
escapist, pulp literature. The division, according to 

Williams, had obvious implications for l:oth literary theory 

and practice. The serious writers sought to compensate for 

their rejection by the majority by emphasizing the superiority 

of art and the special attributes of tre artist. Both were 

seen as opposed to the comrrercial, mechanical civilization 

that was being inaugurated and both \·lere, therefore, also seen 

to be partly incomprehensible to the average man. 'Implicit 

in all organic, romantic thinking is a criticism of the 

mechanical and the rationalist principle underlying industrial 

revel ut ion and the market. • 
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vJilliam goes on to point out that the emphasis on 

the superior reality of art, was, therefore, in many ways a 

mode of defence. 1 The height of artists claim is also the 

height of his despair'.q As the huge changes inexorar:y 

manifested themselves not only did the condemnation of society 

become specialised, self-conscious and partly unreal, but 

also the idealisation of the art and the artist became a form 

of escape from an unpleasant reality about which the writer 

could do nothing. 'Under pressure art became a symbolic 

abstraction for a whole range of general human expe~ience: 

a valuable abstraction because indeed great art has thus 

an ultimate power--yet, an abstraction nevertheless, because 

a general social activity was forced into a. statue of depart-

ment or province and actual works of art were, in part, 

converted into a: self-pleading ideology. There is high 
-

courage and actual utility, if also simplification, in romantic 

claims of imagination ••• In practice, there were deep insights 

and great works of art, but in continuous pressure of living, 

the freeplay of genius found it increasingly difficult to 

consort with the freeplay of the market, and the difficulty 
s-

was not solved, but cushioned by an idealisation. 1 

Raymond William 1 s rerre rks obviously apply to the 

American situation as. well. As already ment±oned, nineteenth 

century America· not only witnessed the rise of the commercial 

publishing but also the division of reading public 'into what 
\ 
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Melville called the 'people' and the 'public'. Also the 

major writers of the romantic age inevitably idealized both 

art and the artist. Hawthorne too is fully conscious of the 

conflict between the artist and the majority and in stories 

like 'The Artist of the Beautiful' and the 'Devil in the 

Manuscript', he not only dramatizes this conflict but also 

idealises the artist. By the time he came to write his 

major romances, however, Hawthorne seems.to have started 

questioning the idealization findings many a chink in the 

grand front that the romantics had built up for the artist. 

Thus in both The Searl et Letter and in The House: ~of the 

seven Gables, he recognises the harrnful effects of enforced 

social isolation, but he also pinpoints negative aspects 

of the artists personality. Pearl, despite her commitment to 

truth, is seen to be partly diabolic while Holgrave for all 

his democratic commitments, almost violates the sgnctity 

of a human heart. However, in both the books, the artists 

still manage to preserve some of their halo. In The Blithedale 

Romance the portrait of the artist is completely non-idealized. 

It is clinical and objective and no special favours are 

granted to Coverdale. The question of the artist's relation 

to society is faced squarely, and the difficulty is not 
-· 

sought to be cushioned by an idealization. Coverdale is 

detennined by (and, therefore, enmeshed in) social processes 

as much as anyone else and his special artistic attributes 

are unable to lift him above these processes. In 'The Artist 
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of the Beautiful' warlana negates the effects of alienation 

by transferring his humanity to the art object and by winning, 

through the intensity of his artistic enae~vour, a spiritual 

repose that seems to negate the need for other human beings. 

For Coverdale, no such triumphant release is possible and 

he·suffers fully from the consequences of the isolation 

imposed upon him. 

Yet Coverdale is not totally lost for despite 
-\ 

his isolation~his dehumanization, and his prying, he manages 

to write The Blithedale Romance. The failure of the Blithedale 

experiment, the death of Zenobia, his own loneliness and 

his growing awareness of the problematic situation of the 
- . 
writer ultimately '•:transforms. him into a Hawthornian romancer. 

• • ..:.1 i 1 k 1 . f \..Oe. h . H1s progress1ve u sc osure rna es sense on y 1 ~ see 1m 

as someone who,to begin with, wanted to .write essays for 

'The Dial' or poetry/ 'that would have the notes of wild birds 

-twittering through it of a strain like the wind anthems in 

the wood' (p.447),cbut who eventUally penned the romance 

embodying the dark moral that there is a byway to the pit 

from the very gates of heaven. 

There is no comfortable and easy idealization of the 

artist in The Blithedale Romance but the portrait is not 

entirely negqtivee Coverdale's last remarks about himself. 

should be taken with a pinch of salt for there are qbvious 

discrepancies. He tells us that lack of purpose, has led him 
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to waste his life, that he has given up writing poetry and 
.'-!' 

that he lacks any serious social commitment. In the year 

that follows Blithedale experiment, Coverdale might not have 

written any poetry but he does manage to write a romance 

and though he is not willing to take up a sociological cause 

he has been true to his artistic cause breading over his 

story for years and years. There are, in fact, two Coverdales 

in the book, the romantic poet who sets off in the storm 

with high hopes for man and his destiny and the romancer 

who broods over the exploded scheme of paradise for thirteen 
... 

and who ultimately writes the romance. In the 

alysis, Coverdale's self-presentation shows us how 

itself came to be written. 
' F 

On arriving at Blithedale, Coverdale falls ill .. 

When he is feverish, he suffers because his mind is fixed 

on the idea like'the nail in Sisera's brain' while 'innumer-

able other ideas go and come, flutter to and fro, combining 

constant transition with intolerable sameness'. This feverish 

fixation anticipates what becomes his obsession with the 

three friends. While he is in this state, in his dream he 

manages to perceive the future sequence of events. His position 

here is· very much like that of a ;..rri ter who in a moment of 
\ . 

inspiration has conceived his plots,chief incidents and 

its catastrophe. 'Had I made a record of that night's half 

waking dreams, it is my belief that I would have anticipated 
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several of the chief incidents of the narrative, including 

a dim shadow of its catastrophe' (p.460). Thus,in the very 

beginning, we are shown that the story being told is not 

a historical record in the ordinary sense. Coverdale's role 

as a writer is being emphasizea ana it is being made clear 

that displacement of time and Coverdale's peculiar imaginative 

faculties put him in the position of th~ chronicler free 

to re~imagine, even to re-invent his own history. Coverdale 

himself describes the process when he reports the conver-

sation between vlestervelt and Zenobia, ~ •• other mysterious 

words, besides what are above written, they spoke together, 

but I understand no more, and indeed even question whether 

I fairly understand so much as this. By long brooding over 

our recollections we subtilize them into something akin to 

imaginary stuff and hardly capable of being distinguished 

from it' (p.501). 

The process by which the stuff of life is made into 

the stuff of art.by Coverdale is described in the text and 

it self-consciously p3rallels Hawthorn's own techniques 

as a romancer. First of all, there is Coverdale's obsession 

with his three friends. In 'The Custom House' chapter, 

Hawthorne had said, 'My eyes fastened themselves upon the old 

scarlet letter and would not be turned aside' (p.102). Cover

dale too is unable to turn his eyes away from his friends. 

Like the letter A, the three characters draw his whole mind 



and being, and just as Hawthorne felt obliged to work out 

an interpretation of the symbol, so too Coverdale finds in 

the- three ' .. '"'"" indices of a problem which it was my business 

to solve 1 • H<n.rthorne • s efforts in the rnoonli t room to get 

to know his illusive guests by calling up imaginary scenes 

also has it equivalent in Coverdale's experience. He converts 

his friends into • characters of my private theatre •. Hav::... 

thorne's efforts lead to his isolation and alienation and 

so do Coverdale's .. Finally, as \vas the case with Hav-Jthorne, 

the success and failure of Coverdale's enterprise depends 

onwhether his imaginary transformation are informed by 

'sympathy' or not. 

of-
i\s said earlier~ the value,sympathy in HaHthorne is 

always directly connecte~ with the aw~reness of sin and the 

events at the Blithedale farm (as shown earlier in the chapter) 

foster precisely this awareness. In fact, tte foremost 

difference between Coverdale the romantic ~oet and Coverdale 

the romancer is that the latter possesses this av:areness. 

And that this a,.vareness has led to sympathy is made clear 

through the contrast that is systematically developed between 

Coverdale and Vlestervel t. 

Mesmerism iri Blithedale Romance is clearly equa-

ted vdtl1 the romance. Like the romancer, the exhibitor also 

tries his very best through 'all the arts of mysterious 

arrangement., of picturesque disposition and artistically 

contrasted light and shad~·e• to set the performance in the 
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strongest attitude of opposition to ordinary facts' (p.441} • 

once again, like the romancer, the exhibitor casts a spell 

and claims to articulate spiritu?l truths that are unavail

able to ordinary modes of perception. \·vestervelt practices 

this art without sympathy and he is., therefore, vdth his 

serpent like stick and his indecorous countenance, the 

very image of the devil~ Coverdale remains,at worst, an 

erring human being.. The similarity as well as the difference 

betv.:een the two is brought out most cle&rly after the death 

of Zenobia. ~'Je find Coverdale sharing Westervelt's opinions 

but not his essential attitude. \'Jestervelt is cold, object

ive, unmoved and utterly unsympathetic. Coverdale, though 

he recognises the truth of \vestervel t 1 s remarks, is neither 

cold nor unsympathetic. Zenobia's death moves him profoundly 

and he is, in fact, outraged at 11vestervelt's lack of sympathy. 

That Coverdale does not lack sympathy is also made clear by 

the fact that there is no self-absorption ov ego-centricity 

i.n his narrativ~. In fact, CoV!erdale cuts the sorriest figure 

in his own narrative. 

Hawthorne's distance from Coverdale is not a con

sistent one. As a participant and.as a spectator, Coverdale 

cuts a sorry figure. However, as a narrator and story teller, 

he draws very close to Hawthorne for he lives up to the ideals 

that could easily be Hawthorne's own. 
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And now when the event has long been 
past I retain the same opinion of my 
fitness for the office. True I might 
have condemned them. Had I been judge 
as well as witness, my sentence mi~ht 
have been stern as that of destiny itselfc 
But, still no trait-of original nobility 
of character, no struggle against tempt
ation, no iron necessity of will, on 
the one hand, nor extentuating circum-· 
stances to be rived from passion and 
despair~ on t:" • ..::: other, no rei!lorse that 
might co-exist with error, even if 
powerless to prevent it, no proud 
repentance that should claim retribution 
as a need--would g6 unappreciated. 
True again, I might give my full assent 
to the punishment which waG sure to 
follO\v. · But it would be given mournfully, 
and with undiminished love. And, after 
all was finished, I would come, as if 
to gather up the white ashes of those 
who had perished at the stake, and to 
tell the world--the 1:1rong being now 
atoned for--how much had perished there 
which it had ever yet. kno-vm hm1 to 
praise. 

(p.534). 
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Notes 

1 Nathaniel Hawth~rne, The Blithedale Romance 
in The complete Novels and Selected Tales of Natha~ 
H@wthorne ed. Norman Holmes Pearson, p.51~ , 

2 A.G. Lloyd Smith, Eve Tempted, p.~6-

3 Raymond VJj 1 , :!_=lms, Culture and society: 1780-
1950 (1958 rpt. Penguin Books, 1963, P·SO) 

4 
Ibid • , p • 57 

SIb id • , p. {;3 



Chapter v 

THE MARBLE FA UN 

In The Harble Faun the ideal of the golden age is 

repeatedly juxtaposed with the reality of sin, sorrow, death 

and decay and the action of the novel once again revolves 

around the efforts of the characters to come to terms with 

the reality of the fallen world. The statues in the sculpture 

Gallery in the Capitol in Rome, v1here we first mee"t the 

characters of the books, are described as, 'shining in the 

undiminished majesty and beauty of their ideal life, although 

the marble that embodies them is yellmv with time, and perhaps 
1 

corroded ••• ' The con:rast between the antique 

idol and the yellow marble is further emphasised in Hawthorne' 

description of the statue of the Faun. • ••• all the pleasant-

ness of sylyan life, all the genial and happy characteristics 

of the creature that dwell in woods and fields, will seem to 

be mingled and kneaded into one substance, along with the 

kindered ']ualities in the human soul.. Trees~· grass, flowers, 

woodland streamlets, cattle, deer and unsophisticated man. 

The essence of all these was compressed long ago, and still 

exists, within that discoloured marble surface of the faun 

of Paraxitele.s (p.596). 
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Donatello, the Marble Faun, 'miraculously softened 

into flesh and blood' (p.595) in the course of the n6vel, 

has to come to terms with the reality signalled by the dis-

coloured stone. In the Borghese gardens, Donatello is shown 

in his original state. Being a representative of the golden 

age, he is at one with nature. But the impossibility and 

infeasibility of the simple 6 direct and joyous relationship 

with nature in the present is indicated by the numerous. refer-

ences to falseness, imitation and death that the chapter 

contains.. The final charm of the garden is bestmved by 1'1alaria. 

'For if you come hither in summer, and stray through these 

glades in the golden sunset, fever walks arm in arm with you 

and death awaits you at the end of the dim vista. Thus the 

scene is like Eden in its loveliness; like Eden, too, in the 

fatal spell that removes it beyond the scope of man's actual 
) 

possession (pp.631-632). Later, Miriam and Donatello sport 

together until they seem to be creatures of ' ••• the Golden 

age,. before mankind was burdened vlith sin and sorrow, and 

before pleasure had been darkened vli th those shadows that 

bring it into high relief, and make it happiness' (p.637). 

But the Sylvyan Dance too is annihilated by a strange figure 

that shook its fantastic garments in the air and pranced 

before them. It was the Hodel. The immediate result of 

his dance is that the spell which Donatello had cast earlier 

is broken and what was Golden age and 11rcadia once again 

becomes the old tract of pleasure ground; ' ••. a tract where 
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the crimes and calamities of ages, the many battles, blood 

recklessly poured out, and deaths of myriads, have corrupted 

all the soil, creating an influence that makes the air deadly 

to human beings' (p.641). 

In his presentation of Donatello's lost gift of speech 

with the animals, Hawthorne once again contrasts the ideal of 

the Golden age with the reality of the fallen world. In the 

fountain grove at Mo~te Beni, Donatello is almost able to re

capture his lost languageo 'The sound was of-ct.M~~0YOt$$chara

cter, soft, attractive, persuasive, friendly. The sculptor 

fancied that such might have been the original voice and 

utterance of the natural man, before the sophistication of 

the human intellect formed what we now call language' (p.732). 

However, the only creature that responds to Donatello's voice 

is a brown lizard, a venomous reptile and Donatello is left 

sobbing 'Death! Death!. They knew it' (p.733). 

The repeated juxtaposition of the ideals of Golden 

age with death and decay serve to emphasise what from the 

very beginning had been the central thematic movement of 

the book--a cancellation of the Golden age for which is substi

tuted the reality of sin and death. The Arcardia is replaced 

by the chasm, that pit of blackness that Sv!allows·-up all human 

positives--all the heroes, the statesmen, the poets, and 

human history., In the course of the novel, each character 

in his own way has to come to terms with this reality. 
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The accidental encounter with the Model in the 

catacomb serves to drive home the point that the issue of 

sin cannot be avoided. By making the act that connects 

Miriam with the Model precede the action of the novel and 

by deliberately leaving it ambiguous, Hawthorne is able to 

use the Miriam-Model connection to raise the issue of sin 

in general rather tha,1 particular terms. Though we have 

no knowledge of the specific act that unites Miriam with 

the I1odel, we do know that it was a crime of some sort and 

that it constitutes a fatal entanglement of both. The 

repeated reference to Cenci story hints at both incest and 

murder. 

Donatello•s eventual murder of the Model is a shadowy 

re-enactment of Miriam's original crime and it suggests the 

same structura 1 techniques as The Scarlet Letter in which 

the forest scene re-enacts the adultery, and The House of the 

Seven C-ables in which Holgrave almost repeats Hathew Maule • s 

crime against Alice. 

As in the earlier novels, the re-enactment of a 

past crime, reveals the inadequacy of the a ttL. udes of the 

various characters to the reality of the original crimeo 

In this, the characters become emblamatic of all of humanity 

which too has failed to come to terms with the reality of the 

original fall. The secondary action establishes once and 

for all that humanity has to learn to accept the reality of 



.evil if it is to be saved •. 

In The I'1arble Paun the murder of the Model fore-

grounds the problem of universal sin. 'It is a terrible 

thought that an individual wrong-doing melts into the 

great mass of human crime and makes us--who dreamed only 

of our own little separate sins--guilty of the ·whole. And 

thus Miriam and her lover were not an insulated pair, but 

members of the innumerable confraternity of guilty ones, 

all shuddering at each other' (p.692). And as Hilda later 

discovers, it is immaterial and who is guilty and who is 

innocent; both suffer equally. 'It is very dreadful. Ah! 

now I understand how the sin of generations past have created 

an atmosphere of sin for those that follow. While there is 

a single guilty person in the universe, each innbcent one 

must feel his innocence tortured by that guilt. Your deed, 

Miriam, has darkened the whole sky' (p.712). 

The re-enactment of the earlier crime shows that 

the various characters had not learnt to recognise and accept 

the presence of evil withi~ themselves. Therefore, after the 

crime, all four characters change and grow. Miriam was full 

of pride, anger and hatred directed against men, before the 

crime., But afterwards, she becomes meek and humble. So 

much so that Kenyon could not but marvel 'at the subjection 

into which tlli~; proud an"; :'>elf-dependent woman had -vrilfully 

flung herself, hanging her life upon the chance of angry or 
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favourable regard from a person who, little while before, 

had seemed the plaything of a moment' (p.754)e The amoral 

Donatello, after the crime, begins to acquire a spiritual 

consciousness of right and wrong while Keyon grows by learning 

to truly sympathise at the plight of the sinners. Hilda 

also changes after witnessing the murder. She not only loses 

her unrealistic moral severity but also learns to love Keyon. 

At the very e,nd, the novel poses the paradox of the .fortunate 

fall: can sin actually T11ork for the betterment of humanity? 

Miriam asks, 'Has the crime--in which he and I were wedded-

was it a blessing, in that strange disguise7 Was it means 

of education, bringing a simple and imperfect nature to a 

point of feeling and intelligence wh:ic h it could have reached 
&-

under no other discipline ••• The story of the fallJman! 

Is it not repeated in our rorra ace of Moute Beni--~nd may we 

follow the analogy yet further? Was that very sin--into which 

Adam precipitated himself and all his race--was it the destined 

means by which, over a long pathway of toil and sorrow, we 

are to attain a higher, brighter and profounder happiness 

thgn our lost birthright gave? t·lill not this idea account 

for the permitted existence of sin, as no other theory can' 

(p. stfo): 

In The Marble Faun art and life <;re juxtaposed in 

such a way that art repeatedly reveals the hidden faces of 
2. 

both its creators and observers. Donatello is seen as an 

incarnation of the statue of the Marble Eaun. Later his 



murderous self is revealed through the idle working of clay 

in Kenyon • s hand and his spir.i:tual grm.rth is reflected by 

the incomplete marble bust. Both Hilda and l"liriam appear 

as subjects of paintings and both are seen to resemble Giudo's 

portrait of Beatrice Cenci. The Model appears in Miriam's 

paintings and alsO in Guideo's painting as the Devil. Kenyon 

is revealed through his sculptures and also through the 

broken up statue he discovers in the end. The novel itself 

goes oh to reflect Hav.rthorne 's .viet-J of art. Hawthorne 

uses this aspect of art to re-examine the theories of expressive 

and mimetic art in light of his concept of universal sin and 

also to ~uestion the value of much that passPs for great 

art. 

In The Ivlarble Faun, painting is presented as an 

expressive art while sculpture is presented as a mimetic art 

form. All through the book, the tv.ro art forms are contrasted 

in these terms. When Niriam visits Kenyon's studio, she compa

res her own art form which according to her is 'too nervous', 

too passionate and too full of agitation' with that of Kenyon's 

which is calm and cool .. She goes on to say, 'sculptors are, 

of necessity~ the greatest plagiarists in the world (pe661). 

Kenyon does not agree .with her but cannot contradict her 

either. 

The several separate stages of production of works 

in both the arts are described in detail tobring out the 
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expressive and mimetic features of each. In her studio, 

Miriam explains to Donatello how the e~ressive artist works. 
'' 

'We artists purposely exclude sunshine, and all but a partial 

light, because we think it necessary to put ourselves at 

odds with Nature before trying to imitate her. That strikes 

you very strangely, does it not? But vle make pretty pictures 

sometimes with our artfully arranged light and shadow 1 (p.613). 

The significance of the sketches in expressive art 

is highlighted later in the chapter 'The Aesthetic Company•. 

The sketches we are told are valuable because they reflect, 

more accurately than even the finished painting, the mind 

of the artist at the creative pitch. 'But this hasty rude

ness made the sketches only the more valuable because the 

artist seemed to have bestirred himself at the pinch of the 

moment, snatching up whatever materia+ was nearest, so as 

to seize the first glimpse of an idea that might vanish in 

the twinkling of an eye. Thus by the spell of a creased, 

soiled and discolored scrap of paper, you t-.rere enabled to 

steal close to an old master, and watch him in t.he very effere

scence of his genius' (p.669). 

Miriam's sketches also reveal her personqlity. 

She shews Donatello two sets of sketches and both reveal 

aspects of her personality. One set of sketches show images 

of common life but in the other set of sketches there ~ V:!l 

the idea of woman 'acting, the part of a revengeful mischief 
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•ugly phantoms that stole out of my mind; not thingsi created, 

but things that haunt me• (p.615). 

Because she is an expressive artist and because 

she has had experience of sin, it is Miri~m who pinpoints 

the central problem which all expressive artists face. Given 

the sinful reality of the \v'Orld, if the .i.ndividual artist 

is to base his art only on his own experience he can be in 

no vJay certain that the principle of gocd ness will triumph 

over that of evil. In fact, in all honesty, his art should 

demonstrate the exact opposite. Hiriam criticises Guido's 

painting of Michael destroying the devil precisely for this 

reason. 'With what half-scornful delicacy he sets his pretty 

sandalled foot on the head of his prostrate foe! But, is 

it thus that virtue looks the moment after its death struggle 

with evil? No, no, I could have told Guido better~ •• 

the battle never w~s such a child's play as Guido's dapper 

Archangel seems to have found it'(pe696). She goes on to 

say that if she were to paint the painting she would have 

done it differently; 'The picture would have its share of trubh 

I assure you, .... but I am sadly afraid the victory vJOuld 

fall on the wrong side. Just fancy a smoke blackened, fiery

eyed demon6 bestriding that nice young angel, clutching his 

white throat with one of his hinder claws; and giving a 

triumphant whisk of his scaly tail, with poisonous dart at 



the end· of it., That is what they risk, poor souls P \-lhO do 

battle with Michael's enemy' (p.696). 

The stages of production of sculpture emphasise. 

its essentially mimetic nature. First come some hastily drawn 

figures on the white wash of the walls. Next, there are 

roughly modelled figures in clay or plaster. Then there is 

the exquisitively designed shape of clay from which the 

plaster cast is made which is then transformed into a statue 

in marble. The essentially mimetic and mechanical nature of 

art is emphasised by the fact that the final product is 

created not by the artist but by skil.led cra~tsmen. 

The problem with mimetic art is that art objects 

begin to replace life breeding coldness and lack of sympathy 

in the artist. Thus Kenyon, when he falls in love with 

Hilda, sculpts her hands. 'The sculptor sighed as he put 

away the treasure of Hilda's marble hand into the ivory 

coffer, $ •• He dared not even kiss the image that he himself 

had made: it had assumed its share of Hilda's remote and shy 

divinity' (p. 660). The inhumanity and the falsification 

inherent in this attitude becomes apparent when Kenyon is 

faced with the issue of sin. While sculpting the statue of 

Cleopatra, he has,as Miriam points out, seen far into woman

hood, but when it comes to helping out a real, suffering 

tvoman, he is found Hanting$ Hhen Miriam wants to tell him 

about her tr0ubles he is reserved and alarmed and 1-Uriam 
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As for my griefs, I kno-vr h0\"1 to manage them. It was all a 

mistake. You can do nothing for me unless you petrify me 

into" a marble companion for your Cleopatra there' (p.664). 

Significantly, Kenyon's growth as a sympathetic 

character is illustrated in the scene 1.-1hen he finds the broken 

up statue of the godess Venus. As Kenyon himself puts it: 

'vJhat a discovery is here! I seek for Hilda and find a marble 

woman' (p.833). It 1.--.ras adiscovery which made the world 

richer than it was, by something far more precious than gold. 

But Kenyon who had been guilty of replacing life with art 

has out9rown the weakness since then. After discovering the 

statue, Kenyon 'strove to feel at ~east a portion of the 

interest which the event vlOuld have inspired in him a little 

while before. But, in reality, he found it difficult to fix 

his mind upon the subject. He could hardly, we fear, be 

reckoned a consummate artist, because there v1as something 

dearer to him than his art; and, by the greater strength of 

human affection, the divine statue seemed to fall asunder 

again, and becorre only a heap of worthless fragments• (p.834). 

The other problem with mimetic art is that since it 

is committed to a one to one representation, it finds it almost 

impossible t0 record the process of spiritual growth. Kenyon 

confronts this t;roblem when he tries to make Donatello's 

bust. 'He had never undertaken a por~rait bust which gave 
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him so much trouble as Donatello ••• he was chiefly perplexed 

how to make this genial and kind type of countenance the. 

index of the mind within. His acuteness and his sympathies, 

indeed, were both somewhat at fault in their efforts to 

enlighten him as to the r>toral phase through which the Court 

was now passing (p.746). 

It is only by accident that the bust eventually : 

succeeds in reflecting the growing moral power of Donatello. 

As Hilda points out, 'Forgive me, but I question whether 

this striking affect was brought about by any skill or purpose 

on the sculptor's part. Is not perhaps, the chance result 

of the bust being just so far shaped out in the marble, 

as the process of moral growth had advanced in the original? 

(p.809). The success shows up the limitation of mimetic 9rt 

for the effect could never have been captured in the finished 

statue. 

Hilda is portrayed as someone who has the gift of 

discerning and worshipping excellence in a most unusual measUEe. 

She adm.ire..Q the worth of the mighty old masters to such an 

extent that she gti_ves up painting herself and becomes a copyist. 

'Referencing these wonderful men so deeply, she was grateful 

for all they bestowed upon her, too loyal and too humble, 

in their awful presence, to think of enrolling herself in 

"'( their society. Beholding the miracles of beauty which 

they had achieved, the 1.-Jorld seemed alreaGy rich enough in 
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original designs, and nothing more was so desirable as to 

diffuse those self-same beauties more widely among mankind' 

(p.622). Hilda is also shown to be the ideal spectator of 

art. 'No other person, it is probable, recognised so adequately, 

and enjoyed with such deep delight, the pictorial wonders 

that were here displayed. She saw--no, not saw, but felt-

through and through a picture; she bestowed upon it all the 

\varmth and richness of a \1TOman 1 s sympathy; not by any inte-

llectual effort, but by this strength of heart, and by this 

guiding light of sympathy, she went straight to the central 

point, in which the rnaster had conceived his v1ork • (p.622). 

The accuracy of Hilda's eyes is related to the 

accuracy of h/er moral perception. She is equated with doves 

all through the novel and has to keep Virgin's lamp alight. 

After her inevitable encounter with sin, her moral stand point 

and aesthetic vision are both seen to be inadequate. After 

witnessing the murder of the Model, Hilda not only loses the 

gifted simplicity of vision but also loses her enjoyment of 

art. 1 For the first time in her life, Hilda nm·1 grew acquainted 

with that icy demon of weariness who haunts great picture 

-galleries 1 (p. 783). Hawthorne uses Hilda 1·s disillusionment 

to pinpoint the limitation of most greart art in face of sin. 

The love of art ••• if art had not strayed 
away from its legitimate paths and aims, 
it ought to soften and svveeten the lives 
of worshippers... But, of its own potency, 
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it has no ·such effect, and it fails, 
like wise, in the other test of its 
moral value which poor Hilda was now 
involuntarily trying upon it. It can
not comfort the heart in affliction, 
it grows dim when the shadow is upon :us. 

(p.786) 

The great masters are now criticised for their 

lack of truth • 

••• She saw beauty less vividly, but 
felt truth, or the ladk of it, more 
profoundly• She began to suspect that 
some, at least, of her venerated painters, 
.had left an inevitable hollowness in their 
works because, in the most renowned of 
them, they essayed to express to the \<Torld 
what they had not in their own souls. 
They defied their light and wandering 
affections, and were continually plaything 
off the tremendous jest ••• of offering 
the features of some venal beauty to be 
enshrined in the holiest of places. 

(p.785) 

Later in the book, Hilda comes to terms with the 

reality of sin and returns to her customary occupations. But 

her attitude to art had changed. 

She now saw with a deeper look into 
heart of· things. • • Instructed by sorrovl, 
she felt that there is something beyond 
all which pictorial genius has produced, 
and she never forgot those sad vlanderings 
from gallery to gallery and from church 
to church, vJhere she had vainly sought a 
type of the Virgin Hot her, or the saviour, 
or saint or martyr which a soul in extreme 
need might recognise as the adeauate one. 

(p.806) 
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The narrator himself goes on to give the reason 

why modern art had failed Hilda. 'How indeed should she 

ha're found such'? Hm-1 could holiness be revealed to the 

artist of an age when the greatest of them put genius and 

imagination in the place of spiritual insight, and when 

' from Pope, downward, all christendom was corruptl (p.806). 

The works which are offered as exception to this 

general failure in art give a clue to the kind of ideal of 

art that Hawthorne is upholding. There is Pra Angelico's 

painting of the Angel. Perugino' s painting of Virgin a-nd 

soaoma's painting of Christ bound to a pillar. All these 

paintings are inspired by sincere feeling which borders 

on the religions. 'Pra Angelico ••• must have breathed a 

humble aspiration bet\veen every h'lo touches of his brush 

in order to make the finished picture such a visible prayer 

as we behold it ••• 1 'Perguino was evidently a devout man .... ' 

and Soaoma 'beyond a question both prayed ana wept while 

painting his fresco ••• ' It is this deep religious feeling 

which helps these painters to make the kind of paintings 

that •may still help a struggling heart to pray' (p.785). 

Of all these paintings, it is only Soaoma's pa~nt

ing that is discussed in detail. In this picture, Christ i~ 

depicted as worn out, tired, exhausted and utterly lonely. 

But despite all this, the son of God remains divine. And 

so 'Sodoma, in this matchless picture has done more towards 
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reconciling the incongruity of Divine omnipotence and out

raged suffering humanity, combined in one person than the 

theologians ever did • (p. 786). By presenting Christ • s 

Divinity, Sodoma has sho11m that it is possible to conceptual

ise and create the imqge of the highest goddL even in the 

midst of most intense suffering. This, as Hawthorne says, 

cannot but inspire the suffering humanity. In short, the 

ideal artist in Hawthorne is to be inspired neither by imagi-

nation, nor by empiricism, but by an almost religious feeling 

which will enable him to recognise and depict the suffering 

and guilt of humanity without losing sight of that which is 

good and just. 

Haggoner in his chapter on the Harble Faun correctly 

points out that 'Hawthorne's whole career had prepared him 

3"> • 
to write The Harble Faun and that if he had told this s·tory 

many times before, he had never told it quite so directly ••• •4 

~'laggoner, however, looks upon the book only as the story of 

the fall of man. 'There is too much about Rome and !£2. much 

about art. They are a burden the story is incapable of carry-

. ,5 f 
~ngo In act, as we have already seen, The Marble Faun 

is as much about art as about fall of man and Hav:lthorne 

is direct and explicit both about art and· about man's sinful 

condition~ In·Donatello he presents the picture of the 

unfallen man coming to terms v-Jith the fallen v1orld and in 

Kenyon, Hilda and Miriam, three diff~rent kinds of artists 

coming to terms v-li th the reality of sin. 
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Notes 

1 Nathaniel Hawthorne, The Marble Faun in The 
Complete Novels and Selected Tales of Nathaniel Hawthorne 
ed. Norman. Holmes Pearson, p.5_93. A\l 5...U:,.S~u.ex1\- ~u.oto..H~n~ Cl..Y"e... 

.f-cOl'Y"' "tht~ e.d,Ttel"';, '""e.. P~t.... r\l..f..W\be..r \::. qr-.1en ~ \)o..,.e..\'\~~.s~. 

2Harry Levin, Power of Blackness: Hawthorne Poe 
Melville (1958,rpt. Chicago: Ohio Univ. Press 1980), p.91. 
Levin writes, 'Cross reference to works of art is a 
technique of characterisation in The Marble Faun •• ~ 

3 H.H. Haggoner, Ha'lrlthorne: A Critical Study, 
p.208 .. 

4 Ibid., p.211. 

5 ·rbid., p.223. 
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